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Glossary

AFSOC-Air Force Special Operations Command
CENTCOM-Central Command, United States Military, encompassing the Middle East
ClandOps-Clandestine Operations
Comm-Communications
DCIA-Director of the Central Intelligence Agency
DCS-Director of the National Clandestine Service
DD(I)-Deputy Director(Intelligence)-Central Intelligence Agency
DD(ST)Deputy Director(Science amp; Technology)-Central Intelligence Agency
DNI-Director of National Intelligence
DZ-Drop Zone
E amp;E-Escape and Evade
ETA-Estimated Time of Arrival
Exfil-Exfiltrate, the reverse of infiltrate
FAV-Fast Attack Vehicle
IDF-Israeli Defense Forces
IRGC–Iranian Revolutionary Guard Corps
JSOC-Joint Special Operations Command
KIA-Killed In Action
Klick-kilometer
LOS-Line of Sight
LZ-Landing Zone
Masjid-Arabic for mosque
NCS-National Clandestine Service, operations wing of the CIA
NRO-National Reconaissance Office
NSA-National Security Agency
NVGs-Night Vision Goggles
PJAK-Party of Free Life of Kurdistan, militant Kurdish group
PHOTINT-Photographic Intelligence
SAM-Surface to Air Missile
Sitrep-Situation Report
Spec-ops-Special Operations
TACSAT-Tactical Satellite phone
VISDENT-Visual Identification



Prologue:


A.D. 1329, Persia

Silence. Unearthly silence. Silence unbroken except for the shrill cries of the carrion birds, the vultures circling in the sky. Circling lazily over a city that had once been the home of thousands, the pride of the East. Rhodaspes.
The old man sighed. Rhodaspes. She was renowned through history as a city of trade, a city of great kings. The unconquerable. In the days of his forefathers, she had stood against Alexander, the Romans, finally the hordes of Mohammed that had overrun the lands to the south. She had withstood them all, stood tall and proud.
In his own time, the city had defied the onslaught of the barbaric horsemen from the Far East, watched as they swept around the city like waters round a rock, passing them by. They had not fallen. They had remained, a bastion of pride, a bastion of faith. For the old faith of Zoroaster had not yet died in these mountains. His own name, Adar, meant “fire.” It was a tribute to the gods.
The last fire temple remained within their walls, the only one that the Mohammedans had been unable to destroy. Yes, they had withstood many onslaughts in their history. And they had always been triumphant in the end.
Until now.
He pushed open the door of his house, gazing out into the deserted streets, the streets that had once rung with shouts of laughter, the bustle of merchants. The streets where he had once played as a child, so many years ago.
He was the last. The last of Rhodaspes. The last of his people. It was a strange feeling. He hoisted the small sack on his shoulder and went around to the side street, where his horse stood waiting. In days past, his servants would have saddled it for him, but those days were past. They were all dead, now. Just like everyone else. The stench of death filled his nostrils as he mounted his horse, kicking it into a slow trot as he rode toward the city gates.
Dead. It had all started only a few months before, three to be exact. It seemed impossible that such devastation could have been accomplished in so short a time, but it had.
And it had all been because of one man. A stranger. An angel of death. They should have slain him immediately, thrown his fevered body outside the gates. Anything would have been better than what followed.
He had died. And then the family that took him in. Then their neighbors. Then their friends. The whole city. Smitten of the gods.
Cursed for an act of what they thought was mercy. Too late they had realized that they had been interfering with judgment.
He had thought to stop it. They had visited the temple of fire daily, beseeching Ahura Mazda for his protection, for his mercy. The heavens had been silent. There had been no answer.
The city gates were swung open, the mighty double gates that had defended Rhodaspes for centuries, their wood coated with brass that glistened like fire in the morning sun and protected them from being burnt down. They were useless now. There was nothing left to defend. He was the only one left.
The citizens had started burying their dead in the earth, in huge, open graves. From that moment on, Adar had known there would be no mercy. For burial-it was an abomination. For centuries, nay, for millennia, his people had placed their dead in “Towers of Silence,” where their spirits could be received direct into the sky, while their flesh was consumed by the vultures, the vultures that now circled above him, robbed of their sustenance.
He passed through the gates, kicking his horse into a gallop. He was an old man, and now he was fleeing. Fleeing something he knew he could not escape. The wrath of the gods…



Prelude


September 13th, Present-day
An archaeological dig
The Alborz Mountains of Iran

He had felt the evil of the place from the moment they had arrived. Something palpable, something he could sense in the very air.
And now it had manifested itself in the dead body of the young man at his feet. Young man? Little more than a boy, really. One of the college students that had followed him to this godforsaken land, chasing the opportunity of a lifetime. Opportunity…
The Israeli straightened, rising to his feet, looking around at the few that were left. “He’s dead,” he announced flatly, stating the obvious.
“What-I mean, what happened?”
He looked up into the light green eyes of the young woman in front of him, eyes now filled with tears. She was on the verge of breaking. As were they all. Somehow he had to keep them together. Somehow…
“I have no idea, Rachel,” he replied, his voice little more than a whisper. “How about you, Grant?”
The fifty-eight-year-old history professor from Princeton shook his head. “I’ve never seen anything like it.” He paused. “Where are the others, Dr. Tal?”
Moshe Tal didn’t answer for a moment, his mind absorbed with what had led to this point. The years of toil in Israel, working on other projects-Hazor, Masada, Baalbek. Mere footnotes along his life, along the path that led here. Nothing compared to this.
Rhodaspes. Its very name lured him like a siren song-a Persian trade city poised on the trade route between the blue waters of the Caspian and the snow-capped peaks of the Elbrus.
Rhodaspes, the queen of the east-a city that had controlled vast wealth from her mountain fastnesses, a Persian Petra.
Rhodaspes, the unconquerable, though besieged briefly by no less than Alexander the Great on his way to India.
Rhodaspes, a city that had been abandoned in the middle of the fourteenth-century, suddenly, mysteriously as though God himself had scattered its inhabitants to the winds. The native Farsi still spoke of the place as accursed. Now he knew why. It was…
“I said, Dr. Tal, where are the others?”
Grant Peterson’s voice brought him back to reality. The present darkness.
Moshe pointed wordlessly, down the mountain path to the mass grave, the place that had started it all. One could see a few bodies sprawled stiffly by its edge. The bodies of the remaining archaeologists.
He should have known the moment they had unearthed the grave. Should have taken it as an omen of the evil to come.
For the inhabitants of Rhodaspes had never buried their dead. They were Zoroastrians, and the practice was an abomination to them. Never mind a mass grave.
He shivered. His team would join them soon. Unless he did something about it. He turned to the young man by his side, the last of the college students left alive. “Get on the radio, Joel. We need to contact Tehran.”
Joel Mullins swallowed nervously. “Right,” he acknowledged, seeming glad for something to do. “Right away.”
Moshe went back into his tent. He had no other choice. And now he had to move quickly, before he too was stricken, before the Iranians could arrive and discover the truth…

September 14th
Cancun, Mexico

It was five minutes past midnight when Angelo Calderon stepped from the entrance of the Cancun nightclub he had just visited. The weather was just as forecast, light winds sweeping off the ocean, cooling the night to a warm seventy-six degrees. He had three minutes left to live.
Perfect, the watcher thought, standing in the shadows near the parking lot. The drug lord was flanked by two bodyguards, both of whom carried semiautomatic pistols holstered on their hips. Undoubtedly, Calderon himself was armed. He folded the compact night-vision scope into an inner pocket of his jacket and followed, a hunter stalking his prey.
Calderon took another deep breath of the fresh ocean breeze, letting it soak into him. Another forty-eight hours and the deal would be complete. Nothing could stop him now. Five years before, his eldest son had been killed by US Border Patrol agents working in coordination with the federale s. Now the time for his revenge had come.
Young people flitted about him as his bodyguards elbowed their way through the crowd, many of them in beach costume. Tourism had increased over the last week in preparation for the El Grito Independence Day celebrations on the sixteenth. It seemed fitting that this deal would be consummated on such a day. History would remember him as well. Perhaps not in the same company as Miguel Hidalgo y Costilla, the priest who had sparked the 1810 revolt against Spanish oppression, but he would never be forgotten.
A couple of rather pretty American girls caught his eye and he smiled at them as they passed. At the age of forty-nine, Calderon was still strikingly handsome and he knew it.
He never saw the dark-haired man moving through the crowd toward him and his bodyguards, nor the suppressed semiautomatic pistol that suddenly materialized in that man’s hand.

A single.45-caliber hollow-pointed slug smashed into Calderon’s right temple, killing him before the cry on his lips could even be uttered. One of the girls nearby screamed at the sight. Alerted, his bodyguards turned on heel, their eyes wide with shock at the sight of their employer lying on the asphalt, blood trickling from his skull. Then one of them fell, pierced through the heart.
The crowd began to scatter like a covey of quail, panic spreading through them, a primal impulse for safety. The second bodyguard went for the Sig-Sauer on his hip, but he was dead before it could clear the holster.
Three corpses on the pavement.
The assassin turned, tucking the Colt into his waistband and adjusting the loose sports shirt he wore so as to cover it. Then he walked calmly back through the crowd, listening to the screams of people shouting for the police.
His steps quickened as he moved away from the immediate area of the nightclub. A car bearing the lettering Policia passed him as he jogged along the sidewalk, lights flashing and siren wailing. A quiet smile of amusement crossed his face at the sight.
All that bother for nothing. He reached up, switching on his earbud microphone with a motion that seemed as innocent as scratching his ear. “Chameleon to Raven. Operation BOXWOOD is completed. Conducting E amp; E.”
“Roger that, Chameleon. Come on home.”



Chapter One


12:32 P.M. Eastern Time, September 19th
CIA Headquarters
Langley, Virginia

Silence reigned on the seventh floor of the CIA Headquarters, silence unbroken but for the noise of a small fly buzzing near the ceiling.
A lull before the storm, Harry Nichols thought as he sat outside the office of CIA Director David Lay. It was the reason he was here.
For the thirty-eight-year-old field officer to be invited up to the seventh floor, the inner sanctum of the Agency’s top officials, meant trouble.
He could count on one hand the number of times it had happened before in his time at the CIA. And every time it had been a prelude to a mission. And not just any mission. Something special. In his line of work, special meant dangerous.
He got up from his seat on the couch and crossed over to the window, gazing out over the city, over the Potomac to Washington, D.C. His nation’s capital.
The capital of the land he had sworn to defend. No matter what the cost.
Over the fifteen years he had worked for the CIA, he had learned the cost. All too well. The cost of missions gone wrong, the price of failure. The bittersweet taste of victory when it had been achieved with the blood of his friends, his comrades.
To look at him, one would have never suspected who he was, what his job entailed. He stood about six-foot three, his frame deceptively lean. The build of a runner, not a weightlifter, though he did both. There was little about his physique to hint of the tightly controlled violence he was so capable of unleashing.
Clear blue eyes smiled disarmingly from a smooth-shaven face that had been long weathered by the elements, the smile so often nothing more than a facade to conceal the man that lay beneath. A cover, like so much of the rest of his life. He had sacrificed much to serve his country.
His hair was black and wavy, parted neatly to one side. To look at him, dressed as he was in a blue suit jacket, matching pants and a white shirt, one would have guessed him to be nothing more than a business executive, or perhaps one of Langley’s many analysts. Nothing could have been farther from the truth.
A Colt 1911.45 automatic was beneath the jacket, carried fully loaded in a paddle holster on his hip, even here on the seventh floor of the CIA. He rarely went without it.
The door opened behind him. A woman’s voice. “The director will see you now.”
He turned, a smile passing across his face. “Thank you, Margaret.”
“Go on in.”

Director Lay glanced up from his computer as Harry entered. In his early sixties, Lay was a big man, carrying the weight of someone who had spent most of their career behind a desk. Which he had, but no one would have called the desk of DCIA easy or stress-free. His graying hair was testimony to that fact.
“Have a seat,” he instructed. “I’m glad you could get here so quickly. I understand you’ve been trying to catch up on sleep since your arrival from Mexico City last night.”
Harry shrugged, taking a chair in front of the desk. “Kinda had to catch the red-eye back. Understood something hot was on tap.”
“There is. Good work with Calderon, Nichols,” the director said abruptly. That was all he said about the three dangerous months that had led up to the assassination of the drug lord. That was all that would ever be said. Silence was golden. “I trust you’ve had lunch?”
“I grabbed a quick bite in the Operations Center cafeteria.”
“Good. This will take a while.”
“What’s going on?”
Lay handed him a thin folder. “Recognize this man?”
Harry flipped the folder open and briefly studied the 8x10 photo inside. “Moshe Tal,” he announced calmly, his voice betraying none of his inner confusion. “Israel’s foremost archaeologist.”
“You know him?”
“By reputation only. A modern-day Indiana Jones, so they say.”
“Whoever ‘they’ are, they’re right. He’s a cowboy.”
“So I’ve heard. Not too much regard for the conventions of the business. Where’s he fit into this picture?”
The CIA director snorted. “He is the picture. Six months ago he obtained permission from the Iranian government to conduct an archaeological dig in the Alborz Mountains, apparently in the ruins of a medieval Persian city.”
“Excuse me, sir,” Harry interrupted. “They allowed an Israeli archaeologist inside their borders?”
“It’s already sounding rather strange, isn’t it?”
“You’d better believe it. How large of a team does Dr. Tal have with him?”
“The team was very small. That’s another one of his trademarks. Fifteen in all including Dr. Tal, thirteen Americans and an Australian woman named Rachel Eliot.”
“No other Israelis?”
A grim smile creased the director’s face. “They obeyed their government’s injunction to stay out of Iran.”
“Our citizens didn’t? Why doesn’t that surprise me?”
“Because they usually don’t.”
“Wait a minute, director,” Harry said, suddenly holding up his hand. “You said the team was very small. What’s happened?”
Director Lay opened his desk drawer and took out another folder, handing it across. “That’s why you’re here. They’ve disappeared.”

Harry’s only reaction was raised eyebrows. “Indeed.”
“They disappeared five days ago,” the director nodded. “The whole team. Every last one of them. It’s all in the folder there. Every blessed thing we know about it.”
Harry opened the folder, taking out a couple of glossy photographs, clearly enhanced from a satellite.
“The first one is from the 13th. Because of the number of Americans in the team, we were doing a daily satellite overpass of the camp. Just to make sure nothing happened to them.”
“But something did.”
Lay nodded. “Correct. The first photograph, digitally enhanced from the KH-13 overpass, shows a bustling camp,” he noted, referencing the Key Hole spy satellite. “Almost everyone is present in the photo. One of the Americans, Joel Mullins, is missing, but on thermal scan, we picked up a heat signature from inside one of the tents.”
“So, he was probably inside.”
“Likely. Now take a look at the second photo, taken on the 14th. What do you see?”
“Nothing,” Harry said slowly. “No people, no tents, nothing. It’s all gone.” He looked up. “It’s been five days now. Anything?”
“Yes.” The DCIA pulled a third photograph from his desk and handed it over. “Take a look at this.”
Harry did as he was told. His eyes opened wide. “What on earth are they doing there?”
“That’s what I need you to find out.”

1:05 P.M.
A beach
Atlantic City, New Jersey

“Cut that out!” Thomas Parker spluttered, waking up abruptly from his nap as water splashed over him.
The thirty-six-year-old New York native looked up at the young woman standing over him, at the now empty bucket in her hands, water dripping suspiciously from its rim. Mischief glinted in her dark eyes. She made a quick motion as though to toss it at him, giggling uncontrollably as he rolled off the blanket into the sand.
“I said, cut it out, Julie!” he protested, the sand sticking to his wet chest.
“Are you going to make me?” she laughed, dancing away from him as he grabbed for her ankle.
He leaned back, slicking his wet brown hair back from his forehead, gazing up at his girlfriend. “No, probably not. But sooner or later-” he shook his finger at her. “You’ll see.”
“I’ll see what?”
At that moment, his cellphone rang and whatever his reply might have been was forever lost as he reached for it. Words were blinking on-screen: SECURE CONNECTION. It had to be Kranemeyer. And that didn’t bode well for his plans for the evening. He stood and glanced over at Julie.
“This is private,” he warned her, rapidly tapping in the code sequence for the encrypted line.
“What is it, another girlfriend?” she demanded, watching his face closely.
He shook his head, grinning back at her.
“No, it’s my boss.” He stepped another few feet away from the sun umbrella he had been lying under. “Thomas speaking.”
“Where the devil are you, Parker? I tried your home phone, but I couldn’t reach you there.”
“I’m on vacation, sir. Why would I be at home? I’m in Atlantic City, taking in the surf and sand.”
“Well, your vacation’s over. I need you back at Langley right away. Something’s come up.”
“Right away?” Thomas with palpable reluctance, glancing back at Julie. He was going to have fun explaining this one.
“Listen, Parker, I want you back on base as fast as possible. We’re deploying. Do you have any further questions?”
“No.” The tone in Director Bernard Kranemeyer’s voice made it clear that none were desired. And Thomas hadn’t survived nine years in the National Clandestine Service by pushing his boss to the edge. “I’ll see you in a couple hours.”
“Good,” was the curt reply as Kranemeyer hung up. Thomas stared at the phone for a couple seconds before putting it away.
“What was that all about?” he heard Julie ask.
He picked her jeans up from the back of a beach chair and tossed them at her. “Get dressed,” he instructed tersely. “We’re leaving.”
“Why?” she asked, still holding the pants in her arms.
“I’ve got to go back to work,” he shot back. “Now let’s get moving!”

2:03 P.M.
CIA Headquarters
Langley, Virginia

“Parker is on his way back from Atlantic City. Zakiri was out in Seattle visiting his family, got back in this morning on United. Richards is coming up from the Farm.” Bernard Kranemeyer reported, referring to the CIA’s training center in Quantico, Virginia. “I think that about has it, right?”
“ Wrong,” Harry stated, folding his arms across his chest. Light flashed from his eyes. “I’d like to know why you’re sending my team in to do what a diplomatic envoy should be able to accomplish? Not to mention how you ever got an anti-war president to authorize this incursion.”
“Two reasons,” Lay replied evenly. “In the first place, the election is less than two months away, and the last thing the President wants is a hostage crisis overshadowing his bid for reelection.Now that his administration is threatened-well, this is D.C., Harry-
you know the shelf life of morals and values in this town. Bottom line, he wants action, not dialogue. As for the second reason-do you want to tell him, Barney, or shall I?”
Kranemeyer shook his head, reaching for the button on Lay’s desk. “May I, sir?”
The DCIA nodded.
Harry looked from one man to another. There was something going on here that he was unaware of. Another factor. As there typically was when his boss was involved. A former operator himself, Kranemeyer wasn’t called the “Dark Lord” for nothing.
He didn’t know the whole truth. Perhaps he never would. Truth was an elusive quality in the business he was engaged in. But he was about to understand another component.
A moment later, the door from the outer office opened and a short, thin black man entered, holding a laptop computer under his arm.
“Harry,” Director Lay began, “Carter’s going to bring us up to speed on the trailers. Do you have the data with you, Ron?”
“The trailers at the site of the abandoned camp?” Harry asked, reaching out to shake Carter’s hand. The African-American analyst acknowledged him with a curt nod and set his computer down on the director’s desk, clearly consumed by his own thoughts. Harry smiled. He and Ron Carter went a long way back, and he had learned to never underestimate the man’s abilities. Despite his occasional penchant for anti-social behavior, Carter was the best photo-analyst the Agency had, possessing as well a knack for managing field-ops that had caused Kranemeyer to draft him from the Intelligence Directorate two years before.
Carter nodded, setting the laptop on Lay’s desk and swiveling the screen so that all could see. A picture of one of the trailers filled the screen. “I started running the photos through our database the minute we picked them up. It took a while to get a match, but here it is.”
“What were they?”
“They are almost identical to the biological-warfare trailers used by Saddam Hussein in the ‘90s,” Carter stated, pushing his glasses up on his nose. “But these aren’t them.”
“Where did they get them?”
“If you’ll remember, Harry, three years ago a CIA spec-ops team was parachuted into Azerbaijan to interdict a shipment of arms from Russia to Iran.”
Harry closed his eyes and nodded. He remembered all too well. For he had led that mission. He remembered the HAHO-High Altitude, High Opening insertion from the C-130, descending slowly into the wintry Azeri night. Into the darkness below them. He and nine others, two full strike teams, Alpha and Charlie. They had believed the Russians were selling nuclear weapons. And they’d been ordered to stop the convoy at all costs. At all costs, indeed.
Two of the men had been killed on landing, one of them apparently dragged over a cliff by the wind. The rest had been scattered-scattered to the winds. Three of them were never heard from again. He and the four survivors managed to regroup and head for the bridge where they were to intercept the convoy. By the time they got there, the convoy was long gone, only tire tracks in the snow indicating its passage. They had been too late. And then the Azeri military had started looking for them.
The journey to the extraction zone was a memory he wanted to forget. The harsh winter winds tearing into them. The snows. The caves he and the others took shelter in to hide from the helicopters searching for them.
The hunger. The thirst only barely assuaged by eating the snow. The bitter cold. The brief firefight with an Azeri patrol as the Pave Low pulled them from a hot LZ. The names of the men who had perished. Oh, he remembered, all right.
“Yes,” he replied, his tone cold. Emotionless.
“These bio-war trailers were part of that shipment.”
“I see.”

2:19 P.M.
A CIA helicopter
Crossing the Potomac River

“What’s it all about, sir?”
“We’ll find out when we get there,” Jack Richards replied sharply, turning away from his companion and looking out the window, his signature Stetson pulled down low over coal-black eyes. His face was tanned and leathery, his swarthy complexion due in part to his maternal grandfather, a Mescalero Apache. He had grown up on his family’s ranch in Texas, part of the reason his friends called him “Tex.”
A former Marine Force Recon demolitions specialist, the Texan had joined the Clandestine Service five years before, at the age of twenty-nine.
Naturally silent, few people understood him, fewer still could be considered his friends-to say he was bad at making conversation would have been a polite understatement.
He rarely opened his mouth unless he had something important to say, and when he did, people listened. Listened to his experience.
But he was unusual, all the same. He even looked at buildings differently from others. Other men looked at them and admired their architectural beauty or the lack thereof, thought of the people inside, or ignored them entirely. Not Richards. He mentally calculated the pounds of high explosive needed to bring them down. It was good practice.
He was currently teaching a course on demolitions to the new recruits at the Farm, which was why the call of a few hours earlier had surprised him. Deployment orders. Where, he knew not. Looking at the young man at his side, though, he had some idea.
The agent was of Middle-Eastern descent. What country, he had never asked. He had never needed to know…

Davood Sarami finally decided he wasn’t likely to get any more answers from the big Texan, so he copied the older man’s example by staring out the window of the helicopter, staring down at his adopted land.
The nation he had taken an oath to protect. The son of Iranian-American immigrants, he and the rest of his community had received a rude awakening on the morning of September 11th, 2001. They and the rest of the world.
He had sat in his father’s living room, watching as America’s might came toppling to the ground. Watching-and for the first time questioning the faith he had known all his life. Questioning how terrorists could cling to the same holy scriptures that he did, the sacred words of Allah.
And he no longer knew what he believed…

2:23 P.M.
CIA Headquarters
Langley, Virginia

“As you already know, if you’ve been following the news,” Lay began, picking up the briefing where Carter had left off, “the situation in Iran has changed dramatically over the last few years. With the rise to power of the Iranian Revolutionary Guard Corps following the death of Khamenei two years ago we’ve seen Iran morph into a true praetorian state under the leadership of former Guards’ commander Mahmoud F’azel Shirazi. The clerical oligarchy of the mullahs is still intact, but exists largely at the good grace of the IRGC.”
He passed a photo across the desk to Harry before continuing. “That’s Shirazi. We had initially hoped that this transition might curb some of the evangelical fervor that had characterized the leadership of Khamenei, but we were mistaken. If anything, Shirazi makes Khamenei’s disciple and successor, the Ayatollah Youssef Mohaymen Isfahani, almost look like a moderate.”
Harry nodded. “That’s a significant statement.”
“Under Shirazi’s leadership, Iran has reached an uneasy detente with the West, but most believe it to be the calm before the storm. They’ve expanded their influence over Iraq, with Iranian-backed Shiite candidates gaining a majority in parliament during the last elections. Much of the same thing is happening all across the Stans,” Lay added, referring to the small Muslim countries north and east of Iran, most of them former members of the Soviet bloc and whose names all ended in “stan”.
“IRGC-owned companies now control between sixty and seventy percent of the Iranian economy, which is not to say they allow any real competition in the remaining percentage. The ranks of the Basij militia have swelled in the last year and it’s believed they have resumed covert negotiations with North Korea. Trouble is coming-it’s only a question of when and where.”
A knock came at that moment. “Come in,” Director Lay called as his secretary entered the room.
“Mr. Richards’ helicopter is landing, sir.”
The CIA director smiled briefly. “Thank you, Margaret.” She disappeared and he turned his attention back to the men in front of him. “Why don’t we go down to the Operations Center and meet up with Richards?”
Kranemeyer took a folder from under his arm and handed it to Harry. “A recruit from the Farm is coming in with Jack. He’s of Iranian descent and speaks fluent Farsi. As of right now, he’s assigned to your team. Things go well on this op, we may make the transfer permanent. This will tell you what you need to know.”
“Right, sir.”

Speed-reading had always been one of Harry’s talents, and he’d read the folders before the elevator reached the level of the Operations Center. By that time he knew just about as much as the Agency was willing to tell him about Davood Sarami, a second-generation immigrant in his mid-twenties. He would know more once he had been able to observe him personally. As to how he would perform-he wouldn’t know about that until they were in the field, past the point of no return. Committed. He hated that.
He preferred to work with men he knew-with men whose abilities were a known quantity to him. Men he could rely upon to do their job.
Men like Thomas, Tex, and Hamid Zakiri, themselves survivors of the Azeri mission as well as many other missions in the years before and since. He knew them all and trusted them. Counted them his friends. But only Hamid, an Iraqi-American Shiite, spoke Farsi.
Harry did, but they needed another who could pass more easily as a native. Hopefully this man would fit the bill…

“So, gentlemen, that is the situation as we have it.” Director Lay looked up from his briefing papers. “Any questions?”
Harry hadn’t been listening. He had heard it all before, all of it explained to him back on the seventh floor. So, he had spent his time watching.
Watching the young Iranian, watching his reaction to the briefing. Trying to read his thoughts. Trying to assess them. After a moment, Sarami’s hand went up.
“How many Iranian troops are at the campsite?”
It was a good question. One you should have asked, a little voice reminded Harry. So far, so good.
Lay glanced over to Ron Carter for the answer.
“Initially, our satellite overpasses were only able to catch a few men, perhaps twelve or thirteen soldiers,” Carter replied, stepping forward, his laptop in hand. “However, the last scan, made twelve hours ago, showed at least platoon strength, approximately fifty men, all heavily armed. There are also an undeterminate number of scientists. I believe we can assume that some of them have military training.”
“Triple-A?”
“Negative-satellite shows no formal anti-aircraft capability. Small arms fire could be intense, though, so a direct air assault is inadvisable. We’ll have to set you down a few klicks out.”
“Do we have any idea why the Iranian military decided to set up a bio-war facility there of all places?”
David Lay shook his head. “None of this makes sense. That’s why we’re sending you in. To figure out exactly what they’re doing.”
“Alpha Team is being reconstituted?” Hamid Zakiri asked, speaking up for the first time. Heads swiveled to where the Iraqi agent stood a few feet away, calmly sipping a Pepsi. At five-nine, Zakiri was far from the tallest team member, but he was light and fast. Back in his Army days, he’d set records on the Ranger’s “Q Course”.
“Yes,” Harry replied, in answer to his old friend’s question. Alpha Team as a whole hadn’t officially been mission-ready in over a year, with one or another of its members deployed separately. His own mission south of the border had only been the latest in a string.
“Almost like old times,” Hamid smiled, white teeth showing against his deeply tanned skin. “All that’s left to do is get Sammy back.”
Harry nodded. The departure of Samuel Han after the Azeri mission had left a hole in the teams, a hole they hadn’t permanently filled even these years later. No one could fault him, though. After the losses that winter, he quite simply hadn’t been able to take it anymore. Leaving the Agency forever behind him, he had retreated into the mountains of West Virginia. Rumor had it that he’d become something of a hermit. The stresses of combat did that to people. The loss of friends…
Davood Sarami had been studying the map on the far wall. When he turned back, his tanned face was strangely pale.
“What is it, Davood?” Kranemeyer asked, noting his odd expression.
“Where were these-these archaeologists working? What was it that they were excavating?”
“Does it matter?”
Davood nodded quietly. “It may. It may very much.”
“Ron?”
The analyst turned back to his computer and hit a couple of keys. “Just a moment…let’s see.” He looked up. “The ruins of Rhodaspes. An ancient Persian trade city.”
“ Ya Allah,” the Iranian whispered. Oh, God.
“What’s wrong?” Harry asked, watching the man closely. There was something going on here. He didn’t know what it was, but he knew he didn’t like it…
“Do you know the area?”
Davood looked up, glancing first at the DCS and then at Harry. “No,” he said, answering Kranemeyer’s question first, “I don’t know the area. My parents were born a hundred kilometers away. But Rhodaspes…”
“What about it?”
“The Iranians, they call it the place of the jinn. The city of spirits…”

11:49 P.M. Tehran Time
The campsite

Back and forth, the guard paced across the camp, his sweaty hands firmly grasping his Kalishnikov assault rifle, his eyes peering nervously into the darkness.
A cool night breeze came sweeping over the plateau, startling him. There was something evil about this place. He knew it. He could feel it in the very air.
It was too silent. Nothing, not even the night sounds of animals to break the stillness. Not even the birds came to this place, or so it seemed.
He glanced back at the trailers behind him. What they were used for, he had no idea. And he didn’t really want to know. For there was evil there too. Evil in the hearts of men, as dark as the night surrounding him.
He turned and began his patrol back, his AK-47 still held at the ready, its barrel probing the night ahead of him. It was the only power he still held over this place.
He felt a cough coming and he brought his hand up to cover his mouth.
The cough seemed to tear at his throat and when he pulled his hand away, it was covered with blood.
He dropped the assault rifle in panic and began to run, running toward the light of the camp, running toward the trailers. Running and knowing he might be too late. Knowing that the evil had already overtaken him…

2:51 P.M. Eastern Time
NCS Operations Center
Langley, Virginia

“Spirits?”
Davood nodded, a flush growing across his face. “It sounds stupid, I know. But my ancestors believed it.”
“That’s not to the point, Davood,” Director Lay interjected. “Do you believe that it’s true?”
There was a moment of dead silence. “Well?”
“I don’t know.” He shook his head. “It is probably nothing more than myth, but when a myth persists…”
Harry crossed the room to the map, gazing up at it. “When did this legend originate, Davood? According to what Ron says, this was a prosperous city at one time.”
“Allah knows. Certainly no one on this earth.”
“I see.” Harry turned back to the directors. “I think we’ll have enough to concern ourselves handling the guards around the site. As for the supernatural,” he smiled, “we’ll cross that bridge when we come to it.”
“Right,” Director Lay nodded with a grim smile of his own. “You leave on the 22nd.”

7:14 P.M.
Grove Manor
Cypress, Virginia

Harry parked his car in the small garage he had built on one edge of the property, locking it securely behind him.
His Colt was in his right hand as he strode quickly toward the house, glancing around him in the gathering darkness. The huge oak trees that had given the house its name cast long shadows over him, as did the house itself.
Moving along the cobble-stoned walkway, between waist-high boxwood hedges, he looked up at the tall Civil War-era mansion he had inherited from his mother’s side of the family. It could be seen for miles, a landmark in the small community of Cypress, Virginia. Which was exactly why he was being cautious.
There was no evidence that any of the many enemies he had made over the years even knew who he really was, let alone where to find him. But the absence of evidence wasn’t proof to the contrary. He had lived long enough to know that much, and was only still alive because he knew it.
At the door he slid his hand into the fingerprint scanner, waiting a moment before hearing a faint metallic click that told him the door was open.
If he died on a mission, they were going to have a devil of a time getting inside his house. But if that happened, he would be past worrying about it. And if he lived-well, things could go on as they always had.
He entered the house and slipped through the entrance hall, listening before flicking on the light. Everything was still.
Pausing at the base of the spiral mahogany staircase that led to the mansion’s second floor, he bent low to examine the hair-thin string stretched across the step. It was still intact. No one had been upstairs in his absence.
Harry slipped the Colt back into its holster and took off his jacket, laying it across the back of one of the kitchen chairs. The Iranian mission was bothering him. There were just too many unknowns. The fact that the new member of the strike team was an unknown quantity himself only made Harry feel worse.
He took a coffee grinder from one of his upper cabinets and poured a handful of beans into it, beginning to make his coffee.
Davood’s comment about the place being cursed, he couldn’t shake that, despite how easily he had seemed to dismiss it at the meeting. He had worked in the Middle East long enough to know that much of their mythology had some root in fact. Long enough to know that they should not be rejected out of hand.
He had no idea what they were headed into. He only knew he didn’t like it…

6:45 A.M. Tehran Time, September 20th
The Iranian base camp

“You sent for me?”
“Yes, major, I did,” the scientist replied, looking up as Major Farshid Hossein entered the laboratory trailer. “It’s your guard.”
“Malik?” Came the question as the base commander closed the door behind him. He was a tall man, perhaps in his mid-forties. Wilting under Hossein’s hard stare, it occurred to the scientist that he bore an unsettling resemblance to a falcon, light blue eyes staring out on either side of a hooked nose, above a closely-cropped black beard.
“Follow me.”
He turned and led the way, his feet clicking against the metal floor. He paused outside a sealed metal door and handed a face mask and gloves to the military man. An apologetic smile.
“It’s not enough, but it is the best I can do.”
“The bodies-they are sealed?”
“ Baleh,” the scientist nodded. Yes. He turned, typing in a short code on the keypad beside the door. “This way.”
Cold air washed over the major as he stepped inside, almost taking his breath away. It was a severe contrast to the heat already building in the sun outside. Specially sealed containers lined the room, almost like a row of caskets in a mortuary. They might as well have been.
All of their occupants were either dead or soon to be. Another chill prickled the skin on the back of his neck, but it wasn’t from the air surrounding him.
Something else.
The scientist was pointing down into one of the caskets, its top transparent. Major Hossein stepped over to him. Malik.
It was all he could do not to look away. He had known the man for years. They had fought together against the imperialist forces in Iraq, after the invasion, when his country had started funneling arms and money to the insurgency. The man had saved his life.
And now this…
Malik lay naked under the bright lights, his whole body exposed. There was no place for modesty here. Nor any need for it. His body had swelled, grotesquely so, until he was almost twice his normal size. Every vein was outlined, as though someone had used a dirty-black pencil to highlight them.
But it wasn’t that, it was his very blood that had turned black. He turned, apparently sensing their presence, his bloodshot eyes blinking in the light.
His lips opened, as though he was trying to speak to them. Instead, he coughed and bloody spittle gathered at the corner of his lip.
“How long?” Hossein asked, turning away.
“Twenty-four hours.”
The major shook his head. “Have you any idea what it is?”
“Dr. Ansari will be here from Tehran within two days. I would prefer to reserve my judgement till then.”
Farshid stepped closer, towering over the young scientist. “I don’t have two days. I need to know how to protect my men! What do I need to do?”
“Major, I would rather-”
He never got to finish his sentence. “I don’t have time for what you’d ‘rather’!” Hossein bellowed, picking up the scientist by the collar and slamming him against the side of the trailer. “I want to know what you think this is. Now!”
The young man gulped nervously. “All right. I’ll show you.”
“Good.” Farshid released him, following him down the corridor. The scientist adjusted his glasses and bent over a laptop at one of the workstations.
Another moment and he found the database he was looking for, scrolling down the page. “There.”
Hossein looked where he was pointing and his eyes widened. “Are you sure?”
The young man nodded.
“Allah preserve us…”

12:17 A.M., September 21st
A small Baptist church
The outskirts of Cypress, Virginia

“…so, good-day and God bless you all. You’re dismissed.” The pastor closed his Bible and came down off the podium.
“A good sermon this morning,” Harry said quietly, stepping up to him and gripping his hand in a firm handshake.
Pastor Scott smiled. A tall man, he was one of the few in the church who could look Harry in the eye. He was in his early fifties, his hair prematurely gray, his face lined and worn with the struggle of the years. Nothing about him indicated a man who had an easy time of it. And he hadn’t.
“It’s good to have you back, Harry,” he replied, his voice somehow soft and powerful at the same time. “I was meaning to ask you-I need another man to help serve communion next Sunday. Can you help?”
Harry shook his head. “I’m sorry, pastor. I won’t be here next week.”
“Off again?”
“Yes,” he nodded. Most people at the church knew he worked for the CIA. They just didn’t know what he did there.
He thought Pastor Scott suspected, but the older man was wise enough to keep his suspicions to himself. And he didn’t press.
“Then, may God protect you wherever you go, my son.” He laid a hand on Harry’s shoulder.
“He does, pastor. Trust me, He does.”
“You know, Harry, I knew your parents-before they died. I-well, just take care of yourself.” There was a wealth of meaning in his eyes, some of it hard to interpret. Harry stared into them for a moment, then turned away, giving it up.
“Thanks.” A final handshake and Harry was out the door, heading to his car. His parents. That’s where it had all started, hadn’t it. The murder of his parents, both of them gunned down at the little gas station on the edge of town. Shot by a crazed teenager with nothing more than a.22, a target rifle, for heaven’s sake!
He had been overseas when it happened, running a diamond interdiction operation in South Africa, trying to stop a flow of diamonds that were being used to fund terrorism. He’d succeeded. And returned to find both of his parents dead. The teenager that had shot them put away in prison for thirty years. Out of his reach.
He hadn’t bought gas there since. It had been nine years ago. Perhaps if he had been home, perhaps if he had been there …
He shook his head. His life was filled with perhaps, what if, maybe, the unanswered questions of his past like gaping holes in the trail behind him. Regrets. And he couldn’t turn back. Because there was nothing there for him to go back to. It was all gone.
He could only move forward, fighting his battles one at a time, praying for survival, for victory. He slipped the car into gear, pulling out of the church’s parking lot.
In two days, he would be in Iraq. From there they would launch their operation. Elements of AFSOC, the Air Force’s spec-ops unit, were already being pre-positioned to support them. Two days…



Chapter Two


1:07 A.M. Baghdad Time, September 22nd
A C-5 Galaxy transport
In the skies over Iraq

Thomas laid down his book with a weary sigh. He had been reading for hours. Frankly, it bored him. He could enjoy many things, a night out on the town with friends, music, the laughter of a woman. And he could enjoy the heat, the tension of combat, the visceral thrill of the hunter and the hunted.
But the interval in between-that irritated him. His parting with Julie had not been one of the high points of the last few days. She wouldn’t be there for him when he came back. She had told him as much. He was leaving no one behind him. No one. Perhaps that was best. If he came back- when he came back, there would be other girls for him.
He plucked absently at the wings on his shirt, the khaki uniform that identified him as an Air Force lieutenant. It was a lie, like so much else in his life. But there was no sense in letting that worry him. He glanced around him at his fellow passengers, the members of his team. They were all asleep-with one exception. Nichols.
That was no surprise. Their Team Lead sat up front, dressed in the clothes of a full-bird colonel. He had spent most of the flight either bent over his laptop, planning out the mission as it would go down, or staring out the window. Nichols was doing the latter now.
He looked back at Thomas, almost as though warned by some inner sense that someone was watching him. His blue eyes glowed briefly with the intensity that Thomas had long associated with him, then he looked away.
He had worked with Nichols for years and that intensity was always present. Off-mission he was a friendly guy, the type of man you would appreciate having as a neighbor. And despite the occasional debate over Thomas’s agnostic worldview, they were as close as brothers.
Once a mission began, all that disappeared, vanishing like mist under a hot summer sun. A mission face. A transformation.
If anyone had ever succeeded in pinning down who he really was, Thomas wasn’t aware it. Which facet of his character was the real person, which was his inner nature. Few had dared even try.
No matter. Thomas started to turn back to his book, just as their pilot’s voice came over the intercom. “Buckle up, people. We’re coming into Q-West.”
Thomas reached for his seatbelt, glancing out the window. The lights of the airfield twinkled below them, like bright stars in the night. They were almost there.
He could feel his heart begin to beat faster, the adrenalin start to flow through his veins. They would be in battle soon. It was a good feeling.

“Wheels down,” the pilot announced.
Harry closed his laptop computer and put it back in its carrying case. It wouldn’t be going into the field with them. There were too many things that could go wrong with a piece of electronic equipment. They would be back to the tried and trusty stubby pencil and notepad, each member of the team memorizing the role he was to play, learning it like some actor in a movie-except for them it was serious, the stakes incredibly high, the price for failure equally so. To fail, was to die. There was no middle ground.
If something went wrong out in the desolate mountains of Iran, that was the end. No one would be coming to rescue them.
Their country would refuse to acknowledge that they even existed-that they ever had been her citizens, much less her warriors. That was the whole idea. Deniability.
Even if the mission was a success, if they made it back to the extraction zone with the missing archaeologists, they would receive none of the credit for it. They would slip away like wraiths into the night, going back to their jobs until the call came again. Glory was dangerous.
There was no one waiting for him back in the States, no one to inquire into the circumstances of his death. He had a brother-but he lived in Montana. They saw each other only a few times a year, and all too often Harry was gone when his brother came calling. A brother, a sister-in-law, a nephew, they were all the family he had left. Little enough.
He had known brief relationships with women in the past, sometimes with women he had known in Cypress, other times with female analysts at the Agency. Never anything of a lasting nature-as much as he had tried. The girls from Cypress couldn’t be told what he did for a living. The analysts knew all too well, and the skills that enabled him to survive in one world barred him from the other.

“Roger, Charlie-Bravo-Six-Papa-Niner, taxi to Runway Three.” The air traffic controller switched his headset off and turned to the man at his side.
“They’ve arrived, sir.”
Colonel Luke Tancretti nodded. “I’m going out to meet them.” He pushed the tower door open and strode out into the darkness. Qayyarah-West Airfield looked a lot different than it had when he had first been deployed four years ago. Then the runway had been pocked with huge craters, craters made by American bombers during both Gulf Wars. This was his first visit since his transfer to AFSOC. In truth, he had never expected to return.
But this was where he was needed, and so this was where he was. It was as simple as that.
By the time he got to the back of the huge transport, the five men he had been expecting were already descending the ramp, spread out, moving as though they were already on the battlefield, their stance belying the uniforms they wore.
“Colonel Henderson, I presume,” Tancretti said, looking to the man nearest to him.
The tall man nodded. “That’s right. Here are my identification papers.”
He took them, glancing over them briefly. They were forged, of that he was sure. The Air Force Academy had never produced a colonel like the man that stood before him. He looked up and managed a smile, playing out his part of the charade.
“Everything appears to be in order, colonel. I’m Colonel Luke Tancretti and welcome to Q-West.”

6:34 A.M. Local Time
A cottage above Lake Galilee
Israel

“So, that’s the situation at the moment, sir.”
“Nothing’s changed.” General Avi ben Shoham brought his clenched fist down onto the desk beside him, swearing angrily. “Eight days. And nothing. Just this blasted game of chicken with the Iranians, wondering who in heaven’s name is going to blink first!” He glared over at the young man standing before him. “Read me the last transmission again.”
The chief of the Israeli Institute for Intelligence and Special Operations, popularly known as Mossad, closed his eyes as his aide began to read the transcript, the words burning themselves into his memory just as they had done every time he had heard them, ever since they had first been uttered, eight days before. The day when one of his prime intelligence assets had disappeared off the face of the earth. He knew them by heart.
“… three of the Americans are dead… The Iranian military will be here soon… I am initiating the destruction of all mission-pertinent files. Nothing will be left for them to find… Good-bye and Mazel tov.”
Good luck. The last words known to have been spoken by their agent, a man he had known and respected for years. A man who at that moment had needed more than his share of luck.
Shoham turned back to the window, gazing out over the lake below him, a lake of darkness, a lake of turbulence. In ancient times, the Jews had called it the abyss. For him it had always been a symbol of the country he had sworn to protect. Dark, turbulent, teetering on the brink of destruction, of the abyss. Of Galilee.
He had conceived the operation, overseen its execution, watched as it started to produce some of their best intelligence on exactly what the Iranian government was planning. The best since the fall of the ayatollahs and the rise of the Shirazi as military dictator. Six months. That’s how long it had lasted. And now this. His aide’s voice brought him back to the present.
“Sir, I don’t think the Iranians know he was working for us.”
“Why?” the Mossad chief turned on the young man, fire flashing in his dark eyes.
“Well, sir,” he began, suddenly hesitant under the general’s gaze, “every time in the past that they have burned our agents, they’ve immediately exhibited them to the world as a sign of Zionist treachery and duplicity. This time, they have been completely silent.”
“Then what did happen to him?” Shoham demanded, his voice filling the room like an echo of thunder.
“Sir, I have no idea.”
“I figured as much,” the general said heavily, walking across the room to his desk. “The Americans will come calling soon, wondering what happened to their citizens. It’s just a matter of whom they’ll call first, Tehran or us.” He glanced up quickly, looking across the room at the aide. When he spoke, his voice was perfectly even. “We know nothing. Absolutely nothing.”
“Right, sir.”
“Get me Tel Aviv.”

8:05 A.M. Baghdad Time
Q-West Airfield
Northern Iraq

“All right, gentlemen. Another burst.” The crackle of Kalishnikov assault rifles on full-automatic followed his order, a high rippling sound reminiscent of a string of firecrackers going off.
Harry lifted the binoculars to his eyes, gazing down the makeshift firing range. Good, he thought. Quite good. But not good enough.
“Davood, Parker,” he ordered sharply, “pick it up a bit. We need to tighten those groupings.”
“Roger, roger,” the New Yorker replied, the metal stock of his AK-47 fully extended against his shoulder as he lay prone against the hot desert sand. He sighted quickly down the barrel and triggered off what was left of the magazine into the silhouette target seventy yards away. “How’s that, chief?”
Harry nodded grimly. The chest of the paper target had been all but obliterated. “Good work. Davood?”
The Iranian hadn’t moved, instead was glaring up at Harry, irritation glinting in his dark eyes.
“I said, give it another try.”
Davood gestured downrange, at his last grouping. “I’ve already done the best I could. And I’d like to see you do better.”
Harry was at his side in two quick steps, twisting the assault rifle from his grasp. Their eyes locked for a brief moment in time, their faces only inches apart. “Don’t do that again,” Harry whispered, his voice a low hiss. “ Ever. If it happens after deployment, people will die. Because of your stupidity.”
He pulled away from the Iranian agent, smoothly ejecting the half-empty clip from the AK, slamming another into the breech with a practiced motion. “Fresh targets!” he ordered, his voice calm and level, as though nothing had passed between them.
The Air Force airman assisting them with the firing exercise stepped quickly forward, replacing the target. Harry waited a moment until the man had stepped back out of the way, then dropped to one knee, flicking the rifle’s heavy safety off with a loud klatch.
Harry carefully squeezed the trigger, aiming for the head of the silhouette, holding the rifle in a rock-hard grip as lead streamed from the Kalishnikov’s muzzle, burst after burst of fire. Controlled lethality.
The banana magazine was half-empty when he stopped a moment later, rising to his feet. There was a single ragged hole in the forehead of the silhouette, scarcely larger than a silver dollar.
He turned back to Davood, tossing the AK at him. Uneasy silence hung for a moment over the range as the two men glared at each other. “Let’s get cracking,” Harry said finally, turning away.
Davood took another long look down the range, at the mutilated silhouette, and slowly nodded. He dropped back into his prone position, ready to fire. They didn’t have the time to waste…

4:08 P.M. Tehran Time
The base camp

“So, that’s the situation at present, major.” Dr. Mahmood Ansari looked back down the trailer’s corridor, then turned back to the man at his side.
“You’re certain?” Hossein asked, still unable to believe his ears. “But the archaeologists-I mean, they…” his sentence trailed off.
“That is why I am keeping them in isolation,” the scientist replied. “Eleven died, four survived. I need to know why.”
“Tehran will be wanting to know the potential of this. What do I tell them?”
Dr. Ansari turned, seeing the light shining in the major’s eyes, realizing the full import of the question. And he shuddered inwardly.
“Give me time to think about it.”
Farshid nodded. “Twenty-four hours, doctor. Then I will need an answer.”

Major Hossein stepped outside the lab trailer, his hands still trembling nervously. The power. The possibility.
He needed something to settle his nerves and he dug into his pocket, coming out a moment later with a pack of cigarettes. American Marlboros, cigarettes he had obtained off the black market. They were expensive, but he had lost his taste for the local weed after his years in Iraq, where anything American could be readily obtained. Decadence? Perhaps. Despite his position in the Revolutionary Guard, he wasn’t a man religious enough to dwell on his sins. Or the penitence he was supposed to have felt.
He took a long drag and sighed as the nicotine flooded through his system, giving him a brief exhilarating rush. He had asked the scientist to evaluate the discovery’s potential, but the truth was, he didn’t need an answer. He knew.
The Iranian nuclear program had floundered for years. The cyber-sabotage of the Israeli-American STUXNET and STARS viruses had only been the beginning. Scientists had gone missing, parts had malfunctioned-at one point a reactor had nearly red-lined and been stopped only moments away from turning southern Iran into the wasteland of a second Chernobyl. All that work. And now at his very feet, all around him, lay something far more insidiously powerful, discovered by a Jew, of all things!
And he would be a part of this, if he lived. A shudder ran down his spine, as he remembered Malik. They had buried him just the day before.
Farshid closed his eyes, willing the image of his friend’s agony to go away, willing it to vanish. There would be more, that he knew, hundreds, perhaps thousands. Upon reflection, it might almost seem a pity. Such was the cost of war…

6:21 P.M. Baghdad Time
Q-West Airfield
Northern Iraq

“So, Colonel, this is the route you plan to take?” Harry asked, scoring a line on the map with the tip of his combat knife.
Luke Tancretti nodded. “It’s about as short as we could manage, nap-of-the-earth all the way, dodging in and out of the mountains.”
“Who’s our pilot, may I ask?”
Tancretti glanced up. “I am.”
“I didn’t realize they sent bird colonels on combat missions anymore,” Harry observed, glancing around at his team.
“They do,” Luke replied, working hard to keep the irritation out of his voice. His visitors were no longer wearing their Air force uniforms, the uniforms that had never belonged to them, the uniforms that were nothing more than masks for who they truly were. He had earned the right to wear his uniform, earned the eagles on his shoulders. And he didn’t like being challenged. The tall man’s questions kept coming like rifle bullets, unexpected and piercing.
“Who’s in your crew?”
“The Pave Low requires a crew of six,” Tancretti began, referring to the large Sikorsky-made HH-53 helicopter. Packed with avionics and sensor equipment, it was often used for night missions. “That’s Lieutenant Cooper, Sergeant Gonzales-”
“Scratch that,” Harry interrupted him, “we’re not using the Pave Low.”
“What?” Luke demanded, unable to believe his ears. “There’s no way to pull off this mission without it!”
“You’ll find a way,” Harry replied, his cold blue eyes unwavering. “And if you can’t find one, you’ll make one. The Pave Low is undeniably American. If something goes south and it is shot down, our mission will be blown. They’ll know exactly who’s coming for them. That is unacceptable.”
“Then what do you propose using?” the Air Force colonel asked, forcing himself to accept this new reality.
Harry smiled grimly. “I think officially you call it the UH-1H Iroquois. I’ve always just known it as the Huey.”
Tancretti had no reply. He just stood there, shaking his head in disbelief, willing this madness to go away. “The Huey?”
A brief nod. “Pick out a good co-pilot and be ready by zero one hundred. I want to be inserted before dawn.”
Harry turned and left the Quonset hut, the rest of his team following behind him.

Thomas stopped him outside. “Do you think we can really pull this off?”
Harry glanced speculatively up at the fading sunlight. “We’ll be cutting it close. But I believe we can do it.” He looked at each of his team members. “Do you all have what you need?”
Everyone nodded, the time for words past. Harry looked down, checking his Doxa dive watch. “We leave in seven hours. Let’s move.”

10:30 A.M. Eastern Time
Boston, Massachusetts

“Remember, just stay on message. I’ve spent the morning working through the press pool to weed out any thorny issues, but we may still have a few reporters that want to play hardball at the press conference. Just don’t let them get you distracted. Play it cool.”
President Roger Hancock stopped tying his tie to shoot an aggravated look at his Chief of Staff. “Stop worrying, Ian. This isn’t my first seance, for heaven’s sake.”
Ian Cahill ran fingers through his greying hair and shook his head. The sixty-two-year-old Irishman had spent well-nigh thirty years of his life navigating the murky waters of Chicago politics before becoming Hancock’s campaign manager in the Wisconsin native’s senate run a decade ago. In the cutthroat world of the Beltway, no one had ever crossed Cahill-twice.
He was known as a ruthless operator with only one inviolable principle: win.
“Mr. President, I know that. I’ve been with you almost since your beginnings in Wisconsin. Which also means I know your weaknesses better than anyone else.”
“Weaknesses?” Hancock asked sarcastically, glancing at his reflection in the mirror. “As in plural?”
“Yes, Mr. President,” came Cahill’s acerbic reply, not a trace of humor in his voice. “You can’t resist bedding anything that wears a skirt and a deuce of a lot that doesn’t. You’re a sneaky, underhanded knave who thinks ‘honesty’ is a dirty word. And in a town where alliances change faster than hotel linens, you can never bring yourself to forget an injury.”
A smile tugged at the President’s lips. “Are you quite done, Ian? How did things go with Ellison?”
“Trevor’s playing ball,” Cahill responded, referring to the managing editor of The Washington Post, Trevor Ellison. “He’s going to give us two weeks on the Iran story.”
“Dare I ask what we had to give him in return?”
“An exclusive on campaign announcements from here on in. He breaks them first.”
It was better than the alternative. Apparently one of the American archaeologists had a niece who worked at the Post. And she’d been making inquiries. A Secret Service agent entered the room before Hancock could respond, phone in hand. “David Lay on the phone for you, sir.”
It was about time. “Hancock here.”
“Mr. President, we’re at final go-mission. TALON launches in seven hours.”
“I’ve issued the finding, director,” Hancock replied, shooting a glance across the room at Cahill. “See that it’s done.”
The chief of staff looked at him as he hung up. “What was that all about?”
The President smiled. “Ian, you can rest easy. I think I’ve just won the election…”

11:03 P.M. Baghdad Time
Q-West Airfield
Northern Iraq

Harry slipped on his jacket as he left their sleeping quarters, shivering slightly as the cold night air of the desert washed over his body. The rest of the team was sleeping soundly, which was exactly what he should be doing. But he couldn’t. He never could before a mission. It was just a nervous habit he had acquired over the years. A bad habit.
There were just too many things to consider, too many contingencies to prepare for. And he had the weight of this mission resting on his shoulders. Everything was up to him.
He moved down the runway, his hands in his pockets, looking up into the September night sky. What moon they had was largely obscured by clouds, which was exactly the way he wanted it. Flying nap-of-the-earth should keep them out of the Iranian radar network, but it did nothing to protect them from the oldest detection system ever used by man: eyesight. The darkness should help.
A young sentry in a U.S. Army uniform loomed out of the night ahead of him, an M-4 clutched in his bare hands. “Who goes there?” he demanded, nervousness in his voice as it rang out a challenge as old as time itself.
“Colonel Henderson,” Harry replied. The soldier stepped closer, shining a flashlight full in his face.
“ID?” Harry handed it to him. He was little more than a kid, eighteen or nineteen at most. The year before he’d probably been in high school, his principal worry whom he was going to escort to the prom. Now he had a gun his hands.
“Very good, sir. I’m sorry I bothered you,” the kid replied, giving it back.
“No trouble, soldier. You’re just doing your job. Carry on.”
Harry smiled to himself as he moved past him, toward the hangars at one end of the airstrip. The soldier had been careless. If he had really been an intruder, he could have taken out the sentry with no trouble. He had been given plenty of opportunity.
A sudden noise arrested Harry’s progress. Something, more like a squeak than anything else. From one of the hangars. Like metal rubbing against metal. It came again, over the night breeze.
Someone was in one of the hangars.
Harry’s hand flashed to his hip, unclasping his holster. He moved carefully toward the hangar entrance, the Colt clutched in his outstretched hands. Another noise.
The big door of the hangar was open, as they all were. Apparently the Q-West commandant thought his perimeter security was good enough. Right.
A couple more steps to the door. Another noise, the flash of something, maybe a penlight. Harry rounded the corner, his eyes probing the darkness in front of him.
A shape was huddled at the front of a helicopter-at the front of the Huey, Harry noticed with a sudden jolt of alarm. The man had a penlight and was bent over, working on something.
Harry took another step forward. There was no sense in announcing himself. Not yet. Just a few more feet.
All at once, his foot caught a metal can and sent it rattling loudly across the concrete floor. That did it.
A muffled curse broke from the intruder’s lips and he jumped up, startled.
“Get your hands up!” Harry screamed, his voice echoing like thunder in the narrow confines of the hangar. “ Now!”
The figure hesitated for a moment, then he turned and darted towards the back of the hangar, toward the door there.
Harry darted forward, ducking around the Huey, afraid to fire for fear of damaging the helicopter. He couldn’t get a clear shot.
The man reached the back door and darted out into the night as Harry chased after him, feet pounding against the hard concrete.
Harry paused at the door, listening, uncertain which way to go. He couldn’t see anyone now. Everything was still, so silent he could feel it. He took a careful step forward, the Colt extended in front of him. Somewhere…
A wrench smashed into his arm, sending the Colt spinning out of reach. Harry whirled, gasping in pain, throwing his other arm up to deflect the attacker’s second blow.
His right hand slipped to his ankle, searching for the combat knife strapped there, but the man bowled him over before he could reach it. The wrench descended toward his head.
Harry rolled right, grabbing a fistful of sand and dirt, heaving it up and out, into the face of his attacker. Rubbing his eyes, the man reeled backward, barely keeping his feet.
And he ran.
Pulling the combat knife from its ankle sheath, Harry regained his footing. There was no sense in trying to locate the Colt. The man would be long gone before he could hope to find it.
Harry dashed forward. The intruder was just disappearing around the side of one of the other hangars. There was still time to catch him, but Harry wasn’t going to let himself be fooled as easily this time.
By the time Harry reached the edge of the hangar, the man was gone. Disappeared. Vanished into the inky blackness of the night.
Inwardly, Harry prayed for a moon he would have cursed only ten minutes earlier. He had no idea which way to go.
He moved toward the hangar door, pushed it open. It squeaked noisily on its hinges and he paused. There was no way he would have missed that sound. The man hadn’t gone inside. He must have gone around.
He went around as well, moving slowly, listening, watching, the long knife still in his hand.
Listening for something, anything. He could call the airfield’s security patrols to help with the search, but that would take too long, and from what he had seen of their efficiency that night, he didn’t know that they would be much help.
A faint noise arrested his progress. He stopped stock-still, listening, his eyes trying to pierce the night. Without success.
There it was again. A shuffling noise, as though someone were running through the sand. Around the edge of the hangar…
Harry dropped into a crouch by the building as the noise came closer. A shape loomed above him and he rose, smashing the hilt of the knife into the man’s breastbone, knocking him off-balance.
The man grunted and toppled backward, Harry going down on top of him. He pressed the tip of the knife firmly against the intruder’s throat. “Surrender,” he hissed in Arabic. “ Now.”
“Nichols,” the man gasped weakly, forcing his words out past the knife. “Is that you?”
Harry pulled the blade away quickly. “ Davood! What are you doing out here?”
“I was coming from the latrines,” the Iranian-American agent whispered, rubbing his sore throat with his hand. “Saw somebody over by one of the hangars-let me up, will you!”
“Of course,” Harry responded, rolling to one side. “But what did you see?”
The agent pulled himself into a sitting position, still trying to regain his breath. “A man was sneaking around the hangars. I tried to follow him.”
“Which way did he go?”
Davood shook his head. “I don’t know. Lost him in the darkness. I was looking for him when I ran into you.”
“Same here,” Harry nodded. “Got your automatic?”
“I don’t need it to take a leak. I left it back in quarters.”
Harry rose to his feet, looking around him, trying to get his bearings. Once again, everything was silent. Too silent. He glanced down at the agent. “Run and get Colonel Tancretti,” he ordered tersely. “I’m going back to the hangar where the Huey is housed. Do you know where that is?”
“No,” Davood replied, rising to stand beside him.
“Tancretti’ll know. Tell him I want a squad of men around that Huey from now on. Scratch that,” Harry corrected, anger in his voice, “I want a whole platoon around the hangar. Get going.”
“Roger.”

11:57 P.M.
Q-West Airfield
Northern Iraq

“So, what did he do?” Harry demanded as Tancretti rose from his crouch by the Huey. The colonel’s face was unusually grim.
“He trashed one of the external stabilizers.”
“Can you fix it?” Thomas asked, holstering his automatic.
“Yes,” Tancretti replied. “But I would need parts from Mosul.” He glanced at his wristwatch. “We have an hour till go-mission.”
Harry nodded silently, weighing his options. None of them were good. Tancretti was speaking again.
“We could take the Pave Low.”
“No,” Harry retorted sharply, looking over at the colonel. “I believe I told you this afternoon. Washington wants plausible deniability on the operation. Using the Pave Low compromises that.” He shook his head. “I have my orders.”
His eyes locked with Tancretti’s. “How do you suppose he got inside?”
“I don’t know,” Tancretti replied, shrugging his shoulders. “We have twenty kilometers of perimeter fencing to patrol. My men are spread thin.”
“And those you’ve got aren’t doing their job well enough!” Harry snapped. “One of those kids let me get within five feet of him tonight before he issued a challenge. I could have put a knife between his shoulderblades and he would have been dead before he knew the difference.”
“They’re learning. But we’ve had saboteurs slip inside before. It’s part of the country, Colonel.”
Harry took another step toward him, his face dark as the night. “I couldn’t care less what is a part of this country, Tancretti. What I want to know is why one of these ordinary run-of-the-mill, routine saboteurs would choose the oldest aircraft on base to sabotage it! It doesn’t make sense. You’ve got millions of dollars of hardware on this airfield and this man penetrates all the way to the middle to disable the one aircraft that is of no use to anyone-except us. This mission. The mission that was supposed to go down one hour from now.”
He glanced around, searching the faces of his fellow team members, of the Air Force personnel clustered behind Tancretti. “Someone knew…”

4:08 P.M. Eastern Time
NCS Operations Center
Langley, Virginia

One hour. Actually, less than an hour. Fifty-one minutes, twenty-five seconds to be precise, Bernard Kranemeyer thought as he carefully synchronized his watch to Baghdad Time. And then Operation TALON would begin.
A computer had randomly picked the code name for the operation, but the selection had brought a grin to the faces of both Kranemeyer and the DCIA. Eagle Claw had been the codename of the last US hostage rescue mission into Iran. And an eagle’s claw was a talon.
For a moment, both men had thought about changing it, to avoid someone else noticing the comparison. But in the end, they had left it in place. Perhaps it was an omen.
A light on his phone flashed bright red. An incoming call. He picked up the receiver, waiting in silence for the encryption sequence to engage.
“Kranemeyer.”
“Boss, this is Nichols. TALON has been scrubbed.”
The statement nearly brought the DCS out of his seat. “ What?”
“We had an infiltrator thirty minutes ago. He disabled the helo we were using for TALON.”
“How did he get in?”

“We don’t know,” Harry replied, glancing around him. “Colonel Tancretti says he can repair the helicopter if we give him another twelve hours. I propose to postpone TALON until tomorrow night, oh-one hundred hours.”
“You won’t have the weather in your favor if you wait,” Kranemeyer observed grimly.
“I know. But I don’t have another choice.” Harry walked away from the group, pushed open the hangar door, stepped into the darkness. “I’ve got a problem, boss.”
“What is it?”
“Someone on this base is taking it both ways. Whether it’s one of the Air Force guys or one of the strike team, I don’t know.”
“Why?”
“The saboteur came all the way into the center of the base to strike the oldest airframe there. Doesn’t that strike you as odd?”
“Yeah. It does. You think someone knew that you were planning to use the Huey.” It wasn’t a question. It was a statement.
“I do.”
“You can forget about the strike team,” Kranemeyer stated firmly. “They’ve all been thoroughly vetted. We know everything there is to know about each and every one of them-and that includes you. And you know your team as well as anyone.”
“I’m not worried about them,” Harry retorted, steel in his tones, his meaning clear as crystal.
“You’re wondering about your Iranian, eh?”
The inference was there. Loud and clear. And it irritated him.“It wouldn’t matter to me if he was a card-carrying WASP! I’ve never worked with him before. So of course I’m wondering.”
“He’s clean, Harry. Forget it.”
“What about his parents? What do we know about them?”
“His parents escaped the Revolution in ‘79. They live in Dayton. We had the Bureau put them under surveillance for six months prior to accepting his application. His uncle is the local imam, but none of them have ever been linked with anything remotely troubling.” The DCS paused. “I’d start looking among Tancretti’s flyboys if I were you.”
“I will.”
“Twenty-four hours, Harry. If anything further happens, let me know.”

Kranemeyer punched a button on his phone, waiting briefly for the line to clear. Something was going wrong. That much was clear. And he didn’t like it.
“Nicole,” he said, “put me through to the DDST.”
“Right away, sir.” A moment later, the Deputy Director of the CIA’s Science amp; Technology branch came on the line.
“Good afternoon, Scott,” Kranemeyer said calmly, his voice betraying none of the tension welling up inside of him.
“It’s good to hear from you, Barney,” Scott Hadley replied, clearly surprised at the call. “What can I do for you?”
“I need you to coordinate twenty-four hour satellite coverage with Sorenson over at the NRO. I want an area covered in real-time, live streaming feed right to the NCS op-center.”
“Just give me the coordinates, sir, and I’ll get that fast-tracked.”
“Here they are…”



Chapter Three


8:32 A.M. Local Time, September 23rd
The offices of the Prime Minister
Tel Aviv-Yafo, Israel

“General Shoham to see you, sir.” Prime Minister Eli Shamir looked up and nodded at his secretary.
“Show him in.” The Mossad chief’s arrival was hardly a surprise. Indeed, the only thing remotely unexpected was the timing. Shamir had expected the general to come beating down his door at the crack of dawn.
“Good morning, general,” the prime minister greeted warmly as Shoham entered, closing the door firmly behind him.
“I wish,” the general replied, his voice sharp. Almost brittle. A moment later, a slightly sheepish look came over his leathered face. “I’m sorry, sir. I should not speak so abruptly.”
“Don’t mention it, Avi. Have a seat. You look tired.” And he did, the prime minister thought, regarding the man in front of him with a grim smile.
Avi ben Shoham, hero of the Golan in the ‘73 war, the tanker who had racked up a total of eighteen destroyed Syrian tanks over the first week of the war before pulling two of his crew members from the wreckage of their burning Centurion. Avi ben Shoham, the man whose second cousin had been one of the athletes killed at Munich. Avi ben Shoham, the commander of Mossad for the last five years. Yes, he had earned the right to speak abruptly, if any man had. But that was hardly to the point.
“When we talked yesterday, you said you were in the process of the developing contingency plans, general. What do you have?”
Avi rose and walked over to the prime minister’s desk, handing him a thick folder. “Project RAHAB, sir.”
Shamir took the folder in silence and began leafing carefully through it.

Twenty minutes later, when he had finished, he glanced back up at the general. “What do you need me to do, Avi?”
“I need your authorization to detach a special unit from Sayeret Matkal, to be placed under my command for the duration of RAHAB.”
“It’s yours. Keep me updated.”
“Thank you, sir,” General Shoham said, rising from his chair and heading for the door. The prime minister’s voice stopped him in his tracks.
“Don’t thank me, Avi,” he admonished, his face unusually grim. “Just get it done. And be careful.”
“I will.”

9:31 A.M.
A safe house
The Gaza Strip

“It is clear, commander.”
Ibrahim Quasim rose from his chair and walked over to the window, lifting the venetian blinds to carefully peer out into the street. Nothing was stirring. But it was time to leave. He glanced at his two bodyguards. “We must move quickly.”
“I will have Muhammad bring the car around,” the taller one declared, pulling a small radio from his pocket. He switched it on and spoke quickly in Arabic. “He’s on his way.”
“Good,” Quasim replied, watching as a small black sedan came rolling down the street. It was a dirty, nondescript car. Nothing that would attract the attention of the Israeli Defense Force or the dreaded Mossad, attention the Hamas lieutenant could hardly afford.
The car pulled quickly to a stop right in front of the door, and he turned to his bodyguards. “It’s time.”

“We have subject exiting building N-32. He’s flanked by two bodyguards. Fourth man in the car, black sedan. Subject entering car, back seat, right side. I have VISDENT on Ibrahim Quasim.” The young man paused, thumbing the safety off his 9mm Beretta.
“Execute! Execute! Execute!”

The AH-1 Cobra attack helicopter rose from four streets over, lifting above the buildings, skimming over their tops with an ear-shattering thwap-thwap-thwap of rotors.

Quasim saw the helicopter a second before his bodyguards. He knew what it meant. It was coming for him. His hand went out, grasping at the door latch, forcing it open. There wasn’t much time…
The next moment, 2.75-inch rockets flashed from the side-mounted pylons of the Cobra. They hit the car dead on, blowing it over on its side, setting it aflame.

The explosion lifted Quasim bodily into the air, throwing him away from the car. He screamed, feeling the metal rip into his legs like shrapnel, the flames licking at his pants.
Part of the wreckage fell on top of him, pain flooding through his veins as he lay there, pressed to the pavement. He raised himself on his elbows, trying to pull himself away, trying to ignore the searing pain, the blood trickling freely from his body. He had to move. Get away.
A shadow fell over him, blocking out the sun. Quasim raised his eyes. A man in the clothing of a street Arab stood over him. A friend. “ Please,” he whispered, forcing the words out past bleeding lips. “Help me, brother…”
A pistol materialized in the man’s hand as he leaned down, pressing it against Quasim’s forehead. “Good-bye,” the young man whispered, a smile crossing his face. A smile as cold and dark as his eyes.
Fire erupted from the gun’s muzzle. Fire and blackness…

Lieutenant Gideon Laner rose from beside the corpse, replacing the Glock in the folds of his garments. “Subject is down, repeat, subject is down,” he stated into his lip mike. “Mission complete.”
“Right,” the voice replied over his radio. “Your pick-up is arriving in the area. Proceed to the extraction zone.”
“Roger.” He walked quickly over to the bodies of the two militants, toeing each one with his boot. They were dead. There was nothing more for him. Not here.
Gideon broke into a trot, down the street. With any luck-a small dirt-brown Toyota appeared from a side street, slowing to a stop beside him.
“Get in,” the man behind the wheel ordered curtly. He too was dressed like a Palestinian, like Gideon. The lieutenant opened the door and slid into the passenger seat.
“How did it go?”
“Quasim is dead, Yossi,” Laner replied. “Drive.”
“Are you sure?”
Gideon glanced over at his companion, irritation flickering in his dark eyes. “I put a pistol between his eyes and blew his brains out, Yossi. Of course I’m sure.”
“Good.”

10:49 A.M. Baghdad Time
Q-West Airfield
Northern Iraq

There were no tracks. Whatever imprints had been left in the soft sand had been wiped away by the night breeze. It told him nothing. It was here that he had fallen, rolled onto his side to avoid his attacker’s second blow. A slight impression was all that remained.
Harry stood to his feet, glancing carefully around him. Off in the distance, he could hear jet engines warming up, their shrill whine oddly discordant in the desert air. He walked slowly across the sand, to the place where he had attacked Davood. Something didn’t ring true. Someone had betrayed them. Someone wasn’t on their side. And he didn’t know who.
He had worked with Tex, Thomas, and Hamid many times before. In combat, they were a finely-honed team, anticipating each other’s actions, working together like parts of a single machine. They were like brothers. What had happened last night couldn’t have been their doing. Their loyalty was beyond reproach.
Of course, a little voice reminded him, the same thing could have been said of that old FBI turncoat, Robert Hanssen. And his friends had been wrong.
Perhaps the director had been right. Perhaps his initial suspicions were focused on Davood simply because of who he was, what he was. And he couldn’t afford to operate on that basis. But Kranemeyer wasn’t on site, and something felt wrong about this. All of it.
A voice behind him got his attention. It was Davood. “The colonel sent me for you. He says the Huey is repaired.”
Harry turned, his eyes betraying none of his suspicion. “Thanks. Tell him I’ll be right there.”

1:21 P.M. Tehran Time
The base camp

Major Hossein glanced at his watch. They were late. Perhaps there was a logical explanation for that. Then again, perhaps Tehran’s intelligence had been in error.
Perhaps the strike force had arrived early. Maybe the convoy had been intercepted.
He rubbed sweaty hands on his pants, checking the magazine of his Makarov semiautomatic pistol for the twentieth time in the last three hours. It was loaded. A loaded AK-74 stood by the door of the trailer he had taken over as a headquarters. His men were thrown out in a defensive perimeter extending three kilometers out from the laboratory trailers.
Once again they had justified his choice of picking them. Experienced fighters, veterans of Afghanistan and Iraq, they knew the country. They were taking advantage of every bit of high ground, every rocky crag from behind which they could fire without exposing themselves.
The radio at his side crackled loudly with static and he leaned over, grasping up the microphone. “Convoy to Base Camp, we are three kilometers out. Request instructions.”
Praise Allah! Hossein thought in a rare moment of pious thanks. He spoke rapidly into the microphone, ordering them to the rocky outcropping he had picked out seven hours before. When he had received the message from Tehran.
Yes, praise be to Allah. Now he only needed another half-hour for the missile battery to arrive and position themselves. Then they would be ready. Ready for the Americans.

11:58 P.M. Local Time
Sayeret Matkal Headquarters
Israel

Gideon Laner turned the faucet all the way to hot, cupping the water in his hands and splashing it over his face. It was refreshing to be clean once again, after the tedious strain of being undercover for the past two months. He reached into the drawer underneath the sink and pulled out a Gillette razor. He hadn’t shaved in that time either. But he had succeeded. Ibrahim Quasim was dead. Now Sayeret Matkal, the Israeli special-ops unit, would just have to see who Hamas replaced him with.
For there would be a replacement, that was granted, but the new man would not be as experienced as the man whose body now lay back in the dust of a Gaza street. Not as skillful. And they would kill him too.
Gideon pulled off his shirt, glancing in the mirror as he did so. A tired, worn face lined with worry stared back at him. The face of a man old before his time. He sighed and reached for the razor.
At that moment a knock came at the door, startling him. “One moment,” he answered, pulling his shirt back over his head.
He yanked open the bathroom door. “What’s going on?” he demanded, irritated at the interruption. A female corporal from Communications was standing before him.
“I’m sorry,” he began, embarrassed by his outburst.
She didn’t seem to notice, handing him a clipboard. “This arrived over the wire, lieutenant. You have to sign for it.”
He took it from her, noticing the Mossad crest at the top of the cover sheet. What did they want?

8:03 A.M. Eastern Time
CIA Headquarters
Langley, Virginia

“I understand, Scott, I do understand. But tell Sorenson I want that satellite coverage ASAP-as Kranemeyer requested. Keep on him. Goodbye.” Director Lay hung up the phone, sighing heavily as he did so. The NRO still wasn’t providing the real-time sat coverage that had been requested. Their regional KH-13 was apparently tied up covering one of the interminable uprisings in Indonesia.
Lay slammed his fist against the solid oak of his desk. To blazes with Indonesia! His teams weren’t there, weren’t headed into harms’ way in that godforsaken part of the globe. They were going to Iran. And something was giving him a bad feeling about all this. There was something wrong.
He had become DCIA six years before with a clear mission from Hancock’s predecessor. Transform the Agency. And, as much as was possible, he had done so. He had successfully lobbied the Hill to increase the budget for human intelligence and special operations by over fifty percent, started running operations the like of which hadn’t been done for forty years. And there were people in this town that didn’t like that. They didn’t like it one bit. Which was why he had to be careful.
He rose from his chair, going over to the window, his hands in his pockets as he gazed out over the city. From his office he could see the Washington monument, the tall granite obelisk that towered over the city, stone glistening in the autumn sun.
They couldn’t understand, it seemed no one could anymore. The price of freedom. The sacrifices necessary to obtain it. Sacrifice. The politicos that inhabited the swamp inside the Beltway defined sacrifice as the necessity of leaving their Washington lifestyle and heading back to their home districts every few years to campaign.
Sacrifice. With a weary sigh, Lay sank back into his chair, reaching for a photograph on his desk. The face of a woman in her mid-twenties smiled back at him, a baby cradled in her arms.
He’d had a family once upon a time, but that was where the resemblance to a fairy tale started and stopped.
Trisha. His wife and their baby girl, Carol. The Cold War had been in its death throes when he’d joined the Agency, running agents between Moscow and Havana, working through the immigrant communities of Miami. Back in those halcyon days when religious zealotry had barely crossed the CIA’s radar. He’d had to leave them both in Washington when he moved south pursuing his career-Agency protocol that his family be insulated from danger.
Patriotism? Or blind ambition? The nights he’d spent in search of an answer to that question. Trisha had left him when their girl was four, citing emotional abandonment in the divorce papers that he found on his desk upon his return, papers already three months old by the time he got them.
That was twenty-six years ago, and all hope of reconciliation had died along with Trisha when she had succumbed to a long battle with lymphoma at the age of forty-eight.
His fingers moved to the second photo and a tender smile touched his lips. In all those years, he had never seen his daughter. Her mother had taken back her maiden name and legally changed Carol’s name as well, moving to the opposite end of the country to live with her parents. Buried in his work, he’d convinced himself that it was for the best, that he never could have become the father she needed. But the desire never left him, to know, to answer the aching question. What had become of her?
And then a twenty-eight-year-old young woman had shown up on Langley’s doorstep two years ago, armed with a tech degree from MIT and the ruthless instincts of a computer hacker. He nearly hadn’t recognized her at first. Until he saw her mother in her eyes…
Lay sighed, turning his attention back to the phone and the President. There were sacrifices he regretted…

5:39 P.M. Tehran Time
The base camp

The surface-to-air-missile system was the flower of Russian technology. A further development of the competent SA-15 “Gauntlet”, as code-named by NATO, the TOR-M1 9M330 had been supplied to Iran in December of 2005. It was a system capable of detecting and tracking forty-eight targets, and engaging two targets simultaneously with over a 92 % kill probability, making any sort of low-level attack a virtual suicide mission. The twenty-nine transport launcher vehicles, or TLVs, which Tehran had purchased had cost them the equivalent of over a billion dollars in U.S. currency.
One of them now sat on top of the rock outcropping Major Hossein had designated. He rubbed his hands together as he looked up at it, smiling to himself.
There was a part of him that was like a child with a new toy. He really couldn’t wait to try it out.
One of the technicians came around the back of the vehicle. “Everything is ready, commandant.”
“Good.” Hossein smiled. “What is the chance of an aircraft getting through your screen?”
“What type of aircraft?”
The major thought for a moment. “A transport aircraft. Or a helicopter. I’m not sure which.”
A smile crossed the technician’s face. “None, major. None at all…”

4:09 P.M. Local Time
Mossad Headquarters
Somewhere north of Tel Aviv

“What do you think of our chances for success, lieutenant?”
The young man looked up slowly, his eyes locking with the Mossad chief’s. “My father was a rabbi, sir,” Gideon said finally. “He taught me never to gamble.”
A ghost of a smile flitted across his features. “But with these odds-I’m not even tempted.”
“I knew your father, Gideon,” General Shoham replied. “He was the chaplain of my unit in the Golan.”
“He’s spoken of you too, sir.” Lieutenant Laner turned back to the matter at hand. “You’re wanting to launch this mission tonight?”
The Mossad chief glanced at his wristwatch. “That’s correct, lieutenant. Nine hours. Before daybreak tomorrow, I want your team on the ground. In Iran.” His eyes narrowed. “Can you do it?”
“I think so, sir. You’re cutting us close. Not much prep time.”
“I know that, lieutenant. There’s no help for it. A C-130 Hercules transport will deploy you forty kilometers from the target. You will use the two fast attack vehicles to get in position. The plan is relatively simple: make a surgical strike, rescue Dr. Tal, eliminate the Iranian communications facilities and proceed to the extraction zone.”
“What about the other archaeologists?”
“You won’t have room in the extraction helicopter,” the general replied, watching Laner closely. “Your mission is to get our man out. That is all.”
Gideon never even blinked. “Understood, sir. I’ll go assemble my team.”

5:27 P.M. Baghdad Time
Q-West Airfield
Northern Iraq

“Right, director. I understand. Good-bye.” Harry replaced the TACtical SATellite phone in his shirt pocket and walked back to the barracks, Kranemeyer’s last words ringing in his ears.
Good luck.
They were going to need a lot more than luck if they were going to survive the next few hours. He pushed open the door. Tex was lying back on one of the bunks, apparently asleep.
A moment passed, then he opened one eye, gazing carefully at Harry.
“Where’s the rest of the team?” Harry asked, looking over at his friend.
“Over at the hangar. Reloading the equipment in the Huey. What’s going on?”
Harry walked over to his locker, pulling out the equipment he would take with him. “I just talked with Kranemeyer,” he said finally. “We have go-mission.”
Tex uncurled himself from the bunk, standing to his feet. He stood almost an inch taller than Harry.
Back in his Marine years, Force Recon had nearly rejected him. Said he made too large of a target. After Afghanistan, no one had questioned the big man. They just left him alone.
“You stickin’ to the plan?”
Harry nodded slowly, turning to look him in the eye. “What do you think of Davood?”
“I had him in my demolitions class,” Tex replied, shrugging his shoulders. “Doesn’t mean anything.”
“I understand.”
“He’s a good man with explosives,” the Texan said after a moment of silence. “One of my best pupils.”
“Glad to hear it.”
“Good at the Farm and good in the field are two different things. He’s never been in the field.”
Harry stared keenly at his old friend. “I know. Do me a favor and keep him close…”

4:59 P.M. Local Time
Sayeret Matkal Headquarters
Israel

The two fast attack vehicles, or FAVs, as they were commonly called, were little more than heavily modified dune buggies. Heavily modified, because no commercially-produced dune buggy had ever come equipped with a fifty-caliber machine gun for the passenger. Each FAV could hold three people at maximum and was equipped with three machine guns and two small anti-tank rocket launchers
It could reach speeds of one hundred and thirty kilometers an hour on level ground. But where they were going, there wouldn’t be any level ground. Gideon turned away from the vehicles, back toward his men.
“Take off the rocket launchers, Yossi,” he ordered briefly, turning to the man that had been his driver in the Gaza Strip. “We don’t need the weight.”
Yossi Eiland responded with a grin. A small, stockily built man, the twenty-seven-year-old Jew had been a race car driver in France before emigrating to Israel and enlisting. He would be the driver of the lead FAV.
“Right away, boss.” He took the cigarette from between his lips and tossed it away, grinding it into the concrete pad.
Gideon turned to look at the rest of his men. There was Chaim Berkowitz, twenty-four years of age, their sniper. A tall, lean boy, his name meant ‘life’.
It couldn’t have been more inappropriate. Angel of death would have been more fitting. But he did his job. That was why Gideon had picked him.
The third team member was leaning over the FAV, already helping Yossi unscrew the launchers from their fastenings. His name was Nathan Gur. The youngest man on the team, he had gone into the Bekaa with Gideon the previous year, as part of a joint American-Israeli op.
None of his men were rattled by the short notice they had been given. They were accustomed to it, to the strain of laying on a mission in a hurry. Often they only had hours before a terrorist would change locations. The mood this time was actually relaxed.
All that would change soon enough…

8:32 P.M. Baghdad Time
Q-West Airfield
Northern Iraq

Thomas Parker glanced at his watch. Five hours. He laid down his cleaning brush and picked up the scattered parts of his 7.62mm SV-98 sniper rifle, starting to reassemble the gun. It wasn’t his favorite weapon, but it would do the job. Anything of American manufacture was out of the question.
He re-mounted the scope, brushing a fine layer of dust off the lens. Sand seemed to permeate everything.
The scope wasn’t standard-issue, it had come from an American lens manufacturer whose name had been carefully ground off the side. It gave him magnification up to 10x and night-vision capability. More than he needed, but with it, he had placed bulls-eyes at fifteen hundred yards.
It was the rifle he had carried into Azerbaijan. That was another reason he didn’t like using it.
Rising, he left the reassembled SV-98 on the bunk, and walked over to the window. Out on the runway, they were readying a fighter jet for take-off.
Thomas stood there for a moment, staring out into the desert, his eyes shadowed. Azerbaijan. Failure. He didn’t like to be reminded of failure. Of the men that had been left behind. Of the men he had let down. He could never let it happen again.
He returned to the bunk, picked up the sniper rifle, cradling it in his arms. It was a personal way of killing. You looked down the scope, you looked into the eyes of the man you were about to destroy. If he was the first man to die in an area, you saw him as he was, cheerful, determined, going about his life.
If others had gone before him, you saw the raw, naked fear in his eyes, the pallor of his face as he heard your rifle-shot ring out in the distance, speeding death his way. Messenger of destruction…

11:57 P.M.
Q-West Airfield
Northern Iraq

“Request permission for takeoff. Ident two-seven-one Lima.”
“Permission granted, two-seven-one Lima. You have go-mission clearance.” A brief pause and then Tower added, “We’ll leave the light on for you.”
“Thanks, Motel Six,” Tancretti acknowledged sarcastically, turning back to his work. He had a chopper to fly.
The strike team sat in the back, arranged in the order in which they would exit the plane. Tex was closest to the door. On the ground, he would take point. Hamid sat right beside him. Harry sat across from the two of them, followed by Davood. Thomas sat in the far back, the sniper rifle slung over his shoulder. He would provide rear security. They were dressed in desert camouflage, their faces painted a sandy brown.
Nothing on their clothes identified them as American, nothing about their weapons. They were clean, deniable.
Harry glanced out into the darkness as the chopper slowly began to lift off from Q-West, feeling adrenaline surge through his body. They were going. This was it. They were committed. The moment of truth, the writers called it. Perhaps.
He looked around at his team members. Their expressions were unreadable in the darkness, the face paint masking their eyes. Davood stirred at his side.
His dossier had said he’d never been deployed operationally before. Perhaps that accounted for his nervousness.
Or maybe not.
Truth? Another writer had said it was the first casualty of war. Harry was more inclined to the second opinion. But they were past the point of no return. They were going in…

Fifteen minutes later, a C-130 Hercules transport aircraft rose from a small military airfield north of Tel Aviv, heading west, across Syrian airspace, across northern Iraq, flying low to avoid detection by the American military radars. Destination: Iran…



Chapter Four


1:32 A.M. Tehran Time, September 24th
The base camp
Iran

Major Farshid Hossein glanced at his watch, shading its luminous dial with his hand. It was time. They would come-now, when a man’s bodily functions were at their lowest ebb. They would be warriors of the night, the elite of their nation, highly-trained and motivated.
Their training would do them no good. They would be dead before they could even reach the ground. He and his men would kill any that survived.
The night air chilled him and he wrapped his uniform jacket tight around his body. All around him, mountains towered toward Paradise, some of them already capped with snow. Beyond them, to the northeast, the shores of the Caspian.
The pack of Marlboros was tucked securely in his shirt pocket. He wanted one, but didn’t dare. He knew from experience how far away the glowing ember of a cigarette could be seen, how it robbed a man of his night vision. He would need all of his faculties in the next few hours. He walked back to the TOR-M1. Its crew members were silhouetted in the pale glow of the late September moon.
“Anything?” he asked.
“ Nah,” the technician shook his head. Nothing.
Hossein clapped the man on the shoulder, moving on. “Keep watching.”

1:37 A.M.
The Huey
Iran

“You have the bird, Jeff.”
“Roger that, colonel. Taking over.” The co-pilot smiled, taking the controls into his hands.
Tancretti removed the night-vision goggles and rubbed his eyes with the back of his hand. Using the goggles was like looking down a pair of toilet-paper tubes covered with green foil. It shot his depth-perception to blazes, something not to be underestimated at the altitudes at which the Huey was flying. One wrong twitch of the control levers, and they would hit the ground. And yes, he had volunteered for this assignment.
“How far away is the LZ?” a voice behind them asked. Tancretti looked up to see the CIA team leader-Henderson, Nichols, whatever his name really was, standing over them.
“Forty klicks,” Luke replied, his words clipped and curt. “Your target is eight beyond that.”
The CIA man nodded quietly. “Thanks.”

4:43 P.M. Eastern Time, September 23rd
CIA Headquarters
Langley, Virginia

Bernard Kranemeyer had just checked his watch when the phone in his shirt pocket rang, its shrill buzz disturbing his thoughts. The strike team should be well on their way. The mission had been launched.
“Kranemeyer speaking.”
“Director, this is Daniel Lasker.” The twenty-eight-year-old Lasker was head of ClandOps tactical communications. “Sir, we’re getting the first real-time imaging from the NRO down here in the op-center.”
His habit of referring to Kranemeyer as “sir” was a perpetual source of annoyance. The DCS, who was proud of his five-year career as a Delta Force sergeant major, associated “sir” with the officer class. He’d worked for a living, thank you very much.
“It’s about time Sorenson got on that,” he snorted in disgust. “What’s it showing?”
“That’s why I called, sir. We have a problem.”
“Why?” Kranemeyer demanded, irritation showing in his tones. “What’s going on?”
“The Iranians have moved a SA-15 Gauntlet on-site,” Lasker replied. “Our team’s flying straight into a trap. I need your permission to break radio silence.”
“Do it ASAP,” was Kranemeyer’s curt order. “I’m coming down.”
“Right away, sir.”

1:45 A.M. Tehran Time, September 24th
The Huey

“Thirty klicks,” Tancretti announced grimly, replacing his NVGs. “I have the bird, Jeff.”
“Roger, sir. We should be there soon.”

“What is the maximum range of your radar?” Major Hossein asked, glancing at the missile crew. It was a question he regretted not asking before.
“Twenty-five kilometers, sir. Wait a moment!” the man exclaimed, typing something into the small computer in front of him. “We have a contact, just coming into our range.”
“Identification?”
“Nothing, yet. It will take a couple of moments for the system to analyze the threat.”
Hossein watched the screen intently, waiting as the blip grew larger. “How soon can you engage?”
“Once the target is within twelve kilometers. At that point, we will switch on our fire-control radar and take them out.”
“Get it done.”

“Eight klicks out,” Colonel Tancretti announced over the intercom. “Get ready for insertion.”
Harry nodded wordlessly, looking around at his team. They were ready. It was time to do their job. To say they did not fear what lay ahead-that would have been an error. They were all afraid. Any sane man would be. But this was what they were trained to do.
“Seven klicks…”

4:52 P.M. Eastern Time
NCS Operations Center
Langley, Virginia

Lasker was waiting for him when the elevator doors opened. “Sir, we just finished interfacing our comms with the Air Force network.”
Kranemeyer transfixed him with a hard glance. “What are you telling me for? Do it, for heaven’s sake.”
“Right, sir. Follow me.”

1:53 A.M. Tehran Time
The campsite

“Another kilometer, sir, and we can launch,” the technician informed him, glancing away from his screens.
Major Hossein nodded, impatient. This was it.

The Huey

Tancretti’s headset came alive suddenly, a burst of static over the hitherto silent radio network. “Colonel, this is Danny Lasker, communications coordinator for Operation TALON.”
What on earth?
“I’m ordering mission-abort, colonel. You’re flying into a trap.”
“Say again, sir?”
“Luke, we’ve got a problem,” the co-pilot exclaimed. “We’re being illuminated by fire-control radars, type ‘Scrum-Half’, I repeat, ‘Scrum Half.”
“Roger,” Tancretti acknowledged, his mind whirling. A narrow canyon appeared in front of him and he pulled back on the control levers, forcing the old helicopter up and over…

Two 9M331 missiles rose from their launcher, accelerating rapidly as they flashed across the desert, their burning tails like a meteor in the night sky.
Kill probability: ninety-five percent.

Harry heard the conversation in the front, heard the warning, felt the helicopter lurch upwards. The ground flashed past below him, only feet away. “Out! Out!”, he heard a voice scream, realizing a moment later that it was his own.
He grabbed Davood by the shoulders and shoved him toward the door, following a moment later. Harry hit the ground on his side, the impact driving the breath from his body, his AK-47 landing a few feet away.
Rolling over, he started to reach for it, groping blindly in the darkness. The next moment, the world exploded around him…

4:55 P.M. Eastern Time
NCS Op-Center
Langley, Virginia

Five thousand miles away, Daniel Lasker could hear the explosion over the open comm link.
“Colonel! Colonel!”
There was no response. Only the hoarse echo of his own voice in a suddenly still operations center. The comm specialist turned to face Kranemeyer, his face a ghostly white.
“They’re gone,” he whispered. “They’re all gone.”

1:57 A.M. Tehran Time
The campsite

The major could see the explosion off in the distance, hear it reverberate through the mountains. The technician looked up from his radar screen. “Target destroyed, sir,” he reported, making no attempt to conceal his excitement.
Hossein nodded. “Good. Corporal, I want you to get off a report to Tehran. I’m taking a detachment down there to check for survivors.”
The technician’s smile was barely visible in the darkness. “I don’t think you need to worry, major. There won’t be any survivors.”

Harry rolled over on his back, blinking against the fiery glare of the explosion. The Huey had struck the edge of the cliff and then cartwheeled into the canyon, disappearing from sight. He reached down, feeling for the NVGs that hung around his neck. His rifle was somewhere, in the darkness around him.
Whether anyone else had survived, he had no idea. And that wasn’t his chief concern at the moment. First he had to recover his primary weapon and prepare for battle.
Each man of the CIA team was trained to fight alone, if need be, as well as a part of the team. Alone, they were deadly. Together, they were almost unstoppable.
But someone had managed to stop them- all of them, Harry reflected grimly. Blown them out of the sky without warning. Without a chance.
His hand touched the folding metal stock of the Kalishnikov and he pulled it toward him, flicking the safety off with a practiced motion.
He dropped to one knee behind a rock, toggling his headset mike. “EAGLE SIX to all teams. Come in, come in.”
Their radios were the latest generation of encrypted technology, eight-kilometer range, a built-in jammer to prevent enemy direction-finders from locking in on their signal. “Come in, come in.”
“EAGLE SIX, this is LONGBOW.” Thomas.
“Check, LONGBOW. Situation report?”
“Down fine. Taking up overlook position.”
“Keep your eyes open. EAGLE SIX to all teams, come in, come in.”
“SWITCHBLADE, signing in.” Davood.
“Sitrep, SWITCHBLADE?”
“Lost my rifle in the landing.” There was uncertainty in the voice. Fear. “Looking for it now.”
“Roger. Where did you come down?”
“I think I can see you, EAGLE SIX,” the Iranian-American agent responded. “Raise your gun above your head.”
“Roger.” Harry shifted the AK in his hand, lifting it briefly in the air.
“About five meters to your right.”
“I’ll be with you momentarily. EAGLE SIX to all Teams, come in, come in.”
Nothing.
“GUNHAND, FULLBACK, come in.”
The silence was eerie, mocking him. “LONGBOW, SWITCHBLADE, we have two guys out there. Any sign of them?”

5:04 P.M. Eastern Time
NCS Operations Center
Langley, Virginia

“I’m not getting any response from the helicopter, sir.”
“Thank you,” Director Lay replied slowly. “Disconnect the comm.”
He looked over at the DCS. “Do we have another way of communicating with the teams, Barney?”
Kranemeyer nodded. “Nichols is carrying the TACSAT-10, a secure satellite phone made of sterile components. The phone was assembled in America, the encryption technology was developed up at Fort Meade, but everything else is European-manufactured. It-”
“All right, all right,” Lay interrupted, turning on Daniel Lasker. “Have you tried contacting him?”
“Yes, director. We have.”
“ And?”
“He’s not answering.”
Kranemeyer swore softly. “It’s what I was afraid of. From the moment I heard about the SA-15 being deployed at the campsite. The team’s gone.”
“Sir, all due respect, but perhaps Nichols is just too busy to take calls at the moment.” Lasker managed a smile. “He’s been known to ignore us in the past.”
Lay turned, heading for the door of the Communications Center. “Keep trying, Barney. And keep me posted. I need to get word up to the President.”
“Right.”

2:06 A.M. Tehran Time
The crash site

They were gone. It had been too much to ask that they would all survive the crash. Tex. Hamid.
Harry stared out into the darkness, his eyes hooded with sadness. They were both old friends. To count them among the missing.
The memories. He could remember his first meeting with the Iraqi agent- in Iraq, Tikrit to be exact. Hamid Zakiri had still been an Army Ranger back then, a tough, decisive NCO.
He’d been the one that had talked Hamid into joining the Agency when his hitch was up. And now he was gone…
“LONGBOW, SWITCHBLADE, what is the chopper’s status? Repeat, what is the situation at the crash site?”
“EAGLE SIX, LONGBOW. I can see the crash site from my current position. The missiles did not-repeat, did not hit the chopper. They slammed into the mountainside when Tancretti took evasive action.”
“Then what happened?”
“The Huey struck the edge of the canyon and went down. It’s at the bottom.”
“Status?”
“In flames, boss. I see no movement. Copy that?”
“I copy, LONGBOW,” Harry acknowledged slowly, reluctantly. “SWITCHBLADE, make your way down to the crash site and check for survivors. See if there’s any equipment you can salvage, but move it along. That sucker’s gonna blow any minute.”
“You see any way down the cliff?” Davood asked.
Harry scanned the ground ahead of him, the dark rocks appearing a strange fluorescent green through the filter of the night-vision goggles he wore.
“Approx eight meters in front of you. Get on it.”

Fire. Blood and fire. Searing pain. Tancretti’s eyes flickered open as he returned to consciousness, flames crackling in the background. He was still strapped in the seat of the Huey, pinned against the instrument panel. It took him a moment to realize where he was, to remember what had happened.
The pungent smell of gasoline filled his nostrils and suddenly everything came flooding back. The warning, the crash. The explosion. Fear gripped him suddenly and he struggled to get free, pushing his body against the instrument panel in an effort to wriggle out.
“Jeff!” he screamed, the heat of the flames searing his throat. “ Jeff!”
He turned his head, looking over to where his co-pilot had been seated only a few short moments before. The corpse still sat there, its head hanging at an obscene angle, a deep bloody gash in the neck. One of the rotor blades had sliced through the roof.
Tancretti closed his eyes, trying to shut out the vision, focusing on his own situation. He didn’t have much time left…

Thomas leaned forward against the rock, his hand cradling the barrel of the SV-98, squinting one eye as he swept the terrain with the scope of the sniper rifle. It had survived his jump intact, which was a miracle in and of itself.
A grimace crossed his face. The impact had jarred the scope. A target or two would be needed to sight it in. He chuckled wryly.
They would be forthcoming.

The Huey had nearly broken in half on impact, Davood realized as he hurried down into the canyon. He still hadn’t found his rifle. No time to worry about that.
Not now.
Flames were licking feverishly at the metal skin of the Huey, eating away at the helicopter. It couldn’t be long before the gasoline tank went up. He needed to hurry.

2:10 A.M.

There was something — ahead of them in the darkness. Major Hossein held up his hand for a stop, bringing the Kalishnikov up against his shoulder.
A figure advanced out of the night, dressed in camouflage. His hands were raised in the air, his only visible weapon a pistol strapped to his waist.
“ Salaam alaikum.”
“Who are you?” Hossein demanded, ignoring the salutation.
“They call me BEHDIN,” the figure responded quietly, switching from Arabic into perfect Farsi. “Does that mean anything to you?”
“ Baleh,” Hossein nodded. Yes. Behdin, a man of good religion. Of pure heart. More importantly, the code-name of the operative who had supplied their intelligence. The sleeper.
Oh, yes, it meant much to him.
“What do you bring me?”
“You’ll never find them unless you can track them.” The man gestured to his belt. “May I?”
“Of course,” the major replied. The man’s hands moved to his waist, unclipping a small camouflage case. A wire ran from the case to his ear. He handed both to Hossein.
“Take this radio,” he instructed. “The frequencies are set to the band used by the American team. The access code is Alpha-One-Tango-Niner. You can listen in.”
“And what will you tell them?”
The sleeper smiled briefly. “That it broke, and I lost it in the darkness.”
“Good.”
A glance over his shoulder. “I must go.”
“Allah go with you, BEHDIN.”
“He will. And if I should be forced to shoot any of your men, they will be ushered into Paradise.”
“ Khayli mamnoon,” Hossein replied, irony in his tones. Thank you very much. He adjusted the radio to his own ear as the sleeper vanished into the night, as his patrol moved forward.
So, there had been survivors. No matter. They would not live long. Thanks to one of the chosen…

2:13 A.M.
The Israeli C-130

“We are four kilometers from the drop zone, sir. Get your men ready to jump.”
Gideon nodded, his dark black eyes betraying no emotion. This was his job. This is what he had trained for. He bent low, leaving the plane’s cockpit. His team was already up and standing, ready for the moment when the green light would flash, the cargo door of the C-130 Hercules open wide.
The two patrol vehicles were positioned right by the door of the transport. Their parachutes would be activated by an onboard altimeter.
He walked down the line of men one last time, inspecting their gear, making sure they were prepared. Chaim Berkowitz would be the first to jump. His M24 sniper rifle was broken down and disassembled in his backpack. If they encountered hostiles upon landing, he would use the Uzi submachine gun slung across his chest. His eyes locked with Gideon’s for a moment and the lieutenant saw uncertainty there. This was new for all of them.
Yossi Eiland was enjoying a final cigarette before the jump. As Laner approached, Eiland crushed it out between thumb and forefinger, smiling at the momentary flash of pain.
“Ready?”
“Of course,” was the quick reply. Gideon smiled and slapped his second-in-command on the back before turning away. The man was a veteran.
The pilot’s voice came over the intercom. “One minute to jump. We’re coming up on the DZ.”
“Roger. One minute to jump.”
A light flickered in the corner of Gideon’s eye. Green.
“GO, GO, GO!”

2:15 A.M.
The crash site

Davood ran quickly toward the wreck, around the front. He could see the co-pilot’s body hanging limply, nearly beheaded by the rotor. It seemed strange. He had never learned the man’s name. Now he never would.
A shrill, discordant cry arrested his movements. He turned, trying to place the sound. And then he saw him. Tancretti. Pinned against the instrument panel.
He looked around. There was no time to get help. He dropped the Kalishnikov and ran toward the wreck, pulling his combat knife from its ankle sheath.
Perhaps he could cut him free…

“Sitrep, LONGBOW?”
“Overwatch position achieved, EAGLE SIX. No hostiles in sight. Acknowledge.”
“Roger that, LONGBOW. Copy no hostiles.”
Major Hossein smiled in the darkness. They were still unobserved. The radio chatter from the American team confirmed that. He glanced up around him at the hills. The overwatch mentioned could still be most anywhere. They wouldn’t know where until the bullets started flying.

The heat seared Davood’s face as he moved forward, smoke filling his lungs. The door of the Huey was jammed shut, its metal crumpled like paper from the force of the impact. Tancretti’s survival was a providence of Allah, nothing less. But time was running out.
He reached in through the broken window with his knife hand, extending it toward the pilot. No good.
“One moment,” Davood whispered, more to himself than to Tancretti, sweat streaming down his face as he wedged the combat knife in between the pilot’s chest and the seatbelt.
One moment…

5:17 P.M. Eastern Time
The White House
Washington, D.C.

“Very good, Director. Keep me posted on any further developments. Thank you.” President Hancock replaced the phone on his desk and stood, turning to gaze out the window of the Oval Office. The sun was sinking low in the western sky. In Iran, it would be pitch-black. A team of his countrymen would be fighting for their very lives.
Nothing this night had gone as planned. This had been meant as a political coup, decisive military action against a regime feared by the Jewish lobby and hated by the warmongers on the right. Both groups would have applauded a daring, Entebbe-style hostage rescue. And now the quicksand had opened beneath him.
He swore under his breath, eyeing the phone on the Resolute desk. Cahill hadn’t been cleared for TALON, and he wasn’t about to read him in now. This time he was going to have to run his own damage control.

5:18 P.M.
CIA Headquarters
Langley, Virginia

Director Lay left the elevator the very moment the doors opened onto the seventh floor, striding hurriedly toward his office. His secretary, Margaret Caudell, was bent over her desk, organizing paperwork in preparation to leave. A common sight.
She had already stayed twenty minutes over her time, which was also all too common. If she had learned nothing else in the seven years that the two of them had worked together, it was that there was no such thing as a fixed schedule.
“Good evening,” she smiled, glancing up at his entrance.
It wasn’t. “Get the secure line to the White House ready, Margaret. I need to talk to the President.”

2:20 A.M. Tehran Time
The crash site

His shoulder hurt like the devil, pain shooting through his body. He moved his fingers up the length of his right arm, gently massaging the flesh. It wasn’t broken, or at least he didn’t think so.
But it was dislocated, that was sure enough. And it was his gun arm. He was out of it.
He hadn’t heard from the team.
Tex raised himself from the hard ground where he had fallen, wincing at the pain. His head throbbed and when he reached up to check himself, his hand came away sticky with blood.
How long he had been unconscious, he had no idea. He moved his good arm down to his waist, checking for his radio. It was still intact. He adjusted the lip mike and went on the air…

Harry’s headset crackled suddenly. “GUNHAND to all team members. Come in, come in.”
“GUNHAND, this is EAGLE SIX. What happened to you?”
The voice that answered him was uncertain, almost groggy. Something had gone wrong. “Knocked myself out on landing, sir.”
“Status report?”
“I’m approx sixty meters north-northeast from the crash site. Feels like I dislocated my shoulder.”
“Are you combat ready, GUNHAND?”
“Negative, EAGLE SIX. I can defend myself. That’s max. It’s my right arm.”
“Copy that. Will move team to support you. EAGLE SIX to LONGBOW, stay put. Provide covering fire. Acknowledge.”
“Roger, EAGLE SIX,” Thomas replied. “I have covering position.”
“EAGLE SIX to SWITCHBLADE, status report? I repeat, SWITCHBLADE, have you reached BIRDMASTER?” Harry demanded, repeating Colonel Tancretti’s code name. There was no answer. Only the sound of his own voice. “Come in, SWITCHBLADE.”
No response.
“EAGLE SIX to all team members. I have lost contact with SWITCHBLADE. Do any of you have visual on the crash site?”
“That’s a negative, boss.”

5:22 P.M. Eastern Time
CIA Headquarters
Langley, Virginia

“I warned you, director. This operation was meant to reduce our exposure, not blow it wide open.”
There was a dangerous calm in the President’s voice. A part of Lay’s brain registered that fact as he stared across his office, fighting down the angry words that rose in his throat.
The selfishness of it all! “I trust it has occurred to you, Mr. President, that we have soldiers in harm’s way.”
“Soldiers?” Hancock asked, irony rich in his voice. “I prefer to reserve that term for those who proudly wear the uniform of this country.”
There could be no response equal to the bigotry of the comment, nothing that could be said without igniting a pointless debate. Lay held his tongue, staring bitterly at the wall as the President went on, apparently not expecting a response.
“The last thing this country needs is a hostage crisis, Lay. That’s why we launched this ‘op’ in the first place.”
The last thing your administration needs, the CIA director reflected. That was why the operation had been launched, and he had gone along with it, in hopes of proving the efficacy of the Clandestine Service to a man who had tried to eliminate their funding time and again. And now people were dead.
Dead. That’s the way it was out there on the edge. Out where mistakes meant lives ended, not political careers…

2:24 A.M. Tehran Time
The crash site

Davood shoved his combat knife back into its ankle sheath and reached through the window, wrapping both arms around Tancretti’s upper body. “Easy, colonel,” he whispered. “I’m going to get you out of there.”
The blood streaking down the Air Force colonel’s face glistened in the light of the flames, adding to the macabre aspect of the scene. His body refused to budge, the legs still pinned between the panel and the seat, and he screamed in pain as Davood tugged at him.
A jagged edge of plexiglass window cut into the agent’s hand as he struggled, gashing the flesh. “Come on, come on,” he whispered, ignoring the pain, his fingers wrapping themselves around Tancretti’s legs.
They started to slide out from underneath the instrument panel, slowly but surely. Almost. The fabric of the colonel’s uniform pants caught on the metal, holding him fast. For a moment Davood considered reaching for his knife again, cutting him loose.
There wasn’t time for that.
He circled his arms tight around the pilot’s torso, struggling to slow down his breathing, gather his reserves of strength for one final effort.
If he had any reserves. “Relax, colonel,” he whispered in Tancretti’s ear. “I need you to relax.”
If the man understood him, he showed no sign of it. Davood was going to have to do the whole job himself.
Tancretti screamed again as Davood pulled fiercely against him, pulling toward the window, toward safety. Tancretti’s pant leg ripped open, the metal that had held it cutting into his skin. His arms and upper body came through the window. He was held by one leg.
Flames licked toward them, consuming the helicopter. Another few moments and the fire would eat through the protective lining of the fuel tank. His time was almost gone.
Davood balanced the pilot’s torso on his shoulder, freeing his hand to reach through the window again. His fingers closed around the trapped ankle, pulling with all his remaining strength.
It came free suddenly and he staggered backward, losing his balance. The colonel landed on top of him, crying out as his leg struck the ground.
They lay there for a moment of time, heat washing over them. Tancretti opened his eyes, looking the CIA man in the face.
“Thanks,” he whispered, forcing the words out past cracked and bleeding lips.
Davood nodded wordlessly, rolling over and running his fingers quickly down the pilot’s legs. A grimace spread slowly across his face.
Both legs were broken below the knee. Tancretti was out of commission.
He leaned down and scooped up the colonel in his arms, staggering to his feet. Flames crackled behind them as he straightened, taking one last look behind him.
The Huey was almost consumed.
He took a step away from the wreck, toward safety. And then the night exploded behind them…

“Copy explosion at the crash site. LONGBOW, do you have visual?”
“Negative, boss. Line-of-sight blocked by the hill behind me.”
“GUNHAND?”
“Nothing clear, the fire’s messing with my NVGs.”
Major Hossein looked up from the map he was studying, shading his flashlight with his hand. He touched his corporal on the arm. “The American they call LONGBOW is somewhere in this area. Take five men and eliminate him.”
The man nodded briefly, rose up from behind the rock where they both crouched. Moved off into the night. Went to his death…
The American would not be taken easily, Hossein knew that. The men he had sent out would die, pawns in the game that had begun in these mountains. Their sacrifice would enable him to pinpoint the sniper’s location.
A means to an end.

“Any sign of FULLBACK?” Harry whispered into his lip mike, clutching his Kalishnikov in sweaty hands as he knelt behind a large boulder.
“Negative, EAGLE SIX.” It was Tex. His voice sounded strained.
“You’re sounding like a broken record, GUNHAND,” Harry replied, grinning for the first time that night. Their conversation was rudely interrupted.
“EAGLE SIX, I have targets.” It was Thomas. “Northwest of your position. Engaging.”

Thomas took quick aim down the scope of the SV-98, resting his cross-hairs on the chest of the point man. Center-of-mass.
That would have to do, until he could find out how badly his scope had been jarred in the landing.
His finger curled slowly around the trigger of the Russian-built sniper rifle, memories flooding back through his mind. Of missions past. Of the men he had killed. Of the last time he had used the SV-98. Azerbaijan…

The rifle’s report echoed through the night like the crack of a whip, a bullet speeding through the darkness. The corporal leading the patrol straightened suddenly, a red stain spreading across the stomach of his shirt.
He crumpled then, like a broken doll, his body sprawling across the sand and dirt. His men scattered, seeking whatever shelter they could find.

Thomas nearly took his eyes off the scope in surprise. He had expected the first shot to be a miss. Chalk one up …
He was shooting a little low, but there wasn’t time to correct that. He would just have to compensate for it.
The figures running for cover glowed pale green in his night-vision scope. A sharp click, the bolt-action sliding crisply into place as he racked another round into the chamber of the SV-98.
Another shot, another kill, another body collapsing into the dust. It was like a shooting gallery…

2:29 A.M.
The drop zone

“Lieutenant, the perimeter is clear. No hostiles. Copy?”
Gideon cupped his hand to his ear, listening to Chaim’s report. “Affirmative. I copy.”
He turned back to the FAV, spreading out a small cloth map on the hood of the vehicle. “We have thirty-two kilometers to go in the next half-hour. Yossi, I want you to take the lead vehicle to an overlook position-here,” he indicated, drawing a circle on the map with his index finger. “Chaim will go with you and prepare to snipe down into the camp. Nathan and I will take the second vehicle and go in the back way.”
He paused and looked around at his team members, their faces shadowed in the glow of his flashlight. “Intelligence indicates our target is inside this building here. We’ve got to hit that building fast, secure it, then escort SCHLIEMANN to the extraction zone. I’ll be sending him with you, Yossi. Understand?”
The small sergeant nodded briefly. “Right, chief.”
“What about the other archaeologists?”
It was Nathan Gur. Gideon glanced at him in the darkness, saw the look on the young man’s face. “We do not have room in the vehicles,” he replied brusquely. “They will be left behind.”
He folded up the map and replaced it in an inner pocket. “Let’s move out.”

2:33 A.M. Tehran Time
The crash site

Davood came back into the realm of the conscious feeling a hand touch his shoulder, a voice whispering to him, “Are you okay, my brother?”
It was Hamid.
Davood rolled over on his back, biting his lip as pain shot through his veins. Tancretti was nowhere to be seen. The explosion must have flung them apart, he thought numbly, the sound still ringing in his ears. He wondered how long he had been unconscious.
“BIRDMASTER?” he whispered, gazing up into Hamid’s face as the tall man bent over him. “Where is he?”
Hamid stood to his feet, glancing around them. Finally he spotted a figure stretched out in the sand about six feet away.
“There,” he said solemnly.
Davood raised himself up on his elbows, testing himself carefully. Nothing seemed to be broken. Just cut-and bruised. Hamid was looking at him again, his face looking strangely misshapen with the night-vision goggles covering his eyes. A giant bug-like creature from one of the American alien movies Davood had watched as a child.
“Do you need help?” he asked.
“No. I have to check the colonel,” was his reply, carefully rising to his feet.
“Very good,” Hamid retorted shortly, “I will report our situation to EAGLE SIX.” He paused. “Where is your radio?”
Davood’s hand went to his belt, searching for the small transmitter. He shook his head, a rueful smile crossing his face. “Must have lost it in the explosion.”
A curt nod. “EAGLE SIX, this is FULLBACK. Sitrep?”

12:36 A.M. Local Time
The personal residence of Avi ben Shoham
Overlooking Lake Galilee

Counting sheep had never worked for the Mossad chief. Neither had counting terrorists, for that matter. He knew them by heart, every last man who had struck Israel and was still living to boast about it. They didn’t help him sleep. He went back to his nightstand and closed the dossier on Ibrahim Quasim.
Case closed. Another body in a Palestinian morgue. Another terrorist dead.
His eyes flickered to the portrait of his wife hanging over the bed. It had been a long-time wish of hers. Painted when he had worked in the Israeli Embassy in Paris, it was the way he wanted to remember her. A beautiful woman in the prime of her life.
Not the way they had parted. Not the way she had died, bleeding to death in an ambush on the West Bank, her legs blown off by a roadside bomb, small-arms fire chattering noisily over their heads as he covered her with his body, as his protective detail fought back.
Tears coursing down his face, her blood on his hands, cursing in impotent rage at the utter futility of it all.
Ibrahim Quasim had died as he lived. In an explosion as fiery as the one with which he had killed Rachel Shoham.
It was justice. The general closed his eyes, willing the memories to go away as he tore the photograph of the dead terrorist leader into shreds, pieces fluttering to the floor like the snow that blanketed Mount Hermon.
The satellite phone beside the bed rang noisily, a jarring intrusion into the privacy of his thoughts. He came alert, reaching for it.
“Shoham here.”
“General, we are on scrambler.” It was the watch officer at Mossad Headquarters. Which wasn’t good. Something had happened.
“Copy scrambler. What’s going on?”
“We have PHOTINT indicating a military presence approximately twenty-five kilometers north-northeast of RAHAB’s last reported position. There’s a firefight going on.”
“You’re sure?”
“Positive. We have muzzle flashes, looks like the Iranians are there in platoon strength or greater.”
“Dear God,” the general whispered. A military platoon against his four men. There might be a chance, but it was a slim one. “Any sign of the FAVs?”
“Nothing. However it looks like a helicopter crashed in a nearby canyon, sir,” the watch officer stated after a moment.
“A helicopter?” Shoham demanded in astonishment. “Where did that come from?”
“I have no idea, sir. There’s not enough left of it to establish make. Request permission to contact RAHAB.”
A long pause. “Permission granted. Find out what’s going on. And make it short.”
“Aye, sir.”

2:40 A.M. Tehran Time
The crash site

“Roger, FULLBACK. You stay and provide cover for BIRDMASTER. Tell SWITCHBLADE to join me. We will regroup on your position.”
“Copy that, sir.”
Major Hossein reached up and grasped the man beside him by the shoulder. “The Americans are moving. They will be spread out. We need to strike before they can regroup.”
The soldier nodded. Hossein flicked the safety off the Kalishnikov assault rifle he carried. “Here’s what I want you to do.”

“Harry wants you to join him,” Hamid stated calmly as Davood came up beside him. The young Iranian looked strange in the green glow of his night vision. “Immediately.”
Davood looked back toward the cave where he had placed Tancretti, its mouth hidden in the shadows of night.
“How is he?” Hamid asked.
“Not good. He needs an IV, but,” Davood gestured helplessly toward the wreckage of the Huey, “we don’t have any med supplies left.” His shoulders slumped in discouragement.
“Let Allah be your strength, my brother. Look to Him and place your faith in His power.” Hamid clapped his fellow agent on the back. “May He go with you. I will look after BIRDMASTER.”
Davood nodded, unholstering the Beretta from his hip as he moved toward the cliff path. Hamid watched him go…

5:43 P.M. Eastern Time
NCS Operations Center
Langley, Virginia

“Change of course, Carol,” Ron Carter announced, coming around the edge of the cubicles with a sheaf of printouts in his hand. “I need you in the Tehran intranet, and I need you in there yesterday.”
Carol Chambers looked up from her workstation, frowning at the head analyst. “Do you know the kind of time that will take?”
“Of course I do,” Carter shot back, cheerfully sweeping a space clear on her desk to deposit the printouts. “That’s why you’ve got two hours instead of one.”
Carol stared after him in disbelief as he disappeared. Two hours. Yeah, right.
She turned back her terminal, reminding herself for the hundredth time that she should have joined the NSA. The world’s biggest signals intelligence gatherer would have had the manpower to pull off what Carter wanted. Not just the manpower, but the processing power, which was more important. The computers that the Clandestine Service had control over, the only ones she was permitted to access for TALON, just didn’t measure up to the huge Crays.
Which once again begged the question. Why had she joined the CIA?
Carol sighed and reached back, sweeping her hair into a tight ponytail. Time to get to work.
Shoulder-length when worn down, her hair was a golden brown, dirty blond, as it was often called.
A smile crept across her face. Dirty, maybe, but not dumb. She hadn’t graduated from MIT at the top of her class, but she’d been a long way from the bottom. Yeah, forget the CIA and NSA, with her grades and other skills, she could have made a fortune in the private sector. After all, the government wasn’t the only entity that utilized hackers and espionage.
The familiar pulsing hum of the door scanner reached her ears and Carol looked up to see the figure of her father step onto the floor of the operations center.
His presence in the nerve center of the Clandestine Service was rare enough to be the rough equivalent of a divine visitation, and to have it happen twice in one night…
It had always been that way, ever since she’d been a little girl. Memories of those early days were few and distant, hazy shadows, a mirage to chase in one’s dreams. Nothing tangible. She only remembered the absence, the lack. A godlike father figure, distant, unapproachable. Someone whose very existence had to be accepted on faith. In many ways, God was the more approachable of the two.
Yet, deep down, she knew that he was the reason she was here and not a corporate firm. God had given her the strength to forgive the past and despite the awkwardness of their current relationship, she couldn’t have lived without it.
A voice interrupted her thoughts and she looked up to see their object standing before her.
“Good evening, Carol,” David Lay greeted softly, uncertainty in his tones. She looked into his eyes and saw the pain there. Whether grief for the unrecoverable past or the men he had lost this night, she had no way of knowing.
“I need you and Carter in Conference Room #2. Five minutes.”
And then he was gone as quick as he had arrived. As it always had been…

2:45 A.M. Tehran Time
The crash site

Darkness surrounded him, enrobing him in its folds. Tancretti tried to move again, searing pain shooting through him. His legs were broken. He was helpless. Helpless.
It wasn’t a familiar situation for the Air Force colonel. He had always been the one in charge, controlling his actions. Guiding his destiny.
He nearly blacked out again, biting his lip hard to keep from crying out. The metallic taste of blood seeped into his mouth, oozing from a cut lip.
From above him, around him, he could hear the sound of small-arms fire, the sound of men selling their lives as dearly as possible. He fumbled desperately for the service automatic at his belt, rolling over on one side to extract it from its holster. Fear seemed to rise in his throat, fear he had tried to suppress ever since the CIA agent had left. Ever since he had been alone.
The Beretta was a comforting bulk in his hand, fifteen 9mm rounds making him just as effective as any man with both his legs under him. Just as effective.
Suddenly, a figure loomed out of the darkness and Tancretti brought the pistol up in both hands, his voice trembling as he cried out a challenge.
“Easy,” the figure replied. English.
Relief washed over the colonel like a tidal wave. He couldn’t see the face in the darkness, but it must be one of the CIA men. He was saved.
The figure shifted and in that movement, Tancretti could see the gleam of a knife blade. He screamed and tried to roll away, knowing his legs could not move him. Knowing he was going to die. His fingers pressed the trigger reflexively, a single wild shot filling the cave with its echo.
It was too late. It changed nothing. His target moved as he fired, fingers reaching down to grasp the wrist of his gun hand.
The knife swung down in its long, curving arc, slicing across his throat. And it was over. All over…

5:48 A.M. Eastern Time
CIA Headquarters
Langley, Virginia

The walls of the conference room were soundproofed to shut out the sounds of the bustling operations center outside, the windows coated with a thin sheath of Teflon to dampen the vibration of voices against the glass. Even here in the heart of the Agency, the possibility of someone using a laser mic to record conversations could not be ruled out.
Lay looked up as the door opened and his daughter walked in. His may have been a prejudiced appraisal, but she was heart-achingly beautiful, her mother written there in every gesture, every smile, the light in those azure blue eyes. Trisha.
He pushed the vision aside with an effort and forced himself to focus on the task at hand.
“What is shared here,” he began, “stays here for reasons I’m sure I don’t need to explain to either of you. We are facing a crisis. As you both know, we are proceeding under the assumption that Alpha Team has been taken out. They were drawn into a carefully laid trap. Which means somehow, someway, the regime knew they were coming. While we will continue our efforts to reestablish contact with the team, we must move on to the next facet of the problem. How did they learn of our plans? Ron?”
The analyst shook his head. “Nothing, boss. Absolutely nothing. If someone got in, they’re a lot better than I am.”
“Probability?”
Carter smiled sheepishly. “Our security programs are ironclad and I’ve been working with computers since the Commodore. It’s not an impossibility, but it’s sure not probable.”
“Carol?”
“I concur with Ron,” his daughter responded. “The last serious attempt to hack our servers was the Chicom strike in the fall of 2011. We detected them within minutes and were able to repel them before they could reach anything sensitive.”
Lay considered the information for a moment, reviewing the options before him. None could be considered good.
“Well, if we weren’t hacked…” The DCIA hesitated before voicing the other option. It seemed like bad ju-ju, but they already knew what he was going to say.
“Then we’ve got a mole.”

2:49 A.M.
Project RAHAB
Moving north-northeast

Things had changed. The quick approach he had counted on no longer seemed viable. Everything was different.
“Copy that,” Gideon Laner replied into the transmitter. “RAHAB out.”
Nathan Gur looked up from his driving. “What’s going on, chief?”
“See anything of Yossi?”
The young man turned, his eyes scanning the desert as it flashed past under the wheels of their vehicle. “Affirmative. Ahead of us, hundred meters out.”
“Catch him,” Gideon ordered. “Latest orders. Radio transmissions are to be kept to a minimum.”
“Sir?”
“I said, step on it!”

2:50 A.M.
The crash site

“EAGLE SIX, this is FULLBACK.” It was Hamid’s voice over Harry’s headset, tense and out of breath. “We’ve got a problem.”
“Shoot,” Harry ordered tersely.
“Somebody nailed BIRDMASTER before I could get back to him. Slit his throat.” There was anger in the Iraqi’s voice. “He was helpless.”
“A soldier?”
“Looked like it, maybe more than one I heard a gunshot-looks like he got off a shot before they killed him.”
Harry went silent for a moment. If the Iranian soldiers were circling around them, their options were rapidly diminishing. They would have to extract quickly. “Can you rejoin our position, FULLBACK?”
“Roger. I can make it to you, Allah willing.”
“Leave Allah out of it,” Harry snapped, surprised at his own impatience with his old friend. “Can you E amp;E?”
“Affirmative.”
“Good. LONGBOW, I need you to stay behind and cover our retreat. You will extract at my signal. Copy?”
“I read you,” Thomas replied. “Horatius is my middle name.”
“Right now I’d settle for a decent imitation of Carlos Hathcock. EAGLE SIX to Alpha Team, break contact!”



Chapter Five


2:54 A.M.
Project RAHAB

Gideon glanced down at his watch, shielding its luminous dial with his hand. The gunfire which had rippled over the Iranian mountainside was quiet now, the echoes slowly fading away. He had no clue what he was running into, but hesitation was suicidal. One thing he knew for certain. Minutes were ticking away toward daybreak, minutes he could ill afford to lose. He turned and tapped Nathan Gur on the shoulder.
“Let’s get moving, corporal. We’ve got ground to cover.”

2:55 A.M.
The crash site

The silence didn’t bother Major Hossein half as much. To him, it served as proof that none of his men were exposing themselves to enemy fire. A good sign.
He looked down at the American radio clipped to his combat vest, and thought for a moment about calling the base camp, ordering the evacuation of the archaeologists. They were surely the commandos’ objective.
It was a hard choice. Should the Americans be able to slip around him and raid the base camp, Tehran would surely sack him, and probably execution would follow. And yet-he dared not jeopardize the experiment by ordering it moved. He could almost picture the interrogation.
“Major Farshid Hossein?”
“Yes?”
“You ordered the experiment to be moved-was this because you believed it was beyond your power to defend it?”
“No, sir. I only wished to take every precaution that security of the experiment was not in danger.”
“As it would not have been if you had followed your orders. Major Farshid Hossein, you have disgraced the revolution…”
Hossein shuddered involuntarily. It was a risk he couldn’t take. He had witnessed that scene too many times, from the other side of the bright lights. There was only one option left to him.
Wipe out the commandos.
He reached over and tapped his sergeant on the shoulder. “Take your men and work your way up to that knoll. We’ll flank the sniper.”

They undoubtedly thought they were being clever. The figures glowed bright green in his nightscope as they wound their way around the rocks, keeping low.
It wouldn’t do them any good. Thomas aimed carefully, centering the cross-hairs on the chest of the foremost soldier, a tall bare-headed man with a Kalishnikov in his hands.

The rifle cracked out through the night, its echoes spelling death. The tall man pitched forward, his gun rattling against the stones.
His comrades dove for cover, the darkness exploding as they returned fire at anything that looked like a target…
Thomas worked the bolt, his hands steady as he took aim once again.
His first indication that something had gone wrong was when a bullet whistled past his head, ricocheting off the rocks that sheltered him.
They had flanked him. His location was compromised…

Harry paused for a moment at the top of the bluff. It was far enough. Bound and overwatch. Time to tell Thomas to come on home while they could still provide covering fire.
His headset came alive suddenly. Thomas’s voice. “EAGLE SIX, this is LONGBOW. I am pinned down at the overlook position. Hostiles have a fix on my location. Need help. Need help now.”
“LONGBOW, can you extract?”
“Negative, EAGLE SIX. Egress is closed off.”
Harry glanced back across the canyon, to where his old friend was fighting a last desperate battle. His heart wanted to go to the rescue, to throw his team back into the maelstrom of combat. But he couldn’t.
“Harry?” Hamid was speaking to him. “We going back?”
“No,” Harry replied slowly. “We have a mission Langley expects us to accomplish. We’re moving on.”
Another rattle of gunfire interrupted Hamid’s protest as the tiny group of men gazed out into the darkness, toward their comrade…

Bullets splattered into the rocks beside Thomas’s head and he ducked instinctively. It was a basic tactic, one taught for decades. Fire and maneuver. One section keep their heads down. The other section move in.
It was still taught because it was so simple-and yet so effective. And he could do very little to counter it. He looked up into the shadowy light of the moon, cursing its brightness. A footstep nearby jarred loose a rock, sending it bounding down the hillside.
They were closing in.
The sniper rifle was of little good now and he laid it beside him, drawing the Beretta from its holster. Close-quarters combat.
Another footstep…

A single shot rang out, followed by another, and another, then the sound of a Kalishnikov on full-automatic. And then silence, unearthly silence falling over the rocky hillside.
Hamid glanced over at Harry, balancing his weight on his good leg, a bloody strip of cloth encircling his damaged right thigh. “Let me go back, sir. I can help him to the extraction zone.”
“No. We’ve already lost Tancretti. Thomas may be dead. I need every man here to complete the mission.”
“But we can’t just leave him out here to die!” Davood’s dark eyes flashed angrily, first at Harry, then at Tex. “I didn’t know we did stuff like that.”
“Well, now you know,” Tex interrupted, his voice calm, emotionless.
“But he’s your friend,” Davood protested.
Harry looked over at Tex, his blue eyes tinged with sadness. The big man’s expression was unreadable in the darkness, his face an impassive mask.
“I know,” Harry said finally, listening to the silence that had once again settled over the mountains. The silence of death. He reached down to his belt and pulled out the TACSAT, consulting its built-in GPS. When he looked back up, his mission face was on.
“Let’s get moving, team. It’s six klicks to the base camp. We’ve got to be in and out of there before daylight. Read me?”
“Roger that, EAGLE SIX.” It was Hamid. Slowly, the rest of the team fell into step. Only death lay behind them. A mission lay ahead…

6:09 P.M. Eastern Time
NCS Operations Center
Langley, Virginia

“Anything on the satellite shots from the NRO?” Kranemeyer asked, materializing in the door of Carter’s cubicle.
“Sorenson came through for us.” The analyst leaned in closer to his computer and opened up another file. “This is what we got.”
The image expanded to full-screen and Carter used his pen as a pointer. “He was using thermal view for the overpass. We’ve got a huge bloom here-Michelle thinks that’s the chopper. Then we have a lot of small readings. Let’s face it, director, the Iranians have the hills swarming with men.”
Kranemeyer nodded grimly, his eyes searching the photograph. There wasn’t much hope left. Then he spotted something. “What’s this over here?”
Carter’s gaze followed his outstretched finger. “A small grouping. Looks like three, maybe four men. Are you thinking what I’m thinking?”
The DCS turned away from the screen, his brow furrowed in frustration. “Why don’t they make contact?”

3:10 A.M. Tehran Time
The mountains

The bodies told their own story. Both of them shot through the head, their blood splattered over the nearby rocks. He could have seen more had it been daylight, but it was enough. The sniper had escaped.
Major Hossein rose to his feet, swearing under his breath. He had been overconfident, too sure of his own abilities. And two of his men were dead because of it. He couldn’t afford such waste.
His eyes scanned the surrounding hills, the crags and canyons that pockmarked the mountains of the Alborz. He had known this country for years. It was his home.
And he knew that five men could vanish into these mountains for an eternity. He could never find them. Except for two things.
Those five men had a mission to accomplish. And one of their number was BEHDIN…

3:13 A.M.

Contacting Langley was the farthest thing from Harry’s mind, crowded out by the countless other thoughts that flooded through his head as he led his battered team slowly down the mountain trail.
He wouldn’t have made contact, even so. He knew his mission, knew what would be needed to accomplish it. And someone had told the Iranians they were coming.
So Langley was inadvisable at the moment. He looked down at the satellite phone attached to his hip. He had felt it throb silently several times since the crash of the Huey. Someone was trying to contact them. Someone wanted to know if they were still alive.
It could be the same someone who had gotten Thomas Parker killed.
Thomas. The very name brought a smile curling to his lips, memories flooding back of the years he had known him. Hard, brutal years, fighting a shadow war across the world. They were warriors of the darkness, bound together only by the brotherhood of arms, an unbreakable bond forged in the fire of battle.
He could think back to the first time he had met Thomas, when the New Yorker had first joined the Company. A man with no past military experience, his easy, wise-cracking manner had at first disturbed Harry. He hadn’t been sure Thomas would hold up. That he could be relied upon. All that had vanished after their first mission together.
They had waded ashore onto the Indonesian island of Java, locking out from a Los Angeles — class sub. Their orders were straight-forward. Take out a Muslim cleric who had been involved in the Bali nightclub bombings.
And that dark night, Harry had found that beneath Thomas’s easy personality lay a man of steel. He hadn’t broken.
All that was over now. Harry sighed heavily, focusing on the mission ahead of him. There would be time for grief. It wasn’t now. He looked down, checking the coordinates he had typed into his GPS unit. Four kilometers…

3:17 A.M.
The base camp

The young sentry stopped his pacing back and forth across the hard, rocky plateau near the entrance to the base camp. Something-he had heard something out there in the night. A sound, perhaps a rock sliding down in the hill. Probably just an animal.
He never had a chance. A bullet came whistling out of the darkness, striking him between the eyes. He toppled backward like a rag doll, hitting the rocky ground as life drained from his body. Three of his comrades around the perimeter died almost simultaneously.
The first line of sentries was down.

Gideon Laner stepped from the darkness, the silenced pistol clutched in both hands. He paused for a moment over the body, gazing down into the sentry’s shattered face. He had been little more than a boy. But the Kalishnikov which lay a few feet from the lifeless corpse was no child’s toy. He had made his choice. And now he was dead because of it.

The trailer door came flying open with a crash, rousing Moshe Tal from his sleep. The archaeologist started to rise, but suddenly the trailer was illuminated by a blinding light as bright as the noonday sun, accompanied by a sound wave that stunned his ears. He collapsed back to his blankets, shaking his head to clear it. He could dimly hear Rachel Eliot scream from two cells down, saw the sentry collapse to the floor as his vision cleared.
None of it made sense. The sound of boots against the hard trailer floor penetrated the loud ringing in his ears. A voice proceeding out of the darkness which had once again descended over him.
“Dr. Moshe Tal?” the voice demanded, speaking English. Moshe rolled to his feet, his hands gripping the bars of his cell. “Here!”
More footsteps. Moshe blinked as a tactical flashlight was shone in on him. It played on his face for a moment while its owner apparently satisfied a question as to his identity.
“Stand in the corner of the cell, doctor. Keep your head down and cover your ears. I’m going to blow this lock.”
“Who are you?”
“Friends,” the voice replied with alarming ambiguity. “Now move it. We don’t have all night. Place the charge, sergeant.”

Gideon watched as Yossi shaped the plastic explosive with his hands, wrapping it around the crude lock. He could have shot the lock with his Uzi, but he had come too far to risk one of the bullets ricocheting and injuring Dr. Tal. Gideon shuddered at the very thought.
The Sayeret Matkal sergeant fixed a detonator to the charge and stepped back. “Charge placed, people. Stand clear.”
The team backed away while Gideon flashed the light in again on the man who had brought them all this way. He was squatted in the corner as instructed, his head tucked down. Clearly the archaeologist hadn’t forgotten his military training.
“Fire in the hole,” Yossi announced gravely.
“Fire in the hole, aye,” Gideon repeated as the sergeant pressed the detonator. The explosion echoed in the small confines of the trailer and the door went swinging inward, nearly ripped from its hinges.

Moshe felt a piece of the metal dig itself into his shoulder, but he ignored it with an effort.
Hands took hold of his arms, lifting him up. “Let’s go, doctor,” the voice ordered, low and urgent. He could dimly make out a man in commando uniform, but couldn’t see his face.
They turned him around and hurried him toward the door. That was when he realized what was going on. “My team!”
They ignored him. “You’re leaving them!” he protested, attempting to drag his feet on the smooth tile floor of the trailer.
The commando leader paused at the door, turning to face him. “We were sent to rescue you, Dr. Tal,” he stated bluntly. “My orders include no one else.”
And then they went out into the night…

6:25 P.M. Eastern Time
CIA Headquarters
Langley, Virginia

“I have something you need to see.” It was Ron Carter’s voice on the phone, its tone calm but unmistakably urgent.
“What is it?” Bernard Kranemeyer asked.
“An update on the sat shots Sorenson gave us.”
“I’ll be right down.”
“No need, boss,” the analyst replied. Vintage Carter, calm, cool, and collected. They hadn’t seen too much of that tonight. “I’m arranging a live stream to your terminal. Just sit tight.”
The DCS nodded, turning to his computer and switching the monitor on. A moment later the screen flashed to black and then the satellite imagery appeared.
“They’re still moving.”
“So much I see,” Kranemeyer replied, irritation in his voice. “Any idea where they’re going?”
“Every idea. Look to the right side of your screen,” Carter instructed. “Tell me what you see?”
“More thermal blooms. What is that-” Kranemeyer’s face lit up with a sudden realization. “The base camp! That stubborn son of a gun is still headed for the base camp.”
“I know. And that’s not all. See what you make of this.”
Another shot came flashing up on the screen, this time of the base camp itself. Figures were hurrying from one of the trailers toward two small vehicles parked on the edge of camp.
“What’s going on, Carter?”
“Wish I knew. I’ve ID’d the fast attack vehicles. They’re an American make, Chenowth Racing Products, Inc., built under license in Germany.”
“Exported to which countries?”
“Haven’t come up with that yet, boss.”
Kranemeyer studied the photograph for another minute. The night was going from bad to worse, spinning out of control. “I need to communicate with Nichols,” he said at last. “Right away.”
“Last I talked with Danny they’d been trying. He’s just not answering the phone.”
“Then find another way, blast it! Is there a way to override the vibrator on Nichols’ TACSAT?”
“I believe so. Let me have a chat with the boys over at S amp;T-the TACSAT-10 is their toy, after all.”
“No,” Kranemeyer replied, cutting the analyst short. “You’ll handle it. Find a work-around, but keep the circle close. Orders of the DCIA.”
“What’s going on?”
“That’s not your concern. Just play it close to the vest tonight, Ron.”

3:26 A.M.
The base camp

“All right,” Harry whispered, holding up his hand for a halt. He dropped to one knee behind a rock formation, the rest of the team forming in a huddle behind him. “This is where we break up. Go the rest of the way on our bellies.” He reached into his shirt and unfolded a small map. It was plain, no marks save those chiseled into his mind back in Washington.
“Intel says the hostages should be in one of these two trailers. They’re both in the northeast quadrant of the camp. I want them hit, fast and hard. If it’s carrying a gun, it goes down, just remember your fields of fire and stick to them. Tex, you and Davood take that quadrant. Hamid, I need you on the northwest. I’ll be coming in from due west. When you are in position, signify by toggling your mike switch twice. Other than that, maintain radio silence. No exceptions.” He glanced at the dark faces surrounding him. “Any questions?”
Davood nodded. “It’s going to be hard to stage this attack without using the radios. So why can’t we? Langley said they’re secure.”
“Langley also said the Iranians had no idea we were coming.” A grim smile creased Harry’s face. “The suits get it wrong from time to time. ‘Bout time you learned that. Radio silence. And for heaven’s sake, remember your fields of fire. Let’s roll ‘em.”

One by one, his team members slipped away into the night, leaving Harry alone again.
Time to move. He took his Kalishnikov in one hand, raising himself from behind the rocks. The camp was spread out below him, in a hollow of the valley, lab trailers ghostly white in the moonlight. His eyes swept from side to side, in an attempt to pick out the sentries he knew must be patrolling the perimeter.
Nothing. Only silence hung over the plateau. He crawled fifty meters, then covered behind a large rock, plucking a small pair of binoculars from a pocket of his combat vest.
His radio buzzed with static, then Hamid’s voice came through, loud and clear. “FULLBACK to EAGLE SIX, the camp is empty. No signs of life.”
“Confound it, FULLBACK,” Harry hissed, “you were told to maintain radio silence.”
“Roger that, boss, but it’s like a ghost town. Didn’t the tangos leave anyone home?”

Major Hossein’s brow furrowed in puzzlement. What was going on? He didn’t understand-the next words answered his question.
“Continue moving in on the base camp, EAGLE SIX?”
“Follow your orders, FULLBACK,” the American leader replied, anger clear in his tones. “Toggle mikes twice to signal your position. Now get the deuce off the air.”
“Roger, EAGLE SIX.”
Hossein spun into action, charging down the hillside toward the main body of his men, heedless of the American sniper who was still out there somewhere.
“I want twenty men back in the trucks!” he shouted, his voice echoing off the rocky slopes. “The Americans have tricked us.”

1:30 A.M. Local Time
Mossad Headquarters
Tel Aviv-Yafo, Israel

The helicopter settled down on the roof of Mossad HQ and General Shoham was out of the door almost before the rotors had stopped turning. A light rain was just beginning to fall and one of his aides handed him a poncho.
He brushed it away and strode purposefully to the side of the helipad, where he spied the watch officer.
“Any word on RAHAB?” he demanded.
The younger man shook his head. “Nothing since last contact at 2430. We’ve heard nothing from-”
His words were cut short as a door opened and slammed shut behind them, a young woman wearing a corporal’s uniform running onto the pad.
“Sobel! We just heard-” She stopped suddenly, in surprise at the general’s presence. “Excuse me, sir,” she continued, drawing herself up into front of Shoham and snapping off a sharp salute.
“You’re excused, corporal,” Shoham answered, smiling at her confusion. “Go on with your report.”
She nodded, pausing to catch her breath. “We just got a report from RAHAB over the satellite uplink.”
“And?” Shoham demanded, stepping closer to the corporal. “What’s going on?”
“They’ve secured SCHLIEMANN. Are proceeding to the extraction zone. That’s all.”
“No casualties?”
“None were reported, no, sir.”
“Everything’s proceeding according to plan,” the general said briefly, turning to the watch officer. “Give RAVEN the go-codes. Get in and pick them up.”
“Understood, sir.”

3:32 A.M. Tehran Time
Near the crash site

Major Hossein swore in frustration as the trucks ground their way up the mountain road, bumping and jouncing over the hard terrain. The Americans had outfoxed him once again. If it weren’t for BEHDIN…
He didn’t want to think about it.
The words, though, still puzzled him. FULLBACK to EAGLE SIX, the camp is empty…it’s like a ghost town. Didn’t the tangos leave anyone home?
He had fought against the American forces in Iraq for long enough to know what was meant by “tangos”. Taken from the NATO phonetic alphabet, it was special forces shorthand for “terrorists”. They were talking about his base camp. Empty?

Thomas rose up from the rocks beside the road, his finger flicking off the safety of the AK-47 he cradled in his hands. Another fully-loaded Kalishnikov was slung over his back, both rifles he had taken from the Iranian soldiers he had killed.
The trucks looked brand-new, a Chinese make Thomas recognized vaguely from some Langley intelligence photos. The way their gears whined as they made their way up the steep mountain road, they weren’t likely to remain that way for long. His presence reduced that likelihood to a statistical impossibility.
The lead truck came abreast of his position and he could see the two figures in the cab, glowing green through the lens of his night vision goggles.
Now!

The windshield disintegrated before Major Hossein’s eyes under the impact of a short burst of gunfire, the sound of an AK-47 on full-automatic filling the air like the popping of firecrackers. The corporal driving let out a strangled cry and Hossein felt something warm and wet spray over his face. His hand came away sticky with blood.
The truck lurched to one side as the tire blew, careening off the road into the rocks. The driver’s body slammed into him as the truck turned over, pinning him against the door. He lay there, feeling the shattered glass dig into his flesh, the breath completely knocked from his body.
From the road above, the gunfire continued, but it was being answered now, as his men responded. They need me! His mind screamed, but he lacked the strength to answer that call. The corporal was dying, slowly, his body pressed against Hossein’s chest, blood dripping from his neck wound onto the major’s face. Above, the stars twinkled down through scattered clouds. And the gunfire continued…

3:34 A.M.
The base camp

Something had gone seriously wrong. The back of the young sentry’s head was blown completely away. Harry rolled the corpse onto its back, noting the single bullet hole squarely between the eyes. The mark of a professional.
Even trained soldiers were prone to firing more shots than absolutely necessary, making up what they lacked in precision with sheer power.
This man had felt no such need. A single shot had been required, and a single shot had been delivered.
A chill ran up and down Harry’s back, the hairs on the back of his neck prickling with danger. There was the chance, slim though it might be, that the killer was still in the camp ahead of them. He toggled the mike, breaking radio silence. His team needed to know what they were up against.
“EAGLE SIX to Alpha Team. I’ve got a corpse on this side, single wound to the head. Do you copy?”
Tex’s typically gruff voice came on the air. “I read you, EAGLE SIX. Same situation over here.”
“Why didn’t you report it?” Harry exclaimed in frustration.
“Hey, boss. You order radio silence, and I no longer own a set.”
Harry nodded silently. “Fine. FULLBACK? Report in.”
“Somebody got in here before us, Harry,” Hamid stated bluntly. “I’m looking at a body. My gut tells me it won’t be the last.”
“We will be proceeding as planned. But be prepared for tougher resistance than we could expect from IRGC-” Harry stopped sharply, his ears straining to pick up the slightest sound. “What was that?”
“I don’t know, EAGLE SIX.”
He heard it again. A sound, born to him on the breeze. Coming from the interior of the camp. The sound of a woman weeping…

6:35 P.M. Eastern Time
NCS Operations Center
Langley, Virginia

“How’s it coming, Ron?” Kranemeyer asked, appearing suddenly in the door of his cubicle. Now in his mid-forties, the DCS still moved like an operator, as silently as a big cat on the stalk.
The analyst glanced up from his computer. “It’s coming,” he acknowledged grudgingly. “I’m going to need to hack the data encryption on the TACSAT. Or do you have the password to override?”
Kranemeyer’s brow furrowed for a moment. “Try eight-four-three-six-Redmond. I think that’s what the computer picked out for this month.”
Carter snorted, tapping the code into his system. “The computer’s got a sense of humor. This would have been a lot quicker going through Hadley’s tech-heads.”
“We’ve been through that before, Ron. How much longer?”
“Give me five minutes.”
“From those sat shots, I don’t think we have that long. I need a link to Nichols right away. If he still thinks he’s going to accomplish this mission flawlessly, he’s wrong. Now get me an uplink!”
Carter looked over the rims of his glasses at the DCS. “When it comes right down to it, you either trust your people, or you don’t. And if you don’t, you have to accept the problems that tag along. Five minutes.”

3:36 A.M. Tehran Time
The base camp

Harry moved forward, his assault rifle leading the way as he stalked through the ghostly remains of the base camp. Bulletholes pocked the side of one of the trailers, as though a firefight had gone on for a few short moments. The body of a dead Iranian soldier lay in a puddle of blood near the entrance to one of the trailers.
Through his night-vision goggles, he could see the rest of his team moving into position.
“Alpha Team, this is EAGLE SIX. The sound seems to be coming from one of the objective trailers in the northeast quadrant. Hold near the trailer until I join you.”
“Roger, Lead,” Tex’s voice came back. Davood was with him.
“FULLBACK?” Harry demanded.
“Right here, boss,” Hamid’s voice replied. “I’m moving in.”
Harry hurried toward the trailers, an overwhelming sense of urgency coming over him. Some one had gotten here before them, maybe even in the trailers ahead of him. They needed to retake command of the situation, regain their initiative.
He reached the trailer, moving noiselessly on the hard-packed mountain earth. It was clearly a woman, somewhere in the darkness inside. His mind flickered back to the photographs he had been shown back at Langley. An Australian paleontologist attached to Moshe Tal’s team. Maybe…
There was only one way to find out. And they were running short on time. He reached forward and tapped Tex on the shoulder, holding up two fingers. Bang the room.
The Texan nodded, pulling a stun grenade from the webbing of his combat vest. Taking up their positions beside him stood Hamid and Davood.
The door to the trailer swung loosely in the mountain breeze. The area around the lock was splintered, as though someone had blown it in earlier.
One, Tex mouthed silently. Harry rose from his crouch behind Davood. He would lead the way in. Two …
All four agents looked down and away, to protect their eyes from the flash that would come. Three …
Harry heard the clunk of the cylinder hitting the floor inside, then his ears were pummeled with a terrific reverberation, as though someone had set off dynamite beside him. Light filled the night sky, a glare as bright as sunlight penetrating through his closed eyelids. His gun came up and he dashed up the steps into the bowels of the trailer. “Everyone! On the floor! NOW!”
His eyes traversed the room quickly, taking in the sight. The trailer had been transformed into a jail. Three of the cells were occupied. The fourth was empty, its steel door buckled and twisted. Someone had blown the lock.
He moved over to the cells. Inside the last one, a woman lay screaming, her hands in her eyes. Rachel Eliot, his mind told him, the briefing indelibly printed on his mind. The other two were men. One of them, young enough that he could scarcely have been out of college, glared back up at Harry. Mullins. The dim light wasn’t enough for him to recognize the other man, not yet.
“Why did you come back?” Mullins hissed.
“What do you mean? Where are the others?” Harry’s eyes turned to focus on the other man. No, it wasn’t him. “Where is Dr. Moshe Tal?”

3:38 A.M.
Project RAHAB

They could hear the helicopter before they could actually see it. Gideon Laner turned to his second-in-command. “You have the charges placed, Yossi?”
Eiland nodded. “The FAVs are rigged for command-detonation. Hanged if I’m blowing them till I know that chopper’s ours.”
Gideon smiled. “Good work.”
A moment later, the small helicopter appeared over the ridge, settling down into the valley floor. “Time to go,” he announced, glancing over at the man they had come so far to rescue.
“You have to go back for them,” the archaeologist whispered, desperation visible on his face.
Gideon stared at him. “I’ve told you before. There is no room for them in the helo. We were sent to rescue you, and find out what’s been going on.”
The archaeologist’s face hardened suddenly, a look of steel coming into his eyes. “Curse you.”
“All right, team,” Gideon ordered, ignoring Tal’s sudden stubbornness. “Let’s get loaded up.”
A man ran out from the hovering chopper, the rotor wash whipping at his flight uniform. “RAHAB?”
“Yes,”Gideon replied. “Thanks for meeting us.”
“Get your men onboard and let’s get out of here!” the man yelled, striving to make himself heard over the rotors. “The Iranians are out in force tonight.”
“Roger that, RAVEN.”

“Tex, Davood, stay here and get these people prepped for evac,” Harry ordered, standing in the door of the trailer. “Hamid, you’re coming with me.”
“Where to, boss?” the Iraqi asked, moving swiftly to Harry’s side.
“Search the rest of the camp,” was the curt reply. “The Iranians didn’t bring these bio-war trailers all the way out here to improve the aesthetics of the place. There was a reason. Be prepared.”
“Aye, aye.”

6:40 P.M. Eastern Time
CIA Headquarters
Langley, Virginia

“The uplink is ready,” Ron Carter stated, his voice coming over Kranemeyer’s open line. It was on speaker. The DCS set down a cup of now-cold coffee and turned to his computer.
“It should connect you directly with Nichols and override the vibrator on his TACSAT, creating a loud buzz.”
“Doesn’t that pose the risk of compromising him?”
“Actually,” the analyst replied, his voice tired, “that’s what we’re counting on. That he will pick up quickly to minimize the damages. He’s ignored the vibrator. This he can’t afford to ignore. He’ll pick up.”
“I don’t like this, Ron.”
“Neither do I, boss. But you gave me a deadline. This was the only solution I could get done in time. You should have pulled one of Lasker’s boys off the comm center to run this thing. They’re more familiar with the TACSAT and might have found something more sophisticated.”
“We’ve been through that, Ron,” Kranemeyer replied wearily. “Patch me through to the uplink.”
“Streaming it to your terminal. You’ll have it in thirty seconds.”
“Thanks.”

3:40 A.M. Tehran Time
The base camp

Harry and Hamid paused by one of the bodies outside the trailer. “You suppose there’s any survivors?” Harry asked, looking around him. Whoever had preceded them, they had done a good job.
Hamid shook his head. “I very much doubt it.”
Harry’s eyes narrowed as he gazed at one of the corpses. There was something, maybe it was way he lay there-he couldn’t quite put his finger on it.
“And maybe not,” he whispered, stepping over and shining his taclight full on the body. The man lay on his belly in the sand, a nasty wound in his back. To all appearances, he was dead…

He bit his lip, fighting against the urge to scream as the American abruptly kicked him in the stomach, the impact rolling him over on his back. His only hope was to play dead. His eyes were closed, but he could feel the American’s gaze on him, sharp and penetrating.
A pair of hands came down, gliding smoothly over his cheek. Gentle as the caress of a lover.
The fingers slid down until they were touching the very end of his jawbone, pressing suddenly up and inward.
He screamed, pain greater than anything he had ever known shooting through his entire body. When he opened his eyes, he was looking down the barrel of a pistol, into the cold blue eyes of the man behind it.
“Tell me,” the man instructed, speaking his native Farsi, “who took the doctor?”

“I don’t know.”
“You’re lying,” Harry informed him coldly, pushing in on the pressure point again. The soldier screamed, his head rolling back in the sand. “What happened to the doctor? Just tell me and the pain will stop.”
The man was gasping for breath and his first words were incoherent. Then, “…they took him-away. About twenty minutes ago.”
“Who?”
“I don’t know!”
Harry reached up and slapped him across the cheek with the back of his hand. “That’s the second time you’ve lied to me, soldier. Do it again and you’re dead.”
“You-you did.”
“I’ve never been here before.”
The soldier’s eyes flickered with disbelief. “Of course. You hit the camp, killed the perimeter sentries-shot me…”
“We’re losing him, boss,” Hamid whispered quietly. “He’s lost a lot of blood.”
At that moment, Harry’s TACSAT went off, a loud buzz resounding through the night air. He reached to his waist and plucked it from its holster.
“Nichols here,” he answered, watching as the screen lit up with Kranemeyer’s code.
“Where the devil are you?” came the director’s first question.
“In the base camp. Dr. Tal is not here. Repeat, is not in the area. We have one prisoner and he’s saying a Western-style assault team stormed the camp under half an hour ago and took Dr. Tal but left three of the archaeologists. Do we have sat coverage?”
“Yes, Harry. We do.”
“Then what’s going on?”
The DCS didn’t respond directly. His next words came in the form of an order. “Get the archaeologists packed up and moving. Make for the alternate extraction zone, LZ Oscar. Orders from the seventh floor.”
“Copy that. LZ Oscar. Be advised, boss, we have lost contact with Parker.”
“What?”
“He was cut off trying to provide covering fire on our egress from the Iranian ambush. It’s a long story, but he’s out there somewhere.”
“If he’s still alive.”
“Yes, sir, if he’s still alive. I’m going to try to contact him before we leave the base camp.”
“Forget it, Harry. We need those archaeologists back here, on the double. Parker will have to conduct E amp;E on his own.”
“I’m sorry, but I don’t leave my people behind. I can’t do that.”
“That wasn’t a suggestion, Nichols,” Kranemeyer replied, his voice flat, unequivocal. “You can. And you will. Pack them up and move ‘em out.”
Harry took a deep breath, recognizing against the flood tide of his emotions the rationale behind the director’s words. The mission came first. Now, as always. Before family, before friendship, before anything else. It was the harsh truth of his life. And he knew an order when he heard one. When he spoke again, it was in tones as emotionless as the desert wind. “Alpha Team is moving out.”



Chapter Six


6:48 P.M. Eastern Time
CIA Headquarters
Langley, Virginia

Ron Carter exchanged a glance with the DCS as he disengaged the uplink. “Think he’ll do it?”
Bernard Kranemeyer nodded. “He’s a good man.”
A snort. “They’re all good men. Pull the files on Thomas Parker’s next of kin. They’ll need to be notified.”
Carter turned to his computer, tapping quickly through the database of CIA personnel. He shook his head. “His father’s dead, his mother lives out in California with her husband. Last reported contact between them was four years ago at his step-sister’s wedding.”
Kranemeyer let out a weary sigh. “Their relationship doesn’t matter. Make sure she’s notified.”

3:50 A.M. Tehran Time
The Alborz Mountains

“EAGLE SIX to GUNHAND. Take SWITCHBLADE and destroy the fuel tankers parked behind the trailers. Use up our det cord if you have to. But make sure they go up in flames.”
“Roger that, EAGLE SIX.”
Hossein snarled an angry curse into the empty night, listening to it echo among the rocks, mocking his impotence. How the radio had survived the crash, he had no idea, but it remained in his shirt pocket, informing him of events moment by moment, things he could do nothing about, had no power to stop. The gunfire had moved away, as his men chased their attacker across the rugged mountainside. But none of that mattered, not now. In a few moments, the Americans would have destroyed his transportation, his means of pursuing them.
A footstep crunched into the rocky ground beside his ear and he glanced up, into the eyes of an Iranian soldier. “Help me!” he hissed angrily.
The soldier started up, looking again as if to see if his major was still alive, then he lifted up his voice. “Come! Come and help me with this cursed truck!”

3:55 A.M.
The base camp

Tex moved quickly toward the back of the base camp, stepping over the corpses strewn across the desert sand. Davood’s form appeared at his side and the Texan dug into his backpack, dividing his supply of detonation cord.
“Take the two tankers to the right,” he ordered, his words terse and quick. “I’ll take the two this side of the main road.”
The Iranian agent nodded. “Timed detonation or command?”
“Command. Separate charges. That’ll get us well clear.”
“Understood.”
They separated there, and Tex hurried to his tankers. The fuel trucks had been moved in within the last few days, according to the satellite imagery they had been shown before loading onto the Huey. Apparently the Iranians had planned on settling in.
The Texan bent down on one knee by the rear of the first tanker, unwinding the det cord from his backpack. The thin rope was impregnated with plastic explosives, and was usually intended to connect a charge to its detonator. But it made a fine explosive in and of itself.
He still remembered an ambush in the mountains of Afghanistan. He and his Force Recon squad had been assigned to take out a Taliban strongman. They had laid in wait for him along a mountain trail. When their trap was sprung, the terrorist and his surviving bodyguards dove for the rocks to one side of the trail, intending to take cover there. In their hurry, they never noticed the rope laced into the rocks. And at that moment, Tex had pressed the detonator…
He tossed one end of the rope up over the tanker and pulled it down the other side, twisting the cord into a knot. Placed at that point, the explosion would split the fuel tank apart, igniting the gasoline inside. Testing the knot to make sure it was secure, he attached the detonator. As a hurried beep-beep-beep assured him the trigger was engaged, he moved to the other tanker.

Harry pushed open the door of the trailer cautiously, following his gun barrel into the room. Hamid was on guard outside.
A strong smell of antiseptic was the first thing that struck his nose, followed by another, equally recognizable. The smell of death.
His eyes swept the room, taking in the scene. The inside of the trailer was like a hospital room. His mind flitted back to the schematics they had been shown back at Langley. The computer simulations the photoanalysts had made of the Russian bio-war trailers.
He was standing inside one. For once the spooks had gotten it right.
A body was hermetically sealed inside a container on the far side of the room. Harry stepped closer, peering into the- casket. It was the only word he could think of.
At first he thought the night vision goggles were distorting his sight, but then he looked closer. The man was naked, lying on his back a few inches beneath the clear, air-tight plastic. White, Caucasian. Probably one of the archaeologists he had come to rescue.
He was no longer recognizable, every vein of his body puffed out and outlined in black. Harry had never seen anything like it. In his fifteen years of service for the Agency, he had seen bodies in every stage of death and decomposition, but never anything like this.
Harry reached down and unstrapped the TACSAT from his ankle. Phone home…

CIA Headquarters
Langley, Virginia

“Kranemeyer here. Speak.”
“Director, this is Nichols. I’ve found another one of the archaeologists.”
“Who?”
Irritation showed through in the voice that responded. “I don’t have the time to run around identifying corpses, sir. I’ll leave that to the desk jockeys.”
“He’s dead?”
“Yes, and his body’s in worse shape than anything I’ve ever seen.” Kranemeyer exchanged a sharp glance with Ron Carter. Coming from the man on the other end of the line, that meant something.
But Harry was still talking. “I’ve taken a photo with the TACSAT’s camera. Uploading to the Agency intranet as we speak. See if you can get an ID on what killed him.”
“What do you mean?”
“They’ve got a full-on bio-war lab set up here, just like Ron figured. I’m guessing this guy was one of the test subjects-or something, I’m not sure what.”
“Can you tell what biological agent is in use?”
They heard a shout from the distance and Harry came back on hurriedly. “I’ll let you figure that out, sir. We just ran out of time.”
“What’s going on out there, Nichols?” Lay demanded. Only silence answered his question. The comm link was dead.

4:04 A.M.
The base camp

Dragging himself up over the rocky ground, Harry cast an anxious look back over his shoulder, then upwards toward the rest of his team and the archaeologists they had freed. Three, he thought, his mind instinctively supplying the digit. Four …
“Hit it!”
Ahead, Tex threw himself prone, the detonator in his right hand. The distance was right. The former Force Recon demolitions expert checked one more time to see that the rest of the team had gone to ground. Mullins, the young student, had his head up and Tex shouted an angry warning in his direction. His thumb depressed the button…
The ground shuddered, earth rippling beneath the prostrate men. Harry averted his eyes, sheltering them against the blast. The next moment, heat washed over them like a tidal wave, expanding outward from the center of the explosion. Devastation…

Watching from the mountain road two kilometers to the south, Major Hossein saw the whole thing. He knew the layout of the base camp well enough to know what had just exploded. His fuel supplies.
With one blow the Americans had destroyed his chances of overtaking them. They had two more hours till daybreak. With their advantages in night-vision technology, they could lose themselves in the mountains in that time.
His eyes narrowed as he looked down upon the camp, his gaze sweeping toward the south end of the motor pool. For a moment he thought he was seeing things, his night vision destroyed by the glare of the flames. He rubbed his eyes and took another look.
A smile crept slowly across his face. He turned and called to one of his men. “Bring the radio. I need a secure uplink with Tehran.”

Harry lifted his eyes from the rocky soil, sensing almost instinctively that something was wrong. That feeling was only reinforced by the muffled curse he heard break from Hamid’s lips a few feet up the slope.
He turned, looking back at the base camp, into the oily clouds of black smoke curling up into the sky, angry red tongues of flame shooting from the midst of the inferno like daggers.
It took him a moment to place what was wrong, his eyes adjusting to their new surroundings. Then it hit him with the force of a thunderbolt. The lower end of the motor pool. One of the tankers was still intact.
Tex appeared at his shoulder, the detonator still clutched in his big hand. “Wires must’ve got crossed down there, boss,” he stated tersely, thumbing the button once again as if to assure his own mind of the grim truth.
“Who set the charges for that tanker?” Harry asked, turning to look his old teammate in the eyes, assured of the truth of the answer.
“Davood,” the Texan replied, his gaze never wavering.
A flicker of movement entering the circle of light caught Harry’s eye and he turned. Men were crossing the ridge to their south, men with rifles in their hands. IRGC soldiers, flooding back toward their base camp.
The young Iranian-American agent came up to them at that moment, worry lining his face. Tex turned on him.
“What went wrong?” he demanded.
“I don’t know. It was dark-maybe the wires got crossed, I don’t know. The one blew properly,” the Iranian finished defensively.
“One’s not good enough,” Tex exclaimed, the words escaping from clenched teeth. “You were taught to set explosives blindfolded, for heaven’s sake! Now they still have fuel.”
“Leave it!” Harry ordered, laying a hand on his friend’s shoulder. “We don’t have time for this.” His index finger stabbed downhill at the soldiers fanning out, moving in on the base camp.
“We need to extract before they realize we’re gone.”
After another sharp glance in Davood’s direction, the big man nodded. Harry turned away, gesturing to Hamid. “You take point. Lead us to LZ OSCAR.”
A grim smile flashed across the Iraqi’s face. “Roger that, boss. Alpha Team, move it out.”
“Tex, you take responsibility for the old man and Eliot,” Harry continued, giving his marching orders. “Keep them at your side. Davood, take Mullins.”
“Wait a minute!” the college student cried out, jerking away as Davood put a hand on his arm. “How do you know our names?”
Harry ignored the question and dropped to the back of the line, his eyes flickering to the rear as he edged up the side of the mountain. It wouldn’t be long. The men below would be coming after them. And now their pursuers had fuel…

4:22 A.M.
The base camp

Major Hossein stood in the ruins of his camp, smiling ruefully. The Americans had been thorough. Or at least they had tried to be. Only one of his fleet of fuel tankers was left, standing all alone, its paint scorched by the heat of the flames that had fanned across it. He knelt down by the back of the truck, noted how the det cord was looped uselessly around the tank. Uselessly, because of one oversight. One of the wires attaching cord and detonator had never been connected…
Oversight? Rather a gift from one of Allah’s faithful. And the major smiled once again, his dark countenance lit by the still-flickering fires. BEHDIN had come through for him…

6:23 P.M. Central Time
Joint Special Operations Command(JSOC)
Fort Bragg, North Carolina

“A call for you, commander. It’s the DCIA over at Langley.”
General Charles Benet turned, his eyebrows going up. “David Lay? What does that old sonuvagun want with me?”
The aide shrugged, handing the mobile phone to the JSOC commander. “Joint Special Operations Command, General Benet speaking.”
“General, this is David Lay.”
“So my aide tells me. Good thing you caught me, director. I was just leaving for the night.”
“I’m afraid you’ll have to put that on hold, general. We’ve all got a long night ahead of us.”
“What’s going on?” Benet asked, a distinct note of hostility in his voice. He didn’t like the CIA director, and didn’t pretend to.
“You mean no one’s briefed you?”
“Stop circling the field, director. What’s going on?”
“Operation TALON went down the tubes two and a half hours ago. Our team was ambushed at insertion, the Huey blown out of the sky. We have four survivors on the ground, in need of extraction. You have a Pave Low squadron on temporary deployment at Q-West in northern Iraq.”
“So I take it you want me to send a helo in after your boys?”
“Precisely. Before daybreak, if possible.”
General Benet glanced quickly at his watch, pushing back the sleeve of his uniform utilities. “Can’t be done.”
“General, the SA-15 Gauntlet that destroyed the Huey has been taken off-line by my team. It poses no further risk.”
“Director Lay, I don’t ask you to assure me that my boys will be safe,” Benet replied, heat in his voice. “If I needed that assurance, my crews would be sitting on their thumbs in the barracks all day. However, there is not enough time for the orders to go through. My men would be caught in Iranian airspace in broad daylight. Classic recipe for a war. Perhaps that shouldn’t bother me, though. Sounds like you’ve already started one.”
“Then I’ll have to find another way.”
“Do that, director. If your men are still in Iran by tomorrow night, I’ll send in a Pave Low. Not until then. Good-bye.”

7:27 P.M. Eastern Time
CIA Headquarters
Langley, Virginia

David Lay hung up the phone, sighing heavily. He had held out hope until the last moment. Now Harry’s team was stranded, on their way to an extraction zone, to wait for help that wasn’t coming anytime soon. LZ Oscar hadn’t been selected with defense in mind. He reached over and picked up the phone.
“Any progress on the photo, Carter?”
The analyst sounded tired. As well he might be. He was going on hour thirteen. “I’m kinda working on overload here, boss. I shot the photo over to Monique Devonne. She’s been the head of photoanalysis ever since I transferred to ClandOps, so that’s her territory.”
“I thought I had Kranemeyer tell you to keep this operation under wraps.”
“I understand, director. She doesn’t need to know where the photo came from, so I didn’t tell her. And she can get you your answer.”
Lay shook his head. “Let’s pray to God you’re right. By the looks of that photo, if the Iranians start spreading that around, we’re all in a world of pain.”
“Right.” The analyst was no longer listening to him. “I’ve got a couple of vehicles moving down the mountain road into the base camp. Looks like a Chinese make, probably some of the trucks Iran imported last year.”
“Chinese trucks?”
“Part payment for oil, boss. It’s the way they’re playing the game.”
“Understood. Let me know when you have any more intelligence.”
“Sorenson’s breathing down my neck to release that satellite. I told him to give us a few more hours, I want it there when the helo extracts our field team.”
“There’ll be no helo,” Lay stated flatly.
“What?”
“JSOC says there’s not enough time before daylight.”
“You’re going to let Nichols keep moving toward the LZ?”
Lay glanced at the computer in front of him, at the satellite image of the destroyed Iranian base camp. “You have any better ideas?”

5:38 A.M. Local Time
The RAHAB helicopter

“We’ll be in Israel in fifteen minutes,” Yossi announced, returning from the cockpit. He sat down beside Gideon. “Mossad wants us to start the debrief on the way in. The Prime Minister is after them for actionable intelligence and after pulling your dossier, they realized you had the experience.”
Gideon nodded silently, worry in his eyes as he glanced over at the man they had recovered. This was hardly his first hostage rescue. He had conducted many of them with the Sayeret Matkal over the years. But Dr. Tal was not acting like any of the people he had rescued in that time. Their emotions tended to range from euphoria to disbelief, joy mingling with tears. Fear too was often a factor.
There was nothing here. The helicopter was darkened, but in the glow of the red emergency lights, Gideon could see the archaeologist’s face. The expression there was sullen, resentful-angry was the word that came unbidden to his mind.
He moved over and sat down directly across from Dr. Tal. “We’ll be back home in less than thirty minutes, doctor. Your control at Mossad ordered me to debrief you. They want to know as much about the Iranians’ plans as possible. As soon as possible.”
“I will tell you nothing,” Moshe replied, avoiding eye contact with the lieutenant.
“I understand your hesitancy to talk, doctor, but I can put you on the radio with Avi ben Shoham within minutes. I have his authorization to debrief you.”
Gideon half-rose from his seat. “Do you want to speak with General Shoham?”
“No.”
“Then, let’s start the debrief. How did all this begin with the Iranians, Dr. Tal?”
The archaeologist looked away. Gideon waited a moment, then repeated the question.
“I will tell you nothing.”
“Okay, I’ll call the general,” Gideon said finally, rising.
“It will do you no good,” Tal said, his words arresting the lieutenant. “I will tell him nothing either.”
Worry flickered through Gideon’s eyes. This man was a trained operative of the Mossad. He had only been in captivity a few days. Stockholm syndrome couldn’t have set in yet-could it have? He sat back down, determined to handle the situation as delicately as possible. “Why, Dr. Tal?”
Moshe lifted his head slowly, looking the young lieutenant in the eye for the first time. “You abandoned my team…”

5:56 A.M. Tehran Time
LZ OSCAR

It took the team just under an hour and a half to reach the secondary extraction zone, their progress slowed by the archaeologists. Harry had provided rear security for the entire trip, his AK trained on their backtrail. There was no one there, not yet. There would be. Soon enough.
He knew the moment they reached OSCAR that something had gone wrong. They were behind schedule. The pick-up helo should have already arrived. It should have been waiting for them.
Daylight was coming on fast, the faint glow of an unwelcome sun already appearing far to the east. For they have loved darkness, rather than light. It was a sentiment he concurred with.
“Spread out, establish a security perimeter,” he ordered crisply. “Hamid, you guard the hostages. Tex and Davood, establish defensive positions. I’m contacting Langley.”
He pulled the TACSAT from its holster, kneeling there against the mountain earth as he hit speed-dial. Harry’s eyes flickered north to the mountains overshadowing them. He didn’t like it. They weren’t in possession of the high ground. But that wouldn’t matter if they could extract before daylight.

9:01 P.M. Eastern Time
CIA Headquarters
Langley, Virginia

Kranemeyer glanced at the brightly lit screen of the phone he held in his hand. It was Nichols. It had been two hours since last contact. The call he had been secretly dreading.
“Kranemeyer here.”
“Director, this is Nichols. We’ve arrived at the alternate extraction zone with the rescued archaeologists. Where’s the Pave Low?” The voice on the other end was clipped, abrupt. As though the instincts that had kept the officer alive through fifteen years of field operations were now warning him of impending trouble.
The DCS took a deep breath, looking at the last sat coverage of the field team’s position. They were vulnerable. And he could do nothing about it.
“I’m sorry, Nichols. JSOC can’t get a helo in and out before daylight. You’ll have to take up defensive positions, hold out until nightfall.”
Dead silence filled the line for the space of forty seconds. “We’re sitting ducks here, boss. LZ OSCAR is not the high ground.”
“I know it. The general refuses to move his assets into place. Sit tight until nightfall and we’ll get you out.”
“Roger,” came the grudging reply. “Any contact with Parker?”
“No, we’ve not heard a thing. You?”
“Negative, sir.” Harry paused, then added, “Have the Pave Low bring out some body bags. We’ll need them by nightfall. Nichols out.”
Kranemeyer started to respond, but the phone was dead in his hand. He shook his head wearily, leaning back in his chair. He had been there once himself, back in his Delta Force days, a small team running cross-border interdiction in the Hindu Kush. The chopper that had never come.
He swore bitterly and stood, wincing as he did so. Pain was flickering through his right leg, phantom pain from a leg that was no longer there. Placing a hand on the desk for support, he reached down to rub his knee, biting his tongue as fingers slid over the flesh of the knee to the prosthesis below it. An IED had put a permanent end to his spec-ops career. Oh, yes, he’d been there. Done that…

Harry replaced the phone in its holster and strode back to the small group, his Kalishnikov held loosely in one hand. Hamid was keeping an eye on the rescued hostages and looked up at his approach.
“Let’s pack it up and move it out,” Harry ordered, his tones clipped, his face a mask. The Iraqi looked at him, his eyes shadowed by worry.
“What’s the matter, boss?”
“We’re too exposed here,” Harry stated flatly, feeling everyone’s eyes on him. “We need to get atop that ridge,” he continued, his index finger indicating an elevation perhaps another ninety feet higher than where they were standing and a quarter-mile off. “It’s better for defense. Tex, how’s your shoulder?”
“It went back in place,” the big man replied, massaging the muscle with his free hand. “I can use it.”
Harry acknowledged him with a nod. “Good. I want you to take up overlook on the southern bluff. Take binoculars and your rifle. Dig a hide and keep me advised of anything that happens. Hamid, Davood, you and the archaeologists are coming with me to the ridge. We’ll dig another hide there, wait this out.”
“The chopper’s not coming.” This from Tex, his usual economy of words showing itself in the statement.
Harry nodded. “Not ‘til evening. Let’s move them out.”

5:03 A.M. Local Time
Mossad Headquarters
Tel Aviv-Yafo, Israel

“Did he say why?” General Shoham asked, a cool wind fluttering at the corners of his jacket as he stood atop the roof of the headquarters building. The rain had stopped and now a raw breeze blew in off the Mediterranean, raising the hair on the back of the old veteran’s neck.
His bodyguard replied with a shake of the head, his tall form burrowed into the folds of a poncho. “ETA is three minutes. We should know soon.”
Shoham nodded, pulling the jacket closer to him. Dawn was still a good hour away. The night was cold, made colder still by the news he had just received.
In heaven’s name, what was wrong with Dr. Tal? The general’s mind flickered back to the early days of their relationship. He had recruited Tal personally, their joint interest in archaeology drawing them together, their joint patriotism keeping them there.
When the Iran mission had come up, Tal had been the first to volunteer, his liaison with the Ayatollah Isfahani forming the basis of their success.
And now all that was gone. The commandos of Sayeret Matkal had risked their lives to rescue him and he was refusing to help them in return. Somehow-some way, the Iranians had turned him. And Shoham didn’t know how.
The twisting, rhythmic thwap-thwap of approaching rotors caught his attention and he swiveled toward the sound, his eyes straining to pierce the enveloping darkness. Another few moments and the helicopter appeared, invisible until it was almost on top of the two men, its downwash tearing at their clothes.
It settled down upon the helipad and the side door flew open almost the minute the wheels touched down. Lieutenant Gideon Laner emerged first, his face tired and dirty in the harsh glare of the helipad lights. A Galil assault rifle was cradled loosely in the crook of his arm.
Shoham could feel his bodyguard stiffen, the man’s body instantly at attention at the sight of the weapon. Another occasion and it would have been a cause for humor. But the night was far too grim.
The rest of the Sayeret Matkal team exited the chopper behind him, and the general could recognize Dr. Tal flanked by Sergeant Eiland and Corporal Gur. Each of them had a purchase on one of his arms. It was price he paid for not cooperating. They had to be prepared for anything now.
“Moshe,” Shoham greeted familiarly, striding onto the platform and sticking out a hand from the folds of his poncho. The soldiers released their captive, leaving him standing in front of the Mossad chief.
“It’s good to have you home again, my dear friend,” Avi ben Shoham said, painfully aware of the reproachful look in Tal’s eyes. His hand hung there awkwardly, unaccepted. “We can take you in and start the debrief, if you so desire.”
There was no response, the only sound the helicopter’s engine shutting down, a dull roar in the background. Shoham could barely hear it as he focused in on his old friend’s face, the world shrinking to the two of them. Everything faded away as he searched for the man he had once known. He was gone, leaving a stranger standing before him.
“I am sorry, Moshe. We should have never used you. Others would have been more expendable.”
“Like those you abandoned tonight!” the archaeologist flared, anger flashing in his eyes before he fell silent once more. Smoldering.
Bewildered, Shoham turned toward Lieutenant Laner as though expecting an explanation. Dr. Tal provided it without him even asking, his cold glare piercing to the soul. “I will tell you nothing-you abandoned my people. You left them to die…”

6:32 A.M. Tehran Time
The ridge overlooking LZ Oscar

Sun had not yet dawned when the hides were finished. They had dug not one, but three, about twenty meters apart, laid out with interlocking fields of fire. Each one was just large enough for two people, overlooking the landing zone below. A gently sloping, grassy plateau, there was hardly an inch of cover anywhere within range of their rifles. Harry laid his entrenching tool to the side and stretched. “Digging doesn’t agree with my constitution, I’m afraid.”
Hamid grinned, his white teeth visible in the darkness. “Running around the mountains all night doesn’t agree with mine, either.”
Davood and the archaeologists just stood there looking on, as though not knowing what to make of the old friends’ jest. Harry cast another look at the horizon and all traces of good humor vanished without a trace.
“Let’s get under cover,” he said tersely. “Davood, take Professor Peterson. Hamid, Mullins. You’ll come with me, Miss Eliot.”
He could feel his friend grinning at him through the darkness, but he ignored it. It was quite simply the most logical arrangement.
He motioned for the girl to walk ahead of him, the twenty meters back to the southern hide. Arriving, he eased himself cautiously into the pit, then extended a hand to help her down. She took it wordlessly, watching as he reached back upward to camouflage the hide. When he was done, they were completely covered, a carefully camouflaged slit in the front providing their only view of the outside world. He propped his Kalishnikov against the front of the hide and aimed his binoculars down-range. Daylight would be coming soon.
He could feel her eyes on him, as though she was trying to assess him in the darkness. She hadn’t spoken since they had plucked her from the Iranian cell. Shock. Fear. He had seen it before.
No matter. His first priority was getting through the next twenty-four hours so that he could deliver her back to civilization in one piece. She could visit a shrink later.
“You speak English,” she announced, as though stating the most obvious fact she knew about him.
He nodded without hesitation. “Arabic, if you’d prefer. Half a dozen or so others. My hobby.”
“Who are you?”
“Colonel Smith, US Army Rangers,” he lied glibly. “Joshua Smith.”
“You were sent to rescue us, colonel?” she asked, her voice trembling, surprise not unmixed with relief.
He turned, laying a gentle hand on her shoulder. “My friends call me Josh. I would count it an honor if you’d do the same. And, yes,” he continued in the same soothing voice, “I was sent to rescue you.”
“Then who were the others?” she asked, her tone still uncertain.
Harry shook his head. “I don’t know. What did their uniforms look like?”
“I couldn’t see much. They looked the same as your Rangers. And they took Dr. Tal,” she concluded, obviously bewildered. Harry could hardly count that against her. He was hard-pressed to figure it out himself.
“So I was told.” He turned back away from her and picked up the binoculars again. “Another day dawns,” he observed reflectively. “Miss Eliot, I will need you to do everything I tell you for the next twenty-four hours. Follow my orders to the letter.”
“Why?” she asked, the obvious question. “Why should I trust you?”
He looked back at her, only a foot or so separating them in the narrow hide, his eyes locking with hers. “You shouldn’t. But without me, there’s no way you’ll leave these mountains alive. So do as you’re told…”

7:13 A.M. Tehran Time
A mountain overlooking the base camp

Devastation. Sheer, unadulterated destruction. On his approach, Thomas had seen the sun rising in the east, but he couldn’t have told the difference now, clouds of oily black smoke rising from the still-burning tankers below him. The stench of diesel fuel set aflame filling his nostrils.
He hunkered against the side of the slope, watching the smoke ascend, completely blocking out the light of the sun. He still had one of AKs he had stolen from the Iranian soldiers. The other one had been emptied and discarded in the running gun battle of the other night. Yet he had accomplished his purpose.
As his team had theirs.
It was only a supposition, yet the burning tankers below him were stark evidence of one thing, as clear as a neon sign across the mountainside. Nichols amp; Co. had been there.
And if they had been there, they hadn’t left without accomplishing their objective.
Thomas adjusted the binoculars as a team of men emerged from the smoke, laboring at ropes to pull an undamaged tanker farther from the blaze. His eyes narrowed at the sight. One had escaped.
Why?
He shook his head. No sense worrying about it. He was in no position to effect a change in the situation. One had survived, and that was all there was to it. It was time to rejoin the team, back at the primary extraction zone.
Rising to his feet, Thomas grabbed up the AK-47 and began the long climb back up the ridgeline. Toward safety. Homeward bound…
The whirr of rotors warned him of danger and he threw himself to the ground, flattening himself between the boulders as a Mi-8 “Hip” transport helo flew directly overhead, rotor wash blasting pebbles against his exposed face.
Russian-made, the helicopter was weathered and beaten by long years of service in the Iranian military. It looked scarcely serviceable. Thomas kept his head down, peering through the rocks as it circled the base camp once, then twice, finally settling down on the edge of camp. A man in the full uniform of an Iranian army colonel exited, accompanied by two other soldiers. Thomas focused his binoculars in on the tight group, studying each face in turn and wishing desperately for his SV-98…

“Major Hossein! Sir!” Hossein turned, wiping a soot-covered mouth against the torn sleeve of his uniform. He had been battling for hours against the blaze that threatened to engulf his camp, his final fuel tanker, his remaining soldiers. The explosives used to wreck his diesel supply had fed an inferno that had spread onto two of the laboratory trailers, which had gone up in their turn, Dr. Ansari’s stockpile of chemicals only adding to the misery. One of his men had died, screaming, in the flames.
“What is it?” he demanded angrily, handing his end of the tow rope off to a young soldier.
The corporal slid up to him, never saluting. It went unnoticed in the chaos. “Sir, we’ve got company.”
Hossein’s hand went instinctively to the Makarov on his hip. The corporal shook his head, still too breathless to speak. “A helicopter-from Tehran. A colonel to see you, sir.”
“This chaos?” Hossein asked rhetorically, waving a hand at the towering pyre. “This chaos, and they send someone to take over. What in Allah’s name can they be thinking?”
“He wants to see you, sir,” the young man repeated, anxious. Hossein shot him a baleful glance and shook his head. “If we don’t get this tanker moved away from the flames, we’ll all see the devil first. Lend a hand…”

Thomas watched until the colonel and his escort disappeared into the interfering haze of oily smoke. Then he tucked the binoculars back down the front of his shirt and began the trek upward. Toward LZ RUMRUNNER. Day had come. Time was running out. He could only hope to get there before the team was extracted…



Chapter Seven


9:25 A.M. Tehran Time
A laboratory
In a tunnel network north of Tehran

“The rat showed weakness within the first thirty minutes,” Dr. Ansari noted carefully, typing the observation into the computer in front of him.
His assistant looked up from their charts. “Vomiting of blood followed three hours later-veins bloated and blackened within eleven hours of exposure.”
“Eleven hours, seven minutes,” Ansari corrected, glancing over at the young man. “Precision is a requirement in such matters.” He turned back to the screen. “The rat was dead thirty-one hours, five minutes and twelve seconds from the time of exposure.”
“Weaponizing the bacteria should not be difficult-this seems to be an especially virulent strain.”
Ansari nodded, repressing his internal shudder. “The plague that swept Europe killed far more slowly, which was their damnation, for people could travel long distances before dying, spreading the disease to others in their path. No matter-in these days a man can travel far in thirty-one hours. Once the archaeologists arrive from the base camp, we will be able to conduct further tests.”
“No you won’t.”
The voice came from behind them and both men turned, startled from their calculations. A man in the uniform of an Iranian Army captain stood in the doorway of the laboratory.
“The base camp was raided early this morning by an unidentified group of foreign commandos. They succeeded in freeing the archaeologists. They are gone.”
“They made it out of the country?” Ansari demanded, startled by the revelation.
The captain shook his head. “As yet unknown.”
Sighing, the doctor turned back to his computer. “Well, that’s the end of that.”
Sharp footsteps resounded across the sterile tile of the floor. Ansari turned to find the military man at his shoulder. “Yes?”
“The bacteria is to be weaponized and deployable within the next two weeks.”
“According to whom?”
“The highest authority…”

10:03 A.M.
The mountains

It was the third one he had seen, Thomas thought, pressing himself flat against the canyon wall as a helicopter roared by overhead, rotor wash stirring pebbles and dust into a tornadic frenzy. It hadn’t taken Tehran long to mobilize. That alone bothered him. The thought that it had taken him three hours to get less than a third of the way to LZ RUMRUNNER only added to his problems. He listened for a moment, hearing the rotors fade away in the distance, then picked up his rifle and continued on his journey. The Iranian search would only intensify. That much he knew.

10:30 A.M.
The base camp

“We’ve searched these three quadrants. So far, no sign of them. But we will.”
“What makes you so sure?” Hossein asked wearily, adding the perfunctory “sir” at the end of his question.
Colonel Harun Larijani gestured to the map with his finger, ignoring the three bulletholes which pockmarked the wall it hung from. “Well, it stands to reason, major. You cannot honestly expect that they can escape the cordon we’ve thrown out.”
Hossein kept a straight face, looking hard into the eyes of the young man in front of him. Straight out of military school most likely, green beyond doubt. His only redeeming feature was that he seemed to hold Hossein’s service record in awe, an awe measurably diminished by the report of the previous night.
And the only answer he could give was the impossible one. So he held up the radio instead. “This was given me last night. By one of the commandos.”
Larijani’s eyes narrowed into sharp, glittering points. “One of the commandos? How is this?”
“Tehran did not tell you of this?” The major asked, enjoying for a moment the advantage he held over the junior officer. “BEHDIN. Do you know what that means?”
The young man looked puzzled. “Of good rite, of good religion, a man pure of heart.”
“Wrong,” Hossein stated flatly. “It is the codename for one of the Republic’s most trusted sleepers. The man who gave me this radio. He works for the American CIA.”
“The Central Intelligence Agency?” Harun asked in astonishment.
The major replied with a short nod. “The same.”
“Then why can’t you triangulate their position from monitoring their radio network? This could have saved us hours this morning. We could have had them by now. We could have gotten to the bottom of this. Why didn’t-”
Hossein held up a hand to stop the flow of words. “Very simple. While complex, these radios are also limited. In this case, to a eight-kilometer range in which the signal can be detected. And if they’re demonstrating anywhere near the level of professionalism they showed in their strike on this camp, they’ll be keeping their transmissions brief, almost impossible to pick up.”
“Then what do we do?”
Hossein smiled, eyeing his companion’s crisp, spotless dress uniform. Rising, he laid a greasy, oil-soaked hand on the young man’s shoulder. “You’re in command now. Do whatever Allah wills you to do. I’m going to go see if the showers still work around here.”

11:00 A.M.
The hides overlooking LZ OSCAR

“FULLBACK, check in.”
“All quiet, EAGLE SIX. Nothing’s moving.”
“Roger,” Harry replied quietly, ending the transmission. “Let’s pray it stays that way,” he added, almost to himself.
The next moment his ears pricked up, catching a noise, off to the south. Past Tex’s position, way past it. Coming closer.
A helicopter. “EAGLE SIX to all, keep your heads down. This ain’t the cavalry.”
He lowered his binoculars from the slit of the hide, reverting to the naked eye. Nothing that could be picked up, no glint to be detected from the air. The young woman rose up from the bottom of the hide and came to stand beside him. “What is it?”
She hadn’t heard the chopper. No matter. He wouldn’t have either save for the fact that he was listening for it.
“Lie down in the hide,” he ordered crisply. “Stay as low as possible. We have an enemy helicopter coming in for a look-see.”
Harry glanced at his watch. Just past eleven hundred hours. They had another nine hours before it would be dark enough for the Pave Low to cross the border and pick them up. By that time, the hills would be swarming with soldiers. But there was no other option-no clever way to throw them off trail, to distract their attention elsewhere. This wasn’t the movies.
And in it came, an Mi-24 Hind helicopter gunship sweeping low over the ridge, the chin turret swiveling menacingly. Its pair of 23mm cannon could rip the hides to shreds if they were detected. They possessed nothing capable of taking it down. Which meant one thing.
They would not survive detection…

3:29 A.M. Eastern Time
A residence
The suburbs of Washington, D.C.

Vibration jarred Michael Shapiro awake. He slipped his hand carefully to his pillow and retrieved his cellphone from under it. Flipping it open, the screen lit up with a number he knew all too well.
The CIA’s deputy director(intelligence) slipped from the bed, casting a glance back at his sleeping wife. A good woman. If only he had been as good a man.
“Here.”
“What news?”
“Are we secure?”
“You’re at home, aren’t you?”
“I was in bed with my wife till you called,” Shapiro retorted curtly.
“That’s nice,” the voice replied. “We’re secure. What do you have?”
“Nothing. I haven’t heard status on the team since several hours before I left work. They may be out by now.”
“They’re not. I need their position.”
“How do I get that?”
“You’re the head of the intelligence directorate, aren’t you? Everything crosses your desk.”
“I don’t know-” Shapiro hesitated, casting a glance backward at the partially-open bedroom door. “There’s something going on-I’m out of the loop, I don’t understand why.”
“What do you mean?”
“Lay’s running this one straight through Kranemeyer and the NCS. They’re working their own intelligence through several of their own analysts-they’re not talking to me.”
“Well, find a way to get it out of them. Get to work and find out,” the voice ordered, its tone brooking no argument.
“Right,” Shapiro acknowledged after a long silence. “Let me just get dressed here and I’ll get right in.”
“This has turned into a mess, and you understand the terms of our agreement. Get in there and make it spotless.”
The other end of the line went dead with an ominous click.
“What’s going on, dear?” The DD(I) turned to find his wife standing in the doorway of their bedroom, rubbing sleep from her eyes.
“I need to go in to work,” he replied, pushing past her and grabbing his pants off the closet door. He couldn’t bring himself to look her in the face.
“But it’s three o’clock in the morning!”
“I know what time it is…”

12:28 P.M. Local Time
An undisclosed location near Tel Aviv
Israel

“What did they want? Why did they attack your team? Why?” Gideon turned back to the archaeologist, his frustration slipping through the veneer of calm he had endeavored to compose.
Tal’s face was expressionless, a mask that revealed nothing and everything at the same time. “You left them to die,” he repeated, his voice no more than a whisper, his words the same ones he had repeated over and over again since the rescue.
“That doesn’t matter now, blast it!” Gideon exclaimed. “What matters is what the Iranians are planning to do now, not to your friends, but to your country. Your country! The reason you took your team into danger in the first place.”
Moshe’s gaze wavered and he looked down at his hands. “I never should have. Never…”
Gideon nodded, sensing a crack. A chink in the armor. He leaned forward in his chair, only two feet away from the archaeologist as they sat within the confines of a small holding cell, their surroundings illuminated by a single lightbulb hanging the ceiling by its cord.
“Perhaps not, but you did,” he reasoned. “And their sacrifice will be in vain unless you give us some idea what the Iranians are planning.”
It was the wrong thing to say, Gideon realized a second later. The gap closed, the armor sealing over again. And the man’s face was just as impassive as before. “I will tell you nothing. You left them to die…”

1:45 P.M. Tehran Time
The base camp

“Any progress?” Hossein asked as he strode back into the trailer he and the colonel were using as a makeshift tactical operations center. About the only good thing of the colonel’s arrival was the fact that he had brought more sophisticated comm equipment with him. The only good thing.
Harun shook his head. “Patrols reporting in as we speak.”
“How often do you have them checking back in?”
“Every thirty minutes.”
The major shook his head. “Not good enough. After this, every ten minutes. If one of them is taken out, we need to know as soon as possible. You’re giving them twenty-nine minutes to take out a patrol and make good their escape over the hills.”
Harun glanced up from his work. “Who did Tehran entrust with the command here, major? Report-back will stay as is.”
Hossein smiled, leaning back in his chair, his eyes on the mountains outside. The young man knew nothing of this terrain. Knew not that it was as merciless an enemy as the American commandos. And did not care to learn. But that was the colonel’s responsibility now, not his.

Footsteps. Thomas pressed himself flat against the rocks as they came closer to his hiding place. The Kalishnikov was slung over his shoulder, his Beretta clutched tightly in both hands. The long grey cylinder of a suppressor extended from the pistol’s barrel.
Words, spoken in Farsi. He couldn’t understand what was said, but heard the familiar squawk of radio static. They were reporting in.
He glanced anxiously toward the heavens. The day was wearing on, and he had little to show for it. Was his team even still in the country? He had no idea. Back-up communications gear was cached at LZ RUMRUNNER-if he could reach it.
For the moment, that was a question. More footsteps, soldiers rounding the bend of the canyon wall, picking their way over the tortuous landscape.
Two of them. Both looked tired and dusty, young men in their twenties. The point man had his rifle in the crook of his arm, his bearing languid.
Another moment passed as Thomas waited, his body tensed. Waiting for the right moment. The right time.
The point man passed his position. The second soldier started to, then stopped short, spotting scuffed dirt where Thomas had run. His lips opened, starting to say something in Farsi. An inquiry, a cry of warning, an alarm, whatever it had been, he never had a chance to finish it.
Thomas moved from the shadows, the suppressed Beretta in his outstretched hands…

4:59 A.M. Eastern Time
CIA Headquarters
Langley, Virginia

“A busy morning, sir,” the guard said cheerfully, handing Lay’s identification back through the car window.
“How so?”
“The DD(I) arrived here almost an hour and a half ago.”
Lay’s brow furrowed in astonishment. “Shapiro?”
The guard grinned, his expression one of, He was DD(I) last time I checked. “Yes, sir.”
“Well, we all must keep unusual hours from time to time,” Lay replied, forcing a smile in return. “Drive on, Pete.” But the Banker?
Two bodyguards met the car as it arrived at the DCIA’s space in the parking garage. It was the only routine thing of Lay’s day. A different time every morning, a different time home every night, several different routes home. A decoy car. The experts said it was as fool-proof as it could get, that his route would be impossible to figure out, that he was safe from any would-be assassin.
Lay hadn’t lived to be as old as he was by trusting the experts. His bodyguard held the door for him as he exited the SUV. The man, a former Navy SEAL, lived with Lay, sleeping one door down the hallway from the DCIA’s bedroom.
Ron Carter met him at the elevator, a thick folder clutched beneath the analyst’s right arm.
“I hear the Banker’s already to work,” Lay stated as the elevator doors closed on the two men, his tones clipped. Shapiro had earned the derisive nickname for his habit of keeping minimal hours. He was a political appointment, like Lay, but from the Hancock administration, and they had crossed swords more than once.
Carter glanced at him across the top of his glasses. “Does it mean something?”
“Does it?”
“Perhaps,” the analyst shrugged, handing Lay the folder. “Here’s the update on Operation TALON.”
“Break it down for me.”
“Status quo. No comm with Parker, regular burst contact with Nichols and the team. General Benet’s got a Pave Low saddled up and ready to fly at twenty hundred hours.”
“Has Nichols been informed?”
“Yes. He’s holding tight, but the Iranians have launched a massive air and ground search. According to his last report, they’ve had a Hind fly over more than once. He believes it’s only a matter of time.”
“Will they break off the search at nightfall?”
“Impossible to say, sir,” Carter said, pressing a button to keep the elevator doors closed a moment longer. “China’s been funneling the Iranians increasing supplies of high-quality NVGs for years. It appears that the detachment at the base camp was not supplied with them last night. I’m sure that’s changed.”
Lay nodded, his mind elsewhere. “Keep me posted, Ron,” he stated, walking out of the elevator. He turned to face the analyst just before the doors closed again. “And keep your eyes open.”

2:25 P.M. Tehran Time
The base camp

“Anything?” Hossein asked, coming back into the operations center. The young colonel shot him a dark look and shook his head in the negative.
“Patrol Five reports hearing something that sounded like a burst of gunfire coming from the west about thirty-five minutes ago.”
The major didn’t need to look at the map to know what Larijani was implying. Patrol Two had been west of Patrol Five. “They were taken out. Just after their transmission. I warned you to reduce report-back times!”
“We don’t know that,” the young man replied defensively, ignoring Hossein’s bitter indictment. “I’m converging patrols on that area as we speak. If the Americans are there, we will find them.”
“Have the patrols double-up outside the contact zone,” Hossein instructed, drawing a circle on the map with a dull, stubby pencil. “That way they will be less vulnerable. Two men are too easily taken out.”
Just then, the radio crackled with static. Harun bent down, his brow furrowing as he listened intently to the transmission. He straightened up.
“They’ve located the bodies. Both men were shot dead.”

3:07 P.M.
LZ Rumrunner

Thomas laid the assault rifle on the ground beside him, digging away at the rock with his bare hands. The cache was here, he knew it. It was the only place surrounding LZ RUMRUNNER that matched the tells he had memorized before leaving Q-West.
The team was nowhere to be seen, no trace that they had ever been there. Again, Thomas cursed the loss of his team radio, the severing of that link with Harry and the rest. Perhaps plans had changed.
The rock came away suddenly, nearly rolling back on him. A satchel lay behind it, a small desert camouflage rucksack. US Army issue, appropriated by the Company through one of the myriad back-channel procurements used to equip the NCS.
Inside was a silenced Beretta, three magazines of 9mm ammo, a small pair of night-vision binoculars, a GPS unit, and last but not least, a TACSAT.
Thomas resisted the temptation to place the call from where he was. He was too exposed, and the Iranians were still in full search mode.
He put the rock back where it was, smoothing the dirt around it once again and darted up the hill to find better cover.
A large rock seemed to offer it and he hunkered down, the AK-47 at his side, his service Beretta on his hip. The new automatic he left in the bag, for emergencies.
He opened the TACSAT and tapped in the encryption sequence. “Phone home,” he murmured, hitting speed-dial…

6:07 A.M. Eastern Time
NCS Operations Center
Langley, Virginia

“Boss, I think you’d better have a look at this.”
Barney Kranemeyer’s eyebrows went up, a facial expression thought characteristic by those who knew him well. He tended to affect an air of being completely surprised, when that was seldom the case. As Director of the National Clandestine Service, it was his job to make sure that it was seldom the case.
“What is it, Michelle?”
“A call just hit our servers. It’s coming in on an Agency TACSAT, from GMT +4.”
“Take it here,” Kranemeyer ordered crisply, his voice brooking no argument.
He reached down, past the half-eaten bagel on her workstation, taking the second headset and adjusting the microphone to his lips.
“Hello.”
“This is Parker,” a voice announced on the other end of the line.
“We’ve been waiting. Where in the devil are you?”
“RUMRUNNER. Has the rest of the team been extracted?”
“Negative, Parker. How are things going?”
“They’ve been better, boss,” came the reply, avoiding the duress code. Kranemeyer nodded. They were clear. If Parker had used the word good in any context, they would have known that he had been compromised.
“The team is waiting at OSCAR. They’ll be picked up at twenty-one hundred hours, your time.”
There was a muffled curse from the other end of the line. “Apologies, sir,” Thomas said finally.
“Can you make it to OSCAR by twenty-one hundred hours?” the DCS asked. There was a pause, and for a moment he thought the line had gone dead. “Parker, do you copy? I repeat, can you rendevous at OSCAR by twenty-one hundred?”
“Negative. The Iranians are conducting an extensive land-air search, it took me all day just to get here.”
“I see. Do you foresee difficulties extracting the rest of the team?”
“Well, for goodness’ sake, director,” Thomas continued conversationally, “the whole day has been one big difficulty. Why should extraction be any better?”
“What is your status?”
“A little gouge in my thigh from a ricochet, bandaged it up with the med kit here at RUMRUNNER. It’s just a scratch, I’m still fully mobile.”
Kranemeyer turned, covering the receiver with one hand. “Anya, I need a run-down of our available assets in the area. ASAP.”
“Right on it,” the woman replied, tapping a command into her terminal.
“Hold one, Parker,” Kranemeyer ordered, returning to the phone. “We’re investigating our options.”
“Gee, thanks, boss,” Thomas replied, sarcasm in his tones. “I’m not going anywhere.”
“Sending to your terminal, sir.” Kranemeyer looked down at his computer to see the list. “Listening, Parker?”
“Copy.”
“There’s a PJAK controlled camp approximately twenty-five kilometers northwest of your present position…”

3:37 P.M. Tehran Time
The camp
Northwestern Iran

It had been a dry fall, the old shepherd thought as he kicked absently at a clump of grass. Dust flew up, blowing in the wind. Very dry.
Clucking in Kurdish to his sheep, he turned away toward the camp that was, for this day, his home.
It was at that moment that a sharp buzzing stabbed at his ribs, startling him from his reverie.
Sweeping aside his robes with one hand, he reached for his belt with the other, disclosing a semiautomatic Glock and a small pouch containing a satellite phone.
The screen was bright with the caller’s number and he tapped in the encryption sequence. “Azad,” he answered briefly, his lips suddenly dry.
The voice on the other end was familiar to him, though he had only heard it once before in his life.
He listened in silence for a few moments before responding, “What you are asking is difficult. My young men encountered a Guard patrol not ten kilometers west of here within the last fortnight.”

6:39 A.M. Eastern Time
CIA Headquarters
Langley, Virginia

“I’m not asking you to shelter him, only to ensure his safe passage to the Iran-Iraq border,” Kranemeyer retorted, flipping the shepherd’s dossier open on his desk. The black-and-white photo was a few years old, but revealed the face of a man old before his time. Intelligence reports indicated that Azad Badir had only just passed his sixtieth year, but he looked far older.
“I understand your request,” the shepherd replied in perfect, educated English. No wonder, thought the DCS, scanning down the first page of the dossier. Educated at Princeton, Badir had returned to his people only months before the 1979 Revolution. He had never completed college, but it had clearly left its imprint upon him.
The shepherd was still speaking. “…young men are in short supply, and we continue to lose them, Mr. Crane. A few every month, and yet still we fight. I can hardly spare those needed to escort your man to the border.”
“Your efforts are appreciated,” Kranemeyer answered cautiously. The official stance of the US State Department and the administration was that PJAK was a terrorist organization, but the outlook of the Clandestine Service rarely matched that of Foggy Bottom. “A deal, Mr. Badir. Get my man safely to the border and we’ll see that you get the weapons you need.”
“The weapons we need? Almost everything we need, we can ‘acquire’ from the Revolutionary Guards.” There was a trace of amusement in Badir’s voice.
“Then what?”
“My words, Mr. Crane.”
“Excuse me?”
“My word was ‘almost’. We cannot get everything we need. For some things we must rely on the munificence of the outside world. Such as Stinger missiles.”
The DCS took a deep breath, massaging his forehead with his fingers. Stinger missiles. Azad Badir could scarcely have asked for something more difficult, and the old fox knew it, Kranemeyer realized with a wry smile. The US still remembered how some of the old man-portable surface-to-air missiles it had supplied to Afghanistan back in ‘89 had fallen into the wrong hands, and subsequent administrations had clamped down upon their export.
“I will do my best, Mr. Badir. In the mean time, is my man welcome in your camp?”
“Mr. Crane, strangers are always welcome in my camp,” the shepherd replied, his voice rich with irony. “Send him to these coordinates…”

7:02 P.M. Tehran Time
LZ OSCAR

The world seemed to have gone silent, Harry mused. The desolate plateau showed no signs of life.
The young Australian was asleep, her knees drawn up to her chin as she leaned back against the earthen bank of the hide. It was just as well.
He didn’t want to talk. He had a man out there, somewhere in the gathering twilight. A man he was being forced to leave behind. Two hours.
Two hours before the spec-ops Pave Low would come in to pick them up. Two more hours in which Thomas might show up.
When his radio crackled with a burst of static, it startled him. “FULLBACK to EAGLE SIX, I have movement. A man coming in from the south-southwest.”
“Ident?”
“Unknown.”
“Hold your fire. It may be a friendly.” Let it be Thomas, Harry prayed briefly, his eyes never leaving the slit of the hide.
The figure moved into his line of vision and his posture shifted, tracking its movement with the barrel of his AK.
Then a second figure appeared, slightly to one side of the first. And a third.
“EAGLE SIX, contacts hostile.” Tex’s voice over the radio. “I repeat, contacts hostile. Another pair converging on the area from southwest.”
“I copy,” Harry replied. “Hold tight.” He laid his Kalishnikov to the side and drew the Beretta from his belt, racking a cartridge into the chamber of the silenced pistol.
The five men spread out across the plateau, moving like shadows in the dusk. Harry adjusted his NVGs, illuminating them as green shapes, clearly silhouetted. One of them passed nearby and Harry held his breath. The hides were well camouflaged, but there was always the risk.
Should one of them step on the “roof” of a hide…

7:30 P.M.
Seven kilometers south of the PJAK camp

The indicator light on his GPS told him that he had arrived. Thomas shut down the instrument and stepped toward the shelter of a rocky outcropping, his pistol drawn in his hand.
Where were the Kurds?
The question answered itself in the next moment as a figure of an older man materialized out of the shadows.
“Mr. Patterson?” a voice enquired in English. The man was attired in a western-style shirt and jeans. In his hands he carried a Kalishnikov-style assault rifle similar to the one slung over Thomas’ back.
“Yes?” Thomas replied, half-turning toward him. Two more men appeared over the rise, surrounding him. Their rifles were leveled at his chest.
“ ‘Strange,” the man began, “ is it not? That of the myriads who before us passed the door of darkness through…’”
“ ‘Not one returns to tell us of the Road, which to discover we must travel too,’” Thomas responded with a smile, finishing the ancient Khayyam proverb and completing the countersign.
“Very good,” the man replied, still in the same smooth, cultured English. “We were told to expect you. Your weapons, please, Mr. Patterson?”
Thomas turned, looking him full in the face. “How do I know I can trust you?”

10:49 A.M. Eastern Time
CIA Headquarters
Langley, Virginia

“Can we trust him?” Director Lay asked, glancing up from the photo on his desk.
Ron Carter shrugged. “He’s been on the Agency’s payroll off and on ever since EAGLE CLAW,” the analyst replied, referring to the botched hostage rescue operation launched by the Carter administration.
The DCIA’s eyebrows went up. “Really? An old-timer. Motivation?”
“Hatred.”
Lay nodded. “Good. Reliable intel?”
“All of it, sir. We have no indication that he’s ever lied to us.”
“He’s never had an American in his possession either.”
“Sir?”
The director leaned back in his chair. “Devil’s advocate, Carter. Let’s worst-case this. Assume we can’t trust Badir. What happens now?”
Ron closed his eyes, his mind running through the possible scenarios. “Worst-case? He tries to use Parker as a bargaining chip with the Iranian government-to gain political recognition for the Kurds, to secure the release of imprisoned compatriots, anything, really. They just might concede in order to secure an American prisoner and the proof that we violated their borders with a spec-ops team.”
“Anything in his profile to indicate this might be a possibility?”
The analyst’s face was grim as he replied. “His services have always come at a high price, sir. In our every negotiation, he has sought to secure something to aid the cause of his people. Never in a duplicitous manner, but certainly self-serving.”
“Meaning?”
“He’s a patriot, sir, but not ours. His people come first and his attitude toward us is that of a businessman. He earned the nickname “The Horse Trader of Tabriz” from the intel boys a couple decades ago. In summation, I would say that he views the United States government as a tool to be used.”
“Precisely as we view him.”
“A cynical person might say that.”

8:00 P.M. Tehran Time
The base camp

“Two patrols have converged on the ridgeline-here, and set up overwatch,” Colonel Larijani noted, tapping the map with his finger.
Hossein nodded approvingly. “I know the place. Have them stay there-from that position they can cover the surrounding territory for some kilometers. Do they have night-vision?”
“Yes. I sent them the first sets that came in. From that position they should be able to pick out almost anything that moves. Even in the darkness. And, major…”
Hossein turned to look the young man in the eye. “Yes?”
“I am in command here. Do you understand that?”
“Yes.”

8:24 P.M.
LZ Oscar

“FULLBACK to EAGLE SIX. Looks like they’re settlin’ in.” Hamid’s voice over the radio.
“Concur,” Harry retorted. “We’ve got an hour and a half before the Pave Low arrives. Do you have clear LOS on the group?”
“Roger that. About ten meters to my front.”
“If they don’t move, we’re going to have to take ‘em out, hard and fast. JSOC won’t send the chopper into another hot LZ.”
“Copy.”
A low moan at his feet and Harry turned, bending down to clasp a hand over Rachel Eliot’s mouth as she awakened. Her eyes widened in surprise.
“Quiet,” Harry whispered. “Just keep quiet.”
“What’s going on?” she asked, still bewildered. It seemed to take a few moments for her to remember where she was.
“Awaiting extraction,” Harry replied, his voice patient. “You’re safe. Just keep your voice down.”
“Why?”
“The Iranians are close, very close. Just stay quiet and we’ll be okay.”
Harry rose from her side and peered over the lip of the hide, down the ridge to where the Iranian soldiers were patrolling.
“EAGLE SIX to GUNHAND. It looks like our friends have NVGs. Do you copy?”
A moment’s pause, then the Texan’s voice came on in a burst of static. “Affirmative, boss.”
“Hold your position for the moment. When we strike I will need you to alert Davood on your way in. The loss of his radio has made coordination problematic.”
“Roger.”

7:51 P.M. Baghdad Time
Q-West Airfield
Northern Iraq

The MH-53J Pave Low lifted off from the helipad at Q-West as dusk fell, its twin General Electric T64 turboshafts whining as they propelled the twenty-one-ton helicopter skyward.
The dull-black sides of the helo were innocent of any identifying markings. Its six-man crew were clad in equally nondescript grey flight suits, making the red scarf wrapped around the neck of their pilot shocking by contrast.
Major Dominic Padilla’s fingers caressed the flight controls gently, correcting the helicopter’s pitch as it shot suddenly forward.
“This is Cowboy three-niner to tower. Go-mission clearance?”
“Copy that, Cowboy three-niner. You have go-mission. Bring the boys home, Dom.”
“You got it,” was the major’s reply as he reached upward to toggle the comm switch, turning it to intercom.
“Let’s rock and roll.”

12:20 P.M. Eastern Time
NCS Headquarters
Langley, Virginia

“Kranemeyer speaking.”
“Please hold for the DCIA.”
Lay’s voice came over the line a moment later, its tone decidedly chilly. “Kranemeyer, a memo just crossed my desk.”
“Sir?”
“You apparently cut a deal with Azad Badir. The safe extraction of Agent Parker in return for a shipment of Stinger SAMs. Am I to assume that I have this information correct?”
“That is correct, sir,” the DCS replied, taking a deep breath. “The deal had my authorization.”
“Are you out of your mind, Mr. Kranemeyer?”
“Not that I am aware of, director.”
“In case you’ve not been here long enough to find out-people have long memories in this town! And a lot of people in high places remember the last time we supplied dissident forces with shoulder-launched SAMs. Do you?”
“Afghanistan, sir. 1989.”
“And twelve years later, we were fighting the selfsame people we had given weapons to. American servicemen died because of those weapons’ deployment. And PJAK is a Communist rebel group. Now, I’m going to ask again, what were you thinking about when you gave this deal your authorization?”
“The face of an American operative on the front page of the Tehran Times. A trial and execution broadcast to the world. This was the only quid pro quo I could get Badir to agree to. Heaven knows the Revolutionary Guard would reward him generously to hand over Parker. And all due respect, David, but we no longer have the luxury of living in a world where Marxist guerillas are this agency’s top priority. The red star was eclipsed by a crescent moon a long time ago.”
A long moment passed, and then, on the other end of the line, Director Lay cleared his throat. “I will have to kick this upstairs to the DNI. Probably need Hancock’s signature on the project. My apologies, Barney.”
“None necessary, sir.”
“Any further word on Nichols and the rest of the tactical team?”
“I just received go-mission confirmation from General Benet. His Pave Low is in the air and should rendevous with the team in approximately forty minutes.”
“Any further word from the ground?”
“Negative. Nichols’ last message was to the effect that he was going dark to avoid the chance of the Iranians picking up his transmissions.”
“Get back to me when you have something,” Lay said finally.
“Of course, director,” Kranemeyer said, replacing the phone on its cradle. The screen above his head displayed steadily-updated satellite imagery of the ridgeline above LZ OSCAR.
“Do we have the infrared on that, Michelle?”
“One moment, sir. Interfacing the frames.”
“All right, do that, then…” The next moment, the infrared flashed on-screen and whatever Kranemeyer had been about to say died in his throat.
“Run the heat signatures again,” he demanded, sure that his eyes were deceiving him. There were too many signatures on the ridgeline. Too many to comprise merely the tac team and the rescued hostages.
The screen flashed again with the updated data and the DCS shook his head. He hadn’t been wrong. Not in the least.
Nichols had company.
He turned to the comm specialist at his side. “Get Nichols on the line. Now.”

9:35 P.M. Tehran Time
The PJAK camp

The light flashed on again with almost blinding force as Thomas’s blindfold was removed, leaving him blinking like an owl in the noonday sun.
“Mr. Patterson.” Thomas turned toward the voice, his eyes slowly adjusting to the light. He stood in a small, windowless room fashioned from concrete blocks. The light was coming a single bulb hanging just above his head.
The speaker was the same man who had met him at the rendevous, older than Thomas had realized at first, perhaps mid-sixties if appearance could be judged.
Two other guerillas flanked him, both younger, the one a bearded man in his early twenties, the other a young woman around the same age or younger. Perhaps brother and sister, Thomas couldn’t tell.
He caught her gaze for a moment, dark eyes staring back defiantly into his own. Her presence didn’t surprise the CIA man. He was well aware of the intelligence reports indicating one-third of PJAK fighters were women.
“Welcome to my camp.” Thomas turned his attention back to the older man and acknowledged his greeting with a nod. The guerilla extended a hand. “My name is Azad Badir.”
“It has been a pleasure,” Thomas grinned wryly.
“My apologies for the inconvenience, Mr. Patterson, but you understand the precautions we must needs take, I trust?”
“Of course.”
“Sirvan, untie his hands,” Badir ordered, speaking to the young man. “Mr. Patterson, I would like you to meet my grandchildren, Sirvan and Estere. They will see you to your quarters.”
Thomas flashed a smile in Estere’s direction, a smile she pretended not to notice, turning away and examining the clip of the AK-47 she carried.
“My quarters?” he asked, turning back to Badir. “Wouldn’t it be safer to start for the border at once, under the cover of darkness?”
The PJAK leader replied with a smile and a nod. “You are my guest, Mr. Patterson. It would be most inconsiderate to have you travel farther this night.”
Thomas chuckled. “Hey, they push us a lot harder than this at Quantico. I can do it, no sweat.”
The smile vanished from Azad Badir’s face almost as quick as it had come. “Your capabilities are not in question. However, you would do well to remember that I am in command here. And I say that you are my guest. Estere, do you have his satphone?”
The girl held up the TACSAT-10 by way of acknowledgment. “Do we understand each other?” Badir continued.
Thomas looked from one to the other, realizing the implications of his words. A grim smile crossed his face. “I believe we do, Mr. Badir. I believe we do…”

9:40 P.M.
The ridgeline

For the fourth time in fifteen minutes, Harry ignored the buzzing of the TACSAT on his belt. He couldn’t afford to have his concentration broken by a call from Langley. Not now.
The five Iranian soldiers were still moving around on the ridgeline, restless now, it seemed. As though they sensed something, perhaps the tension in the air.
“Stay here,” he whispered to the young woman. “Don’t move, no matter what happens.”
Taking the silenced Beretta from his hip, Harry laid it on the lip of the hide and briefly toggled the comm switch on his radio.
“EAGLE SIX to Alpha Team. Take ‘em out.”

Ordering the archaeologists to stay where they were, Hamid rose from their hiding place, flipping his NVGs down over his eyes.
Five targets glowed luminescent in his line of sight. Not human beings, not fellow believers. Targets.
His boots moved noiselessly over the terrain, his movements those of a ghost. Out of one corner of his eye he glimpsed Harry moving forward, the two of them closing in.
He brought the suppressed pistol up to eye level, aiming down the sightless barrel at the nearest target. And squeezed the trigger…

One of the soldiers cried out suddenly, a small red hole opening between his eyes as he crumpled to the ground. His comrades reached for their weapons just as another man went down.

Then there were three, Harry thought grimly, turning to engage the next target. The Beretta coughed softly and another man went down.
A shooting gallery.
He saw a guardsman reach toward the small tactical radio on his hip and pulled the pistol around, double-tapping the man. Center-of-mass.
The radio dropped from the man’s nerveless fingers onto the scant grass of the ridgeline as he slid toward the ground, dead.
“FULLBACK to EAGLE SIX, I have all clear,” Hamid announced. “Do you copy?”
Harry smiled through the darkness at his old friend. “I copy, FULLBACK. Team Alpha, collect all civilian personnel and move down the ridge to LZ OSCAR. The bird’s fifteen minutes out.”

9:50 P.M.
The base camp

Major Hossein knew from the moment he walked into the makeshift command center that something was going wrong. The expression on Larijani’s face told him everything.
“What’s going on?”
“We’ve been unable to raise Patrols Four and Six,” the young colonel replied. “Still trying.”
Hossein glanced at the map, but already knew everything it could tell him. They were the overwatch patrols on the ridgeline.
“Base to Four,” Larijani continued, speaking into the radio’s mike. “Base to Six. Come in.”
“Shut up,” the major snapped, jerking the radio from his hands. “They’re dead. We need air support in there at once. Now!”
Another moment and he was connected with the helicopter base nineteen kilometers to the south, receiving the assurance that an Mi-24 gunship would be scrambled. ETA on the ridgeline, twenty minutes…

9:56 P.M.
The ridgeline

They heard it well before they saw it, the unmistakable sound of helicopter rotors beating against the still night air.
“Sit tight,” Harry told the archaeologists, instructing them to sit in a tight circle there in the middle of the plateau. He and Davood flanked them, AK-47s at the ready.
“Perimeter, what do you have?”
Hamid and Tex were still a hundred meters up on the ridgeline, providing cover for the extraction. “Nothing, Lead,” the Texan replied.
“Good. Hold there.”
And then they saw it, the huge helicopter sweeping in low, its rotors stirring up a sandstorm. A welcome sight.
“Time to go!” Harry ordered, shouting over the roar of the Pave Low. “Move!”
His gaze swept over the archaeologists as Davood herded them toward the open door of the Pave Low and the crew chief waiting there. They were frightened, still disoriented by the past twenty-four hours.
None of that mattered now. Another short while, and they would be safe. Just a short while.
“Perimeter, move in now,” he barked into his radio as the last civilian was loaded aboard. “Let’s roll this baby.”
“Roger.”

12:59 P.M. Eastern Time
NCS Operations Center
Langley, Virginia

“Any luck, Michelle?” Kranemeyer asked, leaning over to look at her monitors. The agent in charge of comm shook her head.
“He’s not answering.”
“What’s the update on satellite?”
“The Pave Low is on the ground at OSCAR,” she replied, tapping the keyboard a couple times to bring up the relevant screens on her monitor. “We should be receiving confirmation from JSOC any time now.”
The DCS extended a finger to a windowed infrared screen near the bottom of the monitor. “What’s that?”
Michelle turned to look and her eyes widened, grasping the image’s import in the same moment as Kranemeyer.
“Patch me into the Pave Low’s comm feed,” the director ordered. “Now!”

10:00 P.M. Tehran Time
The Pave Low

Padilla’s headset crackled with static. “Hold for Director Kranemeyer,” a female voice instructed. The major exchanged a puzzled look with his co-pilot, unsure what to make of the pronouncement.
“Listen quickly, Major Padilla, this is Director Kranemeyer of the National Clandestine Service. You have an attack helicopter inbound on your position. You need to take off now, get my people out of there no matter what. Do you copy?”
“Yes, sir. Leaving now.” He switched channels and reached up to flip on the intercom. “Take-off in forty seconds. Thirty-five. Thirty.”
A figure ducked through the door. It was the NCS team leader. “What’s going on here, major?”
“We have an Iranian attack helicopter coming in hot. My orders are to get you out of here, sir.”
“Not without the rest of my men,” Harry retorted grimly. “I’m not leaving people behind.”
“Then hurry things up, sir. We’re leaving ground.”
Harry left the cockpit and hurried back to the door to find Tex and Hamid materializing out of the night, dark figures.
Tex vaulted into the chopper, out of breath. Harry reached down a hand to help the shorter Hamid into the helicopter, grinning as he did so. “Let’s go home. Major! Go! Go! Go!”

The helicopter throttled into full power, lifting into the air. Padilla held his breath as the Pave Low jolted forward, slowly gathering airspeed as it swept over the plateau toward the shelter of the mountains. And beyond them Iraq.
If only they could stay below the Iranian radar…

10:45 P.M.
The ridgeline

Silence reigned upon the ridgeline, the silence of the grave. Major Hossein nudged one of the bodies with his boot, rolling the corpse over on its back.
The man had been shot twice, in the upper chest. Death had come quickly.
Whoever the Americans had sent, they had been skilled professionals. Hossein straightened up, looking into the eyes of Colonel Larijani.
“A good man,” he announced, “too good to die this way.”
The young colonel flinched at the tacit accusation, but his mind was too preoccupied with other matters to pull rank. “Are you sure they have gone?” he asked, his voice barely above a whisper.
The major smiled at the pallor of Larijani’s cheeks. “Not quite sure,” he responded wickedly, grinning at the way the young man jumped.
“Of course,” he amended. “You can see the marks of helicopter downwash on the plateau below here. They were secluded on this peak during the daytime, and took out our patrol only moments before they were extracted. No doubt they are safely within imperialist lines in Iraq by this time.”
“Your man was supposed to prevent this!” Larijani exploded suddenly, his confidence returning with his feeling of safety.
“My man? BEHDIN?”
“Yes!”
“Another few years in the field, sir, and you will find that the impossible cannot be prevented. No doubt there were extenuating circumstances that prevented his further communication with us.”
“Tehran must hear of this,” the colonel continued, still fuming.
Hossein sighed, his eyes locking with those of the young man. “Never fear, my colonel. They will…”

9:56 P.M. Baghdad Time
The Pave Low

“Ladies and gentlemen,” Major Padilla announced over the helicopter’s intercom, “we’ve crossed the Iraqi border. We’re in friendly territory now. ETA in Q-West is thirty minutes.”
Harry allowed himself a weary smile, leaning back against a crate of machine-gun ammo stationed near the pintle-mounted 7.62mm. Time to stand down.
Reaching over, he removed the clip from the ammo port of his AK-47 and separated rifle from ammo. His pistol remained at his hip, loaded as it always was, mission-status notwithstanding.
The archaeologists were huddled together toward the back of the cabin, their faces still showing bewilderment from the events of the last forty-eight hours.
The roar of the Pave Low’s turbos made conversation impossible, which was just as well, from Harry’s point of view. There wasn’t a great deal he wished to discuss, at least nothing that couldn’t wait for the debriefing at Q-West.


Someone had betrayed his team. And he had lost a man because of it. There was nothing in all that to take pride in. Nothing at all…

11:25 P.M. Tehran Time
The camp

Perhaps they expected him to sleep, Thomas pondered, sitting down upon the rude wooden cot in the corner of his room. Cell would be a more appropriate name for it, for that’s what it was.
At least an hour had passed, he surmised, maybe more, it was impossible to tell. His Doxa dive watch had been taken from him, along with the rest of his belongings, including his clothes. His tradecraft told him they were likely burning them, well away from the camp, to destroy any possible electronic tracking devices. In their place he was wearing a pair of jeans and a t-shirt loaned him by Badir’s grandson. His request for shoes had been turned down with the smile from Sirvan. Whatever their plans for him, they had no intention of him going anywhere without them, and despite his physical stamina, Thomas doubted that he could make it through the terrain barefoot.
The room wasn’t wired. He had been searching for a bug ever since his “hosts” had departed and hadn’t found one yet. Just stark concrete block.
Thomas leaned back against the cot, taking off the t-shirt to ball up and use as a pillow. He needed rest before he could try anything. Haste would accomplish nothing.

2:30 P.M. Eastern Time
CIA Headquarters
Langley, Virginia

The phone on Director Lay’s desk rang suddenly and he reached over to press the speaker button. “Yes?”
It was Carter’s voice. “We just got confirmation from JSOC. The Pave Low is on the ground in Iraq. Hostages and remaining team are safe.”
Good, Lay thought, a sigh of relief escaping his lips. Relief, however, was a transient feeling. Back to business. “Is Petras in position?”
“Yes, sir.”
“Have her set up a video uplink from the base to us. I want to be patched into the debriefing live, along with Director Kranemeyer.”
“I believe the uplink is already on-line. I can stream it through into your terminal when the team is ready to start.”
“Do it.”

10:34 P.M. Baghdad Time
Q-West Airbase
Northern Iraq

Harry and his team were down the rear ramp of the helicopter almost as soon as it was lowered. Each of his men had a hostage by the arm, leading them down the ramp. To safety.
A line of Marines was drawn up about fifty feet from the chopper and a tall woman stepped from among them at the team’s approach. She looked to be in her mid-forties, perhaps a touch older, dressed in a business-like blue pantsuit that seemed strangely incongruous there on the desert airbase. Her gaze never wavered as the rotor wash continued to swirl around her, kicking up a veritable sandstorm.
“As I live and breathe,” Harry murmured, recognizing the CIA’s Chief of Station(Baghdad). “It’s Rebecca Petras.”
“Mr. Nichols!” she greeted, shouting to make herself heard as the Pave Low shut down behind them. “You will please turn over your weapons, gentlemen. Leave them with the Marines.”
She moved past Harry toward the hostages, but he turned to face her. “What’s going on here, Petras?”
Their eyes locked together and he felt her gaze wash over him. “Your team is being isolated, Nichols. Langley needs answers for what happened out there. Do we have a problem with that?”
“No, ma’am,” Harry replied, biting his tongue to suppress the retort that sprang to his lips. No matter the folly being perpetrated here, angering her wasn’t going to get him anywhere.
He turned away, unclipping his holster to hand the Beretta over to a fresh-faced Marine corporal.
“Briefing room, Mr. Nichols,” Petras ordered as she moved back past him after ensuring that the hostages’ needs were being seen to by Navy corpsmen. “Fifteen minutes.”
“Roger that.”
Harry felt a presence at his shoulder and turned to find the newly disarmed Hamid standing there, his gaze following the retreating form of the CIA official.
“Any idea what’s going on?”
“No.” Harry shook his head. “But they sent her, and we both know what that means.”
A faint spark of humor glinted in the Iraqi agent’s eyes as he nodded. “Brace for storms.”

2:43 P.M. Eastern Time
NCS Operations Center
Langley, Virginia

“Uplink completed. Time to briefing-four minutes.” Kranemeyer acknowledged the message with a nod. This, the debriefing, the after-action report, was nearly as important as the mission itself. Particularly when as many things had gone wrong as had on this particular mission.
“Boss.” Kranemeyer turned to find his communications officer standing in the doorway of his cubicle.
“What is it, Michelle?”
“I just received the status update on Parker.” He could tell from the look on her face that the news was not good.
“And?”
“Both trackers we were using to pinpoint his location stopped transmitting twenty minutes ago.” There was a distinct look of worry on her face and for a moment the DCS wondered if there wasn’t a touch more than professional concern for Thomas’ well-being in play here.
If there was, there wasn’t time to worry about it. “Do we have a fix on his last location? Or shall I say, the last location of the trackers.”
She nodded. “It’s a cave about eighteen kilometers north of the PJAK camp that Azad Badir has made his headquarters.”
“Clearly,” Kranemeyer stated, his tone insufferably calm, “Badir doesn’t want us to know our man’s exact whereabouts.”
“But we’re on his side,” Michelle replied.
He shook his head, a grim smile crossing his face. “Azad Badir is a canny old goat-hasn’t survived this long in that region by trusting anyone. Which, incidentally, is a good example to follow. Back-time the satellite to see if you have anything from the timeframe. He’s more than likely covered his tracks, but…” Kranemeyer shrugged. “See what you can find.”
“Yes, sir.”
He turned back to his terminal just as the video uplink went live and the face of Harold Nichols filled the screen.
“Mr. Nichols,” the disembodied voice of Rebecca Petras began, “you’re on with Director Lay and Director Kranemeyer. I have been requested by Director Lay to oversee the debriefing from Operation TALON. Shall we begin at the beginning?”
The devil danced in the agent’s eyes, a faint sardonic smile flickering across his face. “That sounds logical.”

Four hours later, it was the face of Jack Richards before the camera as the debriefing continued.
Director Lay’s brow furrowed as the agent answered a question posed by Petras, and he toggled the voice-over-internet mike.
“Let’s go back, Richards,” he interjected. “You and Agent Sarami were tasked with blowing the base camp’s fuel supplies. Correct?”
A nod was the only reply.
“Yet, one of the tankers escaped. How did that happen?”
Richards hesitated, clearly uncomfortable with the direct question. “It was parked at some distance from the others-too far to rely on chain ignition. We had to blow it separately, and something went wrong with the charges. Simply put, we fouled up.”
Kranemeyer broke onto the live feed. “I am going to assume that in the interests of time, the tactical responsibility for the tankers was split between the two of you. Is that an accurate assumption?”
Another nod.
“Then, the tanker that failed to ignite, in whose area of responsibility did it lie?”
Lay could see the reluctance in Richards’ eyes. These men were like a brotherhood, and though a rookie, Davood Sarami was already far more accepted than a man like himself could ever be.
Finally the Texan’s eyes lifted to face the webcam, all emotion gone from their black depths.
“Agent Sarami’s.”
“Thank you, Agent Richards. Please continue, Rebecca.”

Rebecca Petras glanced from the clock on the wall back to the CIA officer in front of her. The debriefing had been going on for five and a half hours.
Davood Sarami was the only member of the NCS team that she had never met before, and she had studied his dossier during the helicopter flight up from Baghdad.
Overall, if she were going to find out anything irregular that had happened on the mission, the rookie would likely be her source. She had worked with Nichols in Basra back in ‘05, when she had first arrived on station and he was running spec-ops liaison with the military.
Technically, that put her in charge of his operation, but the two of them had never quite seen eye to eye on where the division in command fell.
They had hardly hit it off well back then and the hour-and-a-half long debrief of him she had just conducted had done nothing but convince her that the years had not changed him.
He was still as aloof and impenetrable as he had ever been, and Rebecca had little doubt but that he had told her exactly what he wanted her to know. Nothing more. Not that he would deliberately jeopardize national security, she believed, but his loyalty to his fellow team members might cause him to neglect certain facts. Perhaps.
Loyalty. The other thing she remembered about Nichols was his ability to command intense personal loyalty from those who followed him into battle. A useful asset, to be sure, but as she had noted in a fitness report back during the Basra days, it had its dangerous points.
She had known from the start of the debrief that nothing would be said by his fellow team members to reflect negatively on Nichols. She had hoped the new man would be another story, but so far it wasn’t working.
Her eyes flickered to the computer monitor at her side. A speech-to-text program was running on-screen, transcribing every word spoken during the debriefing for later review.
“Agent Sarami, you said earlier that you had lost your team radio. Could you elaborate more for us on the manner in which you lost it?”
She saw a look of surprise flicker across the young man’s face. It was an old interrogation trick. Move past a topic as though it was unimportant, and then return to it unexpectedly. And despite what everyone might wish, debriefing was very much like an interrogation.
“I don’t really know. I remember having it as I descended into the canyon toward the helicopter to rescue Colonel Tancretti, but that’s all I remember. Both of us were knocked to the ground by the explosion of the helo’s fuel tanks and the headset was gone when I regained consciousness.”
“So you believe that you lost it sometime either during your rescue of Colonel Tancretti or the subsequent explosion?”
“That is correct.”
The snare was set. Now to coax the quarry within. Rebecca lifted her gaze to look coolly into the young agent’s eyes. “According to Agent Nichols, he attempted to contact you while you were in transit to the crash site, prior to the explosion, and you did not answer. Is that an accurate statement?”
Once again the look of surprise, this time not unmingled with hurt. “I don’t understand how I could have missed a transmission-although I suppose it is possible-perhaps I had already lost the radio by that time.”
At that moment, the rabbit was well within the snare. “Perhaps,” Petras began hesitantly, springing her trap, “you would give us your assessment of Agent Nichols’ performance on this mission?”

Director Kranemeyer sighed wearily as Petras escorted the Iranian-American agent from the room in which the debriefing had taken place and turned to face the camera once again. He reached for the cup of coffee on his desk and made a face. It was cold.
“I could have told you it was pointless to try that tack,” he spoke into the mike, addressing Petras.
Her head came up from her monitor. “I would beg to differ, Director. Someone betrayed this mission, either deliberately or through an inadvertent breach of protocol-either way, it is imperative that we find the person responsible.”
“It is also imperative that we don’t waste time attempting to crucify the man responsible for salvaging the mission from disaster,” Kranemeyer replied heatedly. “I’ve read your dossier, Petras. I know you and Nichols have a history back to Basra, but now is neither the time or place to be satisfying personal grudges.”
There was not a flicker of reaction in her eyes as she stared back into the camera. “My report will be filed with the DD(I) in the morning.”
“When will the hostages be debriefed?” This time it was Director Lay asking the question.
“Sir,” Rebecca Petras responded, “it is currently well past four in the morning here-and no one has had any sleep. The hostages have been taken into protective custody by Colonel Foreaker’s Marines and I hope to interview them tomorrow-later today,” she corrected herself.
“Thank you, Ms. Petras. Please forward the tapes to my office when you complete the interviews. And make sure you contact your counterpart at the Australian consulate to notify them of Rachel Eliot’s rescue.”
“Of course, sir. Petras out.”

Early morning
The camp

Thomas rolled onto his side, his eyes adjusting to the darkness of his cell as he came awake. What time it was, he had no idea, but he felt rested, so it must be near dawn.
He swung his legs off the cot and sat up, his bare feet brushing against the cool earth of the floor.
Something had gone wrong-that was about the only thing of which he was sure. Perhaps the man who had met him was not even the CIA’s contact. Perhaps they had been compromised. Perhaps-the questions were endless.
Could he have imagined himself here fifteen years ago? Hardly, he thought, a sardonic grin crossing his boyish face. A desert cell, rugged tribesemen?
No, back then the Middle East’s only importance to him had been what it did to the oil futures. He had been the manager of a Wall Street investment firm in those days, a true wunderkind in the eyes of some. Certainly no one could have denied that he had a knack for the market and his pioneering market trading website had raked in subscribers by the thousands in the late ‘90s.
By the age of twenty-two, he had been a multimillionaire, a fortune built on a shrewd grasp of both the market and information technology. Shrewd enough to survive the bursting of the Dot-com bubble when so many of his competitors had gone under. A young man of unbelievable potential, with a bright future ahead of him.
That bright future had choked in the dark clouds of ash rising from the Trade Center Towers. In Asia on a business trip at the time of the terrorist attacks, Thomas had returned to New York to find many of his colleagues dead, the Fortune 500 company he had built his life upon in shambles.
And he had thrown himself into the fray, working feverishly to reestablish the company and hire new people to fill the shoes of the dead. Yet the Street had lost its lure-the game no longer satisfied in the way it once had.
Nine months later, turning over the revived company to new management, he left Wall Street for good, a man adrift.
Thomas sighed, stretching in the darkness. Remembering. He had left Wall Street with no idea where he was going or what he wanted to do when he got there. All that had once satisfied him was empty, no longer fulfilling. Restoring the company had been one thing-he had owed that to his investors. Continuing on the Street was a different proposition entirely.
And then he met Bernard Kranemeyer at a Heritage Foundation dinner one snowy evening in Philadelphia.
He grinned at the memory. Kranemeyer had been anything but eager for Thomas to join the reorganizing Directorate of Operations. The Agency, he had found, had reservations about recruiting someone motivated largely by bitterness. And Thomas had fought serious doubts of his own. Before heading to the Farm that spring he had never fired a gun in his life. How fast that had changed…
The sound of a key in the door jarred Thomas back to the present, a bright glare nearly blinding his eyes as the light came on.
“Good morning, Mr. Patterson.” It was Sirvan, a plate of food in one hand and a 9mm in the other.
“I trust you slept well?”
Thomas shot him a look of disbelief, then accepted the plate and utensils. All plastic, he noted, not a one of them serviceable as a weapon. “Decently, thank you.”
“My grandfather wanted me to offer his sincere apologies for the way we have been forced to treat you.”
“Forced?” Thomas asked, his voice rich with irony. “I didn’t see anyone forcing you. Or perhaps I didn’t look hard enough.”
To his surprise, the young Kurd looked embarrassed by his retort. “The CIA director agreed to deliver a shipment of weapons to us in exchange for your safe return. My grandfather is a cautious man and believes we should keep you here until we have the proofs of your government’s good faith.”
“I see. So you’re not going to sell me out to the Iranians?”
“We discussed it,” Sirvan responded with an alarming frankness. “However, it is difficult to see what might be gained. To parley with them would be like juggling with scorpions, Mr. Patterson. No matter how carefully done, you will be stung in the end.”
Thomas chuckled. “I’m glad to hear that. Am I to stay here, then, until the weapons arrive?”
“No. Once you have finished your meal I will be happy to escort you around the camp. We have no objections so long as you do not stray beyond the perimeter. In which case, you will be shot.”
“Really?” Thomas’s eyebrows shot up. “And what would happen to your precious weapons in that case?”
“We would undoubtedly lose them, of course. But those are my grandfather’s orders, and they will be followed. Make no mistake of that.”
“Of course,” Thomas replied, shoveling the food into his mouth with the fork that had been provided him. “That is quite understandable…”

7:00 P.M. Baghdad Time
Q-West Airfield
Northern Iraq

The knock came at the door just as Harry had taken a razor to the week-old beard enshrouding his face.
“A message for Harold Nichols, sir.” It was a young woman, one of the orderlies he had seen with Petras the previous evening.
“That would be me.”
“I’ll need you to sign for it, sir,” the brunette replied, extending the clipboard to him.
Harry took it, briefly scrawling his name across the cover sheet before reading the message beneath. When he had finished, he handed it back to her with a smile. “Give Ms. Petras my regards.”
“Of course, sir.”
Harry closed the door behind her and strode across the room to an adjoining door. He rapped hard on the wooden paneling.
“Yes?” came Hamid’s voice.
“Get everybody up and moving. We’ve got a plane to catch.”

8:25 A.M. Tehran Time
The base camp

Devastation. That was the only word Hossein could find to describe it. Even now, forty-eight hours after the commando strike, his soldiers were still repairing the damage.
And despite his confident words to Larijani the previous night, he was far from sure that Tehran would smile upon his part in it. More than likely, he would be relieved of command. And then…
He didn’t like to dwell upon it.
“Major! Major Hossein!” He turned to find a sergeant running across the plateau toward him, a satellite phone in his hand.
“Who is it?” Hossein asked, reaching out his hand.
The soldier’s eyes were wide as he handed the phone over. “It-it is the Supreme Leader himself…”
The major stiffened, his mouth suddenly dry. “Give it here,” he whispered. The Ayatollah Isfahani was the last person he had wanted to hear from this morning.
“Good morning, sir.”
“Is it?” the elderly voice on the other end of the phone asked skeptically. “Major Hossein, I need you to come to Qom immediately.”
Hossein paused, but only for a moment. Despite the rise to power of the IRGC and Mahmoud Shirazi, the Ayatollah was still a man to be feared. And obeyed. “Of course.”
“There is a Colonel Harun Larijani there at your base. I am authorizing you to requisition his helicopter for you to fly here.”
“Where do I meet you?”
“Fly directly to my home. You are to go dark, major. I want you to discuss this call with no one, is that understood? As far as anyone knows, you are flying to your execution.”
“Sir?”
“The Americans have escaped, major. The President will be looking for a scapegoat, and believe me when I say his gaze will not settle upon the incompetence of his nephew.”
“You mean-Larijani?”
The voice that replied was heavily laced with sarcasm. “Surely, major, you did not believe that he earned his rank through his skills as a tactician? Now, we must hurry-I will expect you at my residence by noon. Any questions?”
There were many, but none that Hossein believed diplomatic or safe to ask. “No.”
“Good. And remember, major, not a word to anyone. You’re a condemned man. Act the part.”
Hossein thumbed the “end” button on the phone and shook his head. Very little of what he had just been told made any sense. Or perhaps it did, in the twisted corridors of power that the Ayatollah inhabited. He would be there soon enough…

7:35 A.M. Local Time
Along the beach
Tel Aviv-Yafo, Israel

The salt breeze rippled through Avi’s hair as he jogged along the nearly deserted beach. It was a morning ritual for the Mossad chief, an iron refusal to bow to the increasing demands of his aging body.
“So, what is the latest after-action report from RAHAB?” he asked of the aide panting at his side. Shoham suppressed a quiet smile as the young man struggled to catch his breath sufficiently to reply. He might be getting older, but he could still set a pace that would put young men to the test.
Some young men, he reflected, casting a critical eye on the bodyguard flanking him on his right, matching his stride effortlessly. There were a full score of Mossad agents spread along the narrow beach, deployed to ensure his safety.
“We-we’re getting the first daytime sat shots now,” the aide gasped out. “It would appear that the Iranians are still cleaning up the damage.”
“We knew that-any indication as to who caused it?”
“No. Another of our satellites picked up abnormal activity at the American base at Q-West late last night.”
“Such as?”
“An MH-53J took off from the airfield at approx twenty hundred hours local time last night, flying north, then turning west before disappearing off the edge of our sat coverage. It returned at a little over two hours later.”
Avi kept jogging, slowly turning over the information in his mind. The MH-53J was a Special Forces helicopter-but the Americans had a large Special Forces presence in Iraq, so that by itself was indicative of nothing.
“Did it show up elsewhere?” The aide ducked his head, gulping in air, then gasped a “no”.
“Th-there is one other thing, sir. SIGINT assets reported a spike in activity at the helicopter base south of the Iranian base camp at 2200 Tehran time, followed by more activity at the airfield in Tabriz.”
“What type of activity?” Shoham asked. SIGINT, which stood for SIGnals INTelligence, monitored Iranian communications.
“Units were being scrambled and sent airborne-gunships, fighters-our photoanalysts are trying to determine whether they may have even scrambled their F-14s.”
Avi chuckled in disbelief. Given to the Shah in the ‘70s by the American government, the once state-of-the-art F-14 “Tomcat” fighter planes were barely flyable now, shoddy maintenance and lack of replacement parts taking an inevitable toll. His mind returned to the matter at hand.
“They were reacting to a penetration of their airspace,” he observed coolly, slowing as he made the turn of the beach to head back to their SUV.
“The Americans?”
“Perhaps,” Shoham whispered, his mind occupied with other thoughts. If it had been the Americans, then perhaps they had rescued the remainder of the archaeological team. There was no certainty, but then again, there never was. The odds were good enough to bet on.
“We getting anything actionable from SCHLIEMANN?”
The aide shook his head. “No. Nothing at all.”
“I see,” was the Mossad chief’s only reply. Roll the dice…

9:47 A.M. Tehran Time
The PJAK camp
Northwestern Iran

Thomas blinked as the morning sun struck him full in the face. Sirvan stepped aside, leading him out of the mouth of what Thomas slowly realized had been a cave.
The PJAK camp was nestled in a valley of one sort or another, perhaps a mile in breadth at the widest point, clumps of trees and scrub brush breaking the monotony of the arid terrain. Steep, craggy mountains of sheer-faced rock towered on both sides of the valley, shielding them from effective aerial assault. At the foot of the cliff, off to his right, a small herd of six or seven donkeys were tethered to a leafy bush that they were in the process of devouring.
The smell of smoke reached his nostrils and Thomas turned to see a cooking fire not ten meters away.
“Good morning, Mr. Patterson.” It was Azad Badir, kneeling by the fire, a half-eaten plate of rice in his hands. He scooped the last few bites into his mouth and rose. “We march in fifteen minutes,” he announced, addressing Thomas. “Make sure you’re ready.”
A grin tugged at the corner of Thomas’s mouth. “I’m not sure I can do that, boss. Your men have left me with so much to pack.”
Azad Badir threw back his head and laughed, clapping Thomas on the shoulder. “A man with a sense of humor. I like you, Mr. Patterson-life leaves us with little to laugh at here in Kurdistan.”
Thomas’s eyebrows went up. “But I take it my likeability would not spare me should I choose to part company with your people at this point?”
Badir smiled. “That is correct. I will not demean you by binding your hands, but I must assure you that if you stray from the line of march, you will be shot out of hand. My people rarely miss.”
“A comforting thought.” Thomas’s gaze shifted, caught by an object resting beside a nearby fire. It was a British-made Parker-Hale M-85 sniper rifle. He hurried over to it before either man could stop him.
“Where did you get one of these?” he asked, picking up the rifle and looking back toward them. Neither one was smiling.
It seemed as though every eye in the camp was suddenly focused on him, the Kurds frozen in place, waiting for an order from their leader.
Finally, at a nod from Badir, Sirvan advanced to take the rifle from Thomas’s hands. “We have our friends in Europe, Mr. Patterson.”
“It’s a good weapon,” Thomas observed objectively. “I used one of them in Latin America a few years back. Who’s your sniper?”
“I am,” a voice announced before either man could respond. Thomas’s head swivelled to the left to see Estere standing there, tucking her long black hair beneath the camouflage ball cap she wore.
“Then may I compliment you on having such a fine weapon,” Thomas replied, adroitly concealing his surprise.
“You may,” she retorted, crossing the camp to take the rifle from Sirvan’s hands, “so long as you leave it alone. You might break it.”
Cradling the M-85 in her arms like one might a child, she turned her back on the men and went back to kneel beside her bedroll.
Thomas turned to find Azad Badir regarding him with an amused smile. “We march in ten minutes, Mr. Patterson. Don’t wander off.”

11:45 A.M.
The Residence of the Supreme Ayatollah
Qom, Iran

“Time?” The Supreme Leader, Ayatollah Yousef Mohaymen Isfahani, asked, turning to the attendant at his side.
“Fifteen minutes until noon,” the man replied, bowing deeply. Isfahani acknowledged his words with a nod, looking northward from the portico as though fancying he could see the approaching helicopter.
Failing in that, he turned away, placing both hands on the balustrade as he glanced into the courtyard beneath him. So much had changed in the last few years. And the world had barely noticed.
Gone was the theocracy that had ruled Iran for over three decades. Not truly gone, perhaps, but gutted of all true power. Men might still call him the Supreme Leader, but he was a figurehead, little more.
This meeting had the potential to change all that. A chill ran through his aging body, despite the pounding heat of the noonday sun. It was a terrible risk.
He smiled with a grim humor. The West was too consumed with its worsening economic troubles to keep track of events in Iran. And outwardly, little had changed in the years since a military cabal had seized power in Tehran. Led by then-general Mahmoud F’Azel Shirazi, the conspirators had succeeded in corrupting large numbers of the Revolutionary Guard and regular army to their cause. The revolt had been sudden and swift, leaving the ayatollahs with no time to react.
Those few Western press agencies that had taken notice had hailed the end of Iran’s theocracy in terms of the demise of radical Islam in Iran.
The Ayatollah’s lip curled upward in a sneer of disdain at the memory. The fools! Had they bothered to investigate Shirazi and his compatriots, their blood would have run cold. Despite his apparent interest in increased openness to the West, Mahmoud Shirazi was odds-on the most radical leader Iran had ever seen.
The twelfth imam. To some Iranians the concept was more figurative than literal, just as some in the Christian world regarded the revelations of John to be allegorical in nature.
Others saw him as their messiah, who would return in the midst of apocalypse to save true believers. And still others believed that they must bring about that apocalypse to usher in his return…
Isfahani sighed at the reflection. It was a theological debate that traced its roots back to the very foundations of the Islamic faith. The world of Islam had begun to fracture before the body of its Prophet had even cooled.
On the one hand, there were those who believed that in the absence of a directly appointed successor, one should be elected from among their ranks. Their name, Sunni, clearly indicated that they felt they had chosen the “Right Path”.
On the other hand, however, a minority faction of Mohammed’s close followers and kin put forth the idea that a close relative of the Prophet should succeed him and named Hazrat Ali, a cousin and son-in-law of Mohammed, as successor.
Looking back, the ayatollah thought, the debate seemed trite, but it had split Islam in two. In the midst of a bloody civil war, Hazrat Ali, the “Lion of God”, had been slain by Sunni assassins, who then replaced him with one of their own luminaries. The partisans of Ali withdrew in defeat, to become a persecuted minority, known as the Shiah, a name taken from the Arabic word for partisan.
But they had kept the bloodline pure, through the ravages of war, persecution, and assassination. Over the following two centuries, eleven men carried the title of imam in the Shiite world. Eleven men-warriors, scholars, and theologians. Descendants of Hazrat Ali and pure of both blood and faith.
And then there were twelve.
What mark this twelfth imam might have left on the world was unknown-or rather, as Shirazi and his followers believed, yet to be seen.
He had been a lad of four years old when he disappeared down a well in the year A.D. 874, never to be seen again. But what might have been written off as a tragic accident took a different shape in the Shiite mind. The twelfth, and last, of the imams had not fallen to his death. Nay, rather, he had been occultated or hidden away by Allah until his return at the end of the world, when he would return in a flaming vengeance to cleanse the earth of unbelievers.
He heard the helicopter before he saw it, the steady drumbeat of the rotor intruding itself upon his thoughts.
The old man’s eyes brightened. “That should be Major Hossein now,” he said, turning to his attendant. “Bring him to me as soon as he lands.”

10:20 A.M. Local Time
C-141 Starlifter
Final approach to Ramstein Airbase, Germany

The small knot of men in Air Force uniforms near the back of the Starlifter’s cargo hold bore no resemblance to the men that had just spent two days deep inside hostile territory.
Hostile territory, Harry mused, running a hand over his smooth-shaven chin. Completing the job had been necessary to once again pass himself off as an Air Force colonel, despite the lack of time.
With Rebecca Petras in the picture, he very much fancied himself still in hostile territory. Or at least less than friendly.
From the looks on the faces of his fellow team members, he knew they were thinking the same thing. Such was the world of an operator. Caught on the knife’s edge between the cold, hard facts of life in the field and the political maneuvering of bureaucratic desk jockeys more interested in advancing their own careers than protecting their country’s interests.
Not that it mattered in the end. Going in, they had known the score. They had done the job they had been given to do. Now the trick was to survive the fallout.
“What’s our play, boss?” Hamid asked.
Harry smiled. It was sometimes difficult to imagine the football-crazed Zakiri as a kid growing up in Saddam Hussein’s Iraq. As with most of those who’ve learned English as a second language, Hamid’s speech was very proper and correct, but when slang slipped in, it was invariably sports-related.
The question remained. “Keep our mouths shut,” Harry replied, answering it. “Answer everything they ask-volunteer nothing more.”
“It’s our duty to help them in any way we can,” Davood blurted out, a look of surprise on his face as he glanced up. “We’re all on the same side.”
Harry and Tex exchanged a quiet smile, then Harry responded. “You think so? Get a few more missions under your belt before you go drawin’ those conclusions. We’re a team. We think like a team, we act like a team, we depend on each other. Why? Because no one’s on our side-and don’t fool yourself into thinking any different. Each other-that’s all we can count on. Do you understand?”
Davood looked from one team member to another, then responded with a quiet, “Yes.”
With the same grim smile on his face, Harry reached out and clapped a hand on the young man’s shoulder. “Good. Let’s stick together on this. We’re a team.”
Yet even as he said the words, Harry could see the doubt in Davood’s eyes. He was young, he was inexperienced, and perhaps worst of all, trusting.
Just above them, the “Fasten Seatbelts” light came on and the men retreated to their seats to prepare for landing. Harry watched the young agent out of the corner of his eye as he collected his personal effects. Recognizing the danger there.
Trust. It was the currency of human relationships, perhaps the most basic and sacred element of personal life. Extended to the wrong people, he had seen it kill. Often enough to question whether there were any “right” people.
Harry turned away, looking out the window as the Starlifter’s wheels touched down on German soil. These were his people. His team. And he would do whatever it took to protect them. They would do the same for him…

12:23 P.M. Tehran Time
The Holy Shrine of Hazrat-e Ma’sumeh
Qom, Iran

The last echoes of the muezzin’s call had scarcely died away when an attendant scurried forward to retrieve the prayer mat. Isfahani rose, looking toward the golden dome of the shrine.
He cast a sidelong glance at the man rising next to him, a cool appraisal. The ayatollah had long prided himself in his ability to take the measure of a man in a single glance.
Major Hossein was proving measurably more difficult. He was a tall man, his features undeniably Persian.
Farshid. His name too was Persian, not Islamic, taken from the secular Shahnama saga, and meaning “bright as the sun”.
Bright as the hope flickering in the ayatollah’s heart.
They made a strange couple as they, flanked by Isfahani’s bodyguards, walked across the square toward the mural-bedecked cemetery of the Martyrs.
The holy man and the warrior.
“You understand why I have brought you here, do you not?” The ayatollah asked a few short moments later, gesturing to a mural of a slain fighter, fallen, like all the rest in this cemetery, during the Iran-Iraq War.
The major nodded, his face well-nigh expressionless, the only trace of nervousness visible in the twisting of the coral beads between his fingers.
He is not a religious man, Isfahani realized with a sudden start, recognizing the awkwardness with which Hossein handled the tasbih, the Muslim equivalent of the rosary, a beaded recitation of the hundred names of Allah. For a moment, doubt smote his heart, but he pushed it aside with an effort. The will of Allah would be fulfilled regardless.
“They died fighting, major. Fighting their fellow Muslims. Your own father among them,” the ayatollah finished, a warning lurking in his words. A warning that Hossein’s past was an open book.
A nod was the major’s only reply, for Isfahani had gone on without waiting for one. “It is happening again. Think of it, my son, if these forces were but united against the infidel.”
“ ‘I against my brother,’”quoted Hossein, “ ‘my brother and I against our cousin-my brother, my cousin, and I against the infidel.’”
“Such has always been our weakness,” Isfahani mused bitterly. “Ever since the days of the Prophet. So it will always be. Unity is more than we can hope for, major.”
“Then what is our objective?” Hossein asked, the military man rising to the surface as his confidence returned.
Isfahani turned, his steel gray eyes seeming to pierce to the very soul with the intensity of their stare. “To prevent desecration…”

2:11 P.M. Tehran Time
Northwestern Iran

They had seen the flames shortly after fording the stream. It had taken them two hours to reach this small Kurdish village-or rather what was left of it, Thomas thought, standing in the smoldering ruins. Beyond him lay the body of an aged grandmother, her skull crushed in by a rifle-butt. A couple of feet to her right, the corpse of a small child, face charred beyond recognition by the flames. The odor of burnt flesh hung in the air.
Butchery. The body of an aged man lay across the threshold of his house, a bolt-action Mosin-Nagant clutched in his stiff, lifeless hands. Thomas’s mind registered the futility of the old man’s resistance even as his heart moved in silent admiration of its raw courage.
An eye for an eye and a tooth for a tooth, Thomas reflected. The old laws of vengeance had never died here in the East. He was standing amidst the fruits of it. The ashes of dreams.
Thomas saw several of the women among the PJAK group kneel among the rubble, weeping over the bodies of the dead. Estere was not among them. He turned to find her standing by a shell crater, looking out over the valley, the British-made sniper rifle still cradled in her arms.
“I am sorry,” he whispered, walking up to stand at her shoulder.
It was a long time before she even turned to look at him. “Sorry,” she murmured, almost spitting the word from her mouth. “We have been abandoned here.” Estere turned toward him, and a chill went down his spine at the look in her eyes. “They slay our people as they sleep, and when we strike back, your President calls us terrorists. We fight for our liberty,” she continued, her voice trembling, “nothing more. And nothing less.”
She fell silent once more as Sirvan came up to join them. “Regular army,” he announced grimly. “Likely in retaliation for our ambush two weeks ago.”
A shovel was in his left hand, and he tossed it to Thomas with the words, “Let us bury the dead.”
Thomas took it without a word and followed the young Kurd through the streets of the village. Yet even later, as they dug the graves, he could not get Estere’s face out of his mind. The look in her eyes. He had seen it, so many times before, in the eyes of his comrades through the years. The look of death.
Your President calls us terrorists…

6:04 A.M. Eastern Time
The Oval Office
Washington, D.C.

“So, we’re negotiating with terrorists, are we?”
David Lay lifted his eyes from the folder in front of him to meet President Hancock’s gaze. “PJAK’s status has been a matter of dispute over the years. Under the previous administration, they were removed from the US terrorism watch list.”
“A mistake I was quick to rectify,” Hancock interjected coldly, cutting the DCIA off. “Did you know about this, Lawrence?”
Lawrence Bell, the National Intelligence Director, shook his head slowly. “I was not briefed on the situation till late yesterday afternoon. By then PJAK had already sequestered our agent.”
The President turned back to Lay. “Is there a reason you did not send this through the appropriate channels, director?”
Lay sighed. This was going about the way he had expected. Not well. “With all due respect, Mr. President, the situation was moving very fast. Our man was in danger of being picked up by members of Iran’s Revolutionary Guards. Given that possibility and the difficulties intrinsic to conducting an E amp;E through northwestern Iran, I authorized Director Kranemeyer to work our contacts with PJAK in order to secure our agents’ safety. I believe the actions of my people were necessary to avoid compromising the mission and I signed off on every step,” the DCIA finished boldly, his eyes locking with those of the President.
Hancock traded an irritated glance with the DNI, then turned back to Lay. “One of our agents is in the hands of Kurdish terrorists and you believe the mission isn’t compromised?”
He glanced down at the dossier in front of him, then went on without waiting for Lay to answer. “Director Bell informs me that you established some sort of quid pro quo with Badir in order to secure the return of our agent. What were the terms of this agreement?”
“An agreement pending your authorization, Mr. President,” Lay replied, choosing his words carefully.
“Of course. What were the terms?”
The DCIA took a deep breath. This was going to be the difficult part. “Badir is in need of surface-to-air missiles, or SAMs-Stingers, more specifically. He has requested a shipment in exchange for delivering our agent to our forces in Iraq.”
Hancock’s expression didn’t change. “So,” he said finally, “we’re now paying for the release of a hostage, is that it?”
“I would prefer not to put it in those terms, Mr. President,” Lay said with a grimace. “Look upon it rather as rewarding Badir for his services. One could hardly expect the man to risk his forces for nothing.”
“And when an Iranian airliner is brought down on final approach to Tehran, what then?” the President demanded.
“There will be nothing to tie the missile to us,” Lay responded without the barest hint of compunction. “We can easily forge armory records in Germany to show a theft. In the end, sir, a crate of SAMs is far more deniable than an American agent.”
“I will need time to consider the decision,” Hancock replied finally. “In the mean time, I want you to keep a lid on this thing. Do you understand?”
“Of course. Also, we are launching an internal investigation to determine the source of the leak which initially compromised Operation TALON.”
“Very good, director,” Hancock pronounced. “That will be all, I believe. I’ll let you get back to running your agency.”
“Thank you, Mr. President.” Lay rose, exiting the Oval Office past the Secret Service agents stationed at the door.

Hancock waited until the door closed behind the CIA director before turning to Lawrence Bell.
“Something further, Mr. President?” the DNI asked.
“I think we both know the efficacy of ‘internal’ investigations, Lawrence. Have the FBI launch a probe into the matter…”



Chapter Eight


6:20 A.M. Local Time, September 27th
Lufthansa Flight 298
Over the Atlantic Ocean

Their stay in Germany had been unexpectedly brief, Harry thought, gazing out the window of the Airbus at the predawn sky. The folder tucked securely into his carry-on bag explained why.
The team had been recalled stateside, ordered to stand down “pending an internal investigation.”
Harry didn’t need to guess what that meant. He knew. It wasn’t the first time his team had been subjected to the bureaucratic intrusions of an investigation designed more for the purposes of saving face than arriving at the truth.
Truth. The official motto of the Central Intelligence Agency was taken from the Gospel of John, “For you shall know the truth, and the truth shall set you free.” Harry had often thought they would have been better off going with Pilate’s cynical soliloquy, “What is truth?”
For in the high-stakes poker of espionage and international relations, truth was rarely even on the table, let alone in play. And all players were equally concerned that it remain that way.
The airliner was less than half full, mostly weary businessmen catching the trans-Atlantic flight after a tiring week. He glanced back and caught Hamid’s eye. The agent had put his seat back and was doing his best impression of complete inertia. Harry wasn’t fooled, recognizing the quiet tension in the Iraqi-American’s body, the complete awareness of his surroundings.
The team had come aboard separately, under a variety of new identities assigned to them by the CIA chief of station(Berlin). Harry flipped his wallet open, gazing at the passport of one Todd Winters. A small grin creased his lips as he thumbed through the snapshots placed within by the station’s ever-meticulous staff.
Mighty good-looking woman. Didn’t even know I was married…

11:09 A.M. Tehran Time
The Ayatollah’s Residence
Qom, Iran

Major Hossein felt the presence without turning, that sixth sense that had kept him alive so many times alerting him to the presence of man.
He ignored it, looking out from the balcony across the holy city. It had been almost twenty-four hours since the Ayatollah had laid out before him the sketch of President Shirazi’s plan, but the enormity of it all still stunned him. The audacity of it.
Fortune favors the audacious.
The strike was cunning in its conception, but the practical side of Hossein had detected a fatal flaw from the outset. There was no fall back. If the attack failed and they were implicated in its execution-had an entire nation ever before committed suicide?
Like he was doing now. Hossein rolled the rough coral beads of the tasbih between his callused fingers, mouthing the names of Allah in a silent prayer.

From the doorway, the Ayatollah Isfahani smiled once more at the audacity of the man. There were not many in Iran, even in these days, who would refuse to recognize the entrance of the Supreme Ayatollah. That this major did so was at once testament to both his irreverence and his bravery. Isfahani whispered a quiet prayer that Allah would overlook the one while blessing the other. Everything depended upon his success.
He took two steps out onto the balcony and Hossein turned to meet him, his face stoic.
“Are you ready, major?”
Hossein’s only reply was a brief nod, but Isfahani could see the doubt in his eyes. “You understand why this has to be done, I trust?”
“Yes.”

1:09 P.M.
The mountains of the Alborz

Mobility was the chief asset of any modern army, but the men below them hadn’t been utilizing it to their advantage. Thomas shaded the binoculars with his hands before passing them back to Sirvan, endeavoring to keep sun from glinting off the lens.
They were looking down into the bivouac of a platoon of Iranian soldiers. Two trucks were parked at the edge of camp, clearly the group’s transportation. Not using them to leave the mountains ASAP was going to be their last mistake.
It had taken the Kurdish fighters just under twenty-four hours to catch up with the men who had butchered their fellow villagers. Or at least soldiers like them. No one among the rebels seemed to care, least of all Thomas.
Sirvan placed a hand on Thomas’s shoulder. “You were a sniper?” he asked, recalling their conversation of the previous day.
The American replied with a nod.
“Then remain here and spot for Estere,” Sirvan ordered, handing him the binoculars.
“Don’t I get a weapon?” Thomas asked, a glimmer of hope appearing ever so briefly.
White teeth showed in the Kurd’s swarthy countenance. “I’m sorry, Mr. Patterson. Hawre will remain to provide security.”
And then he was gone, moving silently through the scrub to rally his fighters and organize them for the attack.
Estere was prone in the grass, her eye already on the scope of the rifle as she aimed down the bluff into the enemy camp. Her dark hair was pulled sharply back from her face to keep it out of her eyes.
Thomas crawled to her side, adjusting the binoculars once more to his eyes. The fighter named Hawre knelt less than five feet away and behind them, an AK-47 in his hands.
The mountain had grown silent, the whisper of the wind the only sound of nature remaining. It was the calm before the storm.
It was almost as though Thomas could feel the Kurds moving into position. Though their movements were shielded from his eyes, he had been on enough ops through the years to be able to predict where they would be taking up positions.
He counted a total of forty soldiers in view below them, and there was no way to know whether that was all of them. They might even have a patrol or two out. Thomas stole a glance at the pistol on Estere’s hip, wishing it was in his hand.
There were two soldiers on guard duty by each of the transport trucks. He had just turned the binoculars carefully to examine them when a shot was fired.
It was a signal. At that instant, Thomas heard the well-nigh simultaneous whoosh of two RPGs leaving their tubes, one from each side of the valley. One for each truck.
The trucks exploded a moment later, the fireball nearly blinding Thomas as the bodies of the unfortunate guards were vaporized.
The rifle beside him spat fire as Estere got off her first shot. “Target?”
“An officer,” Thomas stammered out, still trying to recover his vision. “To your right.”
“Range?” she demanded, swiveling the rifle on its bipod to acquire the new target. “I need the range.”
“Hundred and eighty meters,” replied Thomas. Rifle fire filled the air as Sirvan and Badir’s forces descended the slope, as the panicked soldiers tried to rally.
He felt the sniper rifle recoil beside him, watched the officer crumple into the dirt, a clean headshot. Soldiers were falling all around, caught in the ambush.
“Target?”
Something felt suddenly wrong, the hairs on the back of Thomas’s neck prickling even before gunfire exploded behind them.
He turned just in time to see Hawre fall, his body nearly cut in two by bullets. Thomas screamed out a warning, throwing himself toward the fallen Kurd.
Bullets fanned the air near his head as Thomas reached him, grabbing a fragmentation grenade from the dead man’s belt.
Things seemed to slow down, crystallize, as he grasped the situation. Their assailants were sweeping down from the ridge above, acting stupidly, he realized even as he pulled the pin on the grenade. They were bunched up.
He heard the crack of a pistol shot as though through a dream, saw one of the five men stagger. The frag landed among them and Thomas grabbed Hawre’s AK.
Their attackers dove for the ground, seeking whatever cover they could find against the grenade. One man tried to run. The blast caught him square in the middle of the back and he collapsed, screaming pitifully.
Thomas aimed the barrel of the AK up the ridge, seeking out their hiding places. Movement came from a thicket and he squeezed the trigger gently, a burst of fire ripping out from the rifle’s barrel.
The movement stopped.
His eyes scanned the landscape carefully, looking for further threats. Three bodies were in sight. Another perhaps lay dead in the scrub.
That left one. Thomas hit the magazine release and checked on his ammunition supply. Seven rounds remaining. It would have to be enough.
He looked over and saw Estere laying there prone on the hill, a Tokarev pistol clutched in both hands, her eyes focused intently up the slope.
Then he saw it, a betraying movement out of the corner of his eye. A hand reaching for a discarded Kalishnikov about ten meters to his right.
Thomas held his breath, shifting the AK carefully to his shoulder. The man had learned caution, and was crawling forward on his belly, Thomas judged, unable to see anything but the hand.
Time itself seemed to slow down as the man shifted forward. He had almost reached his rifle when he put his head up to look.
Thomas squeezed the trigger twice, sending two 7.62mm bullets crashing through the man’s brain.
Target down. He felt the tension drain from his body and realized suddenly that the palms of his hands were slick with sweat. He didn’t remember being that nervous in years.
Silence. It hit him suddenly, that all the firing, even from below in the camp, had ceased. Estere rose and walked over to where one of the Iranian soldiers lay moaning, his legs nearly torn off by the grenade blast.
She aimed the Tokarev down and pulled the trigger once. The moaning stopped suddenly.
“Estere!” Thomas turned to see Sirvan appear from below, at the head of his fighters, his clothing stained with blood. He swept his sister into his arms, embracing her fiercely.
For a long moment, Thomas stood there, awkwardly, his hands still gripping the nearly-empty AK. Then Sirvan glanced at him over his sister’s shoulder and mouthed a single word.
Thanks.

5:30 A.M. Eastern Time
CIA Headquarters
Langley, Virginia

A light rain was falling as Director Lay’s car wound its way through the network of checkpoints stretching into the bowels of the parking garage. It was shaping up to be an ugly day, not to mention the weather.
The sight of Ron Carter standing next to his parking space did little to lighten his mood. “What’s going wrong now, Ron?” Director Lay snapped, exiting the limousine as his bodyguard opened the door for him.
“I’ve got something you need to see, sir.”
“Don’t you always?” Lay asked, regretting the sarcasm moments after it left his lips. When Carter failed to rise at the sally, the DCIA sighed. “My office or yours?”
“Yours, sir.”
Lay nodded to his bodyguard as they entered the elevator. “Take us up, Pete.”

Not another word was spoken between the two men until the door of Lay’s office closed behind them. “Coffee?” Lay offered.
“No thanks, boss. Any more caffeine in my system and something’s bound to go haywire.”
“Late night?”
“Didn’t go home,” was the succinct reply. “We got this about four hours ago.”
Lay accepted the thick folder, taking a seat behind his desk. “What is it?”
“A report from Dr. Maria Schuyler, over at Bethesda.”
“She’s running their bio-weapons research department, right?” Lay asked, his brow furrowing. “What does she want with us?”
“If you will recall, boss, we had the boys at Intel send over those pictures of the cadaver from the field team. It would appear as though that fell within her purview.”
“The pictures were scrubbed of background data, I trust?”
“Of course, sir. We got another memo from her at 0400, demanding to know where they were taken.”
“Great,” Lay murmured. He was suffering from the beginnings of a headache, and from the looks of the day, it was only going to get worse. “And we replied?”
“We haven’t. I figured you’d better take a look at her data before formulating a response.”
The DCIA opened the folder with a half-hearted gesture. “What did she conclude?”
“That’s something I think you should read for yourself, sir.”

By the time he had finished fifteen minutes later, the blood had largely drained from Lay’s face. His fingers trembled as he tucked the last sheet back into the folder. Outside the window, the rain continued to fall unabated.
“Did you have the Intelligence Directorate run her figures?”
The analyst nodded wordlessly.
Lay pursed his lips together, still staring out the window. “Dear God, they’ve opened Pandora’s grave…”

7:45 A.M.
Dulles International Airport
Virginia

The movies never show you losing your luggage, Harry thought, suppressing an amused smile at the irony of it all. No indeed, the movies never showed the mundane truth of the spy business, and he found that mildly funny. No trace of his humor escaped onto his face, however. He wasn’t a spy. He wasn’t Harry Nichols. He was Todd Winters-average Joe Citizen-and mad as the devil over losing his luggage.
That the aforementioned luggage consisted of a teddy bear for a child he didn’t have, Swiss chocolates for a wife he had never seen, and paperwork for a company he had never worked for was largely extraneous. The average businessman would raise Cain over losing them, and so that was the part he had been assigned to play.
All the world’s a stage. A sharp buzz jabbed at his ribs as his cellphone went off. “Winters speaking.”
It was Hamid’s voice. “Hey, Todd! You just make it in, bro?”
“Yeah, I’m still at the airport. The turkeys over here lost my luggage.”
“Well, hurry on down just as soon as you can. Grandma’s put on the roast in celebration of your return.”
The rest of the team had left the terminal without drawing untoward attention to themselves. Time to exit, stage right.
Out of the corner of his eye, he saw a uniformed man headed toward him, a suitcase in one hand and an oversized, stupid-looking stuffed bear in the other.
“Here you go, Mr. Winters. Somehow they got sent to the opposite end of the terminal by mistake.”
Harry snarled something appropriately ungracious under his breath and stalked off, the very picture of a weary, haggard businessman just off the red-eye, balancing the bear and suitcase with practiced clumsiness.
It was raining outside, a slow miserable drizzle as he wound his way toward the Agency car. Harry slid inside, tossing the bear carelessly onto the seat between himself and Davood. Hamid glanced back from the driver’s seat, a grin splitting his face. “Why if it isn’t Goldilocks and the baby bear!”
Harry leaned back against the seat of the car and shot a murderous look at his friend. “Just shut up and drive.”

As they pulled onto Dulles Airport Road, another car, nearly obscured by the rain, swung out to follow them…

2:56 P.M. Local Time
Mossad Headquarters
Tel Aviv-Yafo, Israel

Shoham turned away from the monitor with a look of sadness in his eyes. “He’s not eating.”
The general’s words had been a statement, rather than a question, but his aide answered anyway. “No, sir.”
“What are we getting from Langley?” Shoham asked, glancing back over his shoulder at the image of Moshe Tal on monitor.
“Officially or unofficially?”
“Unofficially, of course,” the Mossad chief clarified, irritation creeping into his tones. “What are our sources telling us?”
“Virtually nothing, sir.”
“And what do you mean by virtually?”
“If the Americans rescued the other hostages, they’re keeping it a very tight secret. We were, however, able to confirm that they had an NCS strike team deployed during the operational window.”
“Any details?”
“None, except that briefs were sent to General Westheimer with instructions to cooperate fully with the Clandestine Service.”
The commander of the American forces in Iraq, Shoham mused. Interesting. “Locate Lt. Laner for me as soon as possible. I have a few questions he may be able to answer.”

8:25 A.M. Eastern Time
Virginia

Five minutes had passed since Hamid had first noticed the car in back of them, and now Harry was sure of it. They were being followed.
He ran his thumb down the screen of his TACSAT. “Hamid, there’s a gas station 1.5 miles ahead. I want you to pull in there. I’m gonna call Langley and have them run this guy’s tags.”
“Roger that.”
Harry exited from the mapscreen and dialed a number from memory. “Good morning, Hannah,” he said when the encryption sequence finished. “I need you to run a number for me. Yes, it’s got Virginia tags. I’m looking at a brown Ford Taurus, license number: Echo-Yankee-Golf-three-seven-niner. Yes, I know it will take a couple minutes, just do it as fast as you can. Yes, I’ll wait.”
The car slowed, turning off into a small Mobil gas station on the side of the highway. “Hamid,” Harry instructed, covering the phone with his hand. “I want you to go into the store and buy some gas, a couple bagels and a coffee.”
“I’m fresh out of cash, boss,” the agent grinned. “Loan me a twenty?”
Harry rolled his eyes. “Makes that forty you owe me,” he said, placing a bill in Hamid’s outstretched hand.
“Don’t worry-it’s deductible,” was the Parthian shot as Hamid pushed the door open, exiting into the drizzle.
“Yes, Hannah, you’ve got it?” Harry asked, realizing his phone had come alive again. He listened patiently for a moment. “Thank you, that’s what I figured.”
“What did she tell you?” Tex looked back as Harry closed the phone.
“The car is owned by a Richmond rental agency. It’s currently leased out to one of the Beltway Bandits,” he replied, referring to the high-priced consulting firms that had sprung up around D.C over the decades. “She says it would take two or three hours to find out the specifics of who is driving.”
“There it goes.” Davood observed, looking out his window. Sure enough, the Ford Taurus rolled right on past on the highway, its speed unchanged. Harry watched it go, his eyes narrowing as it disappeared into the mist.
“Keep an eye out,” he said finally. “I’m gonna get out and pump.”

“They just turned into a gas station off the Airport Road. I drove on past.”
“Do you think they detected you?” the man asked, speaking directly into his headset as he glanced out past his wiper blades at the rain.
“Impossible to say. This rain made the following distance close.”
The man nodded, thinking through his options. He was running short on time, no matter what he chose. In the end, he opted for confirmation. “Lead to Car Four, take up following position. Car Five, head to the I-495 ramp and wait there for go-orders. I’m headed into the station for VISDENT.”

Harry shifted the nozzle to his left hand, his eyes roving the terrain around the gas pumps. The possibility of a sniper could never be ruled out, but visibility was poor enough to make that unlikely. A sedan pulled into the gas station and Harry shoved his right hand deep into the pocket of his overcoat, his fingers closing around the grip of his Colt.
The car swung around the CIA vehicle and stopped at the pump ahead of them. Harry watched carefully as the driver exited the vehicle, a dark-skinned man perhaps a few years younger than himself.

The shadow looked over to see his quarry staring back at him from five feet away. He recognized the face from the photos he had been shown. Harold Nichols. Field leader of the NCS Alpha Team for the last four years.
Reading his dossier had been one thing. Coming face to face was another.
The CIA man’s right hand was buried in the pocket of his overcoat and the slight bulge told him there was a gun there.
He smiled across at Nichols, the type of world-weary smile strangers might exchange. “Crummy day, ain’t it?”
His quarry responded with a nod and a grin so casual that it almost deceived him. Then he noticed the eyes. They hadn’t changed. He turned back and swiped his credit card to pay for fuel. He might well need it.

Harry replaced the nozzle and screwed the gas tank cap back on, locking it securely in place.
“What’s your take?” he asked, sliding into the back seat of the Agency car.
“Military or law enforcement training,” Tex observed tersely, his eyes still on the sedan in front of them. “Packing a gun in a holster there in the small of his back beneath that Virginia Tech jacket. Of Mediterranean descent by the face.”
Harry nodded. He had picked up on the training, but missed the gun-then again, the men in the car had enjoyed a better line of sight.
“There’s a lot of law enforcement personnel this close to Washington,” Davood interjected, caution in his tones. “Good deal of ex-military in consulting, too.”
Hamid glanced back at the younger man through the rear-view mirror. “Most of them don’t carry-and the cops carry openly.”
“There’s nothing we can do about it here,” Harry said after a moment. “Keep an eye on our six and let’s move it out.”

When they left the gas station, the sedan did not follow. And the black Mercury Sable that eased up alongside as they merged into traffic turned off well before reaching the interstate…

7:09 P.M. Tehran Time
The Alborz Mountains
Iran

Something had passed between them, Thomas realized, glancing over at Estere as they marched along the mountain trail. Something, he knew not what, had changed. He had seen it before-the friendship formed in the crucible of battle. They were comrades, now. And perhaps more.
Sirvan walked a few paces ahead, at the side of a drowsy-looking donkey laden down with munitions. But for the nature of their weapons, Thomas might have thought himself transported back in time. No, the weapons were familiar. He hefted the Kalishnikov in his hand, his fingers gliding across the scarred wood in an almost sensuous caress. He knew this gun. It had saved his life. One among many.
Glancing over, he caught Estere staring at him. She met his gaze unabashed, her lips parting into a teasing smile. He smiled back, chuckling to himself as the fighters continued their march into the mountains. Yes, indeed, perhaps more.

Estere was not the only one who had changed, Thomas thought to himself that night, sitting by the campfire between Sirvan and Azad Badir. The attitude of the entire group had changed toward him. He was one of them now, one of the peshmerga. The loaded AK at his side was his badge of membership. They trusted him now, insofar as they trusted any man.
A chill autumn breeze fanned the fire, sending sparks dancing into the night sky high above their heads. Thomas’s gaze shifted across the burning embers, to where Estere knelt, cleaning her weapon by the firelight. Her fingers moved nimbly as she reassembled the sniper rifle with a speed no sergeant could have faulted.
His mind flickered back, remembering the look in her eyes when she had executed that wounded Iranian earlier in the day. A glance devoid of pity, empty of emotion. She had been a fighter in that instant, focused on one thing and one thing only. The extermination of her people’s enemy.
She glanced up from her work to find him looking at her and a small, secret smile tugged at the corners of her mouth.
He grinned. A fighter, yes, but no less a woman…

10:58 A.M. Eastern Time
NCS Operations Center
Langley, Virginia

“One of the boys over at Intel just pulled this off the Iranian subnet,” Bernard Kranemeyer announced, aiming his remote at a screen on the far side of the room.
The screen came alive as a video began to play-raw, low-definition footage, but the meaning was abundantly clear. They were watching a firing squad.
Harry leaned forward in his chair, puzzled by the direction their debrief had taken. The video only ran for forty-five seconds. The last forty-five seconds of a man’s life.
He watched dispassionately as the DCS hit PLAY again, slow-motion this time as the rifle volley crashed out, leaving the man crumpled like a broken doll against the stone of a courtyard.
“Who was he?” he asked as Kranemeyer turned back toward them, a sheaf of papers in his hand.
“Farshid Hossein, according to the accompanying files,” was the reply. “A major in the Iranian Revolutionary Guards.”
“Do we know him?”
“He was a commander in the Quds Force commandos in Iraq. Personally responsible for the torture and beheading of Sergeant Major Juan Delgado back in ‘06.”
The words struck Harry like a blow. The memories began to flow unbidden through his mind. Delgado. Basra. Operation TURTLEDOVE.
Delgado had been Harry’s #2 on the operation, a Ranger with almost twenty years in the Army. He had run point for the military wing of TURTLEDOVE, an operation designed to drive a wedge between the Quds Force and their Shia base of support in Basra. A big, easy-going man, he and Harry had hit it off well from the beginning.
And then Delgado had been captured. The counter-insurgency operation quickly turned into a search-and-rescue, but it had been fruitless. The NCO had been beheaded within twenty-four hours of his abduction.
“Why don’t I know this name?” Harry asked
“He was known as Abu al-Mawt in Iraq,” came the answer. Harry looked away, his eyes closing, as the scenes came flashing back through the mists of the past. The Father of Death. The masked figure standing behind Delgado as the sword came down.
Well, he had gone to his reward…

9:35 P.M. Tehran Time
The Presidential Palace
Tehran

To be this close. It was almost heady, to be able to smell victory. President Mahmoud F’Azel Shirazi sighed, leaning back into his chair. At the age of 58, Shirazi was a small man, standing about 5' 6", with no discernible paunch. His face was classically Persian, partly hidden behind the greying scruff of a carefully-trimmed beard. He walked with a slight limp, the result of a leg wound suffered during the Iran-Iraq War of the ‘80s.
He had been a young man then, but he was young no longer. The years had taken a toll upon his body.
It would be enough. As it had been revealed unto him in a dream, he would live to see the destruction of the Satan. What more could a man desire?
“Harun,” he said at long last, lifting his gaze to the man standing before him. “It is good to see you.”
Colonel Harun Larijani bowed from the waist, his eyes still fixed on the floor. “Thank you, sir.”
Shirazi smiled, rising from his chair and circling around the desk. “Let us dispense with these formalities, nephew,” he remonstrated, embracing the younger man and gently kissing him on both cheeks in the traditional Middle Eastern greeting. “Your father is well?”
“Yes, my uncle. He is well.”
“He will be proud of you,” Shirazi stated, disengaging from the embrace and returning to his chair. “Sit.”
“Thank you.”
“I assume you’ve seen this?” the Iranian president asked, turning the screen of his laptop around so that his nephew could view it.
“The execution of Major Farshid Hossein? Yes.”
“Your thoughts?”
“I am puzzled by the motivation of Isfahani in this action,” came the ever so cautious reply.
Shirazi nodded. “The Ayatollah is still a very powerful man, and bears watching. He was one of my advisors when we moved Hossein’s Guard detachment in on the Jew and it does not necessarily surprise me that he would seek to take independent action in the wake of this setback. Something like this-very damaging to a man’s pride. Your opinion of Hossein?”
The young man hesitated. “I served with Hossein only briefly, but that was sufficient to impress upon me a man who, although brave, was consumed with his own arrogance. Had he been possessed of enough humility to heed my advice, I feel assured that the Americans would not have escaped.”
It entered Shirazi’s mind that the description of Hossein might apply more accurately to his beloved nephew, but he kept those thoughts to himself. Larijani was a useful tool, competent to obey orders, if not to give them. “Then it will delight you to know,” he said, clearing his throat, “that they did not all escape.”
The look of surprise on his nephew’s face was enjoyable. “Yes, indeed,” Shirazi continued, “one of them is still in our country. Hiding out in the mountains with our old friend Azad Badir.”
“Where?”
The Iranian president stood and walked over to the large map that was spread across one wall of his office. “Somewhere in this circle, by last report.”
“Badir is a fox,” Larijani observed wryly.
“And how do you bring a fox to terms?”
“You lure him from his coverts, into the open where his wiles are of no avail.”
“Exactly!” Shirazi exclaimed, pleased by the response. He reached over and pressed a button on his desk. “Send Dr. Ansari in, please.”

1:03 P.M. Eastern Time
National Navy Medical Center
Bethesda, Maryland

“I’ve got the video feed up, Maria.”
Dr. Maria Schuyler turned to smile at the technician that had just entered the room. “Thanks, Ted. I should be able to take it from there.”
“Sure thing.”
In her mid-fifties, Schuyler had worked as a biochemist at A.I. Dupont for fifteen years before enlisting in the Army following the death of her first husband in the Pentagon on 9/11. Since then, she had become the U.S. military’s leading expert on biological warfare-a job that was typically quite academic. Not today.
With a sigh she turned to her computer and depressed a single key, bringing up the feed. “Good afternoon, director.”
“It isn’t, but I thank you anyway, doctor,” the voice of David Lay replied over the uplink. His face was clearly visible in the webcam, and he looked worried. Very much so.
“I understand.”
“I’m here with the president, Dr. Schuyler. Can you encapsulate your report for him?”
Lay’s face was replaced by that of President Hancock and Schuyler cleared her throat, looking down at her notes. “You must understand, Mr. President, that I have little to go on. All we’re working from is a medium-resolution photograph provided by the CIA, which is hardly enough to make a positive diagnosis.”
“Yes,” Hancock interrupted, “I understand. Your conclusions, doctor.”
“My diagnosis, based solely on photographic evidence, is that the victim was suffering from a particularly virulent case of the pneumonic plague.”
“The Black Death?”
“Essentially, yes, Mr. President, although pneumonic plague is the less common variant, called the Red Death in medieval times. Both it and its more famous cousin bubonic plague are caused by exposure to the bacteria yersinia pestis-the primary difference between plagues being in mode of transmission. Pneumonic plague is caused by breathing in the plague bacteria.”
Hancock cast a glance off-camera, presumably at David Lay. “So, it could be spread in an aerosol?”
His question smote her to the heart. There was something here they weren’t telling her. “Yes, sir. That is one of the scenarios we lined out in wargames last year-the possibility of a bio-terror attack on New York city. We did not use the yersinia pestis bacterium as the base of the scenario, but it would have the same effect.”
Director Lay cut her off before she could ask any questions. “There was a further component to your diagnosis, doctor. Perhaps you could elaborate for the president.”
“Of course. If you will look at the photograph, you will see that every blood vessel in the man’s body is outlined in black. That would indicate that the plague entered the man’s bloodstream before death-we’ve seen that before. However, I have never seen it to such an extent, which leads me to the following conclusion, which is purely speculative. Which is that this man was exposed to a more virulent strain of bacteria than any we’ve ever seen. Far more virulent…”

8:35 P.M.
Parker and Zakiri’s apartment
Manassas, Virginia

“Agent Zakiri just left Langley,” the voice in his headset informed him. “You’ll want to be moving out of there.”
The man nodded his head, toggling the headset mike as he looked around the small apartment. “We’re almost done. Thanks for the heads-up.”
He switched the radio off and walked over to a man standing in front of Hamid’s computer. “Find anything?”
“I’m through his firewall without any trouble,” the tech replied. “Mirroring is almost finalized.”
“All the data is on there?” The leader asked, gesturing to the small thumb drive inserted in the front USB port of the computer’s tower. After all the trouble they had experienced tailing the CIA team earlier in the day, he had expected Zakiri’s computer to be a harder task than it had proved.
“Yes. We can go through it later.”
A man in a black sweatshirt and jeans emerged from the bedroom holding a camera in his hands.
“Everything photographed?”
A quick nod was the only reply. The leader glanced around the room. “Everything back in place?”
Both of his men answered in the affirmative and he smiled grimly. “Then let’s move it out.”



Chapter Nine


9:04 A.M. Tehran Time, September 28th
The Ayatollah’s Residence
Qom, Iran

The dining room of the Supreme Ayatollah’s house was spartan in its furnishings, which was as it should have been. The centuries of Persian decadence had been swept away by the rising tide of the Islamic Republic, and the rich ornamentation once considered traditional had gone with it.
Isfahani sighed, sipping his cup of coffee slowly. Their deception had survived the night, at the very least. And there was no reason why it shouldn’t have. His servants were loyal to him and him alone.
Those that had not been were no longer. They were in Allah’s hands now…
“You slept well, Major?” he asked, without turning to face the man who had just entered the room.
Farshid Hossein responded with a short laugh. “As well as could be expected. For a man supposed to be dead.”
“To be sure. Coffee?”

Hossein nodded. After the events of the preceding twenty-four hours, he would have preferred something stronger-but he had the suspicion that alcohol was not to be found on Isfahani’s premises. And his greatest safety lay in being the best Muslim possible.
The Ayatollah spoke again after pouring Hossein’s coffee into a plain earthenware cup. “You will be leaving today,” he said, calmly announcing the major’s fate as though giving the time of day. “I will provide you with the clothes we give out to supplicants and send you to my home town of Isfahan.”
“And I’m to do what?” Hossein asked, once again surprising the older man with his boldness.
“That will be explained presently. Do you play chess, major?”
An affirmative nod answered the question and the Ayatollah continued, “It is Shirazi’s move. My spies will tell me when he makes it. And then I will know how to instruct you.”
“I will not be acting alone?”
“No. Even in these days, Allah has ordained that I should have my followers. And they will support us when the time comes.”
Hossein shot a skeptical look across the table. “I don’t need religious zealots. I served with enough of them in Iraq to know their limitations. I need trained soldiers, men with experience carrying out this type of operation if we’re to have a prayer of stopping them. A detachment of your bodyguards would be most desirable.”
“I’m afraid that is impossible-my bodyguards are known to Shirazi and under surveillance themselves.” Isfahani pursed his lips together tightly. “Allah will guide our hands, major. We need not fear that he would side with those who would desecrate his shrine.”
He held up a hand for silence as Hossein started to interrupt him. “Howbeit, I did not recruit you with the intention of blithely disregarding your advice. You shall have your soldiers. Do you have any other questions?”
There was a long, awkward pause, then the major spoke. “In 2006, my men and I planted explosives in the Askariya shrine of Samarra, Iraq. Six separate bombs planted in one of the holiest of all Shiite shrines. Yet you sanctioned my operation.”
For a moment, the expression on the old man’s face was as if he had been struck a physical blow. “Times change,” he replied, recovering at long last, “times change, and we are shown the more perfect will of Allah.”

9:25 A.M.
The foot of the Alborz Mountains

The Russian-built Mi-8 transport was in its fiftieth year of service as it swept over the foothills of the Alborz, its engines rattling as though threatening to fall apart.
Colonel Harun Larijani glanced out the door of the chopper, a strut clutched tightly in his white-knuckled grasp as the ground flew by beneath them. Twenty men squatted on the metal deck of the Mi-8, all of them dressed in Iranian army fatigues.
He flashed them a smile that was meant to be reassuring, but his gaze flickered back to the two stainless-steel canisters secured in the back of the aircraft and the smile vanished as quickly as it had come. Memories of the previous night’s audience with his uncle flashed back through his mind and he dropped to his knees there by the door, nearly overcome by a wave of nausea. Bile rose in his throat and he choked it back, pale with the effort.
He could not, no, he would not, vomit in front of his men.
Forcing his mind back to the practicalities of their mission, he bent over his map. They couldn’t be far now. Larijani reached for the biological mask at his side and faced his men.
“You have been instructed in the proper use of these masks. Make sure you follow those instructions to the letter. The bacteria is ingested through the lungs-breathing in even the smallest amount may result in your death. Am I understood?”
He could see in their eyes that they did-several of the men looked well-nigh as sick as he, but he was too far gone to take pleasure in the fact.
He took a deep breath in an effort to stabilize himself before going on. “Secure your masks now. We’re coming up on the target.”

1:19 A.M. Eastern Time
Cypress, Virginia

The jarring vibration of the TACSAT in his ribs woke Harry from a sound sleep. “Nichols,” he answered, awake in an instant. He had trained himself that way.
“Harry, it’s Hamid.”
“Do you know what time it is?” Harry demanded, glancing at the luminous display of his digital clock to assure himself he wasn’t dreaming.
“Yeah, I do. I just got in.”
“What kept you?” Harry asked, feeling unusually sarcastic. “A hot date?”
“You might call it that,” came the unamused reply. “The usual fence-mending after deployment. You know the drill. That’s not why I called.”
“It better not be. There are few things I hate worse than hearing about another man’s love life at oh-one hundred.”
“Could you be serious for a moment, Harry? Someone burgled my apartment.”
“Seriously?” Harry responded, suddenly alert. He swung his feet out of bed and reached for his pants. “Have you called the police?”
“Negative. Nothing was taken, Harry. Nothing at all. But someone was here, maybe more than one person-and they tossed the place good. A pro job-everything just about back where I left it.”
Harry didn’t bother asking what had triggered his suspicions. Every agent had his “tells,” little objects left in places where they would certainly be moved by a searcher-a paper-clip at right angles to the edge of a desk, a piece of thin string near an entrance, an electric cord coiled haphazardly at the foot of a bed, it could have been anything.
“Whoever they were,” Hamid continued, “they had some computer experience. They got through the Level-3 Omega firewall-probably mirrored my drives.”
“Anything critical?”
“I know better than that. Thomas left his laptop in the locker at Langley, so they didn’t get that.”
Harry nodded. “Good. Tell you what-I’ll be over at seven hundred hours and have a look around myself. Not much we can do tonight.”
“Agreed.”
Harry thumbed the kill-button on the TACSAT, laying it on the nightstand as he buckled his pants. It wouldn’t hurt to have a look around, he reflected, reaching under the pillow for his Colt…

7:25 A.M. Eastern Time
CIA Headquarters
Langley, Virginia

Over the years since becoming the DCIA, David Lay had begun organizing his workdays into three categories. There were “bed” days, “garage” days, and “office” days. On a “bed” day, fresh trouble started brewing before he had even awoken. A “garage” day started off with one or more of his analysts meeting him the moment he stepped out of his car in the parking garage. So far, today was shaping up to be an “office” day, in that he had been seated at his desk for twenty minutes with no further issues rearing their ugly heads. Knock on wood.
Not that the issues of the previous day weren’t sufficiently worrisome. And not that Saturday was supposed to be his day off. He had been at the office till eleven o’clock last night, videoconferencing with FBI director Eric Haskel on protocols for a biological attack.
There were no other constructions that could be placed upon what Nichols and the field team had located. The Iranians were prepping for something. Something big. With the known fragility of y. pestis there was the hope that the demolition of the base camp had blown their biological project to kingdom come, but Lay was too old a hand to be willing to count on it.
The phone on his desk rang and he picked it up. “Lay speaking.”
“Sir,” came the voice of his secretary, “I have General Avi ben Shoham on Line Four.”
What does the chief of Mossad want at this time of morning? Lay asked himself. He sighed. So much for a better day. “Put him through, Margaret.”

2:27 P.M. Local Time
Mossad Headquarters
Tel Aviv-Yafo, Israel

“Hold one for the DCIA.” Shoham acknowledged the information briefly, drumming his fingers on the wooden desktop as he waited for the scrambler to connect. It was moments like this he hated-moments of painful indecision. Mercifully, he hadn’t long to wait.
“Good afternoon, Avi.” Shoham smiled at the familiar voice of the CIA director.
“Good morning, David,” he replied, hesitating before he went on. The two men went back a long way-back to the ‘90s when Lay had been CIA chief of station in Tel Aviv and Shoham had been a liaison between their two intelligence agencies. The friendship had become steadily more distant over the years, as the two men climbed the ladder in their respective countries and the number of secrets to be kept grew.
But he was still a man Shoham called “friend”, and there were few of those. Precious few.
“How are things in Israel, Avi?” Lay asked, an innocent pleasantry designed to fill the suddenly awkward silence.
“As usual, David. Challenging. That’s not why I called. There’s been a matter which has come up in the last few days-a matter I believe you could shed some light upon.”
“I’ll do what I can, Avi. You know that.” The general smiled grimly, hearing the edge of reserve come into his friend’s voice.
“It’s not the kind of thing that can truly be discussed over the phone. I would like to set up a face-to-face meeting.”
He could almost hear the American flip open a schedule. “I’m sorry, Avi, but I don’t know when I could do that. My schedule is pretty much set for the next month, and that doesn’t allow for the crises that might demand my presence here.”
“I understand, and anticipated your dilemma. Neither can I leave Israel at this point in time. What I would instead propose is a meeting between our subordinates. In Eilat.”
“When?”
“As soon as possible.”
“I’ll see what I can do. Let me check with Shapiro, my Deputy Director, and I will get back to you.”
“No,” Shoham interjected, abrupt as usual. “I have no interest in a meeting with Shapiro. Here in Israel we prefer to work with people we’ve worked with before, people with an understanding of the situation in the field. People we trust.”
“Who then?”
“Harold Nichols.”
“An NCS team leader? Why?”
“He will be meeting with Lieutenant Gideon Laner, one of my leading operators. A meeting of equals, you might say. He and Nichols worked together in the Bekaa Valley four years ago. I believe you remember the particulars.”
There was a momentary silence on the other end of the line. “Tell me, Avi. Why should I accede to your request?”
“We are like children, David. Each holding pieces of the other’s puzzle. To give the picture meaning we must put our pieces together. Need I say more?”
“No. I will have to determine Nichols’ status, but we will arrange a meeting.”
“Thank you, David. And a good day to you.”
General Shoham hung up the phone with a heavy sigh, glancing across the room and out the window at the deep blue of the Mediterranean. The die had been cast…

7:38 A.M. Eastern Time
A mosque
Falls Church, Virginia

The door to the mosque was unlocked as always. Davood Sarami opened the door and slipped into the foyer, kneeling to remove his shoes. The mosque was a purpose-built structure, replacing the warehouse that had served as the local Islamic community’s house of worship when Davood had first visited two years before. He paused for a moment, taking in the beauty of the architecture. His heritage.
From within, he could hear the sound of a man sweeping and he walked forward, his bare feet padding noiselessly against the rugs. “Peace be upon you and the mercies of Allah. You have returned, my son,” the imam said, without looking up from his dustpan.
Davood just stood there, amused as always by the old man’s perception. “Yes, I have. You knew I would?”
“It is not in you, to depart from the faith of your fathers,” the imam stated, his voice calm and unequivocal.
The young agent leaned against one of the pillars, unsure of what to say. Faithful? He hardly felt that way. Yet perhaps the imam was right. The faith of one’s fathers…
“You are not in trouble, are you, my son?”
A shake of the head was Davood’s reply. “Why?”
The imam glanced up. “There were men here, about noon yesterday. Asking for you. They wished to ascertain what I knew of your past.”
“And you told them?”
“No, my son,” the old man replied slowly. “It is not a sin to lie to the infidel, but rather an act blessed of Allah. I told them nothing of pertinence.”
Davood stood there for a moment, seemingly rooted to the ground, his face pale in the glow of the candles. “Who were these men?”
“They did not identify themselves, my son. Their leader was of average height, dark-haired-of Italian descent, by the looks of him, swarthy, but not as dark as you or I.”
“How were they dressed?”
“Casually enough, the leader wore jeans and a light jacket.”
“A black jacket with the letters VT emblazoned on the back?”
The imam hesitated for a moment, looking up at the domed roof of the mosque as though he expected to find the answer written there. “Yes, I believe so. Why, do you know them?”
He turned back to find Davood gone, the sound of a door opening down the hallway the only sign of the agent’s departure. The old man sighed and went back to sweeping, checking his watch. It was almost time to broadcast the new recording of the call to prayer he had downloaded the previous day…

8:08 A.M.
The apartment
Manassas, Virginia

“Still no sign of anything missing, I guess?” Harry asked, standing outside the apartment that Hamid shared with Thomas.
Hamid shook his head. “I made a thorough inventory last night. It was a standard toss job, everything put back into place-very professional.”
“So, we’ve got no idea what they were after.”
“Or who they were,” Hamid acknowledged with a frown.
“Oh, let’s see,” Harry grinned, “who have we upset lately?”
“That’s a long list.”
“I know. You want to stop up the road and grab a cup of coffee before heading into work?”
“Sounds like a good idea. Let me lock up.”
Harry turned to walk back toward his car, aware suddenly of the TACSAT buzzing in his jacket pocket.
“Nichols here.” He was still listening three minutes later when Hamid reemerged from the apartment, his government-issued Glock riding easily on his hip.
“Yes, sir,” Harry said finally. “I’ll be there as soon as possible. Yes, I understand, sir. Goodbye.”
“Who was that?” Hamid asked.
“Kranemeyer,” Harry replied. “Looks like I’m going to have to miss our coffee.”
“Oh?”
“Wants me in the office ASAP. I’d better hit the road.”
“I’ll drink a cup in your honor.”
Harry grinned. “Really appreciate that, man. I really do.”

7:45 P.M. Tehran Time
Alborz Mountains
Iran

“Provided nothing goes wrong, we should reach this village by noon time,” Azad Badir stated, swivelling his laptop around so that both Sirvan and Thomas could see the screen. The modern technology looked strangely out of place in the shepherd’s hands, but it had gotten to the point where he wasn’t surprised by anything.
“We are moving eastward?”
The rebel leader looked up from the screen and nodded. “Yes.” He stabbed at the screen with a long, bony finger. “There is an Iranian airbase here. In two days we will strike-teams with explosives through the wire after dark, the rest setting up ambush outside once the charges are blown. I will expect you and Estere to provide sniper support.”
Thomas nodded. The old man was a tactician, all right. “I would be honored to serve as your granddaughter’s spotter again.”
“No, no,” Badir interrupted him. “You will have your own rifle, to be sure. We can do all the better with two teams.”
Thomas accepted the news in respectful silence, knowing no answer was expected. The orders had been given. And they surprised him to an extent. In days he had gone from being a virtual prisoner to an integral part of the fighters’ battle plans. Although grateful for their confidence, he found their latest move unsettling. They were moving east, farther into Iran, farther from the safety of the Iraqi border.
He stood, his part of the conference over, and walked away, leaving Badir to instruct his grandson on their strategy for attacking the camp.
Sentries had already been posted for the night, the group’s pack animals securely hobbled. Thomas sat down by the fire, leaning against a boulder as he gazed up at the sky. The flames flickered and leapt into the sky, casting bizarre shadows against the cliff behind him. The view was mesmerizing.
“Tired?” A voice asked.
He jumped, turning to find Estere standing there watching him. How long she had been there, he had no idea.
“Yeah,” he replied sheepishly. “They ought to hold SERE classes in these mountains.”
“SERE?” she asked, a puzzled look on her face as she took a seat beside him.
“Survive, Escape, Resist, Evade,” Thomas explained. “It’s one of the training courses we go through.”
She nodded her understanding, taking another sip from the cup of tea nestled in her hands. “I’ve always wanted to go to America.”
He looked at her there in the firelight and it seemed as though he was seeing her for the first time, her hair undone and flowing in dark waves around her face. He started to speak, then thought better of it, his legendary eloquence deserting him.
The thousand pick-up lines that had worked so well for him in the nightclubs and dinner parties of Manhattan seemed strangely empty now. There was something different about her-something he had never seen in a woman.
“Have you?” he asked in an attempt to keep the conversation flowing. Lame, Thomas, lame.
Fortunately, she seemed not to notice. “Oh, yes. Ever since I was a little girl,” she continued, her dark eyes shining in the firelight. “American movies, American music, anything American. Freedom, mostly, I think. To be able to live free, without fighting every step of the way.”
He smiled, his powers of speech returning into what seemed like the perfect comeback. “Where do you suppose I come in?”
It took Estere a moment to discern his meaning, and then she frowned. “You know what I mean. You fight so that your people do not have to. We have no one to do our fighting for us. Which is as it should be,” she went on after a reflective pause. “America has grown soft.”
Thomas could think of no suitable reply to that, and changed the subject. “So, what type of American music do you like?”
“Country, mostly. Keith Urban, Toby Keith-”
“You just have a thing for guys named Keith,” he chuckled. She reached over and punched him playfully in the ribs, laughing with him. “Oh, be quiet!”
“You like country?” she asked a moment later.
“Not particularly,” Thomas replied honestly, watching for her reaction. “I’m more of an oldies fan myself. Ames, Sinatra, the Rat Pack, all that jazz.”
“A romantic.” Estere stated, a speculative glint in her dark eyes.
A crooked grin tugged at the corners of Thomas’s mouth. “Feeling that way tonight, yes.”
Something in her eyes changed and she looked away from him, into the dancing flames of the campfire. An awkward silence. What did I say? Thomas thought, baffled by her reaction.
She turned toward him after a long moment. “Thomas, I know that-”
Whatever she knew was destined to remain a mystery, for at that moment a shout from one of the sentries brought both of them to their feet, Thomas’s hand reaching out for his AK-47. “What’s going on?”

11:04 A.M. Eastern Time
NCS Operations Center
Langley, Virginia

“Here’s the meeting place,” Kranemeyer stated, pressing the screen with one finger. The satellite image expanded, zooming in on the resort city of Eilat, Israel.
“We have 3-D imaging?” Harry asked, gazing thoughtfully at the image.
The DCS pushed a couple more buttons and the image on-screen was replaced by a three-dimensional landscape.
“They’ll have surveillance here-and here, at the very least,” Tex observed, indicating a couple of the taller buildings with a long finger.
Harry nodded in agreement. “Probably a back-up team along the marina here-that’s the way I would do it if I were them. Maybe laser mic the area if it’s feasible. I doubt they’ll send Laner in with a wire, that’s too obvious.”
“You’ve worked with the lieutenant in the past, Harry,” Kranemeyer began. “What is your assessment? Is the guy an honest broker?”
Harry gave him an Are you serious? look. “Are any of us?” he asked. “Gideon’s a good guy, a decorated veteran operator-the son of a rabbi. He’s Blue Team as far as it goes. But he’s going to follow his orders, no matter what.”
“And we don’t know what those orders are,” the DCS observed, stating the obvious. “Today’s Saturday. We’ve set up the meeting for Monday at noon. Don’t want to appear too accommodating. Harry, you’ll fly to Israel under a diplomatic visa. It’s an official visit, low-key, but hardly clandestine. Your flight leaves Dulles at seventeen hundred tomorrow. Tex, you’ll be leaving for Jerusalem tonight.”
Richards nodded his understanding, his natural economy with words once again asserting itself. Kranemeyer continued, “Marcus is working up your papers as we speak. Ever had the ambition to go into aid work?”

8:05 P.M. Tehran Time
The Alborz Mountains
Iran

“Do you understand him?” Thomas asked, down on one knee at Estere’s side. The intruder was a Kurdish boy of fifteen or sixteen, dressed in the rude clothing of a villager. He hadn’t spoken a coherent word in the ten minutes since he had been grabbed by the sentries, his breath still coming in ragged sobs.
She shook her head, putting a comforting hand against the boy’s tear-stained cheek. “Shhh,” she whispered, speaking to him in their native tongue.
In that moment, Thomas was struck by the tenderness of her touch, the almost maternal compassion in her eyes as she gazed down into the boy’s face. The boy seemed to relax under her hands, his breathing gradually slowing into normality.
She spoke to him once again, still in the same gentle tones. He shook his head and the words seemed to pour forth.
Thomas sat there, unable to understand the words being spoken, his only intimation of their content coming from the expression on the faces of the Kurds gathered round.
Something had happened. That much he knew. And it wasn’t good.
Azad Badir spoke rapidly to his grandson and Sirvan rose, disappearing into the darkness. After a moment, Estere stood as well and strode back toward the campfire where the two of them had talked.
“What’s going on?” Thomas demanded, hurrying to catch up to her. She slung the M-85 over her shoulder as she turned to face him.
“Another Iranian attack,” she replied, her face an emotionless blank. “The village we were to arrive at tomorrow. Everyone there is dying.”
There was something about her words that gave Thomas pause. “Dying?”
“Of disease, Thomas,” she responded flatly. “It’s not the first time we Kurds have been the victims of an experiment.”
She knelt down to retrieve her pack. “We have to see what we can do for them.”
Thomas stood there, his mind racing back to the briefings he and the team had gone through before launching TALON. Specifically, the Russian-made laboratory trailers that had dotted the Iranian base camp. An experiment?

9:06 P.M.
A compound
Isfahan, Iran

The two-and-a-half-ton truck rolled to a gentle halt in front of a chain-link and barbed-wire fence, the driver handing his papers to an armed sentry who materialized out of the small guard shack. Smoke rose idly from the guard’s glowing cigarette as he looked through the papers, then handed them back. He turned and began barking orders.
The driver glanced over as the gate swung open. “We’re here, Major.”
Hossein nodded tensely. The drive from Qom had been nerve-wracking, security forces a larger presence than normal on the roads. Almost as though they were preparing for something. And the smell of the guard’s cigarette had done nothing to ease his nicotine craving.
He thought of the nearly-full carton of Marlboros back in his quarters at the base camp and nearly groaned aloud-no doubt that stupid Larijani had helped himself to them by now. He found the thought sickening.
Houses lined both sides of the dusty street they drove down. The buildings were similar if not uniform, reminding him of barracks. The street broadened into a plaza, flanked on one side by the imposing structure of a mosque. Men were drawn up before the mosque, standing like soldiers at attention.
He exited the truck and walked toward them, casting a critical glance at their ranks as he approached. Fifty men in all, the chosen of the Ayatollah.
None of that mattered. Within the week, they would be his chosen. Or fail, as he had no doubt many would.
Hossein reached the center of the line and wheeled, clearing his throat as he prepared to address his men for the first time. He watched their faces in the harsh artificial light of the street lamps as he spoke, searching for the early signs. Who would fail. Who would survive.
And as he continued, the question continued to ring in his head.
Who?

6:37 P.M. Eastern Time
Dulles International Airport

“Identification, please?”
Tex watched the face of the TSA security guard as he casually scanned over the passport and ID. The perusal took thirty seconds, maybe forty, no longer. The expression in the man’s eyes was one of boredom.
The CIA paramilitary had seen it before. Prohibited from actively scanning for threats by an anti-discrimination manual thicker than the concrete of the presidential bunker, the man had become a drone, concerned with nothing more than getting through the monotony of the day. Clock in, clock out.
No way he was going to stop a potential terrorist with that attitude. Tex accepted his papers back with a forced smile and a murmured “Good day” as the line moved forward, resisting the temptation to rudely wake the security officer by slamming him against the wall. Locking down the terminal was not going to get him anywhere.
Things would be different on the other end of the line. Israeli airport security was among the best in the world, and with good reason. As the country at the top of every raghead’s hit list, they had been born of fire and learned their lessons in that crucible.
Still, he had no fears. He had spent the entire afternoon memorizing his new identity. And his papers were solid, put together by some of the best forgers in the world. His legend was firmly back-stopped by Langley. No reason to think things shouldn’t go as planned-except that they never did.
The Texan looked at his watch as he boarded the plane along with his fellow passengers. Time was going to be critical from the moment he landed in Israel. He would have just over twenty-four hours…



Chapter Ten


1:18 A.M. Eastern Time, September 29th
NCS Operations Center
Langley, Virginia

The operations center was kept in a state of operational readiness twenty-four hours a day, which was why there was a full shift on duty when the call came.
“We’ve got a call coming in on an Agency TACSAT,” one of the analysts announced, lifting his gaze from the bank of screens in front of him.
Daniel Lasker looked over toward him. As the duty officer, everything that transpired during the 11-7 shift was his responsibility. “Transfer it to my workstation and run system ID check.”
“Roger.” The analyst paused for a moment, then announced, “It’s a TACSAT-8, locator code #4507-43, one of the phones we supplied to PJAK back in ‘08.”
“Right before the Obama administration watchlisted them,” Lasker said thoughtfully, reaching for the phone on his desk.
“Lasker speaking.”
“Danny, is that you?” a familiar voice demanded.
“Parker! What’s going on?”
“I want this call to be recorded, Danny,” Thomas continued. “Are you set up for that?”
“Sure thing,” Lasker replied, reaching across his workstation. “Just a sec. There, we’re on.”
“Nearly twelve hours ago, the rebel group I hooked up with was informed of a biological attack on a Kurdish village to our south. We quick-marched it through the night and just arrived on-scene about twenty minutes ago.”
“And?”
“It’s bad, Danny. We’re still in the heights overlooking the village at the moment-Badir’s a canny old fox-not going to move in until he’s sure the area’s clear. But there’s bodies everywhere.”
“Any signs of life?”
“No.”
Lasker cradled the phone between shoulder and ear, shuffling through the stack of intel reports on his desk. “Hold one, Thomas. We got a bio-tagged flash from the boys over at Intel earlier in the day. Just let me find it-yeah, here it is.”
His eyes tracked down the body of the report, an oath bursting from his lips as he reached the end of it. “Thomas, listen to me. Do not, I repeat, do not go into the village. Can I reach you at this number?”
“Yeah, Badir let me borrow his phone.”
“I’ll call you back within the hour. Hold tight.”

10:25 A.M. Tehran Time
The Presidential Palace
Tehran, Iran

“Any sign of the Kurds?” President Shirazi asked, shutting off the live video feed with the flick of a finger as he leaned back into his armchair.
“No, sir.” Harun Larijani replied, sitting stiffly in the chair in front of his uncle’s desk. “They must know by now.”
“To be sure.” Shirazi glanced at the now-dormant monitor and smiled. “It would appear as though our test was a resounding success.”
Larijani closed his eyes, remembering the carnage. His men had been forced to shoot three of the villagers when they had tried to break from the cordon. They had been the lucky ones. What had followed…
He had emptied his stomach upon the ground outside the village and even now, he felt that he might retch at the memory. The cries of the damned…
Ashamed by his own weakness, he summoned up a smile and faced his uncle. “It certainly was.”
Shirazi rose from his desk and walked across the small office to the far wall. “I am proud of you, Harun. I must confess my uncertainty as to whether you could carry out so difficult an assignment.”
“It was an honor to carry out the work of Allah, the most glorified, the most high,” the young man replied mechanically.
“It was,” Shirazi continued, “I must confess, a test. Not just of our new weapon, but of you.”
“Sir?”
“Fortunately, I may say, both passed the test in splendid form. Your father should be honored that Allah so smiled upon him at your birth.”
Harun sat there speechless, unsure what, if any, response was appropriate. At any rate, his uncle continued without waiting for one. “I have spoken in shadows of our plans, but the time for such ambiguities is past. The time has come to speak of these deeds in the light of day, to speak of the honor accorded to those who have been chosen to perform them.”
The Iranian president took hold of one of the hangings on the wall and tore it away with the dramatic flourish of unveiling a statue.
A picture lay beneath, a picture so familiar that Harun could have easily dismissed it, but for the light shining in his uncle’s eyes.
“Here,” Shirazi proclaimed, tapping the silver-domed structure in the right foreground of the picture, “here is where we strike.”

10:45 A.M.
Isfahan, Iran

Five of the fifty were gone already. A combination of ignorance, incompetence, and other shortcomings. Hossein was not surprised. Whatever else could be said about the shrewd old holy man, he was no soldier.
Rifle shots rippled into the morning breeze as the recruits fired their assault rifles into paper targets at one hundred meters. The major stalked back and forth behind the line, his critical gaze taking in their accuracy, their stance, the way they held their weapons. Noticing everything, missing nothing.
Half-way down the line, a nineteen-year-old boy clutched the Kalishnikov tightly, both eyes closed as he emptied the magazine down-range.
The major stepped in close as the last cartridge fired, striking the gun’s muzzle up with a mighty blow. “Fool!” he hissed, tearing the rifle from the boy’s grasp. “You are finished.”
Hot tears of shame started from the young man’s eyes as he turned to walk away. Hossein watched him go in silence. He, like the others Hossein had already dismissed, knew their Quran better than their Kalishnikov, no doubt something not to be despised, but less than desirable under these circumstances.
Hossein sighed. Promised soldiers, he had received fanatics. Just as he had expected…

8:59 A.M. Local Time
Ashquelon, Israel

The rays of early dawn were just beginning to spread over the Shephelah when Tex returned to his motel.
It had been a productive night. With the first identity that had gained him access into the country stashed securely in the false bottom of his briefcase, he had rented a car under a second, using a credit card registered to that person. Twenty years ago, such a practice would have been forbidden, but times had changed. Anymore, people got very suspicious of someone willing to pay in large sums in cash, and nowhere was that more true than the country of Israel.
That first ID would not be used again until he needed to exit the country, if everything went well. If things progressed poorly, the suitcase contained two more sets of identification, to be used in case of necessity.
With the car parked two blocks down from his motel, his plans were almost complete. Just a few more things…
The TACSAT on his hip hummed silently and he answered after a quick glance at the screen. “Wondering when I would hear from you.”
“Mr. Richards, it was a pleasure to receive your call last night,” the voice replied. “As always. You are in country?”
“Yes.”
“It has been awhile.”
“I don’t travel any more than I can help,” was the Texan’s curt reply. “We need to meet.”
“To be sure, Mr. Richards. When and where?”
“As soon as possible at your place. You open?”
“For my friends, I am always open. Shall we say, thirty minutes? Come to the rear entrance as usual.”
“Of course.”

2:08 A.M. Eastern Time
CIA Headquarters
Langley, Virginia

“…sure the area’s clear. But there’s bodies everywhere.”
“Any signs of life?”
“No.”
Lasker pressed STOP on the audio recording and looked up at his superiors. “Substantively, that’s it.”
Lay and Kranemeyer exchanged glances. “It’s started,” was the DCIA’s solemn pronouncement.
“Someone has a sense of irony,” Kranemeyer observed, glancing down the transcript of the call once more. “Saddam Hussein also enjoyed using the Kurds as test subjects. Ah, the joys of being a minority in the Middle East.”
“Hancock will need to see this,” David Lay stated, turning to address the man at his side. “Make sure you get it in the briefing, Ron.”
Ron Carter looked up from polishing his glasses. “Sure thing, boss.”
“I think this is our chance,” Kranemeyer announced without preamble, looking up from the transcript before him.
Lay glanced over, puzzled by the look of excitement that had lit up the unshaven face of the DCS. “What do you mean, Barney?”
“If we can get blood samples from the bodies of the infected Kurds, the bio-war department over at Bethesda might be able to better diagnose what we’re dealing with here.”
“You’re not suggesting…”
“Send Parker in, of course. Why not, for heaven’s sake?” Kranemeyer demanded, looking up in surprise. “He’s within a mile of the target as it is-you don’t get more on-scene than this.”
“He’ll be exposed to the bacteria,” Lay interjected. “You know we can’t extract him fast enough to administer antibiotics in time.”
“Then that’s the price we pay.” The expression in Kranemeyer’s eyes was cold and distant. “Unless you can come up with a better idea, Parker goes in at dusk.”
The DCIA swallowed hard. “He was a good man. Place the call…”

9:32 A.M. Local Time
Ashqelon, Israel

Avraham Najeri’s fingers slid over the receiver of the Galil assault rifle with the intimate touch of a lover. He sighed. Guns were such beautiful things. Instruments of death to be sure, but beautiful nonetheless. There was a certain poetry to them.
The closing of a car door broke upon his reverie and his eyes flickered upwards, above the workbench, across the statue of the Virgin Mary that sat in a niche of the wall, to the small security monitor. There, in the fourth frame of the split-screen, was the figure of his visitor.
He frowned in annoyance. The American stood in unwelcome contrast to the very trait Najeri loved about most of the man’s fellow countrymen. They talked too much and it was very easy to figure out what they were thinking, if they didn’t tell you first. Not this one.
With a heavy sigh, Najeri turned, picking up a Beretta 92 from his workbench. He slammed a full magazine into the butt of the pistol and racked the slide to chamber a round. Time to answer the door.

Tex glanced up and down the alley, unsure whether to knock again, or leave. The Agency had maintained a professional relationship with Avraham Najeri for the better part of two decades, but it was a relationship of mutual suspicion.
While the Maronite Christian Arab maintained a clothing store at the front of his establishment, his real money was made in the basement. Dealing with his passion: black market firearms.
The Texan considered dealing with him an unpleasant necessity. He and the Arab merchant of death had never hit it off. The little man talked too much, and it offended his sensibilities deeply.
“Mr. Richards!” the door opened just as Tex had lifted his hand to knock once more. A wide smile was plastered across the face of the weapons dealer. “Come in, come in, it’s been too long.”
The CIA agent ducked his head to slip inside, observing the pistol in Najeri’s left hand. It wasn’t a mistake-the Arab was ambidextrous.
“So, what brings you to my humble establishment?”
“The usual.”
Najeri laughed. “My outposts have assured me you are alone. This is good-I would have considered it a personal affront had you deceived me. You need a weapon?”
“Two of them.”
“Good, good. Right this way.” The gun dealer hesitated, then waved him forward. “After you.”

11:40 A.M. Tehran Time
The Alborz Mountains

“Yes, sir. I understand, sir.” Thomas looked out over the mountains, struggling to digest the words of the DCS.
“We’re still looking for another work-around,” Kranemeyer continued. “But until then, it’s on you.”
“I’ll do my best.”
“I know you will, Parker. You’ve been one of our best men.”
Past tense. The words hit Thomas with the impact of a rifle bullet. His vision seemed to cloud suddenly, as though he moved in a trance. He heard Kranemeyer’s final words of good-bye, heard himself respond with a numbed, “Yes, sir.”
The phone clicked off, severing the connection. He turned, handing the phone back to Azad Badir.
His feet seemed to move of their own will, carrying him across the mountain path to a ledge overlooking the valley. The valley of death.
His death.
Thomas had faced death before, but it had never filled him with this unspeakable, crawling horror. It was one thing to face a man with a gun in your hand, even odds of survival. But the plague…

10:32 A.M. Local Time
Ashqelon, Israel

Leaving Beer-sheba, Tex turned south along the highway. The deal with Najeri had gone well, despite the money it had taken. A Belgian-made FN-FAL rifle was disassembled in the trunk of the car, along with a hundred rounds of 7.62mm NATO.
The other half of the purchase was strapped to the Texan’s ankle: a short-barreled.357 Magnum. Some might have considered a semiautomatic a better choice, but he had always been partial to wheelguns. In any case, it was a back-up gun.
If things went well, the guns and car would wind up in the Red Sea following successful termination of the op.
On the other hand, if things went poorly, the eight thousand dollars he had paid Najeri would be money well spent. Preparation. The name of the game.
Tex sighed and checked his GPS. A hundred kilometers to Eilat…

5:30 A.M. Eastern Time
The Oval Office
Washington, D.C.

“What do you hope to gain from this meeting with the Israelis?” President Hancock asked, lifting his eyes from the dossier in front of him. Directors David Lay and Lawrence Bell sat before him, in chairs facing the Resolute desk.
“A more exact understanding of the situation,” the DCIA replied without hesitation. “I have had a long professional relationship with General Shoham-trust me when I say he would not call for this meeting if he did not believe it would be mutually advantageous.”
“Or advantageous to his government,” Hancock countered. “It has been my experience that the Israelis act exclusively in their own interests, as often as not.”
The remark brought a look of disbelief to Lay’s face. “That, of course, is the spy business, Mr. President. There is no free lunch.”
“The meeting goes down in Eilat?” the President continued, ignoring the tacit reproof in Lay’s reply.
“Yes.”
“Who did we send?”
The DCIA stiffened in his chair. “With all due respect, Mr. President, I must refrain from answering the question. You don’t have need-to-know on that aspect of the operation.”
Hancock shot a look of irritation at Lawrence Bell, but didn’t follow up on the question. After an awkward pause, the National Intelligence Director turned to Lay.
“Keep your men on a tight leash, David. Anything they pass on to the Israelis-I want it run through my office first. Do we have an understanding on this?”
“Of course.”

“I believe that concludes my portion of the briefing,” Lay announced twenty minutes later, closing his briefing folder.
Hancock nodded. “Thank you, director. The Secret Service will see you out.”
Director Bell looked up from his papers as the door closed behind Lay. “You foresee problems, Mr. President?”
It took Hancock a moment to respond. “If Israel gets word of the Iranian biological capability, yes. You know how things have been for the last two years, Lawrence. Ever since Prime Minister Shamir’s election.”
Bell nodded. “The mood has been rebellious, to say the least. Expanding Israeli settlements, reoccupying the Gaza strip, sending troops into Lebanon twice,” he continued, ticking them off on his fingers. “Of course, then again, his party swept into power on the heels of the Hamas ambush that took out a half-dozen mid-level Israeli diplomats in the West Bank. He was elected as a hard-liner, and he’s lived up to his campaign promises. And who can blame him?”
“I can,” Hancock said quietly. So quietly, in fact, that Bell wasn’t sure he had heard correctly.
“Excuse me, Mr. President?”
“I said, ‘I can’,” the President repeated, anger creeping into his voice. “His government has made nothing but trouble for me and my plans for peace in the Middle East. You study the intelligence reports, Lawrence. I’m sure you’ve noticed how oil spikes every time that blamed Jew makes a move. Here in the States, gas hit nine dollars a gallon last week and my poll numbers have fallen off proportionally.”
A brief nod from the DNI indicated that he had noticed. “I’m afraid, Mr. President, that your reelection campaign does not fall within my purview. Probably something you should take up with Ian.”
Bell looked up to find the President staring at him, a cold, steady gaze. It was a moment before Hancock spoke. “Don’t patronize me, Lawrence. Don’t ever make that mistake. Just do your job and make sure the Israelis don’t learn about the bio-weapon from the CIA.”

3:47 P.M. Tehran Time
The Alborz Mountains

Shielding the lens with a careful hand, Thomas swept the valley once again with his binoculars. Nothing. As empty and desolate as it had been ever since their arrival.
The young men of the peshmerga had been straining at their leash for hours, begging Badir for permission to go down into the village.
The old Kurd remained implacable. He knew his enemy far too well to give into the emotion-the despair of seeing their kinsmen lay unburied.
Still nothing. Thomas lowered the binoculars, only too aware that he would be going into that valley soon. He bit his lip, steeling himself against the terror within. The job must be done.
Estere stirred at his side, looking up at him from her prone position by the sniper rifle. “You’re going, aren’t you?” she asked, her voice curiously brittle.
Unable to speak, he nodded, glancing over into her dark eyes.
“It scares you, does it not?”
“What does?” Thomas asked, once more taken off-guard by her bluntness.
“Death.”
“Yeah,” he replied. “Doesn’t it everybody?”
She seemed to take the question seriously. “The wise men say that to be a Kurd is to look Death in the eye. It has been that way since the days of my fathers. As Allah has willed it.”
“Yeah.”
“But you’re going anyway?”
“Don’t seem to have many other options,” Thomas sighed, reaching for the rifle that lay at his side.
“I once heard that courage is being scared, but saddling up anyway.”
Her words brought a smile to his face as he recognized the quote.
“Too many American movies,” he exclaimed, laughing as he punched her lightly in the shoulder. “I needed that. The good old Duke.”
Her eyes softened and she reached over, putting her hand in his. “I wish you weren’t going.”
Thomas looked away across the mountains, towering stark and wild against the afternoon sky. There seemed to be nothing to say. Words could not express the emotions roiling through his heart. Life seemed so sweet, so precious, here at it’s end.
He looked back to see her angrily wipe a tear from the corner of her eye. His arms opened to her and she fell against him, her body shaking with noiseless sobs as the long-dammed tears broke forth.
“It’s okay,” Thomas whispered, hugging her to him as he repeated the meaningless lie. “It’s all gonna be okay.”
She looked into his eyes and her upturned face was wet with tears. She seemed about to speak, but the words never came.
Her face was only inches from his own and it seemed so natural. He bent down and kissed her, tasting the salt of tears on her lips. She responded with a desperate passion, her arms circling around his neck and holding him close.
Someone cleared his throat behind the couple and Thomas extricated himself from her embrace to find Sirvan standing about five paces off, a distinctly uncomfortable look on his face.
“I will accompany you into the village tonight,” her brother remarked stiffly. “Two men can work faster than one.”
Then he was gone, disappearing back up the mountain path.
Thomas leaped to his feet, the rifle in his hand as he hurried after him. He caught up with Sirvan before the young Kurd could rejoin the main body of fighters.
“Look,” Thomas began, feeling suddenly awkward. “I didn’t mean-I know what you must think-”
Sirvan cut him off before he could even figure out what to say. “I am not an Arab, Thomas. It is none of my concern. If Estere finds your advances unwelcome, she will kill you herself. Anything I might feel inclined to do would be entirely superfluous…”

8:43 A.M. Eastern Time
Freedom Baptist Church
Cypress, Virginia

There were few places in the earth where Harry felt truly at peace. The church he had attended ever since boyhood was one of them.
As he drove in, he found himself marveling once more at the atmosphere of the old church. The building had started life as the church of a Methodist circuit-rider back in the 1800s, a marvelously simple structure.
A single car sat in the parking lot, in the pastor’s space. That was to be expected-the service didn’t start for over an hour.
Harry walked into the auditorium, finding it empty, as he had figured it would be. The lights were off, a single shaft of sunlight streaming in from the eastern window to fall directly upon the altar.
He smiled. It might have been by design of the architect, but in that moment it seemed remarkably providential.
Walking forward, he fell to his knees before the altar. He was so very, very tired, the stress of the Iranian mission and the guilt of losing a team member weighing upon his shoulders.
“Dear Lord,” he began simply, his voice trailing off into silent prayer. Here in the quiet, kneeling in the sunlight, it all came pouring out.
How long he knelt there, he never would know, but when he rose, it was as though a weight had been removed from his shoulders. A reassurance, perhaps.
His beliefs had never been a hindrance to his mission-not in the way some might have thought. Rather they strengthened his resolve. Some might have called his worldview simplistic, but not anyone that truly knew him. In the perpetually clouded world of espionage, he clung to one fundamental truth: Evil existed to be destroyed.
Knowing that, everything else became clear.
There in the stillness, he suddenly felt a presence behind him, the knowledge that someone was there striking home with the certainty of death.
He turned quickly, his hand flickering inside his suit toward the Colt secured in a shoulder holster beneath his jacket.
“Good morning. I didn’t mean to interrupt you.”
Harry withdrew his hand, his face relaxing into a smile as he recognized the figure in the back of the auditorium. “No problem, pastor. I had just finished.”
Pastor Scott emerged from the shadows, still in his shirtsleeves, adjusting a microphone to his lapel. “You’ve noticed.”
“Noticed what?” Harry asked.
“The peace. This old church has seen many a battle over the years, but it’s still as peaceful as the first time I walked through the doors. ‘The peace of God, which passeth all understanding.’”
Harry nodded. “Yeah. I had.”
“I’m glad you could join us,” the older man remarked, laying a hand on Harry’s shoulder. If he could feel the straps of the holster, he gave no sign.
“Plans changed,” Harry replied simply. “I’m flying out again tonight.”
“I’ll be praying for you.”
Harry turned, looking the pastor in the eye. They both fought evil, in their own way. Both had seen the dark side of battle. And they regarded each other with the respect of comrades-in-arms. “And I for you…”

9:02 A.M.
Langley, Virginia

The slippery slope. In better times, during his college days at Princeton, Michael Shapiro had dismissed the concept as archaic, a throw-back to the old notions of moral absolutes-right and wrong.
They had been good days, heady times. Looking back he realized he had been just like every other young man. The world on a string. Before the climb to power.
Before his own feet had hit that legendary slope. The Deputy Director’s Suburban slowed to a stop at the first checkpoint of the complex that was the Central Intelligence Agency, and Shapiro sighed, leaning against the back seat of the SUV as his driver handed out their identification.
If a man could see the end of the road, he would never be tempted to sin. The DD(I) passed a hand over his eyes, remembering the words of a priest from his childhood in Boston. The simple life he had left behind in search of power.
His phone rang and his body tensed, dread coursing through his veins. A look at the screen confirmed his worst fears.
That was just the trouble. No man could see the end of the road.
“Hello.”
“Where are you?”
“Just arriving at Langley,” Shapiro replied, wiping a sweaty palm against the knee of his suit pants. “Unfinished business to sort out before I join my family for mass.”
“God will have to wait,” the voice replied with a short, barking laugh. “The Iranian ambassador to the United Nations is in D.C. You need to arrange a meeting with him.”
“When?”
“Today. Within the next two hours, if possible.”
“I’ll do my best.”
“Make it happen, Shapiro.”

5:47 P.M. Local Time
Eilat Airport
Eilat, Israel

The Gulfstream IV taxied to a stop behind a large hangar, the steps folding down out of the business jet almost before the engines had shut down.
A tall, dark-haired man in the slacks and a sports jacket of a vacationing businessman emerged, striding down the stairs with the air of a conqueror.
The mechanic working underneath the Learjet in an adjacent hangar paused to stare appreciatively at the young woman on the businessman’s arm, watching as she turned to her companion, laughing artlessly at his joke.
A vision of beauty. With an envious sigh, the mechanic reached for his wrench and went back to work. The girl in the sundress. Tourists…

The girl’s laughter faded as they turned ‘round the corner of the hangar. “We’re clear,” she whispered to her companion.
Gideon Laner toggled his lip mike. “Time to roll, Yossi. Where are you?”
“I’ve got eyes on you, boss. We’re parked at your nine o’clock. See the green SUV?”
“Roger,” Gideon replied. “Coming to you.”
He wrapped an affectionate arm around the young woman’s waist and led her across the parking lot, laughing like a couple very much in love.
The first stage of the mission was a success…

10:08 A.M. Eastern Time
NCS Operations Center
Langley, Virginia

There. Ron Carter’s hand flicked the mouse cursor across the screen, double-clicking on a Deployment folder.
The folder opened in a separate window and he ran two fingers through his hair, a nervous tic common to his moments of anxiety.
The phone rang, jarring him from his concentration. He grabbed it and tucked it between ear and shoulder, his eyes running down the database index that filled the screen.
“Yes? Yes, Stacy, include Morgan in the hourlies-he’s cleared for CRITIC effective last Wednesday. It’s time he got brought up to speed. Yes, I understand.”
A line caught his attention and everything else went blank as he focused in on the screen before. Yes. Yes!
“I’ve got it!” he exclaimed, ignoring a confused query from the party on the other end of the line.
He abruptly disconnected the call and began dialing a new number. “Margaret, I need to speak to Director Lay.”

7:25 P.M. Tehran Time
The Alborz Mountains

“I’ll make an incision here with my combat knife,” Thomas stated, drawing an imaginary “Y” on his own chest. “Then we will need to saw off the sternum and lift the heart from the chest cavity.”
Sirvan winced. “This is necessary?”
Thomas nodded. “We’ve got to drain blood from the aorta in order to obtain the samples I need. That’s the whole purpose of going down there.” He looked into the young Kurd’s face and went on. “I can do this myself if you’d rather not.”
Azad Badir leaned forward, a resolute look on his weathered face. “You misunderstand my grandson, Thomas. A Kurd has not been born that fears the shedding of blood. It is just that-what you suggest, in our culture, implies the desecration of the dead.”
“I understand,” Thomas replied, choosing his words with care. “But you must understand how important this is. If the Iranians are not stopped, they could use this bacteria anywhere. Against your people again, against mine-or any other. This is our chance.”
The shepherd seemed to consider this statement for a long moment, as though struggling within himself. At length he raised his eyes to look Thomas in the face.
“You are a brave man, Mr. Patterson. I have seen many such, and never have I let bravery go unrewarded. Go, and may Allah guide your feet.”
Thomas stood, picking up the AK from where it lay at his side. “I thank you,” he responded, reaching forward to clasp the shepherd’s hand.
Sirvan rose to his feet, advancing toward him. “It is not right that you should go alone,” he announced grimly. “You have proven yourself as one of the peshmerga. You have killed in our defense. You are blood of our blood and flesh of our flesh. I have given my word and I will not go back.”
Thomas turned, looking into those dark, enigmatic eyes, reading the friendship written there. “Welcome.”
All at once, a sharp buzzing broke the silence among the three men and Azad Badir reached for the satellite phone on his hip.
“Yes? Thomas, it is for you.”

10:34 A.M. Eastern Time
NCS Operations Center
Langley, Virginia

“We’ve had a development here, Thomas,” Director Kranemeyer announced, his eyes running down the screen before him in the nerve center of the Clandestine Service.
“Yes?”
“I want you to hold off on your operation in the valley. Carter just located an Army bio-weapons outfit in Mosul. We’ve contacted CENTCOM and are drawing up requisition orders for the bio-suit you’ll need.”
“Make that two, if at all possible,” Thomas interjected. “I have a volunteer. What is your means of delivery?”
“A GPS-guided High Altitude Low Opening HALO drop. We’ll run it out of Q-West again. Should be able to rig up everything you’ll need to properly secure the samples.”
“What is my timeframe?”
“Yet to be determined. I’d say early morning, your time. Any questions?”
“No. I think we’re good.”

11:23 A.M.
A park
Fairfax, Virginia

Perhaps it was a reflection upon his failures as a father that his wife had expressed surprise at his desire to take the children out to the public park. Thinking back, Michael Shapiro couldn’t remember the last time he had done so.
It was a beautiful day, after all. And the twins wouldn’t be harmed by missing mass this once.
He watched them at play, a sad smile curving his lips as he remembered the day they had come home from the hospital. His precious baby boy and girl. The American dream.
They were growing up without him. Perhaps, in the end, that was just as well.
Reaching inside his shirt pocket, Shapiro fingered the small computer flash drive reposing there. He knew what he had to do.
He took a deep breath as though to compose himself, and walked over to a nearby bench, sitting beside a pretty young mother in her twenties as he tied his shoes.
The flash drive wound up stuck to the underside of the bench.
Twenty minutes later, when a swarthy, distinguished-looking man in a tracksuit came jogging by, accompanied by two men that acted suspiciously like bodyguards, the CIA’s Deputy Director never saw them.
Never saw the man sit down and catch his breath, surreptitiously removing the drive as he did so.
He had his back turned to them, pushing his little daughter on the swings. Her high-pitched giggle filled the air as she swung high and a lump grew in Shapiro’s throat.
The American dream…

8:34 P.M. Local Time
Al ‘Aqabah, Jordan

Al ‘Aqabah was friendly territory for Fayood Hamza al-Farouk, but his movements through the bazaar were circumspect, nonetheless. Less than fifteen kilometers from the border with the Zionist state, it was widely suspected that Mossad agents frequented the small town. And the Hezbollah commander was taking no chances. His body bore the scars of past carelessness.
The prepaid cellphone in his pocket buzzed and he pulled it out to look at the screen. It had been two days since activation and only three people had the number.
“Yes?”
“My brother,” a familiar voice announced. “I have a job for you.”
Farouk listened carefully as the man continued to speak. “Eilat, you say? I think you understand the difficulty of getting my men into the city. No, I did not say it was impossible, simply that it would be difficult. What time does the meeting take place?”
“A few minutes before noon tomorrow,” the voice answered. “At the Eilat marina-the Americans must be killed at the outset of the meeting if at all possible.”
“I understand.”
“I repeat, you must kill both of them.”
“It will be done,” Farouk replied, disconnecting the call. A strange thrill of excitement coursed through his veins as he left the bazaar. He hadn’t operated in Israel in months…

9:02 P.M.
A hotel
Eilat, Israel

Richards reattached the scope mount to the receiver of the FN-FAL, his fingers moving quickly along the rifle.
He was on the fifth floor of the hotel, two hundred and fifty yards from the meeting site, according to the laser range-finder that he had brought with him. He could have made that shot over iron sights, but the scope gave him an added measure of security. The Texan was nothing if not cautious.
Finishing his work, he laid the rifle on the bed and slapped a loaded magazine into the mag well of the gun. Ready to go.
A quick check of his watch and he reached for the phone. Time to order dinner-he wasn’t leaving the room until after the meeting went down.
Fifteen hours…

2:57 P.M. Eastern Time
Cypress, Virginia

There was nothing covert about this operation. At least his side of it. That in and of itself bothered Harry. He was naturally a very private individual, and preferred that the circle of information on matters concerning himself be kept very small.
After a moment’s thought, he opened the diplomatic case and threw in an extra set of identification papers, under a Belgian passport. It had served him well in the past and it never hurt to plan ahead.
The case also contained his Colt.45, two loaded magazines, and a box of Federal Hydra-Shok hollowpoints. Being able to carry the gun through security was one of the benefits of his diplomatic immunity. If he was forced to use it…well, that was another story.
The TACSAT vibrated on his hip and he flipped it open. “Davood? What’s going on?”

“I’m not sure,” the agent responded, glancing out the window of his car. “I’m here down the street from Richards’ house. There’s a black Suburban parked in front of it.”
“Any signs of life?”
“That’s a negative. I just called Langley to run the tags. They’ve got a team on the way.”
“All right, here’s what I want you to do,” Harry instructed. “Sit tight and wait until your back-up arrives. I’ve got a plane to catch, but call me if anything changes.”
“Roger that.”
“Take care of yourself.”
Davood replaced the phone in his pocket and looked down the street at Tex’s house, eyeing the privacy fence that ran around the back two-thirds of the property.
After a moment’s reflection, he pushed open his car door and ran toward the fence, drawing his service Glock as he did so…



Chapter Eleven


12:07 A.M. Tehran Time, September 30th
The Alborz Mountains

The temperature fell quickly in the mountains after the setting of the sun. Harun Larijani rubbed his hands together vigorously before scanning the valley again through a pair of night-vision binoculars.
Waiting. The young colonel did not count patience among his virtues. His men were tense, as well, the battalion of Revolutionary Guards at his command. The Kurds should have walked into the trap by now.
That they had not indicated things were not going according to plan. The thought made the hair stand up on the back of his neck. Maybe they were watching him…
Harun dismissed the thought angrily, turning his focus back to the task at hand. Fear had no more place in his future than mercy did.
A cold chill seemed to seize hold of him as he remembered his uncle’s words of the previous morning.
“…no true Muslim will stand by and let the desecration go unavenged. The slaughter of peaceful worshipers will bring the condemnation of the world down upon the head of Israel. No one will stand by her side when war comes.”
“And what of us?” he had asked. “What judgment must befall us for the sacrilege?”
He would never forget the light in Shirazi’s eyes as he crossed the room to lay a hand on his shoulder. “Sacrilege?” his uncle asked. “There is no sacrilege in destroying the infidel. Remember the words of the hadith-paradise is found ‘neath the shade of swords.”
So it was, in very truth. Harun stamped his feet in an attempt to restore circulation to his freezing toes, steeling himself against the doubts that plagued his soul.
This was the will of Allah…

3:57 P.M. Eastern Time
Dulles International Airport
Virginia

The call came just as Harry had checked his bags. “Afternoon, Danny. What’s the good word?”
“Not good,” Daniel Lasker replied. “Our back-up team arrived on-site at Richards’ apartment in Falls Church to find Agent Sarami lying near the back of the apartment, knocked unconscious. His gun and satellite phone were both stolen, along with his wallet. We’re doing an inventory on the apartment as we speak, but nothing seems to have been disturbed.”
“Blast it!” Harry exclaimed in frustration, startling the woman in line ahead of him. “I told him to stay put. Any luck running the tags on that Suburban?”
“That’s where it get’s interesting, Harry. We ran it through the Homeland Security intranet, but the Bureau has put a Level-1 Priority block on the tag. Our best guess is that they’re running a big investigation and-”
“Don’t want other agencies stepping on their toes,” Harry finished for him, thinking aloud. If anyone had thought that the bureaucratic infighting would be cleared up by the reorganization following the 9/11 attacks, they should have known better. If anything, things had only gotten worse.
“Does Kranemeyer want me to come back to Langley? I’ve not boarded yet.”
“No. Everything is still go-mission. Contact information for Richards will be uploaded to your TACSAT when you land in Israel. He’s in position.”
“Copy that.”

3:05 A.M. Tehran Time
The Alborz Mountains
Iran

It was cold on the valley floor, the type of cold that makes up in bitterness what it lacks in actual temperature. The two men waited in the shadow of the cliff, out of the sight of any watchers.
“Thanks for coming,” Thomas said after a long moment.
“My sister told me to bring you back alive,” was the reply, Sirvan’s tone filled with amusement.
Thomas flushed, thankful for the darkness to hide his face. He could still see the look in Estere’s eyes as the two of them had left camp-the look of a proud young woman holding her emotions fiercely in check.
The young Kurd cleared his throat. “Time?”
“Five minutes to drop,” Thomas replied, cupping a hand round the luminous dial of his dive watch.
The silence was well-nigh unbearable, just a faint breeze there below the cliff. Thomas found himself holding his breath, waiting senselessly for the sound of airplane engines. They would be flying too high, he knew that. Coming in with their transponder disguised as that of an airliner.
The laser designator was there, fifty meters ahead of them, hidden in the scrub brush of the valley floor.
Waiting.
It came like a ghost out of the night, the parachute a faint shadow in the pale light of the crescent moon.
The two men exchanged a tight-lipped smile before leaving their cover. So far, so good…

4:21 P.M. Eastern Time
Cypress, Virginia

“They’re not leaving,” the man announced grimly, eyeing the old antebellum mansion with binoculars aimed through the tinted windshield of the Suburban.
“You read the audio transcripts, Vic,” his companion retorted. “A security detachment was dispatched twenty minutes after you took out Sarami.”
The man called “Vic” sighed. “Call the rest of the team and tell them to rendevous with us in Falls Church. Time for Plan B.”
“Plan B?”
“Sit tight and wait,” came the terse reply.

3:25 A.M.
The village
Iran

They drifted into the village from the north, a pair of strange, misshapen figures shuffling awkwardly forward.
The thick biosuits made communication difficult, so the two men communicated largely by hand signals, punctuated by an occasional hissed instruction.
Death hung over the village like a cloud as they moved forward, picking their way through the detritus of human life. Mutants in the land of the dead.
A girl of perhaps five years of age lay across the threshold of her home, her face still distorted in the agony of death, her body bloated from a day in the sun. Thomas looked down for a moment in pity, then passed on. He could hear Sirvan whispering a prayer behind him.
They both stopped beside the body of a middle-aged Kurdish man, lying on his belly in the dust of the street. His arm was splayed out from his side, the flesh ridged with black veins of blood.
Thomas looked over at Sirvan and saw the Kurd nod through the helmet of his biosuit. The two men knelt by the body and Thomas drew his combat knife, laying it beside him as he moved to roll the body over.
Suddenly, Sirvan’s hand descended on his arm with a grasp of iron as a gasp broke from the Kurd’s lips.
“Stop!” he hissed, never slackening his grip.
“What?” Thomas demanded in surprise.
Sirvan’s index finger shot out, pointing below the dead man’s armpit. There, stretching from beneath the bloated body, barely visible in the shadow, was a thin wire.
The corpse was booby-trapped.
“A pressure trigger,” Sirvan whispered, struggling to make himself understood. “If we roll the body from off the mine…”
He didn’t need to finish. Thomas knew all too well what he was talking about. A bouncing betty. Once the pressure came off the trigger, the mine would bounce two or three feet into the air and detonate, spraying shrapnel in every direction.
His skin crawled at the thought. They wouldn’t have stood a chance.
“Why the wire?” he asked at length, unsure as to whether it was simply a back-up mechanism, or something more sinister.
Having apparently wondered the same thing himself, Sirvan’s fingers were already tracing their way along the wire, careful not to touch the thin strand separating them from death.
“More explosives,” he hissed a moment later, pointing to the house on the other side of the street, pantomiming an explosion from its walls. “A trip-wire,” Sirvan announced, coming back to Thomas’s side. “Tension-sensitive.”
Thomas nodded, understanding what he meant perfectly. Trip wires were often activated by pressure against them, essentially pulling a trigger. This was a dead man switch at its most basic. Whether tension was applied or relieved, the end result was the same.
Annihilation.
“Can it be disarmed?” Thomas asked. He already knew the answer, so it didn’t surprise him when Sirvan shook his head “no”.
“We do not have the time,” the Kurd replied. “Given daylight, I could try. Now-no. I was ordered to bring you back in one piece, remember?”
Thomas laughed, the tension broken for a bare moment in time. “Then, we move on?”
Sirvan looked ahead, his eyes probing the dust of the street. “No. Look there-and there. Claymores.”
Something was wrong. Very wrong. Thomas could feel his skin crawl, and his eyes searched the darkness for an unseen enemy. This had been prepared-for them, for someone…
He picked up his knife and thrust it back into its ankle sheath. “Then that leaves us with the child,” he said slowly.
Sirvan nodded with equal reluctance.
The two men moved cautiously back to where the little girl lay, their eyes on the ground now, watching ever so carefully for the telltale signs of disturbed earth.
Thomas knelt by the corpse, an unspoken question in his eyes as he glanced over at Sirvan. Was the child’s body mined?
Sirvan extracted a thin, wicked-looking knife from a sheath under his armpit and slid it under the girl’s body, probing gently.
“A grenade,” he announced a moment later, his voice curiously emotionless. “She’s lying on the spoon of a hand grenade. The pin’s gone.”
Thomas nodded, his mind running through their options, considering and rejecting each scenario in turn.
Finally he drew his combat knife and motioned to Sirvan. “Hold the body still.”
There was pain in the Kurd’s eyes as he took his place at the girl’s head, pinning her arms tight to hold the corpse completely still.
Thomas reached up with the knife in his hand, gently slicing away her garments until the thin, malnourished torso lay exposed in the moonlight, the flesh blackened by the spread of the plague.
A muffled curse broke from Sirvan’s lips and Thomas took a deep breath, the oppressive heat of the biosuit suddenly closing in upon him.
His fingers trembled as they closed once more on the hilt of the knife. He had never been a religious man, but his actions seemed suddenly obscene.
Thomas raised the knife above the corpse, looking down into the girl’s eyes, wide-open and staring with death. “God forgive me,” he whispered.
And the knife swung down…

3:40 A.M.

There were only two men. Harun could hardly understand it. Their garb puzzled him even more. They were wearing what looked like Western-made biological warfare suits. It was as though they had been prepared.
It would not do to expose the full force of the men under his command to deal with these two. They needed to be taken out quickly.
He turned to the sniper at his side. “Can you take them?”
The soldier nodded. “I could make sure of it closer in.”
“Then do so.”

“Tubes,” Thomas ordered. Sirvan passed the sample tubes over from the bio-kit wordlessly.
Working carefully, Thomas squeezed the syringe in his right hand, filling the tubes with the black blood. The cassettes filled with tissue already lay in their tray of formalin at his feet.
He replaced the tubes in the bio-kit and closed the lid, his fingers trembling at the thought of the death that reposed inside.
“We’re done here,” he announced, his voice flat and void of elation. One glance at the gutted body of the girl-child at his feet robbed him of any joy he might have felt.
Sirvan nodded, touching the girl’s forehead with a gloved hand as he rose. “This is what they have done to my people,” he whispered, anger present in his tones.
Thomas started to speak, started to respond to his friend’s question, when suddenly the report of a rifle shot exploded from the heights to the east.
The young Kurd groaned in almost the same instant, pitching slightly forward and staggering against the side of the house.
He caught himself at the last moment, a hand clutched tightly to his left side. Blood seeped from between his fingers.
Things seemed to slow down. Thomas reached forward, shoving Sirvan to the ground just as the sniper fired again.

Two shots. Harun swore in frustration as he watched the men start to move. They had wounded one, but they were still mobile, running now toward the edge of the village.
All at once, the faint crack of a rifle smote his ears and the sniper beside him collapsed into his arms, the top of his head blown off.
Splattered with blood, the young colonel dove for the cover of the rocks, unslinging his AK-47 as he lay there. His marksman was dead. His fingers felt wooden, clumsy as he toggled his field radio on. They needed fire support…

They reached the edge of the village in a weird, halting run, Sirvan’s arm flung over Thomas’s shoulder as he struggled to support the Kurd.
No more shots followed their footsteps. “Estere,” Sirvan whispered. “She took them out.”
Thomas nodded, then pushed him on, his heart hammering against his chest as they moved across the rocky terrain. No time. Wherever the Iranians were right now, they would be on their heels soon.
The first Katyusha rocket came in at a low trajectory, exploding in the village behind them.
Thomas looked back in shock, watching the village go up in a fireball, the concealed explosives adding to the conflagration.
The Iranians had been waiting for them. He slipped an arm around Sirvan’s waist and pushed on, toward the mountain path. They could still make it, if only…

In the shadow of the mountain, Sirvan pulled away from him, standing there swaying weakly in the pale moonlight. “It’s done, my friend,” he whispered, coughing as he did so. Flecks of blood stained the visor of his bio-suit.
Thomas stared at him, unable to speak, though the protests rose to his lips.
Sirvan put a hand to his side, leaning back against the wall of rock. “Tell me the truth-when the suit is punctured-the bacteria…”
Thomas nodded wordlessly.
“Then there’s nothing to be done,” the Kurd continued, his words more a statement than a question. “Give me an extra magazine.”
“I’m not leaving you here,” Thomas retorted, finding his voice at last.
Sirvan didn’t respond at first, just stared off into the night at the fires lighting up the village. Another rocket slammed into the mountainside above their heads and seemed to goad him into speaking.
“Don’t be a fool,” he said finally, holding out a hand toward him. “One of us needs to live.”
Thomas drew a loaded mag from the pouch at his waist and placed it in Sirvan’s outstretched hand.
“Good luck,” he whispered, the words falling empty and banal from his lips. Good luck, indeed. A meaningless wish to one whose luck had run out.
Sirvan nodded, laying the AK-47 on the rock ledge in front of him. Preparing to do battle. “May Allah go with you, my brother.”
Thomas turned away, picking up the bio-kit and disappearing into the darkness…

Ten minutes passed as the young Kurd waited, leaning forward against the ledge of rock he had propped his rifle upon. His side was numb, and he was weakening, weakening by the moment as the wound in his side continued to bleed. He had taken off his gloves and shoved them into the bullet hole, as a rude bandage. It wouldn’t last long, but it didn’t need to.
Everything seemed plain and crisp, as though the hastening approach of death had served to clear his mind. A stone dislodged on the path below him, its rattle warning him of the approach of his enemy. He picked up the assault rifle and held it tightly, his knuckles whitening around the pistol grip, the folding stock extended fully against his shoulder.
It couldn’t be much longer. He prayed that it would not be-that the Iranians would come while he still possessed the strength to fight them.
Another rocket slammed into the mountain above him, the explosion lighting up the night sky. There-a flash of movement on the path, silhouetted so briefly. He dug into the rucksack at his waist and brought out a grenade.
He waited, listening, then pulled the pin with his teeth, rolling the grenade ever so gently over the ledge.
It bounced once on the rock below him, then exploded. Screams. Sirvan smiled, his cheek pressed against the folding stock of his Kalishnikov as he aimed down the path.
A head appeared in his line of vision and he swung the rifle to cover it, triggering off a short burst. The man moaned and collapsed, his body sprawling on the ground.
He should have moved after the first shots. He knew that. But his body was drained of its strength. So weak. So he stayed where he was.
He saw an Iranian soldier dragging a wounded comrade off the path, to the shelter of the rocks. Both of them were dead a moment later, as he calmly took aim and fired, killing first the helper, then the wounded man.
And still he stayed.
A movement out of the corner of his eye alerted him to danger and he threw himself against the rock, bringing the AK to bear on the threat. Knowing even as he did so that he was too late.
His mind barely registered the man standing there among the rocks before the pistol in the man’s hand exploded in fire…

Harun lowered the Makarov semiautomatic and walked forward, to where the body of the intruder lay crumpled against the mountainside. The mask of the biosuit was half-off and he could clearly see the man’s face. He was a Kurd.
And he was still living. As Harun moved closer, the intruder turned his head and spat in contempt, a filthy stream of phlegm and blood.
Harun raised his pistol and shot the man once more, between the eyes.

1:57 A.M. Local Time
The marina
Eilat, Israel

The marina at night was not a quiet place, light splashing across the water from a thousand boats filled with tourists.
Everyone seemed to be playing their own brand of music, and the ocean itself seemed to move to the discordant beat.
Chaim Berkowitz walked along the pier, a deliberately insolent swagger to his step as he moved in and out of the crowd of tourists. An FN Five-SeveN pistol was tucked into his waistband, covered by the loose Hawaiian shirt he wore. The suitcase in his left hand held a field-stripped Remington M24 sniper rifle.
A few moments later, the GPS unit in his cellphone beeped and he paused, looking left and right. Ahead of him, in the alcove of a boathouse, was where he would set up his hide.
Time to move…

3:57 A.M. Tehran Time
Alborz Mountains
Iran

Thomas didn’t need to look back. The brief bursts of gunfire and abrupt silence following immediately thereafter told him the whole story.
His friend was dead.
He moved more quickly now, his bio-suit discarded in the swift-flowing mountain stream a hundred meters back, a crude procedure Langley had recommended for cleansing himself of the toxin. Heavy as his clothes now were with water, he could move freely.
Voices sounded ahead of him, a body of Kurdish fighters moving down the mountain. Another moment and Azad Badir appeared, at the head of a score of rebels. At the sight of Thomas he held up a hand to halt his men.
“Did you retrieve the samples?” the guerrilla leader asked, seeming only then to realize that Thomas was alone.
Estere appeared behind him, her face pale as she stared into his eyes.
Thomas saw her lips form the question, and in that instant it felt as though his heart would break.
“He’s gone,” he whispered, unable to say more.
“No,” she responded, shooting him a look of fragile defiance as she shook her head. She placed a hand against the trunk of a nearby tree to steady herself. “No.”
Badir stepped forward, placing a hand on his granddaughter’s shoulder. “Allah has appointed unto us a time for mourning,” he began, his own voice trembling with emotion, “but it is not now. Mr. Patterson, I trust that you were successful in your mission?”
Thomas nodded, a lump forming in his throat. “I was.”
The Kurd spoke sharply in his native tongue and the guerrillas began to scatter, taking up defensive positions farther down the mountain. In a few moments, it was only the three of them standing there by the tree.
“The time has come for us to part,” Badir announced, turning back to Thomas.
Thomas nodded in reply, but the old man wasn’t done.
“My granddaughter will guide you to the border,” he continued. “In a cave twelve kilometers to the west you will find two horses. They are young and strong, and should make the journey easily.”
“I do not know how I could repay this kindness,” Thomas responded formally.
“I do,” was Badir’s blunt reply. “I want you to escort Estere across the border to Qandil Mount. Our people are there and she can find safety in their ranks.”
“But what about you?” Estere exclaimed, seizing hold of the old man’s arm, anger not unmixed with grief in her voice.
A burst of rifle fire from down the mountainside served as the answer to her question. Badir unslung the Kalishnikov from his shoulder, extending the stock with a single, purposeful motion.
“I am a soldier!” she hissed, fighting back tears as he turned away from her. “My place is here!”
The old shepherd cast a final look back over his shoulder. “If you are to be counted a soldier, you must follow the orders you have been given. Take our friend to the Qandil. Do not return.”

5:00 A.M.
Isfahan, Iran

Hossein was standing on the steps of the mosque when his cellphone went off. He pulled it from his pocket and glanced at the screen before answering. It was the Supreme Leader.
“Good morning.”
“I don’t think so,” came the reply, sending a chill down the major’s spine. “It’s begun…”

7:13 A.M. Local Time
Eilat, Israel

The job had taken all night, but it was done at last. Farouk leaned forward, placing his laptop on the hood of the explosives-filled Jeep Grand Cherokee.
“You will drive here along the road,” he instructed, tracing an imaginary line across the on-screen map. “Then turn into the Hotels Zone. Park here-approximately two hundred meters from the Crowne Plaza Hotel. You will await my call to close in on your target, which will be approximately-here.”
A young jihadist from the Eilat cell nodded, his face pale with excitement. Farouk turned away to hide a smile of contempt.
It would be the young man’s first and last mission. He had been chosen for a reason. Simply put, he had not shown enough skill to justify continuing his training. So, he was expendable.
The Hezbollah leader fingered the cellphone in the pocket of his jeans. The bomb was wired for remote detonation should the boy’s nerve fail at the last moment of the suicide mission, as it often did.
Sad, he mused, that devotion to Allah should waver in the face of death. Had they not read the sacred verses of the Quran?

7:59 A.M.
The Crowne Plaza Hotel
Eilat, Israel

“I think I’ve got it here.”
“What is it, Sarah?” Gideon asked, still focused on the Uzi submachine gun he was loading.
“I’ve got the name,” the young woman replied, looking up from her laptop.“Nichols is registered here at the Crowne Plaza under the name Joseph Isaac. Fifth floor, room 347.”
Laner laid the gun on the bed and crossed the hotel room to stand behind her, his hand resting easily on her shoulder. “Good work-how hard was he to find?”
“Not hard,” she responded, smiling up at him as she touched his fingers lightly. “The hotel system was an easy job-a relatively simple firewall backed by Blowfish encryption. Once in, they scan the photo IDs provided at the desk and store them on the intranet. It was just a matter of cross-referencing the photos with our database and Nichols came up. Apparently, he’s a low-level diplomat with the U.S. State Department, because he’s traveling under a diplomatic passport.”
Gideon chuckled, his hand moving to stroke her mane of dark hair. “Not the last time I checked.”
He walked back across the room and replaced the Uzi in its specially-designed briefcase, casting an affectionate glance back at the young woman as she returned to her work.
In addition to being the resident tech expert, Sarah Halevy was a bat leveyha, an escort agent whose task on this particular assignment consisted of posing as his spouse.
They had worked together before, and although official Mossad regulations prohibited romantic entanglements between personnel, in reality it prevented very little. Gideon cast a glance around the room where they had spent the night and smiled with the realization. They had moved beyond acting a long time ago.
“Do we have confirmation from Chaim and Yossi?” he asked.
“Yes,” Sarah replied without looking up. “They are in position as of 0300 hours. Currently-Eiland has the gun.”

10:08 A.M. Tehran Time
The Alborz Mountains
Iran
“The cave is just ahead.” Thomas’s head came up at the sound of her voice-the first words she had spoken since they had left the band of peshmerga. They had walked the twelve kilometers in dark, brooding silence, silence broken only by the rattle of small-arms fire from the east, punctuated by the occasional scream of a rocket.
Turning a corner in the mountain path, he saw the cave, there in the side of a cliff and nearly invisible to the casual eye, obscured by a carefully planted screen of pistachio trees.
“A mountain shepherd tends to the needs of the animals,” Estere explained, pushing her way through the brush covering the entrance. “The border peoples are forbidden to own horses, but the order is disregarded more often than not, particularly by those friendly to our cause.”
He ducked his head to enter the cave behind her, his eyes slowly adjusting to the dim light. There, in rough-hewn stalls cut into the side of the mountain, were stabled two large horses, a black and a dappled grey. Slinging her rifle over her shoulder, Estere walked into the stalls and brought out the mounts, one by one.
“This is Kejal, the gazelle,” she announced, handing the reins of the grey to Thomas. He looked up at the massive flank of the horse and grimaced, suddenly feeling rather foolish.
He had just begun to place a foot in the stirrups when her voice arrested him. “No, no. Kejal is my horse. You will ride Bahoz, the black.”
“Oh,” he responded, flushing in spite of himself. She reappeared in a moment leading a black stallion that seemed even larger than the grey, if that were possible.
She took the reins of Kejal from his hand and swung herself into the saddle with the grace of a bird.
Oh well, here goes, Thomas thought, placing one foot in the stirrup in an attempt to swing himself up.
Something went wrong-he would never quite figure out what-but he ended up on the dirt floor of the cave, rolling over in a crude approximation of the parachute landing fall as Bahoz shied away in fear, a loud whinny of protest issuing from the stallion’s mouth.
“What is going on?” cried Estere, grasping the reins of Bahoz in one hand while trying to calm her own mount.
Thomas picked himself up and stared at her, a hot flush of embarrassment once again spreading across his face. “I–I’ve never ridden a horse before,” he responded.
“You haven’t?” Her tones were filled with disbelief.
He shook his head with a wry grin. “Never actually been this close to a horse before, let alone ridden one.”
She muttered something in Kurdish under her breath-what, he didn’t know, but he was sure it wasn’t complimentary.
“Let me dismount,” she said after a long moment, “and I’ll show you. And here-give me your gun, we don’t need that going off.”

10:39 A.M. Local Time
The Eilat Marina
Israel

“It’s been thirty minutes,” Yossi Eiland announced, checking his watch. “Time to shift over.”
Moving cautiously in the small confines of the hide, the two men traded places, Chaim Berkowitz taking his place behind the bipod-mounted Remington. “I have the gun,” he announced into his lip mike. It was standard protocol to rotate shooter and spotter every thirty minutes. Any longer and field studies showed a degradation in situational awareness.
He nestled down, pressing the buttstock against his shoulder as his eyes focused in on the scope.
Suddenly Eiland reached over and tapped him on the shoulder. “We’ve got a subject at your two o’clock. Is that him?”
Chaim swung the barrel of the M24 around, the cross-hairs resting on the subject’s face. It matched the file photo they had been shown, older, to be certain-but a positive match.
“We’ve got Harold Nichols at the south entrance of the hotel. He appears to be making a phone call. Do you copy?”
Gideon’s voice came crystal clear over the comm channel. “Yes. I’ve got Nathan following him. Sarah tried to tap into his cell phone frequency, but she’s not getting anywhere. Our best guess is that it’s the new-gen CIA TACSAT.”

“What are we looking at, Tex?” Harry asked, looking out over the palm-shadowed courtyard of the hotel. A swimming pool nestled in the middle of the courtyard and it was already crowded with tourists taking advantage of a mid-morning swim. Or splash, which seemed to be what most of them were doing.
“Hard to say, really,” came the Texan’s laconic reply. “I’ve been on the scope for an hour-no sign of the Israeli agents yet.”
Harry cast a cautious look back inside the lobby restaurant. “I’ve got one of them on my tail if I don’t miss my mark. Youngish guy, mid-twenties I’d say, medium-build. He’s wearing a photographer’s vest, my guess is he’s packin’. Carries himself like an operator.”
“I’ll keep an eye out.”
“You do that, I’m going to call Langley and give them an update. Hour and fifteen minutes till showtime.”

“Blast it!” Sarah Halevy exploded, pulling off her headphones and throwing them to the floor in frustration. “I almost had him.”
“Easy, love,” Gideon replied. “What were you able to get?”
“I ran a trace on some of the diplomatic communications channels that American intelligence typically uses. Sure enough, he’s using one of them. Here’s the thing-it’s a satellite phone, so I can track the satellites he’s using to bounce the signal.”
“So?”
“So, I was able to ascertain that he’s placing a call to someone here in Israel. Another couple minutes and I could have run a locator trace on their phone as well.”
“You’re saying he may have back-up here in Eilat?”
“Maybe. Just two or three more minutes and I could have known for sure.” She glared at the laptop as though it was responsible for the failure.
Gideon placed his hands on her shoulders and began to knead the tight muscles there. “Don’t be so tense,” he admonished, leaning over her. “Just relax.”
“Right…”

4:15 A.M. Eastern Time
NCS Operations Center
Langley, Virginia

“What’s the latest?” Barney Kranemeyer demanded, arriving in the NCS op-center like a gust of wind.
Carter looked up from his terminal. “Not much. According to a call we got from Nichols about thirty minutes ago, everything’s still on course. He’s got a Mossad agent tailing him, but that’s to be expected.”
“As much for his protection as anything else,” Kranemeyer added.
Carter acknowledged that comment with an affirmative nod. The senior analyst yawned and took another sip from the coffee mug at his desk. The clothes he wore looked like they had been slept in, his tie pulled loose from his throat, the shirt wrinkled like an accordion, his pants devoid of crease, giving him the over-all appearance of a bedraggled starling.
Kranemeyer stared at the bank of screens filling one wall of the op-center. “We should have positioned more assets,” he stated, filled with sudden misgivings.
“How?” the analyst asked rhetorically. “What did you want to do, activate Station Tel Aviv’s strike team? The Israelis don’t miss that much. I think we were lucky to get Richards in the back-door.”
“Maybe so.” Kranemeyer never looked away from the screens in front of him. “It’s important that we emerge from this one on top. This isn’t a game anymore.”
Carter drained his mug and cast a weary look in the direction of the DCS. “I don’t think you need to worry. Nichols doesn’t know how to play games.”

11:25 A.M. Local Time
Crowne Park Plaza Hotel
Eilat, Israel

The cleaning cart rumbled down the hall on the fifth floor of the hotel, its wheels creaking ponderously.
Fayood al-Farouk’s eyes roved from left to right as he proceeded along the hallway, scanning for threats.
A door opened behind him and he looked carefully back just in time to see a young couple exit, the man’s arm wrapped around the waist of a dark-haired Sabra girl. Farouk smiled. Such would serve him in paradise.
Five rooms down, he stopped and knocked on the door. The rattle of a chain greeted the knock and the face of a young man stared out.
“Salaam alaikum.”
“Alaikum salaam, my brethren.”
With another judicious glance down the corridor, he pushed the cart inside and closed the door behind them, hearing the lock click into place. Two men occupied the hotel room, both young Palestinians in their early twenties.
The bag on the side of the cart held a pair of stripped-down Kalishnikov assault rifles and loaded magazines for both. With a quick, cat-like movement, Farouk moved to the balcony door of the suite, pulling the blinds aside just long enough to glance out.
It was eighty, maybe a hundred meters to the courtyard where he had been told the meeting would go down.
“Remember,” he instructed, turning back to his men. “Do not fire until our brother has given his life.”

11:45 A.M.

“He’s at your eight o’clock,” the voice in Sarah’s ear observed. The young woman withstood the temptation to turn her head in the direction indicated. Instead, she focused her attention on massaging the sunscreen lotion into the skin of her arms, protection against the sun beating down upon her body through the spotty shade of the palm fronds above.
“He’s coming your way,” Yossi’s voice announced once more through the earbud.
She glanced over to where Gideon reclined on a pool chair a few feet from her own. He looked deceptively relaxed, the sunglasses hiding his eyes.
“Do my back,” she asked, extending the bottle of lotion toward him. Gideon stood and walked over to her, suddenly alert at her use of the prearranged code. She handed him the bottle of lotion and sat up, leaning forward on the lounge chair.
“Where?”Gideon asked, his mouth close to her ear.
“Ten o’clock,” Sarah whispered back. “Moving this way.”
“Coming in early?”
“That’s what it looks like.”
“That would be Nichols,” Gideon admitted with a wry smile. He wiped his hands on the front of his khaki shorts and turned back to his chair, deliberately not looking in Nichols’s direction.
Sarah capped the bottle of lotion and reached down, unzipping the pack beside her chair and dropping the bottle in, right beside her 9mm Glock.
She had no sooner finished zipping up the pack than a shadow fell across her chair and she looked up into the startlingly blue eyes of the American.

“Good morning,” Harry said, flashing a quick smile at the bat leveyha before turning his attention to Gideon. The Israeli commando waved his hand casually and removed his shades. “Early, Harry?”
“As always,” was the reply. “Still looking for the Messiah, Gideon?”
Gideon laughed. “Tell you what, Harry. If He shows up and says ‘This place looks familiar’, put in a good word for me. On the other hand, if He hasn’t been here before, I’ll tell him you’re a mensch.”
A chuckle escaped Harry’s lips as he pulled up a lounge chair and sat down across from the couple. What had started as a joke before their mission into the Bekaa four years previous had become their own personal code. The meeting was cleared to proceed.
“I’m glad you could make it,” Gideon said with a smile, sitting up in the chair. It was only then that he realized he no longer had Harry’s attention.

Sarah looked up to meet the American’s gaze, suddenly aware of just why Nichols was not wearing sunglasses. His eyes were weapons.
She found the expression on his face as difficult to place as it was unsettling. It was not the sort of look a man might typically give a woman. She knew that look all too well. Rather it carried an air of cool, detached confidence. A threat assessment, she realized with a start.
He broke the stare after a long, awkward moment and when he next spoke, it was to address Gideon. “Would you tell your lady friend to get rid of the wire?”

Laner just stared back at him for a moment, a look of disbelief on his face. Then he started laughing. “Take it off, Sarah.”
Harry held out a hand as the woman removed a tiny earbud headset from her right ear. She shot a look at Gideon as though awaiting orders. He nodded, and she placed the small headset in Harry’s palm.
“May I ask how you noticed?” Gideon asked, still chuckling.
“You may,” Harry replied, placing the earbud on the concrete of the courtyard and casually crushing it with a downward thrust of his foot, “but I’m not going to tell you.”
“Fair enough,” Gideon agreed, glancing over at Sarah. Her attention was still focused on Nichols, the expression on her face somewhere between anger and annoyance.
“Now, let’s get down to business,” Harry continued, “why did you ask to meet with me?”
“I think we have something you want. And you have something we need.” Gideon paused for a moment, well aware of the ambiguity of his statement. It was only the opening dance.
“Is that so?”

11:53 A.M.

“Do we have two? I know, I know-but we need two,” Farouk protested, the cellphone tight against his ear as he moved along the promenade.
“Hold off a few more minutes-maybe the other American will show up. Yes, we must get both of them. No, you may not. Move on my command only.”

11:55 A.M.

“And what would be the nature of this exchange you speak of?”
Gideon looked across at Harry, aware that he must answer the question, and quickly. This was poker-sometimes you needed to play it close to the vest, sometimes you needed to bluff-let the other fellow believe you were holding a full house.
Time to bluff. “Five days ago, you took a CIA strike team into the Alborz Mountains of Iran. Your mission: to rescue an international team of archaeologists.”
The American’s expression didn’t change. For a moment Gideon wondered if he had even heard the statement.
“That a fact?” Harry asked, his face slowly breaking into a grin. “It’s always fascinating to hear the stories of what I’ve not done.”
He leaned forward in his chair, staring intently into Gideon’s face. “Listen, you need something, so why don’t you cut the bull and tell me what it is?”

Harry watched the Israeli’s eyes, clearly reading the struggle there. A child ran between their chairs, chasing an over-sized beach ball, and the conversation fell silent for a moment.
A few hundred meters down the street, a Jeep Grand Cherokee pulled out of traffic and parked near the entrance to the resort, almost seeming incongruous among the expensive European cars that swarmed the waterfront. Harry took note and logged it away before turning his attention back to the matters at hand.
“Dr. Moshe Tal,” Gideon began slowly. “He was the leader of the team of archaeologists I mentioned.”
Harry nodded, his face betraying no signs of recognition.
“Tal was an archaeologist, but he was also a patriot. And a Mossad agent.”
“Was?” Harry asked, moving with caution. “Tal has died?”
Laner shook his head. “No. He was sent into Iran to excavate the ancient city of Rhodaspes. That was his cover. In reality, he was in communication with the Ayatollah Isfahani, helping subvert the Shirazi government.”
“The Supreme Leader?”
“The same. There are-there were rifts to be exploited. The potential for actionable intelligence, if not regime change on a massive scale.”
The Jeep was still parked in the same place, Harry noticed, a sense of disquiet growing inside him. Something didn’t seem right. From where he sat, he could see the driver out of the corner of his eye, still seated behind the wheel. He hadn’t moved.
There were no passengers.
“May I ask why it had to be Tal?” he asked. “Why did he need to be in-country?”
“Isfahani has a passion for archaeology that is only surpassed by his love of Persia. It was necessary to place Dr. Tal inside Iran so that they would have a reason for communication.”
“Code, I take it?”
“To be sure. And something went wrong,” Laner added.
“I see.”
“We lost all contact with the archaeologists on the 13th, after an odd distress call was received from Tal. As you know, satellite imagery showed the Iranian Revolutionary Guards setting up a base camp on the plateau near the dig.”
Harry’s face didn’t change, though inside he was chuckling. The Israeli had lost none of his wiles. “How would I know that?” he inquired innocently, casting a sideways glance toward the entrance of the resort. The Jeep was still there. The driver still inside.
“As you said earlier, Harry, let’s cut the bull,” Gideon replied, his voice level. “You know I’m right.”
“I know you’re fishing,” came the reply. Harry held up his hand as the Israeli started to continue. “I know this is a sensitive question, but-”
“Since when has that stopped you?”
“First off, you didn’t tell me that you would have surveillance teams in place, shadowing my every movement.”
Gideon laughed. “I would have considered it an insult to your professionalism to have done so. You know the score.”
“That I do,” Harry replied evenly, gesturing with a quick jerk of his head. “Tell me, the guy in the Jeep, is he one of yours?”
Laner looked toward the entrance of the Crowne Park Plaza resort, his eyes narrowing as they focused in on the parked vehicle. “No. Been there for awhile?”
“Long enough to make me uncomfortable,” Harry replied.
The two men exchanged glances, an almost telepathic communication. “Sarah,” Gideon began, turning his head toward her, “be a love and get Yossi on the phone.”
Sarah nodded and reached over to where her cover-up lay on the chair, extracting a satellite phone from a pocket of the robe.

“Everything going all right?” Yossi asked, motioning for Chaim to take the gun. “We got worried when your comm unit went off-line.”
“The American spotted the wire,” Sarah replied, irritation in her voice. “We may have a problem-I need you to scope out the entrance. See the Jeep there about fifty feet from the entrance?”

Sarah listened for a couple moments, then turned off the phone. “The driver is a young Arab, probably late teens, early twenties. Yossi says he keeps looking down, as though he’s checking his watch.”
“Fits the profile,” Harry said finally.
“Yossi says they can take him out if you give the word,” the young woman added. “Chaim’s got a clean shot.”
Gideon shook his head. “We need more than that. Send Nathan over to check it out. Why don’t you go along to provide back-up,” he amended, after a moment’s thought.
Sarah nodded, pulling on the robe over her swimsuit. Harry cleared his throat, an odd grin spreading across his face. “Why don’t you take your handbag? Might not hurt to have that Glock.”
She opened her mouth to speak, then apparently thought better of it, shooting Harry a dirty look.

12:11 A.M.

Sweat was streaming in rivulets down his face, the sun heating the interior of the closed-up Grand Cherokee to an almost unbearable temperature. He tapped the steering wheel nervously, endeavoring to bring the verses of the Quran to remembrance. They would give him strength.
The cell phone lay silent in his pocket. Call! his mind screamed, desperate for the call to come before he lost his courage. Lost the nerve to sacrifice his own life for the jihad.
He could see the meeting place from where he sat, could see his targets. So close. And yet the phone remained silent.

“I’m moving.” Nathan Gur stepped through the pedestrian entrance of the resort, his hand slipped deep inside the pocket of his photographer’s vest, fingers wrapped around the butt of his Beretta 92.
The Jeep Wagoner was about fifty meters ahead of him, engine running and windows tightly closed. The young Israeli agent took a deep breath and began to move through the crowd. Toward his target.

About forty feet behind Gur, Sarah Halevy emerged from the resort, her handbag slung across her chest, the Glock easily accessible. How the American had seen it, she didn’t know. Gideon had told her Nichols was good, but his perception still took her off-guard. It was almost uncanny.
She banished the thoughts from her mind, focusing on the task at hand. The distance between her and Nathan was increasing-his bulk making it easier for him to elbow his way through the crowd. Where?
There he was-she caught sight of him again, working his way diagonally toward the parked Jeep. Sarah quickened her pace and began to close the gap…

Something was happening. Tex knew that much. The bat leveyha had left abruptly, making her way to the entrance of the resort before he lost sight of her in the crowd. Harry’s attitude had changed, tension pervading his body language.
Tex was laying on his stomach on the thick carpet of the hotel room, about five feet back from the opened balcony door. With the bipod-mounted FN-FAL, he could easily cover the courtyard from there.

“Kill them wherever you find them,” the young man whispered, reciting the sura under his breath, “and drive them out from whence they drove you out.”
He opened his eyes, calmed by the sacred words, and began scanning the crowd once more. A mindless sea of licentious Western tourists, careless of their danger. Invaders in the house of Islam…
And then he saw him. A big man, dressed in shorts and a tank top, a photographer’s vest over the upper half of his body, pushing his way through the crowd. Moving with purpose.
His calm evaporated like the morning dew. “Ya, Allah,” he gasped. Oh, God. He reached in his pocket for the cellphone, his fingers shaking uncontrollably.
There was no time. The realization smote him with the cold certainty of death. The Jew would be next to the vehicle in a few moments.
His trembling hand moved forward, fingers closing around the detonator…

“Something’s wrong,” Yossi observed, his binoculars aimed at the young Arab in the Jeep.
“This is MARKSMAN ONE, requesting permission to terminate.”
There was a moment’s silence, then Gideon’s voice came over the headset. “Execute.”


Almost in the same instant, the Jeep vanished in a fireball, the explosion’s concussive force spreading across the lagoon.

She was thirty-five meters from the Jeep when it blew up, the explosion knocking her to the ground. “Nathan!” Sarah screamed, her eyes watering as she stared through a spreading cloud of thick, oily smoke, into the explosion’s epicenter. There was no way anyone had survived.

Harry threw himself flat against the concrete of the courtyard as the explosion went off, flames and smoke arising from the entrance of the resort. He looked over to see Gideon still standing there, as though frozen in place.
Then the shooting started. First a single shot, barely audible over the screams of agony and fear arising from the resort, then the chatter of assault rifles on full-automatic.
“Move!” Harry yelled, scrambling to his feet and drawing his.45 in a single smooth motion. His voice seemed to jar Gideon into action and the Israeli grabbed up a suitcase from beside the overturned pool chair, extracting a Uzi submachine gun from its depths.
“Go! Go! Go!”

The Israeli sniper team was caught off-guard when the shooting started, Chaim well-nigh blinded by the explosion, Yossi several feet from the gun.

Tex swiveled the FN-FAL on its bipod, identifying the source of the hostile fire. Two men, kneeling on the bow of a boat in the marina. The scope’s cross-hairs centered on the forehead of one of the shooters and he squeezed the trigger.
Target eliminated, Tex thought coldly. The man collapsed, the top of his head nearly blown away by the heavy bullet. Next target.
Before he could draw down on the second shooter, a rifle boomed from somewhere in the marina and the man toppled over the rail, his body falling into the lagoon.
When the shooting started again, it took him by surprise, coming, as it seemed, from right over his head. Shooters were in the hotel.
He hesitated for only a moment, then sprang to his feet, leaving the FN-FAL where it was. It was too bulky.
He left his hotel room and hurried down the corridor toward the stairs. Reaching the covert of the stairwell, he reached down and jerked the Smith and Wesson from his ankle holster. He had six shots. Time to go.

The ineptitude of the Eilat cell was truly unamusing. Farouk swore in frustration as he lowered the binoculars and turned away. He needed to leave-quickly, before the Zionists mopped up the rest of his fighters.

Come on, Tex, Harry thought, crouched behind the engine block of a Corvette near the edge of the resort. With the shooters firing from the dark interior of a hotel room eighty meters away, the pistol in his hands was largely useless. This wasn’t Hollywood.
Gideon was five meters to his left, behind the bullet-riddled hulk of a Hummer H2. The courtyard and street outside had all but emptied in the six minutes since the car bomb went off. Those not under cover were dead or dying, lying in their own blood in the street.
With a twinge of regret, Harry realized he hadn’t seen the bat leveyha since the explosion. Such a waste.
“You have an angle on the window?” he hissed across at Gideon.
The Israeli nodded, slapping a fresh mag into the butt of his Uzi. The question was clearly visible in his eyes.
Harry nodded. “Cover me.”

Small-arms fire sputtered from the fifth floor of the Crowne Park Plaza hotel as Sarah crawled forward on her hands and knees, forcing herself to ignore the cries of the dying. The shooters had to be stopped. Sirens sounded in the distance, their discordant wail adding to the cacophony of noise surrounding her.
She bit her lip, striving to hold back the images of Nathan in the last seconds of his life. Walking confidently toward the explosives-laden Jeep. He was dead, she knew it in her heart. He had been a scant five yards from his target when the bomb went off.
Her hands were bleeding and raw, the hard polymer of the Glock clutched between them as she moved forward, from cover to cover.

“Now!” At Harry’s shout Gideon rose up from behind the hood of the H2, aiming at the hotel window, burst after burst of fire erupting from the muzzle of the Uzi.
Harry plunged forward, feet drumming a dark tattoo against the pavement as he rocketed toward the hotel entrance, bent low at the waist. Bullets ricocheted off the concrete in his wake as the shooters above took aim at the runner.
His shoulder hit the revolving glass door of the hotel restaurant and he pushed his way through. The restaurant was full, people huddled under the tables. A woman screamed as he burst in, gun in hand.
“Stay down!” he bellowed in English, brandishing his wallet in his left hand. “Police!”

Tex paused at the top of the stairwell, aware suddenly of footsteps on the other side of the door. Back and forth.
A small window in the top of the door afforded a view of the corridor, and he waited as the footfalls came closer, watching as a masked head came into view. They were patrolling the hall.
He thumbed the hammer of the revolver back to full-cock and crouched there, his hand on the door handle.
Footsteps. Coming closer as the terrorist completed his circuit. It was all about timing. Almost. There!
He pushed the door open with a violent thrust, slamming the steel fire door into the body of the gunman. The man recoiled, nearly dropping the rifle as Tex stepped into the hall, the Smith amp; Wesson already at eye level.
He pulled the trigger at close range, the bullet striking the gunman in the neck, severing the brain stem as he dropped to the floor, his blood staining the carpet.
Tex paused over the body of the dying terrorist, listening. Another burst of gunfire gave him his directions. Ten doors down…

5:35 A.M. Eastern Time
NCS Operations Center
Langley, Virginia

“Anything from Nichols?”
“That’s a negative,” Carter replied, looking over his shoulder at the DCS. “The meeting is probably ongoing.”
A phone rang on the desk of the analyst’s workstation. “Yes, Monica?”
He listened for a moment, an expression of shock spreading over his countenance. “What is it, Ron?” Kranemeyer asked as he hung up the phone.
“Turn on CNN.”
The DCS picked up a remote and aimed it at one of the TV screens which lined the wall.
“This is Brenda Langford, reporting live from Eilat. As you can see, there’s been a bombing, near the entrance of the Crowne Park Plaza resort.”
Kranemeyer’s mouth fell open. “Dear God…”

12:36 P.M. Local Time
The hotel
Eilat, Israel

Tex paused outside the door, feeding another bullet into the empty chamber of his S amp;W. The bodies of two hotel security guards lay twenty feet down the corridor, gunned down as they had responded to the initial shots.
He tested the door with his hand. Locked. The possibility of it being booby-trapped went through his head, but he was out of time. Caution to the wind.
The big man took a step back and aimed a kick toward the door, his booted foot connecting just below the bolt. It flew in on its hinges with a crash and he stumbled into the suite, bringing the revolver up as he went around the corner.
The room reeked with the acrid, sulphurous smell of burnt gunpowder. Two men were kneeling four or five feet back from the open balcony window, shooting down into the courtyard of the hotel. The man on the right was firing, the man on the left loading another magazine into the mag well of his Kalishnikov.
Tex shot him first, to the back of the head, before he could pull the charging bolt of the assault rifle.
He screamed, the rifle falling from his lifeless hands as he collapsed on the floor. Alerted to his danger, the second gunman started to turn, rising from his crouch.
The revolver spoke twice. Tex stood there, the pistol still leveled in his outstretched hand as the terrorist staggered backward, arms flailing as he crashed into the balcony rail.
A pall of silence fell over the room.
Tex took a step back and fished a speedloader out of his pocket, only then realizing that he’d been holding his breath ever since his entrance into the hotel room.
Sirens sounded outside and he read their signal loud and clear. Time to go. He stepped from the room, closing the door with a gloved hand and proceeded down the hall…

Harry had reached the fourth floor when his TACSAT rang. “Nichols.”
It was Tex’s voice. “Shooters have been terminated. Exfiltrating.”
“Are you clean?”
“That’s a roger. The rifle is still in my room, no prints. Handgun is on its way down the laundry chute. Likewise.”
“I’ll try to keep them off your back. See you stateside, brother.”

Gideon’s phone buzzed against his ribs and he flipped it open, cradling the Uzi in his free hand. “Laner.”
“This is Nichols. The shooters are neutralized. I repeat, the room is clear.”
“Good work,” the Israeli replied grimly. He rose up from behind the Hummer and slung the Uzi around his neck. Police vehicles were starting to set up a perimeter, sealing off the entrance of the resort.
“Gideon!”
He turned to see Sarah stumbling toward him, the Glock still in her hand. Her robe was torn and blackened with smoke, her hands and knees bloodied, her hair a mess. She had never looked more beautiful.
He reached out to embrace her, and she fell against him, her arms around his neck.
“You’re alive,” he whispered, tears starting in his eyes. “Thank God, darling, you’re alive.”
Sarah kissed him on the cheek, embracing him fiercely, her emotions roiling with the events of the previous fifteen minutes. Nathan Gur lay dead only a few scant yards away, but none of that seemed to matter at this very moment. Gideon was alive. He had survived.
All at once, her vision seemed to clear through the haze of tears. A figure, moving from the cover of the building behind Gideon, an M-4 carbine in his hands. The figure of a teenage boy, his face obscured by a mask.
It was a vision of extraordinary clarity. Time itself seemed to slow down as the teenager moved forward, the carbine coming up.
Her hand seemed to move of itself, the barrel of the Glock moving to cover the target. Oh so slowly.
“Allahu akbar!” the boy screamed, the sound of his voice breaking the spell that had fallen upon her. She pulled the trigger of the Glock roughly, the gun going off just inches from Gideon’s eardrum.
He staggered to one side, a hand clasped against his ear as she fired again and again, watching her bullets strike the boy, high in the chest. The teenager reeled back as slug after slug entered his body. Falling down to the pavement, his head lolling to one side, body splayed out like a broken doll.
Dying.
Glassy-eyed, she lowered the pistol and safed it, her movements mechanical. Target eliminated…

2:45 P.M. Tehran Time
Alborz Mountains

It would be a never-ending source of amazement to Thomas that some people considered horseback riding recreation. After four hours of riding through the mountains, he was suddenly and painfully aware of muscles he had previously known of in theory alone.
Estere reined in her horse at the top of the rise, glancing back at his progress. “Come on!”
His only reply was a glare as he rode abreast of her. “Stupid beast,” he muttered, swearing under his breath.
When he looked up, her eyes were flashing like dark coals of fire. “Bahoz was Sirvan’s horse,” came her stinging rebuke.
She fell silent, jerking the reins of the grey with an angry gesture. Thomas turned to follow as she turned back to the west, kicking her horse into a gallop.

1:13 P.M. Local Time
Eilat, Israel

“We were set up,” Harry stated, his tones low as he spoke into the TACSAT’s receiver. “They knew both the time and place of the meeting.”
“You’re sure?” Kranemeyer asked.
“Listen, boss, I don’t believe in coincidence. There is no such thing. They didn’t get up this morning and say, ‘Y’know, it would be fun to bomb Eilat today.’ They had a target, and that target was us. We’ve got a leak somewhere.”
“I’ll see what I can find out,” came the noncommittal answer. “Zakiri and Sarami are deploying to Iraq this afternoon.”
“Oh?”
“Parker is being extracted. He made contact two hours ago. I want team members on-site for the debrief.”
“Sounds like a plan. Keep an eye on Petras,” Harry added after a moment. “She takes a dim view of operators playing in her backyard.”
“To be sure. What’s Richards’ status?”
Harry looked over his shoulder to see Gideon Laner approaching, flanked by two police officers. “Everything’s copacetic, sir. You’ll excuse me, I’ve got to go.”
He pressed END before Kranemeyer could respond, turning to face the Israeli commando. “Your sweep turn up anything?”
Gideon nodded. “Harry, I’m going to have to ask you for your gun…”

7:13 A.M. Eastern Time
CIA Headquarters
Langley, Virginia

The clinic was just starting to buzz with the shift change as Davood Sarami checked out. Hamid was waiting for him at the door, Davood’s gun belt and government-issue Glock in hand.
“Take these,” Hamid instructed. “How do you feel?”
“A little light-headed when I went to bed last night,” Davood replied, buckling the belt. “After-effects of the concussion, or so the nurse said. I feel fine right now.”
“Glad to hear it. We’ve got a plane to catch.”
Davood’s eyebrows went up. “Where to?”
“Iraq. We’re extracting Thomas. And Sarami…”
“Yes?”
Hamid stepped in close, the carefree look disappearing from his face. “Kranemeyer put me in charge of the extraction. I want you to follow my orders to the letter. None of this hero routine you pulled at Richards’ house. Do we have an understanding?”
The Iranian-American agent stiffened. “I was just trying to-”
“I really couldn’t care less what you were trying to do,” Hamid snapped back, turning to lead the way out of the clinic. “You went against your orders and screwed up. I don’t want it happening on my watch.”
Davood bit his lip, holding back the answer that strained to burst free. “It won’t.”
“Good. Let’s roll.”

6:47 P.M. Tehran Time
The Alborz Mountains

Rice. Thomas reached into the plastic bag once more, scooping the pasty, white boiled rice out with his fingers. He had eaten worse.
Estere sat across from him in silence, her head down as she stared into the western sky, watching as the sun sank into blood-red clouds.
“Listen,” Thomas began, “I’m sorry for what I said about the horse.”
She ignored his words, seeming not to even realize that he had spoken. He crossed to where she sat, cradling the assault rifle against her chest.
“Sirvan,” he began, kneeling at her side, “Sirvan was one of the bravest men I have ever known.”
Still no response. She sat there as though chiseled in stone, gazing into the dying sun.
He touched her shoulder ever so gently. “I consider it an honor to have known him, to have fought at his side.”
She sighed, a weak smile crossing her lips as she reached over to touch his hand. “When do you expect contact from your people?”
“Probably not until the morning,” he replied, respecting her decision to change the subject. “They said they would make the necessary arrangements. How many days do you expect it to take before we reach the border?”
She smiled again. “That would depend on how hard you can ride…”

7:28 P.M. Local Time
Eilat, Israel

The door to the holding cell opened and Harry turned to see Gideon Laner standing in the entrance.
The two regarded each other in silence for a long moment, a silent game of “chicken” playing itself out. At last the Israeli spoke. “Where’s your partner?”
“My what?”
“Your partner. We know he was in the hotel.”
Harry smiled, a bit of the devil lurking in his eyes. “There must be some mistake. I’ve never fancied men.”
“Don’t give me that, Harry,” Gideon warned, swearing under his breath. “I lost a good man out there today and I want to know everything about the circumstances surrounding his death. The three dead Arabs in the hotel were shot with a.357 Magnum. A revolver. Hardly what you were carrying. A scope-equipped FN-FAL was found in a room on the fourth floor. A shell casing under the dresser. You had back-up. Who?”
Harry stood there, gazing intently into Gideon’s eyes as the Israeli fell silent. “Are you done?” he asked mildly.
Anger flashed across Gideon’s face. “Done! I’m not sure you understand the situation, Harry. We have-”
“I understand it perfectly,” Harry replied, his voice even. “I came to Israel because you wanted something from me. You haven’t got it yet. Nor will you if you keep going as you are. That’s the situation.”
Gideon subsided. “What do you want?”
“I want to see Dr. Tal. I want you to forget about the rifle you found. And I want you to call off the search for this so-called ‘partner’ of mine. Understood?”
“You drive a hard bargain,” Gideon replied, unsmiling.
Harry nodded. “Of course. I hold the cards. When can I meet with Tal?”
“Tomorrow.”

Chapter Twelve

4:45 A.M. Baghdad Time, October 1st
Baghdad International Airport
Baghdad, Iraq

Returning home always awoke mixed emotions within Hamid Zakiri. The country had changed so much, in the years since the withdrawal of American combat brigades.
So much of the old. So much of the new. He sighed as he retrieved the gun case containing his Glock from the baggage line. A car from the CIA station should be awaiting them.
“Hope the TiVo works tonight,” he observed to Davood as the pair exited the terminal. “The Ravens are playing the Cowboys.”
“You’ve got a bet on the game?”
Hamid laughed. “Of course. Don’t I always win the op-center pool?”
“Just about,” Davood acknowledged, with a grudging smile. “Which team are you down for this evening?”
“The Cowboys, of course. The Ravens defense hasn’t been worth a plugged nickel for the last couple seasons. Just can’t seem to pull it together in draft.”
Davood nodded, his mind elsewhere. “Is that who I think it is?” he asked suddenly.
“Mmm-hmm,” Hamid agreed, glancing in the direction his fellow agent had indicated. “Petras bothering to show up in person is not a good sign, wouldn’t you think?”
“Afraid so.”

6:09 A.M. Tehran Time
Isfahan

They had come far in these few days, Hossein thought, surveying his recruits with a critical eye. The constant training had served to harden their bodies, the incessant pressure quickening their minds.
Only twenty were left.
A helicopter came in low over the mountains. The former major watched with concern as it banked hard over the city of Isfahan and flew straight toward the small training camp. Concern that was only barely assuaged when a green flare burst from one of the rocket tubes on the pylons of the attack helicopter. It was the Ayatollah arriving from Qom.
Whatever the situation, it had to be serious to risk an unprecedented personal visit. Hossein turned over the command of training to a particularly apt pupil named Mustafa, and walked back toward the helipad in the center of the camp, tapping a baton nervously against the top of his jump boots. Trouble was coming. He could almost smell it…

“What is the condition of your readiness?” Isfahani asked later, in the headquarters building. He was sitting in Hossein’s chair, slicing a ripe peach with a jewel-encrusted Sassanid knife.
Hossein took a deep breath. “We’re not.”
“I sent you the best men I could find,” the Ayatollah replied, an accusative edge in his voice.
“You sent me your best religious scholars,” Hossein shot back, undeterred and defiant. “They were not fighters. They are now, but they have a long way to go.”
Isfahani took another slice of the peach, the razor-edge of the knife sliding easily through supple flesh. “We have a situation.”
The major remained silent, waiting for him to continue.
“The attack is to be launched within three days. Your men must be in position in Palestine to stop it.”

8:43 A.M. Local Time
Mossad Headquarters
Tel Aviv-Yafo, Israel

Harry looked down as the Jetranger circled over the nondescript cluster of buildings, heading for the helipad on the roof of the central office building.
Gideon sat beside him at the controls of the helicopter, a look of intense concentration on his face as he guided the chopper in. The bat leveyha sat in the back, her hands bandaged.
The familiar figure of General Avi ben Shoham was standing to one side of the roof as the helicopter came to rest, giving Harry some idea of how much this meant to the Israelis. He had worked with Shoham three years before, a joint American-Israeli operation to rescue missionaries in Lebanon, and been impressed by the man’s professionalism.
“We’re here,” Gideon announced tersely, glancing over at Harry. There was palpable tension between the two men, had been ever since the previous night. The restrained violence Harry knew so well. The Israeli didn’t like being bullied.
Harry shoved open the door of the Jetranger and slipped out, his leather jacket rippling in the breeze created by the rotor wash. “Good morning, general.”
Shoham smiled, shaking Harry’s extended hand. “And the same to you, my friend. Come inside.”

The Mossad commander paused at the door of the elevator, nodding to his bodyguards to remain behind.
“I give you a token of my trust, Mr. Nichols,” he stated as the doors closed. “We are alone and you are armed.”
Harry nodded, shooting a pointed glance toward the general’s waistband. “As are you.”
Shoham smiled. “Ah, well, trust goes only so far. I must apologize for Lt. Laner’s reticence. He did as he felt best.”
“And you feel differently?”
“Laner was following my orders-orders I doubted could be fulfilled. You are not a man to give something up without expecting something in return.”
Harry leaned against the wall of the elevator as it continued its descent, watching Shoham carefully. “You speak in riddles.”
A wry smile. “Plain speaking is ever a danger in our business, is it not? In short, the Iranians are moving.”
“You have information indicating a nuclear deployment?”
Shoham replied with an emphatic shake of the head. “We don’t know. Only Dr. Tal knows the true nature of this threat.”
“Then why don’t you?”
“He believes that we abandoned the rest of his team to their captors. Now you see why we contacted you.”
“I don’t follow you.”
“Well done, Harry,” the general retorted, his face creasing into a smile. “Remind me never to play poker against you. You would deny that your government rescued the remaining hostages?”
The elevator shuddered to a halt, doors sliding open. Two guards stood across the corridor, Galil assault rifles in their hands.
Harry looked from Shoham to them and back again. “Let me see Tal,” he responded finally. “I will give you my answer then.”

9:57 A.M. Baghdad Time
Station Baghdad
Iraq

“Khebat Ahmedi. He’s the commander of PJAK in the Qandil,” Rebecca Petras informed them, tapping a finger on the screen of her laptop. “Khebat means ‘struggle’ in the Kurdish, and we suspect it to be a nom de guerre.”
“An alias?” Hamid asked, an amused smile crossing his face at her choice of words.
“That’s what I said. Now, I want to make something absolutely clear to the both of you. Despite the watchlisting of PJAK by the Obama administration in 2008, here in Iraq we’re dealing with realpolitik. That said, Ahmedi’s friendship is vital to the stability of this region. If you do anything to offend him or jeopardize our relationship in any way, I will hang you from a nail.”
Hamid exchanged a glance with Davood before turning his attention back to Petras. He could have let it go, but diplomacy had never been his forte. Neither was dealing with bureaucrats.
“My orders from the DCS are clear, Petras,” he stated, rising from his seat at the table. “Extract Parker at all costs. I’m going to do that, no matter whose toes I have to step on. Read me?”
The CIA station chief stared back at him, unblinking. “Tough-guy antics aren’t going to change my mind, Zakiri. I have made my position plain and I will file a report to Langley to that effect.”
“File away.”

12:37 P.M. Tehran Time
The Alborz Mountains

If anything, the second day’s ride was worse than the first. His muscles almost rigid after a night’s sleep, Thomas gritted his teeth as the horses picked their way across the mountainside, each movement sending a jolt straight up his spine.
He’d barely been able to mount when they had risen that morning, but he had done so. Hanged if he was going to ask for help.
The air was cool against his face, the mountain breeze laden with moisture. It felt like rain, but the only clouds in the sky soared light and effortless high over the mountain peaks.
All the same, Estere kept glancing toward the sky as they rode, a worried look on her face.
“What is it?” he asked, after a time.
“The bahoz.” She lifted a hand to the breeze, sniffing at the air. “I can smell rain.”
“What does that have to do with the horse?” he inquired, aware he was treading on a sensitive subject.
Her face wore a puzzled expression for a moment, then it cleared in sudden realization. “Bahoz is the Kurdish word for storm. A storm is coming. We may need to take shelter.”
The TACSAT buzzed at his side and he motioned to Estere to halt. “Hello,” he answered cautiously, reining in the stallion.
“Thomas, this is Hamid.”
“How are things progressing?”
“Fairly well. We’re having to dance around Petras, but I think things are shaping up. Kranemeyer pressured CENTCOM to release a squad of Army Rangers as escort.”
“Is that necessary?”
“I’d prefer it. She’s wanting us to be particularly careful with a Kurdish warlord, one Khebat Ahmedi. She forgets that I was born in this country-I know these people. And I prefer a show of force.”
“Bluff and swagger,” Thomas expressed, summing it up succinctly.
“Exactly. I need to establish our rendevous. Do you have a map?”
“That’s a negative. One moment.” He looked over to where Estere sat on her horse. “How well do you know this area?”
“Quite well,” she replied. There was no bravado there, just a simple statement of fact.
Thomas raised the satphone again. “I’ll let you speak to my guide. She was raised in these mountains.”
“She?” Hamid asked, laughter in his voice “How do you always manage it, Thomas? Put her on.”
He extended the TACSAT to her and she took it, listening as Hamid laid out his plan of action. Thomas watched her as they talked, steadying the impatient stallion between his knees. At length, she closed the cover of the phone and handed it back to Thomas, shooting another anxious glance skyward.
Even in the intervening moments, clouds had begun to move in, darkness drifting across the face of the sun as the mercurial nature of mountain weather asserted itself.
“We need to ride southwest to meet with your military. There is a place-south of the Qandil. I know it well. It is about forty kilometers from here.”
“It looks like your storm may be upon us soon.”
“I know,” she replied, looking up at the clouds. “There is a mountain stream, about twenty-nine kilometers ahead of us. We need to reach the ford before the rain swells the stream.”
“Can’t we go around?”
She shook her head. “A detour of nearly seventy kilometers. It is the nature of these mountains, Thomas. It is what has kept my people alive.”
“Then let’s ride.”

10:45 A.M. Local Time
Mossad Headquarters
Tel Aviv-Yafo, Israel

Harry raised his eyes from the dossier in front of him, staring through the one-way glass at the civilian in the interrogation room on the other side-Dr. Moshe Tal. In the previous two hours, he had gone through every scrap of information the Israelis were willing to give him on Tal. Unmarried, devoted to his work-and his country. Growing up on a kibbutz in the shadow of the Golan, Tal had early learned what it meant to defend his land.
And yet this reticence. Harry motioned to the guard, who had stood silently by the door the entire time. “I’m ready.”
Tal’s eyes flickered up at his entrance, then back down, a furtive, almost hunted look. Harry had seen it before, the look of a man broken beyond his endurance. For a brief moment, he wondered how far Mossad might have gone in trying to wrest his secret from him. Then he dismissed it without another thought. It was irrelevant to the task at hand.
He drew up a chair and sat down wordlessly, across from the archaeologist. Another long, interminable moment passed before Harry spoke.
“The Iranians are planning something, aren’t they?”
Tal raised his head, a strange light coming into his eyes. It was such a contrast to his previous browbeaten demeanor that Harry wondered for a moment if he was facing the same man. “Yes,” he replied. “They are.”
“What?”
The archaeologist shook his head. “I’ll never tell you. You left my people behind. You left them to die.”
It was as though Harry’s first question had given him a feeling of control, a sense of being in charge. Harry grimaced inwardly. Time to take that away. With a careful motion, he opened his sports jacket, withdrawing his diplomatic passport and identification, placing them on the table beside them.
“I’m from the U.S. State Department. I didn’t leave anyone behind.”
Tal took the passport and ID, scrutinizing them carefully. “You’re no diplomat,” he announced, looking back up.
Harry smiled. “Let’s call it a polite fiction.”
“Who are you?”
“Joseph Isaac,” Harry replied, tapping the ID before tucking it back in his wallet. “You can call me Joe. I’m your salvation.”
The archaeologist settled back in his chair, an expression of disbelief on his face.
“You see, there were Americans among your crew. President Hancock authorized a CIA strike team to rescue them. Our people arrived in the dark of night, just hours after Mossad brought you back here. And we were able to extract some of your team.”
Tal leaned forward, an almost painful eagerness on his face. “Some?”
Harry nodded. “Unfortunately, not all. The Iranians were on alert. We lost some people as well.”
“How can I believe you?”
Reaching once more into his jacket, Harry laid a cellphone on the table between them. A wire stretched from it to an earbud microphone, which Harry promptly inserted.
“We’re going to place a call to one of your colleagues. I believe you know Grant Peterson?”
“Yes, yes.”
“I will give you the number to dial,” he continued, fixing the archaeologist in a cold gaze. “And you will speak directly to Grant. This is a token of good faith. Don’t abuse it.”
Tal nodded his assent and Harry gave him the number to dial.

4:02 A.M. Eastern Time
A CIA safe house
West Virginia

“You said he would call, Roberto,” Grant Peterson said, looking up into the eyes of the man he had been staying with for the past week.
“He will,” the man called “Roberto” replied, in one of his longer speeches. Whether he had a last name or not, Grant had no idea. Whatever his skills, conversation was not among them.
Almost at that moment, the man’s hand went to his pocket, withdrawing a vibrating cellphone. He cast a quick glance at the screen before handing it over to Peterson.
“Answer it.”
“Hello, this is Grant.”
“Grant!” It was Dr. Tal, nervous excitement in his voice. “Thank God you’re alive. Where are you?”
“Here in the US,” Grant replied, looking over at Roberto as though to ask if he should be more specific. Something in the man’s face told him he should not. “Are you okay, doctor?”
Tal seemed not to hear him, rushing on as if the question was irrelevant. “The rest of the team, Grant. Are the others all right?”
Grant opened his mouth to speak, but in that instant, the line went dead.

11:06 A.M. Local Time
Mossad Headquarters
Tel Aviv, Israel

“Wrong move,” Harry stated calmly, replacing the phone on the table. “I told you not to abuse it.”
Tal stared at him, his eyes wide with sudden fear. “You’re sick.”
A shrug was the only reply Harry gave to the accusation. “You and I have business to discuss. You give me what I want, I’ll tell you who lived and who died. Not until.”
“How can I trust you?”
“You can’t. But you’re running out of options. You know Grant is alive and safe. Let’s work from that basis.”
“What do you want?”
“I think you know.”
The archaeologist looked away, towards the blank wall of the interrogation room. “All right,” he said at last, taking a deep, shuddering breath. “I’ll talk.”
Rising from his chair, Harry moved across the darkened room, punching a gloved fist through the drywall. His fingers closed around a thin wire. Just where Carter said it would be, he thought before snapping it as he would a twig.
Circling the room, he came up against the opposite wall and retrieved the other parabolic mike, disabling it in similar fashion. The bugs were dead.

“What is he doing?” Shoham wondered aloud, watching the scene live on the TV screen in the Mossad operations room.
Gideon leaned forward. “I can take my team in.”
“No,” the general replied, shaking his head. “We gain nothing by direct action. Let Nichols run his course.”
The next minute, their TV screen went black as someone draped a jacket over the camera lens.

“Move to my chair,” Harry instructed, returning to the table. “Sit with your back to the glass.”
“Why?”
“With that camera dead, they’re going to move next door. I don’t want them to be able to read your lips.”
“Who are you?”
Harry turned back to the table, his gun hand resting on his hip, near the holstered.45. Time was running short. He stared at Tal, not bothering to respond to the question. “Talk.”

4:39 A.M. Eastern Time
The White House
Washington, D.C.

“Thank you for coming in early, Director,” President Hancock said, looking up from his desk as a pair of Secret Service agents ushered David Lay into the Oval Office. “It is the imperatives of the campaign season, you understand.”
“To be sure,” Lay responded, acknowledging the presence of Lawrence Bell with a brief nod. “Missouri today?”
Hancock nodded. “Air Force One departs from Andrews at seven o’clock.”
Preliminaries out of the way, the DCIA opened the folder in front of him. “First on the agenda is the Eilat situation.”
“So I saw,” Hancock nodded, a biting edge to his voice. “I’m sure you understand, David, that this is one of my concerns with these so-called ‘deniable’ operations. They have a way of ending up on CNN.”
Lay bit his tongue. “There was a leak.”
“Isn’t there always,” came the President’s irony-laced rejoinder. “How many people did we lose?”
“None. A couple from Savannah were in the crowd and killed in the blast, but other than that collateral damage, no one. Our operations personnel extracted safely.”
The President paled. “Collateral damage? Dear God, David, do you realize how cold you sound?”
Lay briefly looked at the ceiling of the Oval Office, sighing heavily. “That’s the spy business, Mr. President. People get hurt. People get killed. We’re busy tracking down the leaked information as we speak.”
“Do the Israelis know about the biological weapon?” Hancock asked, a sudden intensity creeping into his voice.
“No,” Lay replied, looking surprised. “You gave orders to that effect, and they have not been contravened.”
“Good.” Hancock sank back into his chair. “See that they aren’t…”

11:57 A.M. Local Time
Mossad Headquarters
Tel Aviv, Israel

After Moshe Tal finished talking, silence reigned in the interrogation room for the space of about two minutes.
Harry sat there, silently regarding the archaeologist as he processed the information he had been given. None of it was recorded, unless Ron Carter’s intel had been bad and there was a device he had missed. He had taken no notes. Everything was committed to memory.
Taken all together, Tal’s information tallied with the intelligence the CIA had gotten from the debrief of the rest of the team. The pneumonic plague had been contained in the mass grave of the Persian city, lying dormant over the centuries until its release by the archaeologist’s dig. Opening Pandora’s grave, to speak of it figuratively.
He stood, turning toward the door as if to leave. “What about the others?” Tal asked, a plaintive note in his voice.
“What?”
“You promised. Who lived?”
Harry turned back, leaning across the table until his face was only inches from that of the archaeologist. “They all did,” he whispered, his lips barely moving. “And if you want to keep it that way, you need to do exactly as I say.”
The expression on Tal’s face was a curious blend of surprise and relief, mingled with an overwhelming fear. “What?” he asked, his hands trembling uncontrollably.
“Tell anyone what you’ve told me and your friends die. And if anyone asks, you told me nothing. Can you remember this?”
The professor nodded mutely. Harry walked over and lifted his jacket from over the lens of the surveillance camera. “Good. Your friends are depending on you.”
And then he was gone, opening the door and disappearing into the corridor. Shoham was waiting outside…

2:03 P.M. Tehran Time
The Alborz Mountains
Iran

The rain had come. First in huge droplets, heavy orbs of water splashing down from on high. Then steady rain, soaking their garments. Finally wind-driven sheets of water, falling from an ink-black sky. Lightning lit the scene as the riders pressed on, mounts splashing through pools of standing water.
Thomas bent low over the neck of the stallion, urging him forward against the fury of the storm, endeavoring to keep pace with the girl on his right.
“How much farther?” he called out. For a minute, he thought she hadn’t heard him, his words whipped away in the teeth of the wind. Then, her hand flew out, three outstretched fingers giving him his answer. Three kilometers.

12:09 P.M. Local Time
Mossad Headquarters
Tel Aviv-Yafo, Israel

“So, that’s all you were able to get out of Tal?” General Shoham asked, glancing up from his notes.
“Yes,” Harry replied, lying easily. “Nothing actionable, unfortunately. His best guess is that his communication with the Ayatollah was hacked.”
“What of the lab trailers?”
Harry turned to meet Gideon’s question. “He and the team were isolated following their arrest. He wasn’t able to provide any conjecture as to their nature.”
The two Israelis exchanged glances. “Why did you disrupt our surveillance of the interrogation room?” Shoham demanded, clearing his throat.
Harry leaned forward, lacing his fingers together. “You’ve witnessed for yourselves the emotional state I found Dr. Tal in. He was insistent that everything he shared must stay between the two of us. I needed to take steps of good faith. The man is a basketcase. I frankly don’t know what you’ve done to him, but…”
He let the comment hang there, an unspoken accusation dangling in the air. The Mossad commander seemed on the brink of an angry retort, but he choked it down. “We don’t torture our own, Mr. Nichols. I regret that you could not be more helpful, but I appreciate your willingness to try.”
“Of course,” Harry responded, rising from his chair. The bodyguard opened the door and he exited, stage right, into the corridor.

“He was lying,” Gideon observed, moments after the door had closed.
Avi ben Shoham sighed heavily, his eyes scanning the rough notes in front of him. “I know it.”
The lieutenant’s hand moved toward the phone on the table. “I can call security.”
“To what purpose? His government knows exactly where he is. Causing an incident with the Americans is not in our best interests, particularly if the Iranians have something in the offing. This will be a waiting game, lieutenant. In the mean time, we work with what we still have. Get a team working on Tal again.”
“Yes, sir.”
“You’re dismissed.” Gideon had made it half-way to the door when the general’s voice arrested him. “And, Lt. Laner.”
“Yes?”
“I will need the contact information for Nathan Gur’s next of kin. See that it gets to my desk by this evening, if you please.”
“Of course, sir.”

The car from Station Tel Aviv was waiting for Harry in the parking garage and he got in, beginning a careful search for bugs. He was exhausted, emotionally drained from the stress of the interrogation. Tal was a good man, of that he was sure.
He leaned back in the seat of the car, closing his eyes. It didn’t help-the face of the Israeli rose before him, playing across the back of his eyelids. A basketcase, yeah, he was that. And he had helped make him that way.
Harry had seen men like Tal before-it wasn’t Stockholm, but a syndrome similar in effect. Men who seemed to shut down, forsaking their mission in a panicked attempt to save those around them. The world seemed to withdraw into narrow focus, a world in which nothing else mattered.
Playing upon those loyalties had been the only way to break him. And despite what he had told Shoham, the results had been worth it.
He found a mike under the steering wheel and ripped it out, crushing the small instrument before tossing it from the window as the car left the underground garage. Reaching inside his pocket for the TACSAT, he allowed himself a small, tired smile.
“This is Nichols,” he announced when the encryption sequence finished. “I need you to run an inter-agency database sweep for me. Yes, of course I have a name. Achmed Asefi.”

2:13 P.M. Tehran Time
The training camp
Isfahan, Iran

The door opened abruptly and the Ayatollah Isfahani emerged from the room where he had been in conference with Hossein for the past several hours. “It’s time to go,” he announced quietly, turning to the man who had been standing outside the door the entire time.
Achmed Asefi nodded wordlessly and led the way out of the building, his eyes alert to any and all potential threats. There had been two attempts on the Ayatollah’s life in the thirteen years he had served him as bodyguard. He had killed both assassins with his own hand, earning himself the implicit trust of his master.
But now… They were wading into treacherous waters. The sentry at the helipad saluted briskly at their approach. Asefi regarded him with the hooded eyes of a bird of prey, considering and then rejecting him as a source of trouble.
He opened the door of the helicopter, ushering the Ayatollah inside before entering himself. Seating himself at the side of his principal, he caught a glimpse of the major standing outside the mosque.
“I don’t trust that man,” he observed. “He is not a true believer.”
“Hossein?” Isfahani asked, casting a sidelong glance at his bodyguard.
A nod served as the only reply, Asefi’s eyes still fixed on the subject of their conversation as the helicopter rose into the air.
The Ayatollah shrugged. “Neither do I. Which is why you will accompany him to Al Quds.”

3:07 P.M.
The Alborz Mountains
Iran

It had taken over an hour to ride the final three kilometers to the ford. The horses were tiring, as were they. The wind was lessening, but the rain still beat down upon their soaked, weary bodies.
She urged the grey up the slope ahead, and over the thunder of the ebbing storm Thomas heard the sharp gasp that broke from her lips.
“What is it?” he asked, reining in his horse abreast of her. Before she could respond, his own eyes had given him the answer.
The ford could be seen below them, through a screen of trees. A ford? Swollen by the rain, it looked more like a raging torrent. They had lost their race with the storm.
Thomas looked over into her eyes, reading the exhaustion written there. Knowing it was mirrored in his own.
There was no time for indecision. They both knew it. After a long moment, Estere spoke. “We’ve got to go through.”
“What?” Thomas exclaimed. “Cross that?”
“I’ve seen it higher,” she asserted. She turned toward him, a stubborn look on her face. “It’s a ride of over a hundred kilometers to go around.”
“How long would it take to subside?”
“Days, if it stops raining.” She sat there in the rain for a moment or two longer, then announced her decision. “We need to find shelter-we’ll rest the horses till morning and then make the attempt.”

6:49 A.M. Central Time
A residential development
Outside Dayton, Ohio

“I have target clear, Vic. Subjects have left the residence.”
“Separately or together?”
“Separately. They were dressed for work.”
“Good.” Vic stuck the cellphone back in his pocket and exited the rental car, pulling a packet of tracts from his pocket as he moved up the sidewalk. The pamphlets bore the logo of the Watchtower Society and he smiled at the irony.
He left tracts at two of the houses on his way up the cul-de-sac, then approached the Sarami’s house. Kazem Sarami served as a lawyer in a prominent Dayton firm and was handling a case before the Ohio State Supreme Court this day. The house sat off the cul-de-sac, connected by a stone driveway.
Approaching to the front door of the imposing residence, he knocked loudly on the door, holding the tracts in his right hand, only inches away from his concealed automatic. A couple minutes, and no one came. Another knock. Still silence.
“I’m going in,” he whispered into his lip mike. “Cover me.”
“Roger that. The alarm has been disabled. You’re clear to move.”

Five minutes later, he had picked the lock on the back door of the Sarami residence and was standing in the mudroom, examining the alarm system. Sure enough, it was off-line. Never hurt to double-check, he thought, running a gloved finger over the unit.
A brief check of the living room and kitchen revealed nothing. Time to head upstairs…

5:30 P.M. Baghdad Time
The foothills of the Qandil
Iraq

“What’s the good word, sir?” Hamid turned to find Sergeant Jose Obregon standing at his side.
“It isn’t,” he replied, shoving the TACSAT back into the pocket of his Kevlar vest. “We’ve got some problems.”
Hamid turned without another word and walked back to the Humvee, the Army Ranger sergeant following in his wake, M-4 held at the ready.
The Humvee was of Iraq War vintage, additional armor plates bolted onto the sides. A.50-caliber Browning was mounted to the roof, manned by a nineteen-year-old technical from Kennesaw, Georgia.


“Everybody listen up.” Hamid called out as he stopped a few feet away from the vehicle. It had been years since his own days in the Army Rangers, but he remembered the command voice well.
“Everyone dismount and set up bivouac here for the night. We just received comm from Sergeant Brown,” Hamid continued. Due to the clandestine nature of their operation, they were using pseudonyms in front of the Rangers. Thomas was Sergeant Brown. “He and his guide are trapped on the other side of a rain-swollen mountain stream. To detour around would involve well over a hundred kilometers and several days of travel. They’re going to make an effort to cross in the morning. Then we will meet at the border as planned.”
“Why not keep pressing forward?” Obregon asked.
Hamid cast a critical glance in the sergeant’s direction. “I grew up in this part of the world, sergeant. I don’t want to spend any more time in Kurd-controlled territory than I have to. Comprende?” he asked, switching into Spanish for the sheer fun of it. He had enjoyed language school.
Obregon nodded, a temporary flash of annoyance crossing his face before the iron mask of discipline once again asserted itself. The CIA was in control of this mission, whether he liked it or not.
“Take your men and start setting up a defensive perimeter. Sergeant Black!” Hamid called. “I need to talk with you.”
Davood appeared from the other side of the Humvee, an anxious look on his face. “Yes, Sergeant White?”
Hamid motioned for him to follow, then walked away from the path, until they were out of earshot of the Rangers. “Is Thomas all right?”
“Exhausted, but okay otherwise,” Hamid replied. “I hope they can cross the stream in safety.”
“Did he say where they were specifically?”
Hamid shook his head. “No. Just that they were on the east side of a stream there in the mountains. Keep your eyes open,” he continued, looking toward the mountains. “Hopefully the Kurds will leave us be.”

8:02 A.M. Central Time
The suburbs of Dayton

He had been in the house for an hour and three minutes, precisely, he realized, checking the luminous dial of his Armitron wristwatch. And he was stymied.
It would appear that the lawyer possessed a laptop. At any rate, it was gone, leaving behind an empty socket where it would have been docked with the flatscreen LCD monitor. Modern technology had such frustrating potential.
Despite this setback, he’d tossed the house. No dice. He moved back to the desk with the monitor, drawn there by a sudden impulse. A thin book lay there, with the word Address across the front in gold filigree. He picked up the book once again, unsure as to why he was returning. It was filled with personal contact information, the addresses of family and colleagues. The monotonous trivia of life in the suburbs. He turned all the way to the back and his breath caught in surprise.
All at once his earbud came to life with static, taking him off-guard. It was his partner’s voice, low and urgent.
“We’ve got an issue, Vic.”
His body tensed, every sense alert. He knew that tone. “What is it?”
“A car just pulled into the drive.”
“Oh, crap. One of theirs?”
“That’s a negative. It’s a little Honda. Ohio tags.”
Vic paused, torn by indecision. “A woman’s getting out,” his partner reported. “Looks like she’s got some sort of mop in her hand. I think she’s there to clean the place.”
He swore under his breath, standing there with the book in his hands. “I’ve got to have five minutes.”
“I don’t think you’ve got that kind of time, Vic. Get out of there. Now.”
“You’ve got to stall her somehow.”
“How?”
“I don’t care how, just do it,” he retorted stubbornly, whipping a PDA out of his pocket and running it over the open page. A scanned image appeared on the screen and he clicked Save. Next page. Rinse and repeat.

Plan B. Improvise. The man in the car sighed, disconnecting his lip mike and shoving it in a pocket. After ten years working with Vic, one might think you would become accustomed to this kind of thing.
A single coffee-stained pamphlet from the Jehovah’s Witnesses was crumpled in the center console, still there from their rehearsal of the night before. The trouble was, it was Vic that had rehearsed. Not him.
He took a deep breath, trying to smooth out the paper as he stepped from the car. Time to convert the lost…

8:06 A.M.
Air Force One
On approach to St. Louis
Missouri

“We have approximately twenty minutes till landing, Mr. President.” Hancock raised his head to smile at the brunette staffer who had just made the announcement. “Thank you, Mary.”
She smiled back, fairly glowing at his remembrance of her name. It was his specialty, he thought, watching as she returned to her seat.
“What do you think, Ian?”
“I think things would go much more smoothly if you would keep it zipped, Mr. President.”
Hancock laughed. Ian was among the very few men who would dare say such a thing to him. A straightforward opinion could be refreshing. At times. He tapped his fingers together and shrugged. “What could be the problem? Nicole stayed home on this trip.”
“And the wingnuts are already speculating as to why your wife wouldn’t accompany you. I would prefer not to throw any more bones their way.”
“Always the practical one, right, Ian? I take it you’ve seen this?” Hancock asked, throwing a paper with the headlines of the Eilat bombing into Cahill’s lap.
“Yes,” the chief of staff replied. “Any word leaked of our involvement?”
“No. That’s one thing the Jews are good at-keeping secrets.” The President smiled. “I want her transferred to my personal staff. Call it a performance promotion.”
“What?” Cahill asked, caught off-balance by the sudden change of subject.
“Not what. Who. Mary.”

8:09 A.M.
The suburbs of Dayton

He could feel the woman’s eyes bore into his back as he turned to walk away, leaving her holding the crumpled leaflet. Better have made good use of that time, Vic, he thought, rubbing his palms on the front of his suit pants. He didn’t reach for the phone until he had returned to the safety of his car.
“Are you out of there?” he demanded when the connection finalized.
“Yes.”
“Well it better have been worth it. Felt like a fool. I’ll bet she figured I wasn’t a JW within five seconds.”
“It was,” Vic replied, ignoring his partner’s complaints. “His computer was gone, but I have account numbers, passwords-we can access the whole blasted system remotely. Try to figure out how he ties in with his son.”
“Good, good. Now let’s get moving before the maid decides to call the cops.”

8:30 P.M. Tehran Time
The Presidential Palace
Tehran

“They were using classic rearguard tactics,” President Shirazi commented, looking up from the reports in front of him.
Larijani stood there before the president’s desk, stiffly at attention. Hearing an appraisal of the tactics used against him was not pleasing. He had lost good men against the Kurds, only to have the peshmerga melt into the mountains, denying him a decisive victory. Sixty soldiers killed, by the last count. An indeterminate number of dead Kurds in exchange. And their targets had slipped away.
But when his uncle looked up again, he was smiling. “Fortunately, you have another chance to prove yourself.”
“Sir.”
“We have received communication from BEHDIN.”
It took a moment to register in Harun’s tired brain. Then he nodded in understanding. “The American succeeded in escaping with vials containing the bacteria,” Shirazi continued. “He’s an experienced field operative named Thomas Parker and considered to be extremely competent. Clearly, he has survived thus far, so it is best to believe that assessment. But he has not yet crossed the border into Iraq.”
“Do we know where he is?”
“Not exactly,” the Iranian president acknowledged, spreading out a map on his desk. “Based on the intelligence provided by BEHDIN, he must be somewhere in this area-here. He’s on horseback, so an aerial search is necessary.”
“Do you wish me to conduct the search, sir?”
“In the morning,” Shirazi responded, a smile creeping out from behind his beard. “You deserve your rest, nephew.”

6:19 P.M. Eastern Time
Dulles International Airport

“Nichols?” Despite the seriousness of the past forty-eight hours, Harry couldn’t help but smile at the sight of Daniel Lasker in the uniform of a cab driver, holding a sign that read Nichols in bold lettering.
“How was the flight?” Lasker asked, taking Harry’s briefcase as the two of them walked from the terminal.
“Like normal. Jet lag is a pain in the neck, but the trip was uneventful, thank God. The Agency short on personnel?”
“Because they sent me?”
Harry nodded.
“No,” the watch officer replied. “Carter’s in the cab. Word from the top is that you’re to be debriefed on the way in to Langley.”
“No rest for the weary,” Harry commented. Lasker returned the briefcase as they reached the cab, and Harry slid into the back, beside Ron Carter.
“What’s Richards’ status?”
The analyst looked up from his laptop computer. “On an Athens-Bern flight as we speak.”
Harry leaned back against the seat of the cab, momentarily closing his eyes. “Good. The Alps are beautiful this time of year.”
“How long do you give it before the Israelis get the same information out of Tal that you did?” Carter asked. Harry opened his eyes to find the analyst staring intently at the screen of his laptop.
“Depends. They don’t have the same chips. What, exactly, did I get out of the good professor?”
“Achmed Asefi is the personal bodyguard of the Ayatollah Isfahani. Served him for thirteen years. Has Isfahani’s implicit trust.”
“And served as the cutout between Isfahani and the archaeologist,” Harry added, impatience in his voice. “We know all of that from Tal. What do we have besides this?”
Carter grinned, an unusually satisfied expression flickering across his dark face.
“We have a way to contact him. And, did I mention? He likes boys…”



Chapter Thirteen


3:43 A.M. Tehran Time, October 2nd
The Alborz Mountains
Iran

Thomas awoke from his sleep to find Estere bending over him, her hand on his shoulder. “It’s time to go,” she whispered.
He rolled over, shielding the luminous dial of his watch with a hand as he checked the time. “Now?”
“Yes,” she replied, a voice in the darkness. “I want to be across before dawn.”
He rose, quickly collecting his bedroll and weapon. When he was ready, he found her at the mouth of the cave, standing there at the side of her horse.
His clothes were still damp from the rain and the night breeze held a chill in its breath, wispy clouds drifting across the face of the moon. The storm had passed. Even the birds were still at this time of night, the only sound the rushing stream about fifty meters to their west.
“Ready?” She asked, breaking the silence between them. Thomas grinned. “No worries. I was born to hang, not drown.”
Estere ignored the weak attempt at jest and swung a leg up into the saddle, mounting easily. “Of equal danger at this time of year is exposure to the cold. The horses will probably have to swim the stream and we’ll need to dry off on the other side.”
Thomas slung the assault rifle over his shoulder and put a foot in the stirrup, hoisting himself onto the back of the stallion. “Let’s go for it.”

6:57 P.M. Eastern Time
BWI Airport
Baltimore, Maryland

He only had one bag, and he’d kept it in the overhead through the flight. Nice and convenient. The commuter flight had been neither, Vic reflected, pushing his way through the crowded terminal. But, business was pressing. Their last target had arrived home.
A sharp ringing jangle caused him to jump and he retrieved his cellphone from a pouch at his waist. “Hello.”
He listened for a couple moments, then announced. “Good. I’ll meet you in thirty.”
Adrenalin seemed to flow through his tired body as he hung up. Things were coming together…

4:01 A.M. Tehran Time
The Alborz Mountains
Iran

Estere had been right. The waters were ice-cold, flowing down from snow-capped mountains in the north. He could feel it soak through his combat boots and thick socks as Bahoz plunged on into the turbulent stream.
She rode ahead, a dim form in the darkness on the back of the grey. Deeper now, and the horse let out a neigh of protest. Thomas shivered as the water crept higher, eddying around his legs. The chill touch of death. There was no way to know how much longer the black would be able to keep his footing on the streambed. Then…
They were nearly to the center of the stream when it happened. One moment she was riding before him, the next he saw her horse stagger forward, its front legs flailing for traction.
Time seemed to slow down. He heard Estere scream, saw her clutch at the bridle as the current swirled around her, tearing her from the saddle in agonizing slow-motion.
“Estere!” he cried, an anguished cry torn from his lips as he urged Bahoz further into the stream, heedless of his own danger. One goal, a single purpose filling his mind.
Reach her.
His horse lurched to one side as he stepped into deep water, suddenly without footing and swimming for his life.
He could barely descry Estere in the darkness, a bit of flotsam tossed on the water. Out of reach.
Chaos. He felt Bahoz writhe beneath him, the stallion struggling against the current as it bore them both downstream.
And then she was gone. He pulled hard on the reins of the black, endeavoring to regain control, his eyes searching the night.
In vain…

3:09 A.M. Baghdad Time
Qandil Mountains
Iraq

The mountains were quiet. Unnaturally so, Hamid thought, making his way to the perimeter of camp. Perhaps it was nothing more than inbred prejudice against the traditional enemies of his ancestors, but he would be glad when they were safely back in Baghdad.
Sergeant Obregon was on watch and turned to confront Hamid as he approached. “Oh, it’s you, sir,” he acknowledged, lowering his carbine. Hamid chose to ignore the hostility simmering there under the veneer of civility. Some things had to be overlooked.
“Any sign of the Kurds?”
“That’s a negative,” Obregon replied, gesturing toward the NVGs that hung around his neck. “Everything’s quiet.”
“I had noticed. I was a Ranger, once.”
The sergeant turned toward him, a curious expression in his eyes. “You were? Where did you serve?”
“Afghanistan in the early days, up in the north with General Dostum. Tiger 02 of Task Force Dagger.” A grin spread across Hamid’s face as he continued. “Tasked with an Agency liaison in the spring of ‘03, just before I rotated out from my last tour. Most arrogant, irritating sonuvagun I’d ever met. So I know how you feel.”
He turned to see a look of surprise in Obregon’s eyes, protest and denial rising to the lips of the sergeant. “Sir-I don’t-”
Hamid put up a hand to stop the flow of words. “There’s no need, sergeant. I understand. Just don’t let it get in the way of our mission. Agreed?” he asked, extending his right hand.
The sergeant hesitated, then he reached out to take it, grinning as he did so. “Good enough…”

4:10 A.M. Tehran Time
The Alborz Mountains
Iran

There. In the darkness. He saw her for a brief second in time, her upturned face white against the dark waters, close at hand. So close.
He pulled hard on the reins with a strength born of desperation, feeling the stallion fight the surging water.
An upthrown hand in the water and he reached out, the water tearing at him as he leaned from the saddle. Their fingers touched and then parted, her body drawn just out of reach by the torrent.
Again, and he leaned forward, seizing her hand in a frenzied grip. Her fingers felt cold and lifeless in his grasp. A dead weight. Dear God…
She wasn’t going to help him. He wrapped one arm around the thick neck of the swimming stallion for support, using the other to pull her toward him. Pain flowed through his veins as the current swirled around them, nearly pulling his arm from its socket.
He couldn’t remember having ever been so cold. Another hard jerk and she lay across the saddle in front of him, his numb fingers seizing the reins once again.
Whether she was dead or alive, he knew not.
“Now, Bahoz,” he whispered, urging the horse toward the side of the stream, out of the current. The stallion was tiring of the fight. Another few moments and they would be swept downstream, swept to destruction.
The impact jarred Thomas to the bone, the flailing hooves of Bahoz striking once more upon the rocky streambed. Almost.
The black shot from the water with a mighty lunge, bearing his double burden and coming down with a crash in the more torpid waters near shore.
Thomas buried his hands against the warm neck of the stallion as they splashed to shore, the body heat restoring his benumbed fingers.
Safety.

He slid down from the back of the horse, his legs seeming stiff and useless. He reached up and took her limp body in his arms, staggering toward a clump of bushes a few feet from the swollen stream.
So weak. So cold.
His legs gave out from under him half-way there and they crumpled to the ground, bodies entwined together. Tears fell from his eyes as he leaned over her, hands cradling her cold, lifeless face. The end of all dreams…
She coughed suddenly, an almost alien sound striking his ears. Water spewed from her mouth and he laughed, an almost giddy feeling overcoming him as he leaned back, placing both hands on her chest and pressing down to force the water from her lungs. She was alive…

8:04 P.M. Eastern Time
CIA Headquarters
Langley, Virginia

It was a lot of information. Almost too much information to be compiled on one man. Certainly not in the last fifteen hours. Harry closed the dossier and handed it back to the waiting Carter. “May I ask why the Agency has taken such an interest in Asefi in the past?”
“The past?” Carter asked, as though he had no idea what Harry was talking about.
“Don’t give me that, Ron,” Harry shot back, rising from his chair. “You didn’t pull all this together since my call this morning. Even the timestamps on these photos-they’re five years old. What’s the history?”
The analyst sighed. “Asefi was involved in an assassination attempt of ours, back in the fall of 2011. You’ve read the file on Isfahani-he’s not always been the sort of cooperative peacenik who would work with the Israelis. He wasn’t the Supreme Leader at the time, but his status as the principal disciple of Khamenei made him one of the most influential clerics behind Iran’s nuclear program. And we tried to take him out.”
Harry stood with his hand on the door, listening. “Tried as in failed?”
“That would be correct. We lost our most important assets running the mission and we didn’t get Isfahani. Largely because of Asefi’s skill in protecting his principal. He may be queer as a three-dollar bill, but he’s a pretty formidable adversary all the same.”
“So then you went after him?” Harry asked, gesturing at the dossier on the table. Carter nodded.
“That’s right. Trying to find something we could exploit-a chink in the armor. And we found it. As they say, follow the money. We found that he had paid out large sums from a credit card over the course of two years to an Eastern European escort service specializing in male hookers. That gave us something to work with, and we planned to use it against him, either trying to get him to take out Isfahani, or give us a window in which to do so.”
“And then President Shirazi came to power, reducing the power of the clerics?” Harry guessed, glancing shrewdly at Carter.
“Exactly. All of a sudden, Isfahani was an unwilling moderate by comparison and we had no reason to target him.”
“Until now.” Nothing in the story surprised Harry-it was the type of thing that went on constantly. Bribery, back-stabbing and blackmail, the way the game was played. It went with the territory. He checked his watch and smiled. “It’s getting late and I’ve had quite a day. When do you plan to run the op on Asefi?”
“You mean when are you going to do it, don’t you?” came the analyst’s retort. “The DCIA needs to sign off, but we plan on having you run him tomorrow.”
“Really?” Harry grinned. “If you don’t mind, I’ll process that bit of intel tomorrow as well.”
“Good night.”
“Night.”

A car was waiting in the parking lot of a convenience store off the CIA access road. The man inside paused only long enough to run a check of the license plate on the back of Harry’s Chevy, then punched speed-dial. “He’s on the road, Vic. Heading home.”

6:33 A.M. Tehran Time
The Alborz Mountains
Iran

“Someone might see the smoke.” Thomas looked up from the small fire he was tending into Estere’s eyes. Even as her lips uttered the protest, she shuddered uncontrollably and leaned closer to the flame, hugging her knees close to her body and drawing the blanket tightly around her.
“Don’t worry about that,” he replied, studying her closely, watching for signs of hypothermia. Their clothes lay in front of the fire, drying out-and absorbing the smoke. The blanket she was wearing, which he had stuffed in a water-tight pack along with the vials of blood, was the only thing dry that was left to them. He reached out and felt the material of his pants. Still too wet to wear, he realized distastefully. The awkwardness between them could be cut with a knife.
All the same, in the face of death, modesty didn’t rank too high on his list of priorities. His or hers.
Thomas dipped his finger into the metal cup of water he had been warming over the embers. “Drink this,” he instructed, raising the cup to her lips.
She drank deeply, a faint smile crossing her lips as she let him take the empty cup away. She was still weak. So terribly weak.
“Thank you,” she whispered.
“For what?”
“For saving my life. I should have died in those waters.”
He grinned. “Not while I’m around.” He looked into the cup and stood. “I’ll fill this in the stream.”
“Don’t leave me, Thomas.”
“I won’t,” he replied, bending down to kiss her cheek. Her skin was flushed with a dangerous, almost feverish warmth.
“Promise?”
He knelt beside her for a moment, seeing in that moment a side of her, a vulnerability he had never before witnessed. “I’m never gonna leave you,” he whispered, running his fingers through her damp, matted hair. “Never.”
He stood and walked from the small cave, self-conscious in the early dawn as he made his way to the stream. It was then that he heard it, the hair on the back of his neck rising at the sound. A helicopter. Headed their way.
It could only mean one thing. The Iranians were coming.
He turned and sprinted for shelter, bare feet scraping against the rock as he dove for cover, clambering into the cave just as a Mi-24 “Hind” attack helicopter came over the ridge to the north.
“Douse the fire!” he hissed, tearing the blanket from Estere’s back and throwing it over the struggling embers.
The blanket smoldered and then a faint tendril of smoke curled upward from the fabric as the flames died, robbed of oxygen. She reached for the blanket to cover herself and he gave it to her, rolling to the side of the cave where his rifle lay. It was the only weapon they had left after their immersion in the deluge.
A single thirty-round magazine. Little enough. He could only hope the helicopter had been going too fast to notice the clump of bushes where Bahoz was tied.
Hope. And wait…

1:03 A.M. Eastern Time
Grove Manor
Cypress, Virginia

It was his fifth cup of coffee for the night. Or his sixth. It was like the old joke about getting drunk, never sure which glass had done it.
“Give me the rundown on Nichols’ morning routine again,” Vic ordered, draining the cup. The pleasant buzz of caffeine flooded through his system and he put down the empty cup regretfully. He was right there, on the knife’s edge. Any more coffee and he would crash and burn.
The second man lowered his binoculars, turning his attention away from the house across the road. “Bill says his schedule is clear tomorrow morning. Typically, he goes running at 0500 for an hour, then comes back to the house for a shower before heading into work. That’s just a rough approximation, he’s pretty careful to vary his exact time and route. This is what we know for sure-security personnel are coming to watch the house at 0700, so we need to get you inside within that window.”
Vic nodded. A cold breeze swept across the Virginia Piedmont and he zipped up his jacket, feeling the comforting bulge of the Colt Delta Elite 10mm in the holster at his hip. Four hours to go…

10:08 A.M. Tehran Time
The Alborz Mountains
Iran

“They were supposed to be on horseback, were they not?” the corporal asked.
Harun nodded, standing there on the bank of the stream. The mangled grey carcass stretched on the rocks below them was recognizable as a horse, but only if one used their imagination. “The river may have already done our job for us,” he observed, a trace of regret palpable in his tones.
He and the corporal descended the rocks until they stood beside the body. It had been a magnificent animal, he could tell that much.
Whatever the truth, they were at the endpoint of the journey. No human was in sight. At some point along the way, rider and horse had parted company. Finding that point was going to be the key.
Harun turned, waving to the eight men that had accompanied him on his search. “Back in the helicopter. We’ll take to the air once more.”

His pants were dry at least. It amazed him how confidence-restoring that alone was. Thomas laid down the rifle and moved back to Estere’s side, placing a hand against her forehead. She was still feverishly warm, slipping in and out of lucidity as the morning had progressed.
He reached inside his pouch for the TACSAT, once again thanking whomever had possessed the forethought to make it waterproof.
The call was picked up on the second ring, a burst of static as the encryption sequence finished.
“Where are you?”came Hamid’s voice. “We were expecting you to be at the rendevous by now.”
“Listen, we nearly drowned crossing the river and now we’ve got an Iranian attack helicopter breathing down our necks. Is that reason enough for you?”
“Take it easy, Thomas,” Hamid replied, his voice low and urgent. “I’m not the enemy. Just calm down and tell me where you are.”
“Near as I can tell, we’re about ten, eleven klicks from the border, holed up in a cave.”
“Are you mobile?”
“Yes. We’ve still got one horse, but my guide is suffering from hypothermia. I’m not sure she should be moved in this fever.”
“Leave her, Thomas.”
He heard Estere moan and looked over to where she lay, turning helplessly on the blanket. He had needed to dress her, like one would a baby. “I can’t.”
“Excuse me? Thomas, you know how important those vials are. They’re more important than any one of us. Now I’m going to press my men as close to that blasted border as my orders will let me. Meet us there. Follow protocol.”
Protocol. The cold, hard rules of tradecraft. They hadn’t been designed for situations like this, Thomas thought, ending the call. Protocol be hanged. He wasn’t going to leave her. He had promised…

“Where’s Parker?” Davood asked, coming up as Hamid shoved the TACSAT back in his pocket.
Hamid told him as the two men walked back to the Humvee. “Sergeant Obregon!”
“Yes?” Obregon asked, poking his head out the door of the vehicle.
“What do we have in the way of antiaircraft capability?”

11:11 A.M.

Make a wish. The thought struck Thomas with astonishing absurdity. A memory from an old girlfriend. Eleven minutes past eleven. The time for wish-making.
He had only one. That they might reach the border alive. Estere moved restlessly in his arms as he lifted her into the saddle. “Where are we going?” she murmured, turning her flushed face toward him.
“Home, baby. Home.”
“America?” A light shone ever so briefly in her eyes. “I’ve-I’ve always wanted to go there…”
“You’ve got it, girl,” he whispered, forcing cheer into his voice as she drifted back into the grasp of the fever. “America.”

The helicopter flew over the streambed at treetops level, the rotor wash churning the water into a frenzy as it passed. Rocket pods hung from pylons on either side of the fuselage, a four-barreled 12.7-mm cannon protruding assertively from the chin of the gunship.
A killing machine. A hunter…

3:13 A.M. Eastern Time
Grove Manor
Cypress, Virginia

Lights out, the sport utility vehicle slowed along the road and then came to a stop near where they stood. Illegal, yes, but that was better than the alternative of blowing their mission.
Vic watched as a young woman stepped from the driver’s seat, into the Virginia night. Dressed in sweatpants and a light jacket, there was nothing in her appearance to attract attention. She looked like any one of a thousand soccer moms in the Mid-Atlantic region.
“Are we still go-mission?” she asked, coming up to the pair of men.
Vic nodded. “You’re to tail Nichols on his run. Are you armed?”
“You know it.” She opened her jacket to reveal a subcompact Kahr 9mm holstered close to her torso. “We’ve got what, two hours?”
“Right. Then we earn our pay…”

12:34 P.M. Tehran Time
Alborz Mountains
Iran

The Ranger beacon had been deployed, and Thomas saw it as a flashing symbol on the screen of his TACSAT. They had six kilometers to go.
He bent forward over the neck of the horse, holding Estere in front of him, an arm wrapped tightly around her waist.
Trees covered the slope of the mountain, shielding them from hostile eyes above. He urged the horse forward at a breakneck speed, winding in and out between the trees, jumping over fallen logs on the slope. He could still hear the helicopter in the distance. Looking for them. Hunting them down.
He felt the Kalishnikov dig into his back and wondered at the futility of the weapon. No time, no way to fight. In the age-old question of fight or flight, their fate had already been decided.
Flee…

Harun was in the open door of Mi-24 as it swept low over the trees, cursing angrily. Forests were not uncommon in the southwestern Alborz, but having his prey flee into one was a bitter pill. That they were in there was not in doubt. Not according to the words of BEHDIN, the faithful one.
Harun fingered the headset, thinking back to the communication five minutes before with the sleeper agent. The American was somewhere in the forest below them, scarce six kilometers from the border. He was running out of time.
An idea struck him suddenly and he switched comm channels, over to the frequency used by the pilot of the helicopter. “Set my men and me down in the nearest clearing,” he instructed, speaking loudly to ensure that he was heard over the roar of the engines. “Then proceed to the western edge of the forest, near the Iraqi border, and set up patrol. We will drive them toward you.”

11:54 A.M. Baghdad Time
Qandil Mountains
Iraq

“Ever used one of those things before?” Hamid asked, glancing critically at the Stinger SAM clutched in Sergeant Obregon’s hands.
The Hispanic nodded. “Where?” came the next question, but he just grinned.
“Not allowed to say, amigo.”
A few chuckles greeted his retort, but they were few and far between. Tension pervaded the atmosphere as the men waited, eyes on the wooded mountainside a mile away. One of the Rangers rested the barrel of his M249 SAW on the hood of the Humvee as the other two members of the squad stood by, M-4 carbines at the ready.
The two CIA men had donned flak jackets and unslung their own rifles, accurized AK-74s. The sight of the Eastern Bloc weapons had raised a few eyebrows at first, but there were no comments now. Just silence.
And they waited…

Thomas drew up at the edge of the forest, dismounting in the underbrush to aim his binoculars in the direction indicated by the beacon. The ground between them was open, marked by only an occasional tree. Naked as the surface of the moon. A canyon stretched off to the north, adding to the austerity of the landscape.
He lowered the binoculars and listened, ears alert for any sound of the helicopter. He hadn’t heard it for nearly fifteen minutes. Perhaps it had gone.
“Any sign of the bird?” he asked, holding the TACSAT to his ear.
“That’s negative,” came Hamid’s calm, reassuring voice. “Come on in.”
He swung back up onto the back of the stallion, touching Estere on the shoulder as he took the reins once more in his hands. “We’re going home.”
A weak smile crossed her lips and she squeezed his fingers. “Good…”
It was time to go. He took a deep breath and kicked the horse into a gallop, out across the open ground…

4:01 A.M. Eastern Time
Grove Manor
Cypress, Virginia

He had always been an early riser, even as a kid. But not this early. Harry leaned over and looked at the clock on his nightstand. Just a couple minutes past four. Something was wrong.
He swung out of bed and pulled on his jeans, reaching for the.45 on the nightstand. A round was already in the chamber, hammer back the way it always was. He finished dressing in the dark, unable to shake himself free from the feeling of danger.
Anymore, he no longer tried. It had saved his life too many times.

12:02 P.M. Baghdad Time
Qandil Mountains
Iraq

Hamid felt himself holding his breath as he saw the horse emerge from the treeline, galloping hard toward the border. He raised the binoculars to his eyes, making out the form of Thomas on its back. And the woman.
The two CIA men were standing on a small hillock about fifteen meters in front of the Ranger Humvee. He looked back down the hill, realizing Thomas was out of the Rangers’ line of sight. It didn’t matter. Just another couple minutes.
Then it happened, suddenly and without warning. An Mi-24 attack helicopter swept into view, out of the canyon to the north. A huge, menacing bird of prey sweeping down on the horseman from behind.
Hamid screamed out a warning and thrust Davood to the earth, bringing his rifle up into firing position. There was no time.

No time. The horse’s hooves pounded a grim tattoo against the hard-packed earth, toward the border. Painfully slow.Thomas felt his entire body tense, waiting for the gunship to open fire.
Any moment now, but there was nowhere to run, nowhere to hide. His options had decreased to a singular course. One option.
Fate. He urged the horse forward, guiding him first right, then left, slaloming like a skier down a snowy hill.
A horrible sound broke from the sky behind them as the helicopter’s cannon began firing, a roar like canvas ripped in the hands of a giant, 12.7-mm shells biting into the ground around them.
The next instant, a terrible whinnying cry echoed from the lips of the stallion and Thomas went flying over its head.
Pain. He struck the ground with a bone-jarring thud, rolling over and over on the earth as plumes of dust erupted around his body. The Kalishnikov was laying a few feet from his outstretched hand, just out of reach.
A scream pierced his numbed mind and he turned to see Estere go down, her body hit repeatedly, riddled by bullets. She cried out again and started to crawl toward him, pain distorting the beauty of her features.
“No!” It took Thomas a moment to realize the cry had come from his own lips. He hurled himself forward, his world narrowing to one focus, a sole purpose. Save her…

Sergeant Obregon hurtled up the hill, dropping to one knee beside Hamid’s firing position. The Stinger was already locked-on, beeping TARGET ACQUIRED.
Missile away…

She was dying. He knew that, her blood soaking his shirt as he held her close. A stinging pain tore at his side as the helicopter bore down upon the helpless couple.
They were going to die.
All at once, Thomas heard a sound, like a fiery arrow arcing through the air. He looked up just in time to see the sky explode in flame as the missile connected with its target, directly impacting the Hind’s port engine.
Molten pieces of metal showered down upon them as the helicopter staggered off course, going down. He held her close, sheltering her with his body, only too aware of the futility of the gesture.
“Stay with me, baby,” he whispered desperately. “Just stay with me.”
Another explosion pierced his consciousness as the helicopter slammed into the ground a hundred yards away. Inferno…

Harun arrived at the edge of the treeline just in time to see the helicopter hit by a SAM. “Spread out,” he ordered, waving his men forward. “We need the American.”
He checked the chamber of his rifle once more in a nervous gesture. It was loaded. Then they were moving, fanned out across the hill as they moved into the open.

She coughed, tiny flecks of blood spattering against Thomas’s cheek as he held her there against his shoulder. Breathing was an effort now as she drifted in and out of consciousness.
He laid her body on the ground, careful to move her gently. “Don’t leave me,” she pleaded as she felt his hands move away.
“Don’t worry,” he bent over to kiss her forehead. “We’re going home.”
“America?” A light shone ever so briefly in those beautiful eyes.
“Yeah,” he lied bravely. “America.”
He looked up to see Hamid standing over them, a grim, shadowed look on the Iraqi’s face. “She’s not going to make it,” he stated, his voice quiet.
“She needs a medic,” Thomas shot back, unwilling to face it. Not now. “Do you have IVs?”
Hamid started to nod, then movement out of the corner of his eye caused him to turn. Just as the shooting started.

Harun dove toward the ground as the Americans started to return fire, cursing as he did so. One of his men had lost his nerve and opened up too soon. He saw the offender stagger and fall, cut down by enemy fire, and Harun smiled. Justice…

“Get him back to the vehicle!” Hamid yelled, going prone near the body of the horse and aiming his AK-74 over the corpse.
Two Rangers took hold of Thomas by the arms and pulled him away from the scene, hurrying him back toward the border and the waiting Humvee.
Hamid toggled the switch on his lip mike. “Disengage and fall back. We are on the wrong side of the border. I repeat, disengage.”
He knelt by the girl’s side, feeling carefully for a pulse. There was none. His gaze swept over her bullet-riddled torso, up to where her sightless eyes stared skyward. Such a waste, he reflected, taking his fingers and gently closing her eyes in a final gesture of respect. Time to go…

4:23 A.M. Eastern Time
NCS Operations Center
Langley, Virginia

“We just received a message from Officer Zakiri,” the communications officer stated, poking her head into Daniel Lasker’s cubicle. “They have Parker and are exfiltrating from the Qandil. He’s been shot in the side, a flesh wound.”
“They had trouble, Michelle?”
The woman nodded. “An Iranian helicopter showed up just as they were crossing. They were forced to bring it down.”
Lasker took a deep breath. “Okay. I’ll need to wake up the DCIA. We’ve got to start putting together a story. Do they have the blood samples?”
“I don’t know,” she replied after a moment. “Zakiri didn’t say.”
“Then call him back. Lay will want to know.”

12:28 P.M. Baghdad Time
Qandil Mountains
Iraq

Thomas winced as the Humvee went over a bump, feeling pain shoot through his side as the adrenaline faded from his system. Hamid was wrapping a bandage around his mid-section and he looked up into the Iraqi’s eyes. “She’s dead, isn’t she?”
A nod was the only reply he received. Thomas fell silent, fighting against the emotions inside him. To have left her that way.
Hamid’s TACSAT went off and he motioned for Davood to pick it up, as he tightened the bandage firmly against the wound.
“They want to know if we have the vials,” Davood stated over a moment, covering the phone with his hand.
A look of surprise spread over the Iraqi’s face. “Didn’t you get them?”
“No.”
Hamid banged his fist against the door of the Humvee, swearing under his breath. “We can’t go back for it-that place is swarming with military. Tell Langley that the mission was a wash.”
“Wait.” It was Thomas’s voice.
“What’s the matter?”
Grimacing against the pain, he reached into the remnants of his jacket and pulled a pair of vials from an inner pocket. “I got these.”
“Affirmative, Langley,” Davood responded. “The package is secure. In transit.”

4:49 A.M. Eastern Time
Grove Manor
Cypress, Virginia

“The front door just opened. We have a twenty on Nichols.”
“He’s leaving early,” Vic observed, stamping his feet against the ground. “Are you ready to move, Terri?”
“Already on the road,” the woman’s voice replied over his headset.

Harry felt the lock click behind him and then he was out, into the darkness. There was something he loved about this time, the early morning before the world was awake. He was a creature of the night, at his most comfortable when surrounded by darkness.
But something was wrong. He could feel it in the air. He was wearing a light jacket, the.45 holstered underneath close to his side.
He picked up the pace, jogging out onto the country road that ran past his house. The countryside had changed greatly since his parents had been alive, the urban sprawl spreading out from Alexandria and Richmond in all directions. But Cypress had somehow escaped, remaining a largely rural community. At times, that was a good thing.

“Start moving, Vic. I’m on him.”
At her words, he leaped from his cover and ran toward the back door of the manor, ducking low to minimize his silhouette against the moonlight.
The security system was sophisticated, but nothing he wasn’t capable of handling. His only problem was time-Nichols’ early departure had thrown them. Was he going to stick to his routine, or cut the run short today?

The woman had been behind him for ten minutes. She wasn’t a local, Harry knew that much for certain. It was the main reason he still lived in Cypress, despite the commute and other disadvantages. Someone who didn’t belong stuck out like a sore thumb.
Speaking of sore… He slowed down and limped to the side of the road, sitting down and breathing heavily.
Her pace never slackened as she ran toward him and he watched her come, his hand across his stomach and near the butt of his Colt.
“You all right?” she asked, slowing as she came up. She looked to be in her mid-thirties, a pleasant if not pretty face gazing down upon him. A wire ran from her ear to what looked like an MP3 player at her waist.
“Stomach cramps,” he responded with a grimace.
A look of concern came into her eyes. “Are you going to make it all right?”
“Yeah, just need to catch my breath. The doctor said I needed to run every morning and I’m going to do it if it kills me,” Harry joked.
“Hopefully it won’t come to that,” she replied, chuckling at his humor. “Good luck and enjoy your run.”
She seemed to pass on almost reluctantly, hitting her stride again only when she was twenty yards beyond him.

“I’ve been made,” she hissed into her lip mike once she was out of earshot of Nichols.
“You’re sure?”
“He had a case of stomach cramps and sat down by the edge of the road,” was her bitter retort. “Fine actor, but-”
“But fifteen-year spec-ops veterans don’t get stomach cramps from running three hundred yards,” the other man finished for her.
“Exactly. And he’s packing.”
“Vic, are you hearing this? Are you in?”
“Yes to both questions. Where is he now?”
“He just passed me, I’m laying here in the stubble of a corn field.”
“Be more careful next time.”

She was behind him again. He could feel her, a palpable presence there in the darkness and he pressed on. Just a couple hundred yards more.
A mailbox loomed ahead of him and he turned in, his feet pounding down a gravel driveway. The building at the end had started life as a barn until it had been renovated in the ‘60s as a country house by an enterprising lobbyist in the Johnson administration.
Harry went up to the front step and slid back a metal hinge on the door handle, exposing a biometric scanner. A quick scan of his thumbprint and he was in, closing the door carefully behind him.
The front rooms were nicely-furnished, giving the impression of middle-class occupancy. He didn’t spend much time there within view of the windows, making his way through the darkness to the basement door.

“He went into a house,” Vic heard the woman declare, giving his partner an address to run down.
“Stay there and stay out of sight,” she was instructed. Vic diverted his attention from the conversation in his ear, focusing instead on Nichols’ desk. A laptop computer sat closed in the top drawer of the desk and he took it out, doing a careful examination of it for any possible hazards.
His partner’s voice came back on the network. “The deed was registered in the name of Manuel Diaz in 2005.”
“And?” Terri asked.
“He’s not your average Joe Sixpack. Nichols served with this guy when he first joined the CIA.” There was a long pause, silence filling up the other end of the network. “We’re looking at something strange here-running cross-check now-Diaz died in 2003. Somebody used his identity to buy the house.”
“Nichols?”

Harry adjusted the night-vision goggles to his eyes as he made his way through the subterranean darkness. The tunnel was the second reason he had stayed in Cypress, in the old family house. Judging by a date chiseled into a limestone rock near the manor house entrance, the tunnel had been constructed in the early days of the Civil War, as a means of traveling unseen between the manor and the stables. When the barn had been renovated in the 1960s, the exit had been covered up by rubble and never uncovered during the lobbyist’s occupancy.
Harry had finally secured the second property following the death of the owner and used it as his own personal safehouse, registering the deed in the name of a close colleague at the Agency.
Wooden stairs appeared, their outline a dark green through the lens of the goggles. He paused at their bottom to unzip his jacket, withdrawing the.45 from its holster. Time to roll…

5:21 A.M.

“Where are we at, Vic?”
Vic sighed in exasperation. “Do I have to answer that question every five minutes?”
“Just nervous, I guess. Nichols still hasn’t left this bogus property and no lights have been turned on. It’s like he’s waiting for something.”
“He’s a career operator. Cautious. Can you blame him? Believe me, that caution extends to his computer security. It’s one of the most thorough jobs I’ve ever seen.”
“Nice to know my work is appreciated,” a new voice cut in. Vic whirled on heel to find himself staring into the muzzle of a.45 Colt. The man behind the gun was tall, his height seemingly accentuated by a pair of NVGs perched atop his head. Cold blue eyes stared down the barrel of the Colt at Vic. But he knew the face well, from a dozen surveillance photos taken over the last week. Harold Nichols.
“Take off the wire and give it here,” Nichols instructed carefully, his voice even. Determined. The look on his face told Vic he would shoot without hesitation if his orders were not followed.
The CIA man took the microphone from him and crushed it against the floor, his gaze never wavering. “Now, I don’t need to know who you are. Names are irrelevant and I know you’re the man who was following us at the service station five days ago. What I want to know is who you’re working for.”
Vic took a deep breath. “My ID is in my wallet-may I?”
A smile crossed Nichols’ face and he cocked his head. “Left hand, and do it slowly. Very slowly.”

Harry watched the man as he reached into his back pocket, moving awkwardly with his left hand. The wallet came back out and fell open, disclosing a blue shield. The man smiled suddenly. “Special Agent Victor Caruso. I’m with the Federal Bureau of Investigation…”

5:30 A.M.
NCS Operations Center
Langley, Virginia

Carter came bustling through the door of the op-center with his jacket over his arm, a cup of steaming coffee in his right hand and a bagel clenched firmly between his teeth.
“I’ve got a call for you, Ron,” Michelle announced, looking up from her terminal. “Harold Nichols, on your secure line.”
He rolled his eyes and gestured toward her with the cup of coffee. “I’ll transfer it to your workstation,” she replied.
He mumbled something that might have been “thanks” and hurried to his cubicle, punching the speaker button as he bit off a chunk of bagel and deposited his coffee beside the computer. “Good grief, Harry,” he began with his mouth full, “do you suppose you could have picked a busier time to call? I haven’t been here five minutes and we’re already running damage control on an international situation. Everything’s gotta be tight before the intelligence briefing in an hour. Is this important?”
“I’m sitting here in my den with a gun pointed at a burglar who claims to be working for the Bureau. So, no, to answer your question, it’s not important,” Harry retorted acidly. “Not important at all.”

6:13 A.M.
Grove Manor
Cypress, Virginia

Harry looked from the picture on his TACSAT’s screen to the handcuffed man sitting in front of him and back again. “You check out,” he announced finally.
The FBI agent smiled. “What did I tell you? Now safe that blamed pistol before you hurt somebody with it.”
“We’re not done yet,” Harry announced, rising from his chair, the cocked.45 still leveled at the agent’s mid-section. “You still haven’t told me why you’re here, in my house.”
Caruso looked back at him, unruffled. “As a federal agent without powers of arrest, you don’t have the authority to interrogate me regarding the nature of my warrant.”
Taking him by the collar of his jacket, Harry pulled the agent to his feet, propelling him toward the door. “For now, it’ll suffice that I’m the guy with the gun. Come on, we’ve got a trip to take.”

The first faint traces of dawn were creeping over the Piedmont as the pair exited from the side door of the house. Harry pushed the FBI man toward the large outbuilding that served as his garage.
“How did you get back into the house?” Caruso demanded, looking back over his shoulder as they entered the garage.
Harry snorted, opening the door of his sedan. “Wouldn’t you just love to know. Get in, you’re driving.”

A man in the treeline across the road watched through binoculars as the garage door opened and the two men drove out onto the road. “Get Director Haskel on the phone. Agent Caruso is in CIA custody.”

7:01 A.M.
CIA Headquarters
Langley, Virginia

“What is the Bureau doing running an investigation of our operators?” David Lay wondered aloud, looking up from his desk into the eyes of Ron Carter.
“I don’t know, sir. Nichols and this Agent Caruso just arrived at the main gate, so we may get some answers soon.”
“He brought him here?”
“Yes, sir. I authorized the visitor’s pass for Caruso, although I’m told Nichols has him in handcuffs.”
The DCIA chuckled. “An FBI agent in irons. That alone should be worth the price of admission.”
The phone on his desk buzzed and he picked it up. “Sir,” his secretary began, “I have Director Eric Haskel on line 4.”
Lay rolled his eyes. “That didn’t take long. Put him through.”
The phone beeped twice and then the transfer was complete. “Good morning, Eric,” Lay greeted cheerfully.
The FBI director did not reciprocate. “I’m informed that you have one of my people, Lay. An agent named Victor Caruso.”
“Your sources are good, Eric. I was only told fifteen minutes ago myself.”
“I want him released. At once.”
The congeniality went out of Lay’s voice. “ And I’d like to know why your agents have been pulling black bag jobs on my men. Any answers?”
A long silence. “Let me place a call.”
“To whom? Blast it, Eric, who authorized this operation?”
“Let’s set up a video-conference for nine o’clock,” Director Haskel said after a moment. “I will then read you in on the operation, if I am authorized to do so.”
Lay looked up at Ron and shook his head, puzzled by the words of the Bureau chief. “I want Ron Carter and Harold Nichols read in as well.”
When Haskel responded, there was uncertainty in his voice. “I’ll get back to you.”

4:34 A.M. Pacific Time
The Hilton
San Diego, California

“That’s where we stand, Mr. President,” Cahill announced, moving back from the whiteboard he had been writing on. “As of today. With a month to go.”
“Problem areas, Ian?” Hancock asked, leaning forward on the couch. He covered a yawn with his hand. Late nights and early mornings would be the death of him, but she had made him feel young again.
“A number of them, Mr. President, and regrettably, many of them are beyond our control.”
“Such as?”
“The price of oil, for example,” Cahill responded, taking the red marker in his hand and underlining an item on the board. The chief of staff was old school and avoided powerpoint presentations as though they were the work of the devil. “It’s hitting Americans below the belt every time they fuel up. And they’re going to remember this on Election Day. I have the Gallup poll here on your handling of the economy. Thirty-two percent approval, Mr. President. I don’t have to tell you how bad that is. And while your latest stimulus package met with a mixed reception on Main Street, there’s not a thing you can do regarding the price of oil.”
“Don’t be so sure,” Hancock said, his voice quiet.
Cahill turned toward him. “What do you mean by that?”
“I mean things may turn around in the Middle East.” The President shrugged. “There’s always that possibility.”
A snort came from the Chicago strategist. “As long as those Jews squat on the Muslim promised land? Not very likely. I’ll tell you what you can do.”
“And that would be?”
“Stop bedding young staffers and spend some time with your wife, take her on a romantic weekend getaway, anything-I’m telling you, Roger, if any of this gets out, this close to the election…you are through! Done, finished. Fini.”
Hancock chuckled. “I know you were a top student in parochial school, Ian, but your Latin is less than impressive.”
“You’re not taking this seriously,” Cahill retorted, disbelief in his tones.
The President rose and crossed the room to place his finger on the whiteboard. “Oil, Ian. If the price of oil went through the floor, if Americans could fill up their cars for what they could six, even seven years ago-what would you give our chances?”
“The economy’s just a part of it, but with a drop in gasoline prices and barring a sex scandal, I’d say we had it in the bag. Norton’s good, but he doesn’t have anything to beat that.”
“Consider it done,” Hancock responded, enjoying the incredulous look on Cahill’s face. It was a rare sight.
The phone rang before the chief of staff could pose the question forming on his lips. “FBI Director Eric Haskel on line 2, Mr. President.”
“Put him through.”

7:59 A.M. Eastern Time
CIA Headquarters
Langley, Virginia

“Just the man I wanted to see.” Harry walked out of the elevator and looked up to see Ron Carter bearing down on him.
“What did you do with Agent Caruso?” the analyst asked without further preamble.
“Left him downstairs with Security. Any word on what type of investigation the Bureau is running?”
“A conference call is set up with Haskel at 0900. In the meantime, you’re to meet Carol Chambers in Conference Room #11. She’ll debrief you on this morning’s encounter and start prep for the call to Asefi.”
“We have go-mission on that now?”
“You know it.”

5:25 P.M. Tehran Time
The Presidential Palace
Tehran

“I am happy to report, sir, that the American did not escape with samples of the toxin.” President Shirazi lifted his eyes to look into the monitor above his desk, displaying the video uplink from the border. He smiled. “Well done, Harun. You have confirmed this?”


“Yes, sir. Plastic vials were recovered from the saddlebags of the dead horse. They contained the blood samples he was transporting. Having brought the Americans under fire, they were unable to retrieve the vials before we closed in.”
“You have pleased me, my nephew, but your work is not yet done. I want you to return to Tehran as soon as possible.”
“As you will, sir.”

Shirazi hit a button on his remote and the monitor went black. He rose and walked across his office. Fate. Destiny.
The will of Allah. It didn’t much matter what one called it, the end result was the same. His fingers trembled at the thought of it. This was the purpose for which he had been born.
Casualty reports lay on his desk, estimates of the Jews and Muslims who would die in the attack. They were only the beginning. The world would be set aflame…

8:27 A.M. Eastern Time
NCS Operations Center
Langley, Virginia

“Do you know whether this Agent Caruso was acting alone? Was his, in effect, a solo mission?” Carol Chambers asked, looking up from her notes.
Harry shook his head. “No, he had a woman follow me on my run, so that gives you two. Standard protocol would be a third person who would hang back and provide coordination and overwatch. Minimum three.”
“So that would likely be how Director Haskel found out so quickly?”
“Correct.”
She turned back to her laptop and began typing. “If you’ll give me a moment, I need to get this forwarded to the DCIA immediately. Then we’ll prepare for your call to Achmed Asefi.”
“Good.” Harry remained seated, watching her as she typed. “One thing Carter didn’t say-how did we get a current number for Asefi?”
“If Ron didn’t tell you, I’m sure you don’t need to know,” she replied, a grin tugging at the corners of her mouth.
Harry shrugged. “If that’s the way you want to be.”
“Just jerking your chain,” Carol retorted with a laugh. “Let’s put it this way. Asefi is a dirtbag.”
“I gathered as much.”
“Carter told you about the whorehouse in Bulgaria?”
“An ‘Eastern European escort service’, was I believe the delicate way he described it,” Harry responded with a smile.
“A whorehouse in Bulgaria,” she repeated, looking over the top of her computer at him. “Asefi left contact information there, updated every two months. It seems that they have periodic access to young boys, and our man wanted to stay in the loop on the hottest ‘deals’.”
“So, we’re negotiating with a pedophile,” Harry said after a moment.
“That’s right. We don’t know if the contact number will connect us directly with Asefi or whether he has a cut-out, but the director has given the go-ahead.”
“Sounds like a plan.”

5:58 P.M. Tehran Time
The training camp
Isfahan, Iran

Chaos. As a warrior, Hossein had always been tasked with its creation, its manipulation. Having it thrust upon him was another matter.
He looked at the model on his desk, a model of their target made from bits of wood and clay by a recruit who had been considerably more skilled at art than he was with a rifle. He was gone now, along with the rest of the ineffectives.
Hossein rose and crossed the room, carefully considering and rejecting his options each in turn. He could still hear Isfahani’s words, streaming through his mind.
“I want the biological agent. Do not allow it to fall into the hands of the infidel.”
Then why, he had asked, are we going to all this bother?
“Allah has not given us this gift that it might be squandered by madmen,” the Ayatollah had replied. “It is ours to seize and hold. For His glory. Fear not, He will aid our cause.”
Hossein’s fingers stroked the dome of the model absently as he stood there, lost in thought. Somehow, pragmatist that he was, the promise of divine intervention seemed less than helpful. Semantics aside, it did nothing to conceal the truth.
This was a suicide mission…

8:57 A.M. Eastern Time
CIA Headquarters
Langley, Virginia

“Nichols,” Lay acknowledged Harry’s arrival with a brief greeting. “We’re almost ready to begin.”
Carter looked up from the laptop in front of him. “All due respect, sir, but I would like to point out that Director Haskel did not agree to read Nichols in on the FBI’s mission.”
“Haskel is not in charge here,” Lay announced, turning to glare at his top analyst. “I am. He got caught with his pants down and I’ll be hanged if he’s going to dictate terms. If you will, Harry, sit at that end of the conference table. You’ll be out of camera range, but able to hear what goes on.”
“Thank you, sir.”
Lay adjusted his tie, a nervous tic Harry had seen many times before. Putting on his battle face.
The phone in front of Lay buzzed. “Director Haskel is waiting for you to start, sir.”
“Good.” Lay reached for the remote and powered up the LCD monitor on the opposite wall. After a couple seconds, the visage of the FBI director appeared on-screen.
“Good morning, Director Lay. Shall we get started?”
Lay’s face didn’t change. “That would be a good idea, Eric. I’m meeting with Colonel Mueller of GSG-9 at eleven, so don’t waste my time.”
“I don’t intend to. A week ago, director, your agency put this country in the peril of great embarrassment with the poor execution of Operation TALON.”
Harry could see the surprise written in the DCIA’s eyes, but he made no expression of it. “Following the revelation that someone was responsible for leaking mission-sensitive intelligence to the Iranians,” Haskel continued, “the President asked my Bureau to run a covert investigation of your Agency.”
“Redundant,” Lay objected. “We had already launched our own investigation of the incident through Lucas Ellsworth and the inspector general’s office.”
“Perhaps. Have you traced the source of the leak?”
“That information is classified,” came Lay’s sharp retort.
“Which is another way of saying you haven’t.” An irritatingly superior expression spread across the face of the FBI chief.
The DCIA leaned forward, his elbows resting on the polished wood of the conference table. “And you have?”
“Our investigation was unfortunately interrupted this morning by the actions of one of the men under scrutiny, but we had already identified a person of interest in the matter.”
“Indeed?”
On-screen, Haskel could be seen to open a folder laying on his desk. “Our investigation came to focus upon one man. He is a paramilitary operations officer in your Clandestine Service. A man with the motive, the access, and the opportunity to betray your mission.”
“Go on.”
“The man’s name is Davood Sarami.”
Harry’s face froze at the declaration. Davood? It couldn’t be. No. There was no way he could have betrayed the team.
“And may I ask what caused your investigation to center on Officer Sarami?” Lay asked, his posture stiff, unmistakably hostile.
“Our investigation of the field team was thorough. Our focus turned to Sarami after we delved into the financial records of the mosque he attends in Falls Church. The imam there, Abdul Faisal Shabaz, a naturalized citizen of this country, has given large sums of money, ostensibly from his congregation, to a charity based out of Amman, Jordan.”
“Get to your point,” Lay ordered irritably when the FBI director paused for effect.
“The charity has close ties to Hezbollah and Hamas. In 2009, Shabaz was photographed with this man.” A picture came flashing up on screen, momentarily blocking their view of Haskel’s face. “Fayood Hamza al-Farouk. Thirty-two years of age, one of the bright young men of Hezbollah. He’s led field operations for the past three years following his successful assassination of a member of the Knesset.”
“So he was not a leader of their organization at the time of this photograph?”
“That is correct. However, he was on his way up. As you can confirm, he’s been on our watchlists for the better part of the last decade.”
“I recognize the name. Do you have any direct connections between Sarami and al-Farouk?”
“Not as of yet. As stated, our operation was blown this morning when one of your other paramilitary operations officers, one Harold Nichols, took it upon himself to pull a gun on Agent Caruso. I am still awaiting word of his release.”
“Wait away, it’s no skin off my nose. So, let me get this straight, your only tie between Sarami and Hezbollah is this imam?”
“That is correct. Undercover agents in the Muslim community in Virginia report that Sarami is seen as being very close to Shabaz, apparently regarding him as a spiritual mentor. Another point of concern is the activities of Sarami’s parents. His father is a partner in a legal firm based in Dayton, which took upon itself pro bonowork for several notable Guantanamo detainees back in 2011.”
“As did every fashionably liberal law firm in the country,” Lay responded with forced humor. “We knew that when Sarami entered training. If you have nothing more to offer, director, I believe we will bring this conversation to a close.”
“I want my agent. Under the provisions of the CIA’s charter, your detention of him is illegal, and I want him released immediately unless you want action to be taken.”
The DCIA seemed unperturbed. “He was processed out five minutes ago. Sorry, Eric, but you need to get your act together before you start making threats. Good day.”
The screen went black and a heavy, awkward silence fell over the conference room. Lay sighed heavily. “What do we have, Ron?”
The analyst’s face was pained as he looked up from his computer. “It’s not good, boss. The Israelis have fingered al-Farouk as being responsible for the attack on our field team at Eilat, based on security footage showing him in the hotel forty-five minutes before the blast.”
Harry sat there in stunned disbelief. It wasn’t possible. That Davood had betrayed the team, betrayed their brotherhood…
He heard Lay ask, “Was Sarami cleared for the Eilat mission?”
“Yes,” Carter replied. “He was fully aware of operational details.”
Through the swirling fog of emotion, Harry heard his name called and looked up to see Lay staring at him. “I will need you to contact Hamid Zakiri and alert him to the new intelligence.”
“Sir,” Harry began, “with all due respect, I would like to protest this. I have served with Davood, I’ve fought side by side with him, for heaven’s sake! I don’t want to see him hung out to dry on evidence this circumstantial.”
The DCIA seemed to ponder his words. “Not before TALON, right?”
“Sir?”
“You had not served with Sarami prior to TALON, had you?”
“That is correct.”
“Your loyalty to your men is commendable,” Lay began slowly. “And I believe we need to work circumspectly here. We have thousands of dollars of training invested in Sarami. Should he be in fact innocent of the suspicion now fixed upon him, we do not want that money to go to waste. But we need to be careful. Sarami will continue to serve in the field-but I will be counting on you to keep an eye on him. You and your team, so I want you to contact Zakiri ASAP. Are we running the same play?”
“Yes, sir.”

5:35 P.M. Baghdad Time
Station Baghdad
Iraq

Memories. Hot water cascaded down Thomas’s body as he stood beneath the pulsating showerhead, his thoughts wandering unbidden.
I’m never gonna leave you. In his mind’s eye, he could still see her shattered body, lying there crumpled on the ground. Abandoned. He had lied. Even as he had held her in his arms, he had lied, knowing she was dying, knowing he must leave her.
He pushed the knob to turn the water off and slowly sank to the rough tile of the shower floor, feeling sick, like someone was twisting a knife inside him.
Her face rose before him, eyes full of recrimination and unanswered pleas. Calling out his name, a haunting entreaty. There was no help for it. How long he sat there, the water dripping down upon him from the showerhead, he would never know.
At long last, the silence was broken by the sound of his name being called. For a moment, he thought he was dreaming, then it came again. “Parker? Are you still in here?”
He hadn’t heard the door to the showers open or close, but it was Davood’s voice. “Yeah?”
“Petras is setting up for mission debrief. Are you ready?”
“Is there such a thing?” Thomas asked. Pain shot through his side as he rose and staggered to the door of the shower, peering through the evaporating steam. “Hand me a towel, will you?”
Davood handed him an old towel, averting his eyes as Thomas dried off, the body modesty characteristic of his Middle Eastern background coming to the fore.
He cleared his throat. “I’m sorry.”
“What?”
“The death of your guide-the Kurdish woman. Such a waste.”
Thomas looked away, his face stiff and drawn. “Yeah. Could you throw my pants over here?”
“Sure thing. Petras is going to start wondering where we are.”

“Let’s go back to the events of the morning,” Rebecca Petras instructed, typing something into her laptop. Hamid shifted in his chair, the TACSAT buzzing suddenly in his ribs.
“Excuse me,” he said, smiling across the table at the assistant station chief. “I need to take this.”
“Can’t it wait?”
He rose from his seat, the TACSAT in his hand. “Afraid not.”
“I owe you one, Harry,” he announced with a laugh as the door closed behind him. “You just got me out of debrief with Petras.”
Harry wasn’t laughing. When he spoke, his voice was low and urgent. “Other business, Hamid. What went wrong?”
“The Iranians were tracking Parker-how I don’t know. Finding him in those mountains would have been like picking the proverbial needle out of the haystack.”
“Unless they had a source,” Harry replied.
“That could explain it, I suppose. Last I heard Langley hadn’t found the leak that blew TALON.”
“As of this morning they did.”
“Who?”
“Davood.”
Hamid’s mouth fell open. “Ya Allah,” he whispered in Arabic. Oh God. “You’ve got to be kidding.”
“I wish I was,” Harry responded grimly. “That’s the opinion of the seventh floor. Could he have compromised Parker?”
“Harry, he’s one of us, he wouldn’t-”
“That’s not what I asked and you know it.” Harry’s voice was detached. Clinical. Cold as ice. “I didn’t ask for your opinion, I asked if he had the opportunity.”
“I suppose so. We weren’t together the whole time.” Hamid paused. “I still can’t believe it.”
“Neither can I. I suppose we’ll know for certain in a few hours. The boys from Intel are scouring Davood’s phone logs.”
The thought struck Hamid with the force of a slug. “Harry, tell them to check mine as well.”
“What?”
“A couple hours before extraction, Davood asked to borrow my TACSAT. Said his was charging in the Humvee.”
“Who’d he need to call?”
“I had asked him to coordinate satellite resources with CENTCOM so that we could keep an eye out for Iranian reinforcements. He was back at the vehicle for thirty minutes or more.”
Silence from the other end of the line. Then Harry spoke, slowly and reluctantly. “I’ll pass it on. Remember, nothing of this to Davood or anyone else. Just keep an eye on him and get back Stateside.”
“Yeah. I’ll do that.”

5:23 P.M. Local Time
Gaza

A stainless steel bottle about the size of a liter of soda sat on the kitchen table of the small apartment. So small, yet so deadly.
Fayood Hamza al-Farouk took another sip from the cup of tea in front of him and regarded the man sitting across from him with an appraising glance.
“Will it work?”
“To be sure,” the young man he knew only as “Rashid” replied, sounding offended. “The device can be armed forty-eight hours in advance-once the internal timer reaches zero, the bacteria will be dispersed in an aerosol cloud.”
“And if the infidels manage to find the canisters before that time?” Farouk demanded, his voice taking on a peculiar intensity.
The young man responded with an expansive shrug. A pair of packets lay on the table between them and he shoved one of them across to the Hezbollah terrorist. “Plastique,” he replied simply. “Manufactured in the 1980s.”
Both men knew what that meant. In the early ‘90s, Europe’s explosive manufacturers had started adding a detection taggant to their plastic explosives, a volatile chemical which slowly evaporated from the explosive and could be detected by bomb-sniffing dogs. Explosives made before then did not have such a chemical agent, although then one had to deal with explosives that were well past their guaranteed shelf life of ten years. In cases like this, the trade-off was worth it.
“I will use these to render each device tamper-proof,” he said. “There is only one concern. Would the bacteria be then rendered impotent in the heat of the explosion?”
“You believe that we would not have thought of this?” Farouk asked, glaring across the table. Frankly, having to explain details to a subordinate nettled him. “This strain of y. pestis is more heat-resistant than anything we have ever seen before. It will survive the explosion. Just make sure they cannot be disarmed.”
With a grim smile, the young man held up both his hands in front of his bearded face. All ten digits remained. The mark of either a very skilled or a very lucky bombmaker. Only time would tell.
“Inshallah,” Farouk breathed. As Allah wills it…

12:49 P.M. Eastern Time
CIA Headquarters
Langley, Virginia

“The software has been reconfigured,” Ron Carter announced, gesturing to the phone on the desk. “His caller I.D. will show the call originating from Bulgaria, the personal office number of Vladimir Dubosky.”
“And that is?” Harry asked, looking from Ron to the director and back again.
“The pimp, or whatever you call somebody running male prostitutes. He’s a Russian, Mafia capo that got caught in the losing end of a Moscow gang war in the mid ‘90s. Fled to Bulgaria and apparently went into the sex trade.”
The DCIA leaned forward “Here’s the deal you’re to offer him, Harry. He has two choices-he can be unhelpful and we’ll send the body of our information to the Ayatollah. Or he can play ball.”
“That’s the stick,” Harry nodded. “Where’s the carrot?”
“If his information is of value, we’ll arrange for his safe passage to a country that looks more kindly on men of his ‘persuasion’.”
Harry snorted. “Great. We’ve got a CIA operator with ties to Hezbollah and now we’re cutting deals with a pedophile. Another wonderful day at the office.”
“I can have someone else place the call,” Lay responded with a shrug.
A grim smile crossed Harry’s lips and he shook his head. “No, I’ll do it.”
“Good.” The CIA director rose and headed toward the door of the conference room. “I’ll be in my office.”
Harry picked up the phone and hit SEND. The call took only a couple moments to connect and then a man’s voice came on the line. “Vladimir?”

9:51 P.M. Tehran Time
The Ayatollah’s Residence
Qom, Iran

There was a second’s pause and then Asefi heard an unfamiliar voice in Russian. “Kak dela, Achmed?”
“I am well, thank you,” the bodyguard replied in the same language, his tone wary. “Who is this?”
“Names don’t matter,” the cold voice continued. “What matters is that I have something you need.”
“I see no point in continuing this conversation.”
“Da, that is your choice. We all make choices, Achmed. Does the Ayatollah Isfahani know of the choices of your bedchamber?”
He froze, the words of the caller ringing in his ear. A quick glance down the hallway in either direction assured him that he was alone, at least for the moment. “What do you mean?”
“Your phone is data-equipped, is it not?”
“Da, da.”
“One moment. I am sending you a file.”
Asefi stepped to the side of the hall, inserting his keycard into the lock of a nearby storage room. A beep signaled the arrival of the message as he stepped into the comforting darkness. He swallowed hard, his fingers trembling as they moved across the phone’s keyboard, opening the file folder.
He groaned. Photos. Dozens of photos. Of him and others-beautiful young men, in Bulgaria, in a score other places around Eastern Europe. And other documents. He could guess at their contents. The voice was speaking again. “You have received the file?”
“This is a base forgery!” he exploded, slamming his fist against the wall. “A fabrication of Satan. You can prove nothing except the evil of your hearts!”
“Nyet?” the voice asked incredulously. “Go on and tell yourself that, Achmed. Believe that and I will enjoy watching as they heap stones over your body.”
“What do you want?”
“What do I want? You’ve been raping little boys, Achmed. Speaking personally, I want you dead.”
“What business is this of yours?” His mouth seemed suddenly dry as sand, a hoarse whisper the only sound escaping his lips.
“None whatsoever. Which is why my employers are offering you a way out.”
“What?”
“We need to meet. Your place or mine?” the voice continued, sardonic laughter in its tones.
“I will be flying to Beirut tomorrow,” Asefi replied, thinking rapidly. “Meet me at the airport.”
“Spasiba bolshoi.” Thank you very much.
“How will I recognize you?”
“You won’t. But I’ll know you.” The phone went dead, the click sounding like a death knell in the narrow confines of the storage room…

1:03 P.M. Eastern Time
CIA Headquarters
Langley, Virginia

Harry laid the cellphone back on the table and glanced across at Ron Carter. “What’s your take?”
“I think he’s playing ball. Giving him time to think about it is dangerous, but then again, so is talking over an unsecured line.” Carter looked down at his laptop. “I can have you and Richards on a flight to Beirut as early as tonight.”
“Just what I need-another trans-Atlantic flight. What is Zakiri and Parker’s status?” Harry asked, studiously avoiding a reference to Davood.
“They are due to leave for Bagram in two hours with the recovered vials in their posession. Why?”
“Have them diverted to Crete. Tex and I will meet them there after the conclusion of our meeting with Asefi. I’ll clear things with Kranemeyer.”
Carter shrugged. “Again I ask, ‘Why?’”
“If the attack goes down in the U.S., well, under posse comitatus that’s Bureau jurisdiction, not ours. The Hezbollah connection, the situation with the Israelis, everything indicates this is going to hit the Middle East. Call it prepositioning assets if you like. Just do it.”

9:45 P.M. Local Time
Jerusalem, Israel

Darkness had fallen over the Holy City, but it was no impediment to Fayood al-Farouk. He was a creature of the night and he welcomed its protecting cover. To his west, he could hear the evening prayer of the muezzin drifting through the night air. He did not bow in prayer, his eyes remaining fixed on his target, the night-vision binoculars giving a greenish cast to the surrounding scenery. At the end of days, when the angels came to weigh the good and evil of his life, this omission would count as nothing against his slaughter of the Jews.
From his vantage point, he could see the Israeli guards patrolling the entrance of the Haram Al-Sharif. Jews guarding the entrance to the Noble Enclosure. Within a few short days, they would be dead. Along with the rest of their kinsmen.
The door opened behind him, creaking as it swung inward. He knew without looking who was there. “Harun, my brother. I trust you had a good flight.”
“As Allah willed it.”
He sighed, the binoculars sweeping up to rest upon the center of the enclosure, upon the golden dome covering the rock from which Mohammed had ascended to heaven.
It would start here. Two days…



Chapter Fourteen


1:03 A.M. Local Time, October 3rd
Air France Flight 256
En route to Ankara, Turkey

She had worked in Brussels as an accountant. Her father was French, her mother English. She had been married for two years. No, no children. Not yet, anyway. This was her first trip to Turkey, although she had visited Athens as a senior in college. And she never had been able to sleep on airplanes.
Unfortunately, that meant neither could he. Harry sighed wearily as his seat companion chattered on. He had stopped paying close attention an hour before, although the young woman had yet to notice.
His cellphone beeped with an incoming text and he flipped it open to check the screen. A NEW TIMEZONE, the message from Tex read. SET YOUR WATCH TO ZERO ONE HUNDRED.
Harry placed the cellphone in his pocket and adjusted the stem of his Rolex to one o’clock in the morning. The watch was an Agency prop, to aid in his cover as a German businessman.
He looked up to realize his companion was asking a question now. “Veuillez m’excuser?”
She smiled indulgently. “I asked, are you married, monsieur?”

3:07 A.M. Damascus Time
A small airport
The outskirts of Damascus, Syria

Damascus. A city of history and legend. Had his mind not been so occupied with other matters, Hossein might have been more impressed.
As it was, the watchdog was speaking. “This mission is of the utmost importance. The fanatics must not be allowed to profane the Haram al-Sharif with their madness. I will be relying upon you to guide our men through the Golan.”
“Indeed?”
“I will be leaving you,” the watchdog added unexpectedly.
Hossein turned to look Achmed Asefi in the face. “And why is this?”
“There is unfinished business in Beirut. I will rejoin you in Al Quds later today.” A furtive look danced in Asefi’s eyes as the two men stood there in the darkness of the Syrian night.
“I was not informed of this change of plans,” Hossein retorted, his gaze never wavering.
Asefi seemed annoyed by the challenge.“A sudden call from the Ayatollah. As your men were disembarking.”
“I see.” The major paused for a moment before adding piously, “Go with Allah.”
Hossein watched as the Ayatollah’s bodyguard walked off toward the Gulfstream that had brought them from Isfahan under cover of night.
The corporal, Mustafa, materialized at his side. “The truck is ready, sir,” he announced with a smart salute.
“Good,” Hossein replied, sighing as he turned away toward the Land Rover that was to transport them into the land of Palestine. A thought struck him about half-way across the tarmac and he turned to Mustafa. “You were the first off the plane. Achmed Asefi-did you see him receive a phone call?”
The corporal’s brow furrowed in thought as the two men walked beneath the flickering glare of the airport lights. “No. It is possible, but I was with him most of the time. Why?”
“Nothing of any moment,” Hossein replied, appearing to dismiss it off-hand. He looked back to see jet turbines fire as the Gulfstream turned back toward the runway.
Something was wrong.

5:30 A.M. Local Time
C-130 “Hercules”
Over the Mediterranean

Hamid shifted restlessly on the bench against the side of the C-130 transport. No one had said a great deal since the transport had left Baghdad.
Thomas lay on the bench across from him, apparently asleep. Davood had his PDA out, his eyes focused intently on the little screen as he played a video game. Hamid cast a sidelong glance in his direction, contempt filling his heart. You have betrayed your country and your faith. No true Muslim could perpetrate this act of treachery, that much he knew.
Perhaps feeling his gaze upon him, Davood looked up from the screen. “Do you know why we’ve been diverted to Crete?”
“No,” he lied, his face expressionless. “The orders came down from Langley, that is all.”
After a moment, the young agent turned back to his game. Hamid sighed, feeling the bulge of his Glock dig into his side. Knowing what must be. The penalty for treason was death, but he knew one thing with a certainty.
Davood would never live to see the inside of a federal prison. That was the price of betrayal…

6:27 A.M. Local Time
Beirut-Rafic Hariri International Airport
Beirut, Syria

Bomb craters from the last Israeli incursion nearly seven months before dotted the runway as the Turkish Airlines 737 touched down, flaps fully extended. An attempt had been made to patch the damage with asphalt, but the attempt was partially successful at best.
Harry looked out the window, thinking back. He had been here then, seeking to recover an Agency asset before the Israeli army overran his position and compromised him. He could still remember the fiery hell, the clouds of oily-black smoke that had drifted over the city.
The mercurial nature of the Middle East.

It took them an hour to reunite on the other side of the multi-layered security checkpoints. When they did, Tex was holding up his phone. “Langley called,” he announced grimly.
“Yes?” Harry asked, shouldering his carry-on bag.
“Ron finally went through all the phone records from yesterday’s op.”
“What did he find?”
“Hamid was right. His TACSAT was used to place two calls to an unrecognized satellite phone. Carter traced the number to Kosovo before losing it in a maze of Eastern European networks.”
“So, we essentially have nothing.”
“Davood’s TACSAT was used to call a phone with the same prefix hours before the launch of TALON.”
Harry’s lips compressed into a thin line. “I see. Is that all the information he was able to pull?”
“Not quite,” the Texan replied, falling in behind Harry as they exited the terminal. “He’s got a location on Asefi.”
“Already?”
“He arrived two hours early.”
“Figures. Imaging?”
“Carol was able to hack into the airport CCTV,” Tex continued, referring to the closed circuit television network so common at airports. “The cameras last have him entering a cafe garden about a mile from here. No sign that he’s made an exit.”
“He’s probably armed. Coming in on a private jet, he’d be able to carry,” Harry observed, thinking of his own.45, disassembled and concealed in his luggage. Still coming through security and well out of reach.
A rare smile crossed the Texan’s face and he palmed a Glock, holding it beneath his jacket, out of the sight of passer-by.
“Where’d you get that?”
“A guard this side of the checkpoint has an empty holster,” he replied simply, passing it to Harry with the dexterity of a trained pickpocket. “Go, check on our friend. I’ll take up position.”

Alcohol was a vice. His vice. Alcohol and boys, two of his transgressions against the sacred teachings of the Quran. Perhaps it had been fated to end this way.
Asefi took another long draught of the vodka, coughing as the liquor slid down his throat. It was a taste he had acquired in Chechnya, fighting against the Russians.
Fate. The end of every man. What will be, will be. There is no changing the will of Allah.
Perhaps.
He tipped the bottle back once more, his mind turning over the options left to him. There was a possibility…
A man appeared in the door of the cafe garden, moving in without hesitation. Tall, slender, dressed in the garb of a Westerner, there was nothing to attract attention about him.
It was him. Asefi knew it at once. The caller. The man moved with a grace that was at once both beautiful and terrible to look upon. The subtle ease of a killer.
The Heckler amp; Koch semiautomatic pistol seemed to tremble under his jacket as the stranger approached his table, the man’s movements at the same time purposeful and casual. A mad desire to draw the gun and shoot his antagonist seized him. Shoot and be done with it-but there was no end but death in that action. This man was not acting alone.
“Dobroe utro,” the tall man greeted in perfect Russian, sliding into the seat opposite. Good morning.
“You’re not a Russian,” Asefi observed abruptly, his eyes meeting with the stranger’s in a coolly appraising glance.
The man chuckled. “Is that so?”
“Your speech is that of a Muscovite, but your face betrays you.” He leaned forward on the table, willing his hands to stop their trembling. “What do you want?”

Harry smiled. “It has come to the attention of my friends that your government has come into possession of a deadly toxin. A toxin which may be used in an attack on the West. What do you know of this?”
“I have heard of this-this toxin of which you speak. Rumors. I know very little that I would consider substantive.” The bodyguard spread his hands in a gesture of futility. “Nothing that could be of help to you. I am sorry that you have come so far to hear so little.”
Pushing his chair back, Harry rose to his feet. “As am I,” he replied. “Still, I am sure you can appreciate the delicacy of this situation-we cannot have it known that there were inquiries made.”
“I can assure you of my discretion.”
“I am assured of it,” Harry nodded. “A sniper rifle is aimed at your chest as we speak. Two minutes after I leave, you will die. If you move, you will only die sooner. You see, a man who knows nothing is of no use to my employers.”
“I don’t believe you,” Asefi snorted, contempt in his tones.
Never taking his eyes off the bodyguard, Harry reached up, carelessly smoothing his dark hair with his fingers. The next moment, the red dot of a laser beam sprouted on the collar of Asefi’s shirt.
“Goodbye, Achmed,” he smiled, turning to leave. The sound of Asefi’s voice arrested his footsteps.
“No. Wait!” There was fear in those words, fear mixed with dangerous rage.
Harry looked back. “You’ve wasted a great deal of my time, Achmed. Is there something else you have to offer?”
“Da, da.” The bodyguard’s eyes darted fearfully around the perimeter of the garden, to the high roofs surrounding. Looking for the sniper. “Your employers will protect me?”
“That’s right,” Harry responded, taking his seat once again. “A new home, a new name, in a place where men of your, shall we say, ‘orientation’ are looked upon more kindly. What do you offer us in return?”
“The target, the location of the toxin, everything. I know everything. But I need more than what you have offered.”
“Oh?”
“I need money as a proof of fidelity,” Asefi retorted. “Eight million dollars. Wired into my account in the Caymans. Before I will tell you what I know.”
“For a man who has only heard rumors, Achmed, you claim to know a great deal. Let’s see some proof. When and where does this attack go down?”
The bodyguard held up a finger. “Not when and where. Not yet. But who. Five terrorists, led by an IRGC major, entered the Golan this morning. They will cross into Israel within the hour.”
“I need names.”
“The names of the four soldiers are unknown to me. But they are led by one Major Farshid Hossein.”
“You’ll have to do better than that, Achmed. Hossein is dead, I watched the video of his execution myself.”
“How is that they say in America-reports of his death have been greatly exaggerated?” Asefi gestured toward his suit pocket. “May I?”
Harry nodded and the bodyguard produced a cellphone, flipping it open to reveal a photo on-screen. It was of he and Hossein, standing together near the steps of a mosque. The time-stamp was eighteen hours old.
“All right,” Harry conceded, watching him carefully. “You’ve convinced me. Why is he in Israel?”
“Enough.” Confidence had returned to Asefi’s voice. “This was a gesture of good faith. Now, show me the money.”
Harry nodded slowly. “I’ll need to make a call. Come with me.”
Turning away from the table, his hands flashed the “stand down” signal.

Tex took one last look from the third-story window that had served as his surveillance position and then lowered his binoculars, turning back toward the stairs. As he headed for the door, he looked at the laser pointer in his hand and smiled. It was curiously effective…

12:25 A.M. Eastern Time
NCS Operations Center
Langley, Virginia

Ron Carter looked up from his terminal as Carol Chambers swept into the op-center. “Good morning, Carol.”
She set down her briefcase at the side of her workstation and glared at him. “I was in the shower when you called.”
“No comment,” he smiled.
She rolled her eyes, sweeping her damp hair back over her shoulders. “What’s our situation?”
“We have eight million dollars that needs to be transferred to a class-A oxygen thief. ASAP.”
“Right. Like there’s no one else in this building who could do that?”
“But the transfer’s not to go through,” Ron added, taking another sip from the cup of cold coffee on his desk.
She pulled back her chair and sat down. “So, we’re running a con. Bait and switch.”
“That’s right. The mark needs to think he’s got the money, needs to know he’s got the money-and he can’t find out the truth.”
“Where’s his banker?” Carol asked.
“On your screen presently-an account in the Caymans.”
“This is gonna be cute.”
“What’s the problem?”
“These accounts have been steadily hardened over the last few years. Getting in isn’t as easy as it used to be. I take it we don’t have authorization to actually hand over the cash.”
The analyst made a face. “That’s directorate-level access. Everybody of that pay grade is asleep at this hour.”
“As all God’s children.”

8:45 A.M. Local Time
A hotel
Beirut, Lebanon

“Who do you work for?”
Harry looked up from the screen of his laptop, into the face of Achmed Asefi. “Does it matter?”
“I like to know whom I am dealing with. The SIS? CIA? Mossad? You cannot be SVR,” he finished, referring to the reconstituted former KGB. “They would not be running this type of bargain.”
The hotel lobby was well-nigh deserted, save for a few early risers among the tourist traffic-and the employees. Harry made out the form of Tex Richards, ensconced near the coffee bar.
“Keep guessing,” he replied shortly, his eyes returning to the screen. The window to stop the terrorists before they entered Israel was closing rapidly. A clandestine op into Syria was dubious enough, but Israel…
“It is sad, this conflict, this terrorism that has engulfed our world. In another life, you and I could have been friends. Perhaps more. Companions, even?”
Harry snorted. “Not likely. The companionship of women has always been good enough for me.”
“You see shame in desire. As a warrior, perhaps, you view it as a weakness. Have you never read of the phalanx of lovers in the Sacred Band of Thebes? Bound to each other by loyalty and love, they performed feats of valor that live down through history. Am not I right?”
The man was circling for an advantage, Harry realized. There was purpose to his words, a distraction, the hidden hand. Why?
He raised his eyes, fixing Asefi with a cold, hard stare. “Perhaps. But look where it’s gotten you.”

9:57 A.M. Tehran Time
The Ayatollah’s Residence
Qom, Iran

“No, I have not contacted Asefi since your departure from Qom this morning. Why, is something wrong?” the Ayatollah Isfahani asked.
He listened carefully, his face growing longer with concern as the man on the other end of the line went on. “Take every precaution you deem necessary, Major Hossein. Just make sure you reach Al Quds by sundown.”
He terminated the call and walked onto the balcony, looking out over the desert in the glow of the morning sun. Something was going wrong.
Asefi had served him faithfully for over a decade. The man’s body bore the scars of bullets, bullets that had been meant for him. Why would he betray him now?
Hossein’s men must succeed, but now, if Asefi had defected, that very success was in jeopardy. He glanced down at the phone in his hand and began to dial. There was only one way to find out…

8:57 A.M. Local Time
The hotel
Beirut, Lebanon

“Listen carefully, Harry,” Carol Chambers began. “We’re ready to do this. Things on your side?”
He cast a cautious look across the lobby to where Asefi sat, leafing through a fashion magazine. “Yeah, we’re good to go. What’s the plan?”
“I tried a couple of ways, but we’re up against airtight security with the bank. We’re going to have to go ahead and transfer the money.”
“You got authorization on that?”
“Yes,” she replied impatiently. “Got my old man out of bed. Good times. This is what’s going down. I’ve remotely installed software on your laptop to capture his password and log-in information. After he’s confirmed the deposit and you’ve gotten the information, we’ll use it to withdraw the eight mil.”
“Simple as that,” Harry observed. “In and out.”
“That’s the plan.”
Harry tucked the phone back in his pocket and strode back across the lobby to where the bodyguard sat.
“Everything all right?” Asefi enquired blandly, looking up into his eyes as he returned to his seat.
“Yeah. The money’s being transferred into your account as we speak.”
“You understand I must confirm this with my bank. Your word is simply not good enough. No offense intended.”
“None taken.” Harry smiled. “I would count you the biggest sort of fool if you did not. Feel free to use my laptop to access your account.”
It was the Iranian’s turn to smile, producing his cellphone from the pocket “And I ask myself in turn what sort of fool do you count me?”
“Pardon?”
“This phone is perfectly able to access my account through the mobile web. And infinitely more secure for my purposes than your laptop.”
Disaster.
“As you wish,” Harry responded, his face expressionless as his mind raced through the possibilities. The money was being transferred. Without password and log-in information, there was no way to retrieve it.
He could have laughed at the irony of it all.
At that moment, the phone in Asefi’s hand began to ring. The bodyguard glanced down at the display and the blood seemed to drain from his face, confidence melting away like the morning mist.
“What is it?”
He lifted the phone so that Harry could see the screen, his fingers trembling as he did so. “The Ayatollah Isfahani,” he whispered. “What do I do?”
“Don’t answer it,” Harry responded. “Power down the phone and remove the SIM card. If you use the phone, he’ll be able to pin down your location.”
Asefi hit the power button and watched anxiously as the screen went black. “He knows something or else he would not have called.”
“Then we need to finish our business quickly,” Harry prompted, gesturing toward his laptop. “Shall we?”

9:15 A.M.
An Internet cafe
Jerusalem, Israel

“Salaam alaikum, my brother. The job is done,” Rashid announced, taking his place at the table across from al-Farouk. The terrorist looked around at the cafe before replying with a nod.
It was no accident that the meeting had been arranged in such a public place. Due to the inherent ambient noise, public venues were notoriously difficult for enemy intelligence services to wire.
He and Rashid had never frequented this cafe before, and when they parted ways in a few moments, they would never reenter it. That was as secure as it got.
“Alaikum salaam,” he said at long last, stirring the hot cup of tea before him. “The arrangements have been made to get the devices inside?”
“Nam,” Rashid replied. Yes. “But we have a problem. Our man-he wants something.”
Farouk’s eyebrows went up in surprise, anger flickering across his face. “Money? The will of Allah need not be facilitated by hirelings. I thought you said he was a true believer.”
“It is nothing of the sort,” the young man replied with an impatient gesture. “It is his sister. She has dishonored her family by sleeping with a khafir.” An unbeliever.
“A Jew?”
Rashid shook his head. “The son of a French contractor. She was caught in the very act.”
“So many have strayed from the ways of purity and truth,” Farouk murmured, raising the cup of tea to his lips and blowing upon it. “How does this concern our mission?”
“In order to remove this stain from her family, she has agreed to give her life in the holy jihad. In return for our help with this, he will help us get inside. What answer should I give him?”
The terrorist leader took a sip of the tea and made a face. It was still boiling hot. “Anything can be arranged, inshallah. Are you capable of making another bomb?”

9:20 A.M.
The hotel
Beirut, Lebanon

“And good-day to you as well.”
Asefi smiled as he turned off the TACSAT and handed it back to Harry. “The woman I just spoke with is my personal account manager, has handled my finances for years. Her voice-shall we say, it is unmistakable. I am satisfied. My apologies for doubting you.”
“Nichevo,” Harry responded. It doesn’t matter. “Suspicion is the coin of our realm. Now, to whom much is given, much is required. The information you agreed to provide?”
The Iranian took a cautious look around the lobby, then leaned forward, gazing intently into Harry’s eyes. “Hossein is on a mission from President Shirazi. His execution was staged to cover his role in this attack.”
“And the target?”
“Al Quds, or Jerusalem as you call it. The al-Aqsa mosque,” Asefi replied calmly. “During Friday prayers.”
Harry sat there for a moment, scarcely able to believe what he was hearing.
“You’re sure?” he asked. “A biological attack on the Temple Mount will kill thousands of Muslims. It doesn’t make sense.”
Asefi shrugged. “You can believe what you will, but it does not change what is true. The murder of Muslims at worship, in a place guarded by the Jews. It will be a pretext for war.”
“Dear God,” Harry whispered. “He’s going to set the Middle East on fire.”
A sigh escaped the Iranian’s lips as he glanced out the window. “ You mean the world…”

1:26 A.M. Eastern Time
NCS Operations Center
Langley, Virginia

She entered the log-in verification for the third time, then clicked OK on the screen that appeared. A moment later, the adjusted balance appeared, minus the eight million dollars. In and out. Everything according to plan.
“It’s done,” Carol announced in a tired voice, looking over toward Carter’s workstation. “The Agency gives with one hand and takes with the other. Situation normal.”
She rose and retrieved her purse. “Now, to home and to bed. Don’t try calling me again, Ron. My phone will be off.”
“I’m headed home too,” he responded with a grin. “We’ve earned some sleep.” He looked at the dregs of coffee at the bottom of his mug and grimaced. “And a fresh brew of coffee in the morning.”
A phone rang somewhere in the bowels of the op-center and they exchanged glances. A couple moments later, Daniel Lasker appeared, his face grim in the glow of the electronics.
“Carol,” he announced without preamble, “I want you to call the DCIA and DCS. Get them out of bed and in here at once. Ron, get me a run-down of our assets in the East Mediterranean, focusing on support structure in Lebanon and Israel. I’ll see everyone in Conference Room #5 at 0200 hours for a complete mission briefing. Have your sitreps ready and with you.”
And then he was gone, down the hallway.
Carol sighed. Ron rubbed his forehead with the palm of his hand and glanced speculatively at the empty coffee mug on his desk. “Well, that’s the end of sleep for the night. What’s the name of the new guy?”
“Ames?”
“Yeah, Ames. Send him down to the cafeteria for coffee. We’re gonna need it.”

Chapter Fifteen

12:19 A.M. Pacific Time
Beverly Hills, California

There was a satisfied expression on President Hancock’s face as he stepped into the limousine. It had been a successful evening, a fundraising dinner attended by a who’s who list of Hollywood celebrities. He enjoyed a great deal of support on the West Coast, and this was turning out to be a good trip.
Hancock took his seat and smiled into the eyes of the starlet who already sat within, his hand closing over hers. The evening was yet young.
“Mr. President,” a voice broke in upon his thoughts. His head jerked up to see the head of his Secret Service detail, Curt Hawkins, with a phone in his hand. “I have David Lay on the phone, sir. He says it’s urgent.”
“Isn’t it always,” Hancock retorted in disgust. “I have briefing in five hours, can’t it wait till then?”
The agent shook his head. “That’s a negative, Mr. President.”
“All right, give it here.”
Hawkins shot a pointed look in the direction of the actress and the President sighed, kissing her on the cheek. “Give me a moment, darling.”
Another agent escorted her from the vehicle as he picked up the phone.“Hello, David.”
“Mr. President, we have a situation.”
“More of your agents in trouble, director?” Hancock suggested. “You’ve already disrupted my evening, so get to the point.”
“The Iranians have a commando team in Israel, planning to deploy the biological weapon within the next twenty-four hours.”
“How did this happen?”
“We’re still determining that. The fact is that they are in-country, and planning to hit the crowd worshiping at the al-Aqsa mosque during Friday prayers”
“Killing Muslims? Why?”
“It’s a casus belli, Mr. President. Remember the riots of ‘96? I was Station Chief Tel Aviv at the time. The murder of worshipers on the Temple Mount will unleash a wave of violence across the Middle East and Europe. Probably even here. It could lead to war, to the annihilation of Israel. With your permission, I will contact my counterpart in Israel so that he can employ necessary countermeasures.”
“No.”
There was a moment of shocked silence on the other end of the line, then David Lay asked, “Why on earth not, Mr. President?”
“You speak of a casus belli, a cause for war, without realizing that it is a double-edged sword,” Hancock replied. “While you speak of Shirazi using this ruse as pretext, you overlook the fact that Prime Minister Shamir could and might use this information in exactly the same way. You know as well as I do that if Israel strikes Iran the world goes up in flames. We’ll handle this crisis ourselves.”
“And how might we do that, sir?”
There was an edge to Hancock’s voice when he spoke again. “Ever since I took office, I’ve heard you before Congress justifying the budget of your Clandestine Service, Lay. Maybe it’s time your men started earning their keep.”

11:36 A.M. Local Time
The hotel
Beirut, Lebanon

“So, we’re supposed to put a team on the ground within the borders of an allied country, take out the terrorists and escape without detection?” Harry asked, glancing across the lobby to where Asefi still sat.
There was a faint crackle of static on the connection and then Kranemeyer responded, “That’s correct. Can you do it, Harry?”
“Sure as there’s a Santa Claus. Why doesn’t the President just order a missile strike? Sat coverage shows the Land Rover to still be in the Golan, collateral damage would be kept to a minimum.”
“We suggested that. Too much of a footprint, he says. Has to be people on the ground.”
“Yeah, well, you might remind him that humans leave footprints too. That’s where the term originated.”
“Tick-tock, Harry. Are we getting anywhere with this conversation?”
“My men are still alive,” Harry shot back. “I want the President to understand the potential fallout of what he’s ordering. We don’t have the luxury of loose border security, so we’ll have to get creative.”
“Is there anything you need?”
“There is,” he replied. “We’re not using the team. Tex and I will go in, across the border. Contact Avraham Najeri and have him meet us in Hebron with the necessary equipment.”
“Harry, we’ve got a minimum of five terrorists, possibly more, with a bio-weapon. Less than twenty-four hours to search and destroy. Can you do that with a team of two?”
“It’s all about footprint, remember. Two people. Bring Najeri up to speed and we’ll work things from our end.”
“What do you want him to deliver?”
Harry glanced at his phone, his fingers dancing across the screen to bring down a menu. “Uploading a wish list presently.”
“What are your plans concerning Asefi?” the DCS asked after a second.
Harry looked across the hotel lobby in the Iranian’s direction, a cold look coming into his eyes. “Kill him, most likely.”
“Then take care of it,” Kranemeyer replied calmly. “Your best option is to do it there in Beirut, before you leave.”
“No, can’t do that.”
“Why?”
“He knows something he’s not telling us. And we don’t have the time to get it out of him. That’s what he’s betting on.”
“Is his information regarding the terrorists on the level?”
A moment’s hesitation, then Harry responded, “No. He’s hiding something, like somebody bluffing with a pair of deuces.”
“Is the Land Rover worth following?”
“We back-tracked the Gulfstream to Tehran. They’re in Israel for a reason. We won’t know why until we hunt them down. So, yes, I think we need to take them down. And take Asefi along for the ride. As long as he’s useful.”
“Do it.”

11:43 A.M.
Beer-sheba, Israel

Avraham Najeri was reassembling a PSG-1 sniper rifle when his prepaid cellphone vibrated with an incoming call.
A frown crossed his face as he glanced at the screen. The Agency. “Salaam alaikum,” he answered cautiously. Blessing and peace be upon you.
He listened carefully for the space of five minutes, then closed the phone without another word, going to a safe on the other side of his workroom. Fingers moving over the biometric keypad, he pulled the door open and removed a pair of Galil assault rifles, laying them out on the workbench. Three magazines for each, followed by two sets of night-vision binoculars.
Working quickly, he expertly field-stripped the rifles, dumping the components into a sack. The resulting jumble would have confused most, but not a man of his experience. He could have put them both back together in the space of five minutes if he had been so inclined. It wouldn’t baffle the men he was delivering them to either.
Another glance around his workroom and he turned off the lights, running the beads of a rosary through his fingers as he headed toward the stairs. Time to make the delivery…

12:01 P.M. Local Time
The hotel
Beirut, Lebanon

The two men were no longer in sight, but he could feel their presence. They were watching. Asefi turned back to his food, picking at it with a fork. His appetite left something to be desired.
The big man had been the sniper-or was there a third?
He looked out the window of the hotel restaurant at the street outside, the sunlight streaming in through the glass. The fork trembled in his hand as he thought of the deception he was perpetrating. Hossein and his men didn’t have the toxin-he knew that. But they linked him to the Ayatollah, and if they were dead…
His eyes closed as he imagined the firefight between Hossein’s picked guerillas and the-Americans, maybe? It was not so much that the man looked like an American, but he acted with the confidence of one. A cowboy.
A shadow fell across his plate and he glanced up. “Come on, Achmed,” the man announced in Russian. “It’s time to go.”
A worried expression crossed Asefi’s face. “I thought our business together was concluded?”

Harry smiled. “Nyet. I sincerely wish it was. But it is not our lot to be so fortunate. You’ll come with us until we’ve verified the information you provided.”

12:13 P.M.
The foothills of the Golan

The patrol wasn’t going anywhere. Hossein came to this realization after half an hour of watching the Israeli Humvee through the lens of his binoculars.
They had hidden the Land Rover about half a mile back, leaving two men guarding it. Now he, Mustafa, and another of the militants lay in the bushes on the outskirts of the village, their weapons trained on the four Israeli soldiers.
No more time, Hossein decided, reaching for the pistol at his hip. Motioning for his men to stay put, he screwed a silencer into the muzzle and rose to a crouch.
Forty yards. He could have made the shot, but there was no room for error. One shot and the remaining soldiers would react. With two of them inside the house beyond the vehicle, he wouldn’t stand a chance.
He moved into an alley between the houses, marveling at the incongruity of modern Palestine. A donkey grazed in the courtyard of a house surmounted by a television aerial. The old and the new fused together in an inseparable bond.
A wheelbarrow full of bricks stood in front of a house farther down the street and Hossein moved toward it, shoving his pistol into the load.
One of the two soldiers on guard looked up at his approach, dismissed him as a common laborer and continued to scan the street.
It was a fatal mistake. Five yards away, Hossein dropped the handles of the barrow and grabbed the pistol, his arm a blur as he brought it to bear.
The pistol coughed, a bullet spitting from its cold muzzle to strike the soldier in the middle of the forehead. A young man, he observed dispassionately, almost young enough to be his son.
His body fell backward, thudding softly against the metal of the Humvee. His comrade reacted, the muzzle of his weapon swinging upward in a sickeningly slow motion.
Hossein squeezed the trigger again. Target down. He ducked and moved forward, unclipping a stun grenade from the belt of the second man.
Alerted, the last two soldiers emerged from the door of the dwelling just as he pulled the pin on the grenade, lofting it into the air.
Thunder and lightning. The major shielded his eyes as the stun grenade went off, a blinding flash lit up the area.
He raised himself up, the pistol in both hands. Chaos. Surprise. The Israelis had been blinded by the blast and he shot both of them, one after the other, watching as their lifeless bodies crumpled to the ground.
The way was clear. The path to Al Quds…

4:25 A.M. Eastern Time
NCS Operations Center
Langley, Virginia

“I need a sitrep, Carter,” Kranemeyer announced, bustling around the end of the cubicle. “Do we still have eyes on the Land Rover?”
Carter didn’t respond for a moment, his eyes focused intently on the screen before him. A command prompt appeared and he clicked on it, the resolution of the image changing as it zoomed in.
“Bet your life we do. More than that, we’ve got a situation.”
“What’s going on?” the DCS asked, shifting his weight on his prosthetic leg to lean toward the screen.
“Watch this-three minutes ago.”
The view was uncanny, a true top-down birds-eye view. The perspective of the gods. It always reminded Carter of the original Grand Theft Auto games he had played as a teenager.
A figure moving down the street, toward a patrol of Israeli soldiers. The analyst clicked another button and slowed the scene down. “Watch here-between frames 2375 and 2394.”
“He pulls a pistol,” Kranemeyer announced slowly, narrating the video as it continued. “One man, two men down. Stops. Whoa!”
The explosion spread out over the satellite imaging, concealing the scene from view for a few seconds. The DCS grimaced. “Flash-bang. It’d have to be. There. Two more men down. He utilized his element of surprise to the fullest-we’re dealing with a professional. What’s their present heading?”
“Currently-south-southwest. Toward the West Bank. At their present rate of speed, they’ll be within the jurisdiction of the Palestinian Authority in two hours.”
“We’re going to break a lot of laws today,” Kranemeyer observed, shaking his head.
The comment drew an ironic look from the analyst. “When don’t we?”

1:13 P.M. Local Time
Mossad Headquarters
Tel Aviv-Yafo, Israel

“It’s a match?” General Shoham looked from the analyst in front of him down to the grainy surveillance photo on the desk.
“The computer says the match is 83 % positive.”
“The computer?” the Mossad chief asked, more than a touch of sarcasm in his voice. “And what say you?”
The analyst hesitated and Shoham waved his hand impatiently. “Make the call. Is it Nichols?”
A brief nod, then the man replied, “Yes. It’s him. I’m certain of it.”
“I concur,” Shoham acknowledged, picking up the picture and transfixing it with a hard glance. “The question is-what is he doing crossing the border from Lebanon an hour ago, and who is the man with him?”
“I don’t have that answer, sir. We should have information on their identities within the hour.”
“Or who they said they were,” was Shoham’s brief retort. “Lies within lies. Bring me what you know as soon as you know it.”

2:01 P.M.
The road to Nablus

“Who are you?”
Harry sighed with irritation. It was the third time Asefi had asked him the question, and his mood had not improved with the repetition.
“A friend,” he responded sarcastically.
“They’ll be looking for us,” the Iranian observed, glancing out the window of the car as he drove. “Tradecraft says that you don’t steal a car unless you have to.”
“I had to,” was Harry’s brief reply. “And I seriously doubt the Israeli police go looking for cars stolen in Beirut.”
“I don’t understand why we can’t go our separate ways.”
Harry’s gaze shifted from the road in front of them to Asefi, giving the man a hard look. There was no way the man didn’t understand the rationale behind the situation. There was an object in his chatter, an ulterior motive.
“What if we’re stopped and I’m like this?” the Iranian demanded, gesturing with the right hand that Harry had cuffed to the steering wheel. “They’ll search the vehicle and us.”
“Then I suggest you drive in such a manner as not to attract attention.”
“It would be safer if you would uncuff me.”
“Safer for whom, Achmed? I’ve read your file. The Spetsnaz you killed in Chechnya, three men with your bare hands?”
“You have my word.”
Harry spat out the window of the car. “That for your word. Trust does not exist between men such as us.”
Asefi opened his mouth in protest, but Harry cut him off. “Be quiet and drive.”
Time was short…

2:37 P.M. Local Time
The Al-aqsa mosque
Jerusalem, Israel

“They are coming.”
Harun’s breath caught in his throat and he glanced up and down the length of the hall before responding. They were alone, the faint whirring of the ventilation fans the only sound disturbing the silence. On either side of them the stone walls of the Masjid al-Aqsa’s lower level rose into the vaulted ceiling, mute witness to their presence there. “Who?”
“The Americans,” the Hezbollah leader replied, calm pervading his features.
Harun recoiled from him in shock. “How? When? Where are they?”
“Control yourself, my brother. Rest in the might of Allah and He will be your strength. This is our moment.”
“How did they find out?”
Farouk seemed to ponder the question for a moment. “The how is not important, Harun. Rather, it is the why that matters.”
“Why?”
“Why?” the older man repeated, seeming amused by the question. A man in Western clothing entered at the far end of the hall and Al-Farouk raised his cellphone, snapping a picture of the stonework like any typical tourist.
“The answer is simple. That Allah might deliver them into our hands. It is His will.”
“Inshallah,” Harun replied after a moment, fighting down the fear that rose in his throat. As Allah wills it.

6:51 A.M. Eastern Time
CIA Headquarters
Langley, Virginia

“What’s our status, gentlemen?” David Lay asked, taking his seat at the head of the conference table. To his right sat Ron Carter, to his left the DD(I) Michael Shapiro. An analyst from the Intelligence Directorate rounded out the meeting.
Shapiro folded his hands, a grim look on his round face. “We’re picking up increased chatter from the Middle East.”
“What type of chatter?” Lay asked.
“Give them the lowdown, Troy,” Shapiro instructed, turning to his analyst. The man cleared his throat and shuffled through his papers. “We’ve made a score of intercepts over the last few hours, all high-level government comm channels. The conversations were encrypted, but we’ve managed to crack some of it.”
“And?”
“The conversations are emanating largely from Tehran. Our computers ran the voiceprint, cross-referencing with the speech President Mahmoud F’Azel Shirazi gave in front of the U.N. General Assembly this past April. It’s a match.”
“Who’s he been talking to?”
“This man,” the analyst replied, shoving a photograph across the table in Lay’s direction. “His Royal Highness, Prince Ibrahim bin Abdul Aziz al-Saud. A half-brother to the Crown Prince, he’s made his billions in the oil business and has been suspected of funneling money to Al-Qaida in past years. In 2012, we froze five hundred million dollars worth of his assets in this country.”
Lay nodded. “I remember. A hard-liner, if I recall?”
“He defines the term. Fifteen minutes after their conversation terminated, al-Saud called General Yussef Farik Mutallab, the head of the Jordanian Air Force.”
“What was the substance of their conversation?”
“Yet to be translated, sir.”
“No matter,” Lay whispered, folding his hands. “The train has been laid, and he’s priming the fuse. Where are we on the bacteria itself?”
Carter looked up from his laptop. “It will be arriving at Bethesda within the hour. Doctor Schuyler has a team prepped to expedite the process.”
“Good,” Lay nodded. “What’s the status of the field team?”
“On the road toward the Palestinian Authority. Due to rendevous with CRUCIFIX in less than two hours.”

3:21 P.M. Local Time
Mossad Headquarters
Tel Aviv-Yafo, Israel

A knock sounded on the door of Shoham’s office and he looked up to see the analyst standing in the doorway. “We have a positive ID on the man who accompanied Nichols into the country,” the man proclaimed, striding into the room without further ceremony.
“Indeed?”
The analyst extended a dossier and Shoham took it, his eyes narrowing as he opened the folder. “The Ayatollah’s personal bodyguard?”
“Our photos of Asefi are dated, but we believe it to be a match.”
“And what aliases did they use to gain entrance?”
“Nichols is posing as an aid worker from Ireland, one Daniel O’Bryan. Asefi is under the identity of Muhammad Hassan, listed as a translator for Doctors Without Borders.”
The Mossad chief snorted. “We’ve already run those names through our database and put out an alert,” the analyst continued.
“Waste of time,” Shoham shot back. “Nichols is good. He’ll already have dumped those identities and traded them for others. My guess is he’s masquerading as a Coptic priest by now.”
“We are also tracking the license number on the car.”
“Good. Keep me informed. And find Lieutenant Gideon Laner for me.”
“Yes, sir.”
Silence fell over the room following the departure of the analyst and Shoham rose from his chair, walking slowly to the map which covered a full wall of office.
A sigh escaped his lips. “Nichols, why are you back?”

7:47 A.M. Eastern Time
National Navy Medical Center
Bethesda, Maryland

Dr. Maria Schuyler signed for the package, taking it from the hands of the pair of CIA agents detailed to protect it.
“I’ll take it from here, thanks. Ted, will you get this down to my lab?”
“We’ll go along, if you don’t mind,” the older agent demurred, not a trace of a smile on his face.
She nodded after a moment, then waved for them to accompany her into the building. They split up, flanking her as the trio moved down the hallway.
It was such a small package. She had been working with infectious disease for most of her adult life, but it still never failed to amaze her that something so small was capable of such destruction.
Outside the hermetically-sealed doors to her lab, she motioned for the agents to stop, opening a locker to the right of the door and pulling out three bio-suits. She set down the package on the bench beside her and slid into the suit, pulling it on one leg at a time.
A chill ran through her as she did so, casting a sidelong glance at the package as though to assure herself that it was still there.
It was like being in the very presence of evil…

4:09 P.M.
Nablus
The West Bank

There is a man in Nablus named Omar. A man of pure faith and true. Go to him and he will aid you in your mission.
The Ayatollah’s words did little to reassure Hossein as he wrapped a towel around his mid-section, preparing to enter the steam room of the Turkish bath.
Of pure faith and true. Yes, well, he’d settle for competent.
Billowing steam wafted into his face as he opened the door. The al-Shifa hammam had originally been built in the 17th-century, the flowing script of the Quran decorating the ancient stones. Hossein blinked away the water droplets condensing on his eyelids and groped his way through the steam, his fingers tracing the engravings on the wall.
Rockets from an Israeli helicopter had struck the Turkish bath during the fighting of the Second Intifada, Hossein remembered, but there was no sign of that damage now.
An old man sat upon a bench near the warm stones, his eyes apparently closed in quiet repose and the major took a seat nearby, to await the arrival of Omar.
“The steam serves to warm an aged body on such a cool day,” a voice observed. It took Hossein a moment to realize the old man was looking in his direction.
He nodded stiffly, forcing himself to concentrate. “Much as the truth of Allah warms and purifies the soul,” the old man continued, his gaze penetrating. “You are searching for something, perhaps?”
“And what would that be, father?” Hossein asked respectfully, concerned by the strange inquiry. The man’s face seemed free of dissimulation, an open page before him.
“Faith, perhaps. Many men search in the dark tangles of life for something they can cling to. Or perchance you search for me?” A smile crossed the old man’s face, his lips parting to reveal badly chipped teeth. “My name is Omar.”
A heavy sigh escaped the major’s lips, coming along with the realization that he had been holding his breath. “I see.”
Omar smiled once more, taking Hossein’s hand in both of his and pressing a small key into the palm. “There is a black van in the alley outside. It should be more than sufficient for your needs.”
“Thank you, father,” Hossein responded, rising to his feet and looking down at the old man. It was time to leave.


Omar leaned back against the stones, a look of sadness coming into his eyes. “As you have found me, may you find your faith, my son. Allah guide your steps.”

4:23 P.M. Local Time
The road to Nablus

“The Land Rover is parked outside the Hammam al-Shifa in Nablus. The men went inside.”
“How long have they been there?” Harry asked, glancing at his watch.
There was a brief pause, then Carter responded, “About thirty minutes.”
“Do we know what’s there?”
“I hear it’s a good place to get a massage, but no, we don’t have anything that would explain their presence there.”
Harry looked over at Asefi. The bodyguard was looking away from him, out the window of the car, but no doubt listening to the conversation. “Hold one, I’ll see what I can find out.”
“Make it quick,” Carter advised. “CRUCIFIX is fifteen minutes out. We need you ready to move as soon as he makes the delivery.”
“Roger that.” Harry slipped the phone back in his pocket and sat there for a moment, alternatives, options playing through his mind. Choices. His eyes wandered to the rear-view mirror and he could see Tex seated on an idling motorcycle about thirty yards back toward the highway.
There was only one choice when it came down to it.

“Ready to go?” Asefi asked, glancing idly back toward the highway. There was no response to his question, just silence. His head jerked around, panic gripping his body in a premonition of evil.
He was staring down the barrel of a gun. “Wh-what’s going on?”
“You lied to us,” the man responded, his voice containing all the warmth of an arctic storm.
If you can touch it, you can take it. The long-ago instruction came flashing back into Asefi’s brain, the words of a mentor of his. A Russian martial arts instructor. Take the gun, his mind screamed, but the-the American, as he had come to regard him, moved first, exiting the car.
“Get out.”
“I don’t understand,” the bodyguard protested, pushing open the driver’s side door and stepping out. “What’s going on?”
“Simple, Achmed,” the American replied, keeping the hood of the car between the two of them. Disarming him was no longer a viable option. “You lied to us, took our money, sold us out.”
“I don’t know what you’re talking about.”
“Eight million dollars, Achmed. We paid that money for reliable intelligence and you sold us a bill of goods.”
“A bill of goods? What do you mean?”
The pistol never wavered as the American continued, cold anger in his tones. “The target never was the Masjid al-Aqsa, was it? Just a city of 130,000 souls. And you take your money and ride off into the sunset.”
“A city?” Asefi demanded, the earth seeming to swim beneath his feet. He leaned forward, his hands against the hood of the car. “What are you saying?”
“Nablus is what I’m talking about. One of the largest cities of the West Bank. Thousands of Palestinians are going to die and it’s going to be your pretext for war. That crap about the Temple Mount was just that, a smokescreen to divert our efforts.”
“No, no, I told you the truth,” the bodyguard replied desperately, a cold sweat breaking forth upon his body. Everything he had said was a lie, but-Nablus? Nothing made sense. “I swear it.”
“You swear it, Achmed? Then tell me, why are your people in the Hammam al-Shifa of Nablus?”
Asefi shook his head. “I don’t know. By the beard of the Prophet, I don’t know!”
The American took a step closer, thumbing off the safety of the Colt. The metallic snick resounded in his ears like a death knell and he felt himself stiffen. “Wrong answer, Achmed. I’ve had it with your lies. Last chance. Why is Farshid Hossein in Nablus?”
“I don’t know,” Asefi repeated, his pride the only thing left keeping him on his feet. Another moment and his life would be snuffed out. The American’s face was expressionless, void of emotion. A death mask.

A minute passed, then another as Harry stared into the Iranian’s eyes through his gunsights. Truth was written there for him. Whatever else Asefi might be concealing, he knew nothing about Nablus. He’d seen what he needed to see.
He lowered the pistol and gestured to Achmed. “Back in the car, please.”
The Iranian obeyed numbly, his legs seeming on the verge of collapse, and Harry watched him, fishing in his pocket for the satphone. Their leads were wearing thin…

8:37 A.M. Eastern Time
NCS Operations Center
Langley, Virginia

“Anything on the hammam?” Carter asked, hurrying into Carol Chambers’ cubicle with another sheaf of papers. She looked up and shook her head. “Precious little.”
“They need something,” he retorted, almost snapping at her. She glanced into his bloodshot eyes and let it pass. He was running on fumes. They all were.
He ran his fingers through his already-tousled hair. “Building schematics?”
“Ron, the Hammam al-Shifa was built in 1624,” Carol replied. “I can’t even find a floor plan.”
“So, we’re sending them in blind.” He stared past her, at the satellite feed displayed on her workstation. “Something’s not right here. I can just feel it.”

4:40 P.M. Local Time
The road to Nablus
The West Bank

Harry stood along the side of the highway, watching as an old Dodge Caravan pulled off the road toward him.
As it neared, he could see the face of Avraham Najeri behind the wheel and he made a small hand gesture, directing the weapons dealer onto the side road.
Thoughts of his first meeting with Najeri flashed through his mind as he followed him along the road, waiting as he shifted the Dodge into park.
Harry had been a young agent then, barely two years in the field. Najeri, God only knew-the Arab had always seemed ageless. Objective: the forced extradition of a Chechen war criminal from the Gaza Strip. The dealer’s advice had been invaluable then.
So little had changed. As Harry approached, he could see the small statue of the Virgin Mary standing erect on the dashboard. A symbol that carried a risk of its own in this land, but Najeri was undeterred. And still alive.
“Salaam alaikum, my friend,” the weapons dealer greeted him, stepping out of the SUV. Blessings and peace be upon you.
“Alaikum salaam.”
“It’s been far too long. You are well?”
“I am,” Harry replied, seeing the look of uncertainty in Najeri’s eyes. The expectation that he would see others with Harry.
It wasn’t going to happen. Asefi was bound and gagged in the trunk of the car and Tex…well, Tex was conveniently elsewhere.
“Good, good,” Najeri chuckled. “And your family?”
It was an old sally, and they both knew it. “As I’ve told you before, I have no family, Avraham. That’s unchanged.” That lie was an old one as well, but he had no intention of discussing his personal affairs with the man.
Together, they worked to transfer the weapons from one car to another, with Najeri keeping up a running conversation regarding the weather, politics, and the general state of affairs in the Palestinian authority.
“A pleasure to do business with you, my old friend,” Harry said finally, placing the last bag of equipment in the back seat of the car.
The little man chuckled once again. “The pleasure is all mine, I assure you. But do tell your employers that I do not make a practice of these deliveries.”
“I’ll pass that along,” Harry replied amiably, watching as the weapons dealer walked back toward his vehicle. The engine started and he made a u-turn on the dusty road, heading back the way he came.
Harry waited until the SUV was out of sight, then raised a hand to his ear. A moment later, Tex appeared, a cloth-wrapped object in his hand.
“Mission accomplished?” Harry asked.
A rare smile crossed the Texan’s face and he knelt down at the back of the car, unwrapping the second of Najeri’s license plates. “Beautiful, isn’t it?”

9:05 A.M. Eastern Time
NCS Operations Center
Langley, Virginia

“All right, here’s what we’ve got,” Carol announced as Ron came through the door behind her. “In thirty minutes, we’ll have a satellite overpass. We should be able to get a decent thermal scan of the bath house during that window.”
“And Nichols?”
“Will be in position in twenty, as of last sitrep.”
Carter took another look at her workstation’s screens, then cleared his throat. “I’ll brief the director. Let me know when the strike team is in position.”

5:36 P.M. Local Time
Old City Nablus
West Bank

“Right there, that’s right-hold it! Smile.” The shutter clicked and Harry lowered the camera, smiling at the young Western couple he had just photographed.
The young man gave his bride an affectionate squeeze and stepped forward to take the camera from Harry’s hand. “Merci.”
“Don’t mention it,” Harry replied, watching as they strolled away down the crowded street of the Old City. A vision of happiness. Of love.
His hand went up to adjust the earbud microphone. “How are we coming, Tex?”
“Done,” was his friend’s terse reply. Good, Harry thought. The assault rifles were reassembled.
He resisted the urge to glance at his watch. There was no point in signaling to any watchers that he was waiting for something. They already had been lingering too long in one place.
Hurry up and wait was standard protocol.
The TACSAT in his shirt pocket started vibrating and he palmed it. “Hello.”
“Sir, we have the results of your scan.” It was Carol’s voice. “We have identified thirteen polyps within your right lung.”
“All malignant?” Harry asked, more than slightly amused at the phrasing.
“I’m sorry, sir, but we don’t have that information yet.”
He glanced across the street at the hammam. Even as they spoke, a man left the building, disappearing into a nearby alley. “Do you recommend further tests?”
“Negative. The doctor’s recommendation is immediate removal.”
“All right.” Harry ended the call without another word, moving quickly back to the car, parked down the street a full hundred meters. Tex was in the back seat, a blanket covering the rifles.
“Time to move.”

5:40 P.M.
Ramallah, West Bank

Countryside and village flashed past at eighty kilometers per hour as the black van sped south. A war-torn country, Hossein reflected, glancing out the window as Mustafa drove. The land of Palestine had not known peace in well over seventy years, ever since the establishment of the Zionist state.
The phone in his pocket went off with a jarring ring. “Yes?”
His brow furrowed in astonishment. It was Omar, the old man’s voice pitched no higher than a whisper. “The Jews are here.”
For a scant moment in time, Hossein was struck speechless. How could it be? That they could have been tracked so quickly.
Asefi! His teeth ground together in anger as he realized the truth. It was the traitor. Another moment passed before he replied, but when he did it was with perfect calm. “You know your instructions. I can trust you to carry them out?”
“Of course, my son,” the old man replied, a trace of humor in his voice. Laughing at death. “When the angels weigh my deeds at the end of time, I will not be found wanting.”
Hossein’s face hardened, his eyes flickering from the countryside to the road before them. “The blessing of Allah upon you,” he responded finally.
“Allahu akbar.”

9:41 A.M. Eastern Time
NCS Operations Center
Langley, Virginia

There was something wrong. Carol could feel it. Her father would probably have jibed about feminine “intuition”, but she kept returning to the same set of frames. Just after the Land Rover parked in front of the hammam. Men exited the vehicle and entered the building. She had watched it a dozen times, yet still the feeling lingered.
Struck by a sudden inspiration, she panned the camera right, southwest, Carol noted abstractly. Movement in the alley between frames 1157 and 1209 caught her eye and she zoomed in. There!
She reached for the phone and began dialing, knowing even as she did so that there was no time…

5:43 P.M. Local Time
Old City Nablus
West Bank

“Moving in,” Harry whispered into his microphone. “Take up overwatch.”
He glanced up at the towering heights of Mount Gerizim as he crossed the street toward the hammam. The mountain of blessing.
The.45 under his jacket was his only weapon, a silencer screwed into the end of the five-inch barrel. Tex would provide back-up with the assault rifles, if needed.
At least that was the plan. Few knew better than he how quickly a plan could dissolve under the tensions of engagement. Particularly under the strain of fatigue that was beginning to bear down on him.
An elderly Palestinian man was sitting in his car about fifteen meters from the door of the hammam. Including their car and the Land Rover, there were only five vehicles in sight. Nablus hadn’t been laid out with automobile traffic in mind.
Reaching the side of the building, Harry ducked into an alcove, pulling a black balaclava ski mask over his face. When he emerged, his face was completely hidden, the Colt in his right hand.
Five steps to the door.
He saw the old man’s face out of the corner of his eye as he moved forward. There was something there-alarm bells exploded in Harry’s mind and he looked back.
The man was staring straight at him, taking in the mask and pistol without a trace of concern on his face. He might have imagined it, but it seemed as though a faint smile tugged at the corners of the wrinkled mouth.
The look of a martyr. The thought struck Harry suddenly and the pistol came up in his hand almost of its own accord.He saw the old man’s face framed in the straight-eight sights of the Colt and time itself seemed to slow down. To take a human life-on a hunch. Instinct against fact. The imaginations of a tired mind.
A voice came over his earpiece, breaking in upon the trance. Carol’s voice, low and urgent. “Get out of there, the place is a wash. I repeat, our quarry is not there!”
The decision had been made for him. His finger curled around the trigger, taking up the slack. The big Colt recoiled into his hand.
The heavy slug smashed through the windshield, spraying glass and blood over the seat as the bullet found its mark in the forehead of the old man.
Screams erupted from the crowd as people panicked and turned to flee. As if in a dream, Harry saw the couple he had photographed, running. Terror.
His feet leaden, he jogged to the side of the car, looking in upon the shattered body. The life he had taken.
A detonator was clutched loosely in the now lifeless fingers of the old man, his thumb only inches away from the button. The right call…

9:57 A.M. Eastern Time
NCS Operations Center
Langley, Virginia

“What’s going on?” Every head in the op-center swivelled at the entrance of Bernard Kranmeyer. The DCS stood in the doorway, leaning on his good leg, his face black as thunder.
The Dark Lord, Carol mused, turning down the volume of her communications headset as she hurried toward him. The nickname was apt.
“Our field team in Nablus was nearly compromised,” she stated with as much calm as she could muster. “A trap was laid for us and the terrorists were already gone.”
“How?”
“They switched vehicles without us catching on,” Carol explained, leading the way to an empty workstation. She gestured for Kranemeyer to take a seat. “When Nichols and Richards arrived at the hammam, a would-be suicide bomber was waiting for them.”
“The bomb didn’t detonate?”
“No. Nichols shot the bomber and they escaped in the confusion.”
Kranemeyer let out a long sigh. “Confusion, eh? So they were compromised. Where are they now?”
“On their way out of the city. There’s no indication of an alarm having been raised yet. The Nablus police are notoriously corrupt.”
“Well, isn’t that a mercy,” the DCS snorted. “Do we have a visual on the terrorists’ new wheels?”
“Negative. They were headed south in a black van on the Wadi al-Harimaya highway when they passed out of range of the satellite-here.” She traced the line on the map. “We’re working through the NRO and commercial companies to see if someone else could have picked them up.”
“Commercial satellites won’t have our resolution,” Kranemeyer observed. “You’ll be lucky to be able to pick out the license number.”
“But they have broader coverage,” Carol shot back, massaging her forehead with a hand. “We’re running out of options here-NRO had to divert satellites to Myanmar after the coup yesterday. Piggybacking onto a commercial sat may be our only chance of locating them.”
Kranemeyer rose, his eyes still on the computer screen. “Do it. And do try to be unobtrusive-the last thing we need is corporations on the Hill complaining about government entities hacking their servers.”

6:03 P.M. Local Time
Mossad Headquarters
Tel Aviv-Yafo, Israel

“We’ve located their vehicle,” an aide announced, bustling into Shoham’s office with a hand full of print-outs.
The Mossad chief turned away from the television. “In the West Bank, I’ll be bound. Military police just found a dead suicide bomber in Old City Nablus. Shot between the eyes, his finger only inches away from a detonator. Whoever took him out was a professional.”
The aide shook his head, spreading out the photographs on a table. “The vehicle was abandoned outside Hebron but there’s a catch.”
“Isn’t there always?” Shoham asked, irony dripping from his tones as he walked over. “What’s the problem?”
“It’s the tags-but not the vehicle that crossed in from Lebanon. We found them attached to a Dodge Caravan in a wadi outside Jericho.”
“Burned out, I see.”
“Yes, it was on fire when responders arrived. No sign of a driver.”
“There wouldn’t be,” Shoham responded grimly, laying the photograph on the table. He tapped the image of the smoldering hulk. “This is a diversion. What’s the status of Lt. Laner and his team?”
“Ten minutes out. They were staging for an operation in the Negev.”
Shoham walked over to the window, gazing out through the reinforced windows at the city of Tel Aviv. “Let me know the moment they arrive.”

6:17 P.M.
The Masjid al-Aqsa
Jerusalem, Israel

There is no God but God, and Mohammed is His Prophet. His face turned toward Mecca, Harun fell forward upon his prayer mat, his forehead touching the cool fabric.
A chill ran through his body as the sunset prayer continued, the wailing cry of the muezzin ringing out over the ancient city.
His eyes closed, his mind raced with a thousand thoughts, uncertainties plaguing him.
As prayer ended, he rose, looking along the crowded plaza to the east, toward the golden-domed shrine in the center of the Haram al-Sharif. His fingers trembled at the sight. From his earliest childhood, he had been taught to revere this ground as sacred, as one of the holiest sites of all Islam. So many would die.
His choice had been made…
Farouk’s voice broke in upon his reverie and he looked up into the face of the Hezbollah commander.
“Take a good look, my brother,” Farouk said, encompassing the entire haram with a dramatic sweep of his arm. “This is the end of all things.”
Harun nodded, his expression serious. “This is the day that was spoken of by the Prophet,” the older man continued, still caught in the grandeur of the moment. “As it is written in the hadith, the very stones will refuse to conceal the Jews in their terror.”
“Inshallah,” Harun whispered, looking out upon the crowd. A moment passed and he could feel Farouk’s eyes upon him.
“How could this be anything but the will of Allah?” the Hezbollah commander demanded, his voice low, intense.
For a long moment, neither man spoke, then Harun cleared his throat, spreading his hands out over the city. Al-quds. “So many of the faithful will die tomorrow, so many pilgrims at the noonday prayer. They have come to worship at the shrine of the Prophet, blessed be his name, and we will kill them.”
“You have doubts?”
Mustering up his remaining courage, Harun turned to look the older man in the eye. “Doubt is a human affliction. It will not sway me from the task at hand. Allah forgive this moment of weakness.”
Another moment passed, then the flinty expression on Farouk’s face relaxed into some semblance of a smile. “He will, my brother. Be strong…”

7:25 P.M. Tehran Time
The Ayatollah’s Residence
Qom, Iran

The sun was going down. Day ending and night beginning in the eternal cycle. The Ayatollah Isfahani closed his Quran and sat there for a moment, looking out his window as the clouds turned gold, then purple, then crimson, bathing the sky in blood as the sun slipped across the salt desert of the Darsht-e Kavir.
It would be a long night. He laid the sacred book aside and reached into the drawer of his metal desk, pulling out a black Russian-made MP-443 semiautomatic pistol. It was loaded with seventeen rounds, hollowpoints, 9mm Luger. He had never fired a pistol before in his life, but after a moment’s reflection, he slipped it into a pocket of his robe, beside the satellite phone that was his link to Hossein and his men.
He was committed. There were times along this path when he could have gone back, turned aside, fled in the face of his destiny. No longer.
To stake one’s life on a roll of the dice…

Chapter Sixteen

6:32 P.M. Local Time
A safehouse in Ramallah
The West Bank

“Have the men secure their weapons,” Hossein ordered, exiting the van with Mustafa at his side. “We’ll be here no longer than an hour.”
The next part of the journey would be the hardest, Hossein reflected. Crossing back into the occupied territories, the so-called state of Israel. Some of his men would cross the border on foot, rejoining the rest of the team on the other side. Difficult, but it could be done.

Miles overhead, a commercial satellite swung into position over the West Bank, taking hundreds of images. It’s subjects, among other things, included the black van.

10:38 A.M. Eastern Time
CIA Headquarters
Langley, Virginia

“We’ve got it!” Carol announced, a sort of exhausted triumph in her voice as she laid the photograph down on Kranemeyer’s desk.
“Where are they?”
“A house on the outskirts of Ramallah. We’ve checked the address-it was flagged on our servers as a possible Fatah safehouse back in 2010.”
“Fatah?” Kranemeyer asked skeptically. “That’s a connection we’ve not seen before.”
He stared at the picture for a moment, lost in thought. All at once, his head came up, a look of decision on his face. “Pass this along to Nichols and get him moving in that direction. Have Ron contact Sorenson over at the NRO and get him to task a satellite to the West Bank. Pull it off Myanmar if he has to. If he complains, tell him Burmese monks will be the least of our worries if these dirtbags reach their target.”
“Yes, sir.”

6:43 P.M. Local Time
Wadi al-Harimaya Highway
The West Bank

Harry’s phone closed with a click and he looked over at Asefi, who was once more ensconced behind the steering wheel. “Let’s get this show on the road, Achmed.”
“What do we have?” Tex asked from the back seat.
“The tangos are at a Fatah safehouse in Ramallah. Word is it looks like they’re preparing to move.”
The car moved out onto the highway, merging with southbound traffic. Harry looked up from his map. “Given current traffic conditions, I’d say we can be there in twenty-five minutes. Be ready.”
There was no acknowledgment from the backseat. None was needed. Just a look of grim determination on the Texan’s face. They were going into battle once again.

Asefi stole a look at the American beside him as the car gained speed, accelerating down the highway. Despite the warmth of the day, he felt himself shiver. What a risk it was, this deception he had chosen to perpetrate. He felt for all the world like a tightrope artist, balancing high above a bottomless chasm. A single step to the left or the right and his fate was sealed.
Never look down…

6:56 P.M.
Outside Jericho

It’s a diversion. Nichols is behind this somewhere. And he’s got help. Shoham’s words rang in Gideon’s mind as he climbed out of the wadi, leaving behind the burned-out SUV in the gathering twilight.
The old man was right. As usual.
Nichols’ fingerprints were all over this. Not in the sense of physical, iron-clad proof, but the very absence of it. After years in the field, Gideon’s instincts were as honed as finely as those of a sonarman.
Don’t look for the signs of a trained operator because you won’t see them. Look for what’s not there, the black hole where there should be noise.
Yossi Eiland was waiting at the vehicle, a kheffiyeh draped jauntily around his shoulder, an assault rifle in his hands.
Gideon motioned for him to get in the SUV and slipped into the driver’s seat himself, sitting there in silence for a long moment. The American had made fools of them only days before, he reflected grimly. It wasn’t going to happen again.
“Where now, boss?” Eiland asked, handing the rifle to Chaim in the back seat.
Off to the east, Laner could see the setting sun glinting off the turbulent waters of the Jordan River. “Ramallah,” he responded finally. “I’ve got contacts there.”

11:13 A.M. Eastern Time
CIA Headquarters
Langley, Virginia

“Nichols and the rest of the field team are here,” Ron explained, using a pointer to illustrate. The sat image from the commercial bird was displayed on a screen covering one wall of the conference room. “They’ve abandoned their vehicle a mile from the safehouse and are moving in on foot.”
“Where’s Asefi?” Kranemeyer asked, a shrewd look in his eyes.
“I believe Harry has him,” Carter replied.
The DCS shook his head. “He’ll be a liability. Should have terminated him along the side of the road.”
“Harry believes that the Iranian bodyguard has more information he’s holding back,” Carol interjected, entering the room with a file folder under her arm.
“Key words there,” Kranemeyer retorted, “are ‘Harry believes’. Nobody has to convince me how good he is, but he’s exhausted. His behavior in Nablus only proves that he’s getting sloppy. If I thought we could get Hamid and the rest of the team into Ramallah in time, I’d pull him. What’s our estimate from Sorenson?”
Carol spread out her papers on the conference table. “Another forty-five minutes before he has the spy sat in place. Until then, we’re on our own.”
“Then make this clear to Nichols. There is to be no assault until we have thermal imaging. Let’s reduce the variables here. If they start to leave, well then, that’s a different story.”
Ron and Carol exchanged uncomfortable glances. At last Carter cleared his throat.“The field team went dark five minutes ago,” he stated. “We don’t have a way to reach him.”

7:15 P.M. Local Time
At the safehouse
Ramallah, the West Bank

A half-starved, mangy dog scavenged in an overturned basket of rubbish as the team moved down the street, gliding like vengeful ghosts in the twilight. He whimpered at the sight of the strangers and ran off with his tail tucked between his legs.
The stock of the Galil assault rifle fully extended against his shoulder, Harry crept forward, using the growing shadows to his advantage.
Achmed Asefi was at his shoulder, covered from the rear by Tex’s rifle. Their only safety was going to be in a quick, surgical strike. Take out the terrorists, secure the bio-agent, and get out of Dodge.
It was no surprise to Harry that the safehouse had been identified years before by Agency assets on the ground. It stood out. The courtyard was surrounded by a high wall, maybe eleven or twelve feet in height, surmounted by razor wire and security cameras. There went the quick part of their plan.
He motioned to Tex and together the three men dropped to the ground, working their way along behind the parked cars.
From behind the walls of the courtyard they could hear a vehicle engine idling. Maybe more than one. Time was short.
Lying on his belly under a parked truck, Harry rubbed a hand across his eyes, scanning the perimeter for weaknesses-for the proverbial chink in the armor.
At length, he nudged Tex with an elbow. “There’s a gap in the coverage of the security cameras. If we time it right, I can get in close to the gate before the camera turns back this way.”
“You up to a sprint?”
Harry grinned, forcing himself to ignore his tired muscles. “Don’t have that much choice, now do I?”
“You got that right,” the big man replied simply. “Go with God.”
One, two, three-four! Harry was up and moving, his feet pounding across the street, toward the looming shelter of the courtyard wall. Unbidden, his mind flickered back to his childhood Little League, sliding for his first base at the age of seven. The euphoric adrenaline flowing through his body.
Sliding for home plate.
The stakes here defied comparison. The security camera started to swivel back toward him. And with one final desperate burst of energy, he hurled himself toward the wall, sliding across the rough asphalt.
He rolled onto his back in the shadow of the wall, gasping for breath, the assault rifle clutched in his skinned hands.
Now voices added themselves to the cacophony of engine noise, barely intelligible amidst the racket. It sounded like Farsi, he realized after another moment’s reflection. Orders barked back and forth.
Then footsteps, boots thudding against asphalt on the other side of the reinforced metal gate. The rattle of a padlock.
Shifting his rifle to his left hand, Harry drew the suppressed.45 from his jacket, aiming it at the opening.
The gate swung outward as though in slow motion. The man that emerged was dressed in the traditional garb of a Palestinian fellah. An AK-47 was cradled in his arms as he pulled the gate fully open, his back turned toward the CIA men.
Harry didn’t wait for him to turn around. This wasn’t a Western movie. There were no white hats. No honor in this. His arm came up, the big Colt an extension of his hand. A part of him.

Asefi’s breath caught as the fellah’s face turned toward him, and in the gathering twilight he recognized the man. One of the Ayatollah’s young scholars from Qom. They had been lovers once, in a better day. A beautiful boy.
He tried to rise, tried to scream out a warning, but the words turned to dust in his throat. He saw the gun rise in the American’s hand, a terrible certainty.
The sound of the suppressed.45 was more like that of a nail driver than a gun and so it was. A nail in his coffin.
The bullet struck the young man in the back of the head and an anguished scream broke from Asefi’s lips as his lover crumpled to the ground, a shattered wreck.
Dead. He felt as though his heart had been torn out. Time itself seemed to slow down as he rose, evading the big man’s hand by only inches. Tears ran down his face as he ran forward, his vision reduced to nothing but the American in front of him.
Asefi saw him look up, saw the surprise on his face. Surprise quickly melting away to resolution as the gun came up.
He wasn’t going to make it. He knew that when he saw the pistol aimed at his chest. Deep down he had known it before he even started running. Cold as fate.
Two.45-caliber hollowpointed slugs tore into his chest, piercing a lung and mushrooming into his body.
Falling. He threw out a hand to catch himself as the asphalt came rushing up to meet him, but his body was no longer responding to the dictates of his mind.
Darkness…

Hossein heard the muffled shot, recognized it for what it was. He saw the body of the young scholar crumple into the street.
They were here.
“Fall back!” he bellowed, grasping the situation in a trice. There were too many unknowns to risk pitched battle.
His orders fell on deaf ears. His men stood exposed in the open, staring at the corpse of their fallen comrade in open-mouthed shock. Scholars, he fumed bitterly. Only Mustafa reacted in accordance with his training, taking shelter behind the engine block of the van, his rifle unslung.
Hossein hurried forward to the screen of vehicles, taking command of the situation. He grabbed one of the young men by the shoulder and pulled him down behind the van, slapping him across the face.
At that moment, a small steel cylinder rolled into the courtyard, tinkling against the asphalt. “Down!” Hossein screamed, covering his eyes with his hands.
The courtyard turned bright as the noonday sun.

Harry was through the gate two seconds after the stun grenade went off, Tex following him in. Target to the left.
A burst of fire rippled from the Galil’s barrel and the man went down. Out of the corner of his eye, Harry saw another man helpless on the pavement, rubbing his eyes in agony.
Tex shot him twice and he stopped moving.
Reaching the line of vehicles, they separated, their movements practiced, almost choreographed. Danse macabre.
A man was crouched behind the van, a rifle in his hands. He got off a wild burst, bullets fanning the air near Harry’s ear.
Harry fired a quick double-tap, both rounds entering the tango’s head. The rifle clattered to the asphalt as the corpse fell backward.
Silence fell over the courtyard, the silence of the grave. Four men dead. Harry and Tex exchanged glances, their rifles still held at the ready.
“Any sign of Hossein?” Harry asked cautiously, his eyes scanning the courtyard for a further threat.
Tex shook his head.
“Check the vehicles for the package,” Harry instructed. “I’ve got your back.”

10:35 A.M. Central Time
Columbus, Ohio

“And as we work together, we will move this country into a bright future of hope and prosperity. Thank you all, and may God bless the United States of America!” With a wave and a brilliant smile for the cameras, President Hancock walked quickly off the platform, after four years still moving with the rugged, youthful athleticism that had endeared him to his supporters in the first campaign.

Cahill was waiting backstage and together they walked down the hall of the convention building. “Something’s going on, isn’t there, Ian?” Hancock demanded, undoing his necktie as they walked.
The only reply was a nod and the President sighed. “Let me have it.”
“We got a flash from Langley shortly after you went on-stage. They were able to locate the terrorist cell charged with transporting the bacteria into Israel.”
Hancock stopped dead in his tracks, a strange fire flashing in his eyes as he stared at Cahill. “They did?”
“Yes, Mr. President. As of our last update, fifteen minutes ago, an NCS strike team was in the process of executing the takedown.”
“Now?”
“Yes.”
“And you didn’t see fit to notify me of this?”
“This was a very important speech,” Cahill responded, baffled by Hancock’s response. “As I’m sure you can understand, it was imperative that you remain focused while delivering it.”
“Ian, I can give speeches till the Second Coming of Christ and none of it will matter if the Middle East goes up in smoke. Now get me an update. I want real-time intelligence on the developing situation, ASAP.”

7:39 P.M. Local Time
The safehouse
Ramallah

Harry heard the van’s doors close behind him at long last, then Tex cleared his throat. “Nothing,” the big man said finally. “Nothing at all.”
“Then we’ll search the safehouse.”
Tex shook his head. “It doesn’t make any sense for it to be concealed inside. They were leavin’.”
Silence reigned over the courtyard as the two men stood there. Indecision. It had been fatal in the past. At last Harry spoke. “Stay here, I’m going to check Asefi.”
He walked back out through the steel gates, his Galil rifle held at the ready. It was a testament to the violence that had wracked Ramallah for the last few years that no one had yet responded to the firefight.
The Iranian bodyguard lay there on the pavement, beside the corpse of the young fellahin Harry had shot. He was cradling the young man’s shattered head against his chest.
“I loved him,” Asefi whispered, his voice a faint, dying murmur. Tears of anger shone in his eyes as he glared up at Harry.
Harry did not respond for a moment, and when he did, he ignored the bodyguard’s anger over the death of his lover. “The bacteria isn’t here, Achmed,” he replied, dropping to one knee beside the dying man. “What can you tell me about that?”
Raising himself up on one elbow with a tremendous effort, Asefi spat in Harry’s face, bloody spittle striking him on the cheek.
Harry never blinked, staring at the Iranian with preternatural calm as the spittle dripped from his face. “The bacteria,” he repeated coldly. “Let’s have the truth this time.”
Asefi coughed, a bloody froth flecking his lips as he struggled to breathe. A smile twisted his features as he met Harry’s gaze. “You’re too late,” he replied, chuckling at the irony of the situation. His laughter was cut short by another fit of coughing and Harry was forced to lean closer to hear his next words.
“You thought you could play me, didn’t you? The terrorists are already in Al Quds…”
“Where?” Harry demanded, realizing that the man’s strength was ebbing fast. With a critical eye, he assessed and then rejected the possibility of stabilizing the bodyguard. He had aimed to kill.
A curse was Asefi’s only response. His body shuddered and then collapsed over the corpse of his lover, the two of them entwined in death…

Tex looked up as Harry returned to the courtyard, but with his characteristic reticence, he asked no questions. To his eyes the team leader looked worn, exhausted.
“We were rolled,” Harry said finally, his tone weary. Bitter. “The bacteria isn’t here. Never was.”
Tex accepted the statement without challenge. “Where to next?”
“We clear the building,” Harry replied, a grim determination creeping into his voice. “Maybe he was lying once again.”
Even as he spoke, he knew the fallacy of that argument. No, Asefi had been telling the truth this time. He had seen it in the dying man’s eyes. Still, there was no harm in checking. “Back me up,” he instructed. “I’ve got point.”
The two men took up positions outside the door of the safehouse and Harry tried the door handle. Unlocked.
He pushed the door open with the barrel of his rifle, following it in. They were in a long, dark hallway, their only illumination coming from a ceiling light in the room at the end.
A room to the left. Locked. Tex kicked it open and Harry entered, sweeping the bedroom with the muzzle of his rifle. All clear.
Two more rooms down the hallway were also cleared without incident. The place seemed deserted. Still leading the way, Harry entered the kitchen at the end of hall. And he stopped stock-still.
Farshid Hossein was seated calmly at a table in the middle of the kitchen, staring at the two of them without a flicker of fear or surprise on his countenance. An empty semiautomatic pistol lay on the table before him, pulled back to slide-lock. A satellite phone rested beside it.
His right hand was pressed to the base of his throat, his fingers holding down the spoon of a fragmentation grenade. The pin was gone.
One slip, one tremor of his fingers and he would blow them all to kingdom come. That much was clear. His motivation was not.
After a moment, his face cracked into a smile and he gestured with his free hand. “Have a seat. We need to talk.”

8:54 P.M. Tehran Time
The Ayatollah’s Residence
Qom, Iran

The phone on Isfahani’s desk vibrated for the second time in twenty minutes and he glanced briefly at the screen before answering it. He sighed and the sound seemed to fill the small, austere bedchamber of the Ayatollah.
Seldom had he seen things go more completely awry and his mind searched for answers to the chaos. Had Allah rejected him as an instrument of his will?
“Hello?”
It was Hossein’s number that had been displayed on-screen, but the voice that responded was not that of the major.
“Am I speaking with the Ayatollah Isfahani?” a voice asked in perfect Arabic. If Isfahani had not known better, he might have thought the man was a native speaker.
“You are,” he replied evenly, in the same language. “There is a certain irony in speaking with the man who killed my soldiers.”
“We all must make our deals with the devil,” came the ready retort. “I find myself in the same position.”
Isfahani was too surprised at his boldness to be angry. “Faustian bargains are not a part of my day-to-day life,” he replied. “But Goethe has been a favorite of mine ever since my days in Germany. I ask myself, have you not cast the wrong player in the role of Mephistopheles?”

Harry cleared his throat. “We’re wasting time with semantics, sir. Would you cut to the quick?”
“As you wish, of course. The biological agent is in the hands of a Hezbollah field commander named Fayood Hamza al-Farouk. I am prepared to give you their plan of attack, their strength, and most importantly, a way to stop them.”
“And you ask in return?”
“I beg pardon?”
Harry glanced over at Tex before turning his attention back to the phone on the table. It was on speaker, ensuring that all three men could hear the conversation.
“What’s the trade-off? What do you hope to gain?”
“I hope to gain the lives of the faithful, of the thousands of my fellow Muslims who will be butchered by this madman. The destruction of the Zionist state is not worth this folly.”
“I appreciate your sentiments. Hopefully with your help, that can be avoided.”
“And I would like safe passage to a country of my choosing, which I’m sure your government can arrange.”
Harry hesitated a moment, choosing his words carefully. “I will have to discuss this with my principals.”
“My request is reasonable enough. What was your deal with my traitorous bodyguard? I doubt he would have sold his soul for a pittance.”
“Whether Achmed Asefi had a soul to sell is a topic best left to theologians such as yourself,” Harry replied caustically. “Our deal with him was a bargain between thieves and best forgotten.”
“I will await your call.”

Harry powered down the phone and handed it back to Hossein, his eyes meeting briefly with those of the former insurgent. The man who had killed his friend.
“Let’s roll. We’ve stayed here too long already,” he announced. The major rose, putting the loaded magazine of his semiautomatic in his pocket. He reached out for the pistol itself, but Harry’s voice stayed his hand.
“I’ll take that,” Harry said quietly, not a trace of a smile on his face. Hossein shrugged and let him remove the gun as the trio moved toward the door.
“Tex, you’ll drive. I have a call to make.”

12:05 P.M. Eastern Time
CIA Headquarters
Langley, Virginia

“Thank you, Nichols. We’ll get back to you shortly.” Director Lay thumbed the END button to close the call and glanced up at the faces around the conference table.
“Gentlemen, your thoughts?”
Ron Carter cleared his throat, looking up from the screen of his laptop. Lay had seldom seen the analyst look more rumpled, but he seemed to still be on top of his game. “I’ve sent the recording Richards made of the call over to Intel for voiceprint analysis. Once we confirm that it is the voice of the Ayatollah Isfahani, we’ll have more to go on.”
“How long might that take?”
“Anywhere from thirty minutes to an hour,” Carter replied, rubbing the back of his neck.
Kranemeyer shot him a pained look.“May I remind everyone that we’ve got a field team hanging out in the open? We need to either commit to this operation or exfil from the area ASAP.”
“There’s greater risk in moving too fast,” the analyst retorted. “Look what happened with Achmed Asefi.”
The DCS leaned forward, his eyes snapping like black coals of fire as he glared at Carter. “Running Asefi was a decision made by your old buddies at the Intelligence Directorate. My people did the best they could on the intel provided.”
“Intel they explicitly warned you was dated,” Carter shot back. “‘Proceed with caution’ was the directive, if I remember it correctly.”
“Gentlemen!” Lay brought his hands down on the table with a resounding thud. Having gotten their attention, he continued, “There was no way to predict that Asefi would choose an old-fashioned triple-cross as his best way out. That’s the human element of every op we’ve ever run. Put under fear and pressure, people react unpredictably. And can generally find a route of escape that you hadn’t even factored into the equation. Now, as Barney said, we’ve got a team in the field. Time to hold the ball, make the call. Let’s proceed under the assumption that we are dealing with the genuine item. Ron, give us the rundown. Pros and cons.”
Carter deflated, turning back to his laptop for a moment. “We need to remember above all that Yousef Mohaymen Isfahani is not a moderate by any stretch of the imagination. We didn’t try to assassinate him back in 2011 because we thought he was a fan of the West.”
“But compared to the current regime…” Deputy Director(I) Michael Shapiro interjected, adding his voice to the discussion for the first time.
“It’s the classic Overton window scenario,” Ron admitted with a shrug. “What was once radical now appears moderate. It’s a matter of perspective. With his past history, I question the wisdom of allowing him any measure of control over a field operation.”
“Control?” Kranemeyer asked skeptically. “I was in spec-ops back in the ‘90s and I can tell you first-hand that any perception of control over a field team is an illusion. I am confident in the abilities of my people to deceive the Ayatollah if necessary.”
“Even with this Major Hossein along?”
“Yes.”
“And if he’s deceiving us?”
“His story holds together thus far. We’ll have to play it by ear and monitor all communications as it goes. Right now we’re looking at very limited options. And he’s offering the best deal.”
Lay sighed. “Which brings us back to square one. Can we extract Isfahani and what are the benefits of doing so?”


“Can we? I believe it’s feasible. We have assets in Qom. As much of a paradox as it might seem, getting a high-level official like the Supreme Leader out of the country is actually easier than extracting your average rube,” Carter noted with just a trace of a smile. “Despite his fall from supreme power three years ago, he still commands enormous respect among the people of Iran, including many in governmental circles. My guess would be that he could probably fly out of the country, no questions asked.”
“And how is his defection advantageous to us?”
“If he’s willing to play ball, it could be huge. Someone of his stature publicly breaking with Shirazi…It has the potential to bring down the Iranian president.”
“Can we risk that?” The DCIA asked quietly. “Having Shirazi out of power is of obvious benefit, but the resultant power vacuum. The devil you know…”
Silence fell over the conference room as the work and bustle of the Agency continued outside its soundproofed doors.
At length, David Lay gathered his briefing folders together and closed them, rising to his feet as a signal that the meeting was closed. “Barney, contact the field team. I’ll brief the President.”

8:25 A.M. Local Time
Eight kilometers outside Jerusalem
Israel

The night was clear and cool, a light breeze stirring the blades of grass there on the Judean hillside. Harry zipped up his jacket against the chill, holding the TACSAT between ear and shoulder. Kranemeyer hadn’t finished talking.
“We’re going to bring them in, Harry. We don’t have another option.”
A long sigh escaped Harry’s lips and he looked back toward the darkened vehicle where he had left Hossein and Tex. “Yes, we do. Tex and I will handle the takedown.”
“It’s not enough. You need more people for overwatch, if nothing else. And the team is fresh. You and Richards are beat tired.”
There wasn’t much of a way to argue with that. No matter how much he might try to ignore his aching muscles. It would be good to have Hamid’s input, another pair of eyes on the situation. An opinion he trusted. Still…
“I trust it hasn’t escaped the analysis of your desk jockeys that we’ll be bringing in an agent who has likely been in contact with the very commander of the terrorist cell we’re trying to stop. Davood’s imam was photographed with al-Farouk.”
“It hasn’t. The decision has been made, Harry. Now, tell me what you need.”
“Give Hamid and the rest of the team in Crete the use of a Pave Low. Tactical load-outs for the full team. A Zodiac. I think that should be all for the moment.”
“You have a plan?”
“Working on one. You were spec-ops back in the day-what’s the easiest way to get in anywhere?”
“Water,” came the instinctive answer. “You go in by water.”
“Nothing’s changed. And, boss?”

Kranemeyer heard his agent’s voice change and stiffened, knowing what was coming. “Yes?”
“If you send Davood here, you know what’s going to happen.”
The DCS nodded as though he thought Harry could see him. “Yes, I do. Just don’t let it get in the way of your mission.”
“It won’t.” The phone clicked with the finality of death. A cell door closing.
“What did he mean?” Kranemeyer looked up to see Carol standing behind his workstation, a thick folder in her hand.
He reached into his shirt pocket for a pack of cigarettes, shook one out and lit it in blatant violation of the ‘No Smoking’ signs posted everywhere in the federal building.
Smoke curled upward from the tobacco as he looked into her eyes. “They’re going to kill him…”

8:41 P.M. Local Time
US Naval Support Activity
Souda Bay, Crete

Her eyes. The memories came flooding back and Thomas winced, looking down and away in an effort to shut them out.
“Does it hurt?” the nurse asked, a solicitous look coming into her dark eyes. So much like Estere. He shook his head as she finished changing his bandages. He had been lucky. Another inch and the slug would have broken a rib, rather than plowing a furrow in his flesh.
The door opened and Hamid poked his head in. “All finished up here?”
The nurse smiled. “Almost.”
“Could you give us a moment, please?” he responded, closing the door behind him. There was concern written on his face, a certain urgency that Thomas found himself at a loss to explain.
“Certainly.”
Hamid stepped to the side of the table as the nurse left the room. “How do you feel, Thomas?”
“Better.”
“Ready for some action?”
A wry grin twisted Thomas’ mouth. “That depends on the type of action. Women or guns?”
“Why don’t I rephrase that-are you up for a mission?” Hamid asked, chuckling. “We’ve got a developing situation in Israel.”
Thomas listened as his friend outlined the state of affairs. After he had finished, he asked quietly, “How do we get in?”
“I was hoping you would ask. We don’t have time to wait for nightfall, so we’re going to fast-rope into the Mediterranean. Harry and Tex will meet us in a boat rented from the Tel Aviv marina. I’ve got Davood out right now looking for a Zodiac to keep us afloat till the rendevous.”
“Does he know the details of the op?”
“No,” Hamid sighed, a look of concern on his face. “I didn’t think it was wise.”
Thomas reached for his jacket, slipping it on over his bandages. “Why are we taking him with us?”
“Orders from Langley. I suppose they think he might expose his true loyalties on this mission.”
“Or get us all killed,” Thomas retorted, grunting with pain as he stood.
“Are you up to this?”
A grim smile crossed the New Yorker’s face. “Don’t have much choice, do I? You’re already down one man with Davood.”
Hamid clapped him on the shoulder. “Thanks. I knew I could count on you. Get your kit together and meet me at the airfield. Wheels-up in two hours.”

8:58 P.M. Local Time
The safehouse
Ramallah

The broken asphalt crunched under his knee as Gideon knelt beside the corpses in front of the steel gates. His hands moved carefully around their distorted limbs, feeling for explosives.
Nothing.
The bodies were still slightly warm, lying in a pool of congealed blood. They hadn’t been dead for long.
He took the arm of the older man and rolled him over, shining his taclight full into the corpse’s face. The man’s visage was distorted in the agonies of death, but his identity was clear.
“Concur?” Gideon asked, glancing up at Sergeant Eiland.
Yossi nodded. “I’ll contact the general. Achmed Asefi is dead. And Nichols is nowhere to be seen.”
Gideon glanced around the courtyard at the sprawled bodies. Each killed precisely. Minimal force. “But he was here…”

9:07 P.M.
The road to Tel Aviv

“Cigarette?” Hossein asked in clear, unaccented English, glancing into his rear-view mirror. From the backseat, Harry shook his head.
“You’ll live.” The major’s lighter and pack of Marlboros reposed in Harry’s shirt pocket and that was where they were staying.
Hossein frowned in disappointment and turned his attention back to his driving. Harry stared at the back of the man’s head, lost in thought. Abu al-Mawt. The father of death.
Since that time in Iraq, years had passed and loyalties had shifted. Or had they? Nothing was ever as it seemed.
Tex’s voice broke in upon his thoughts. “What did you hear from WHIPPOORWILL?”
“She’ll meet us at the marina,” Harry replied. “A boat is to be waiting. She’ll handle disposal of this vehic-”
His expression changed and he broke off in mid-sentence, reaching in his pocket for the vibrating TACSAT. “Here.”
“Plans have changed, Harry.” Kranemeyer’s grim voice.
“How so?”
“We’re not going to be able to use a Pave Low. The nearest one is in Cairo-a detachment of the 160th on joint exercises with the Egyptian Army.”
“Then fly it in,” Harry retorted.
“The logistics don’t work. To get the team from Crete to you we’d need to arrange mid-flight refueling.”
“And that’s not feasible?”
“There’s a KC-135 Stratotanker stationed at Ramstein. It’s down for maintenance.”
Harry looked out at the road flashing past in the darkness. “Then Tex and I will go in as originally planned.”
“I said that plans had changed, not that they had been scrapped. Fortunately, there is a C-130 there at Souda Bay. We’ll launch a rubber duck operation.”
Harry sucked in a deep breath. “No.”
“You’re not in command of this operation, Nichols. I am. And this was my decision.”
“And respectfully, boss, it’s the wrong one,” Harry fired back, causing Tex to look back at him in surprise. “A parachute jump, over water, at night? The Navy lost good people at Grenada pulling that type of stunt.”
“I appreciate your input,” Kranemeyer replied coldly, the tone of his voice making it clear that he didn’t. “My decision stands.”

9:35 P.M. Local Time
US Naval Support Activity
Souda Bay, Crete

The C-130 had apparently been in service since the Vietnam War. Hamid found the inscription Khe Sanh carved into a wood frame near the door. Despite its age, the aircraft seemed to be in superb shape.
A shadow fell across the door as Hamid worked through the equipment locker, and he looked up to see a black man in Air Force fatigues standing there watching him, backlit by the runway lights.
“I was told to expect a spec-ops team,” the man announced. “Would that be you?”
“That’s right,” Hamid smiled, extending a hand. “Sergeant White’s the name. The rest of my people should be here soon. We’re out looking for a Zodiac at the moment.”
“Lieutenant Eric Hanson, United States Air Force,” he introduced himself. “I’m your pilot.”
He cast a critical glance at Hamid’s jeans and sweatshirt. “Sergeant, eh? You guys Army?”
“Not exactly,” Hamid replied, his smile vanishing. “Let me make something clear, lieutenant. My men and I, we don’t exist. We weren’t here. You never saw us. You never flew this mission. Your flight logs will be adjusted to reflect this reality. Am I coming through?”
“Loud and clear. Never flew a mission like this before.”
Hamid acknowledged the statement with a nod. “Well, there’s a first time for everything-just follow my instructions and we’ll be fine. What type of missions do they have you flying?”
The pilot laughed. “Ferry. I was taking this baby back to Iraq from Ramstein when my orders had me diverted here.”
The sound of a diesel approached and Hamid looked out to see a utility truck pull up beside the plane. Davood stepped out of the cab, waving to the Zodiac Combat Rubber Raiding Craft(CRRC) in the trailer behind it. “Finally found one. Needed a little work on the engine, but I think that Navy mechanic got things in order.”
“Lieutenant, I’d like you to meet one of my men. This is Sergeant Black.”

9:43 P.M. Local Time
A Hezbollah safehouse
Jerusalem

“I understand. Do they have intelligence regarding our present location?” Farouk’s face expanded into a grin as he heard the answer. “The blessings of Allah, the most glorified, the most high, be upon you, my brother.”
He closed the satellite phone and looked around the room at the members of his cell. They were few in number, just the four of them. He and Harun. Rashid, the bombmaker. And the fourth, the woman taken in fornication. He had never bothered to learn the whore’s name.
“BEHDIN,” he announced simply. “The Americans are on their way to the marina in Tel Aviv. They intend to rendevous at sea with the rest of their team. They have learned of our presence here in the city, along with the time and place of our attack.”
Harun’s jaw fell open. “How?”
The Hezbollah commander turned to face him, and there was cool appraisal in his eyes as he did so. “There is a traitor somewhere, clearly. Who is a question that BEHDIN was not prepared to answer.”
A low murmur ran around the room as dark looks shot back and forth. “Silence,” Farouk demanded, raising his hands. “Let this not be a tool of Shaitan to divide us.”
He took five steps into the safehouse’s kitchen and returned bearing a laptop. The number of a secure mobile line was displayed on-screen. “ISRAFIL will be able to learn the truth. What time is it in America?”

1:49 P.M. Eastern Time
CIA Headquarters
Langley, Virginia

From the attitude of Carol Chambers as she walked into the outer office of the DCIA, one would have never been able to guess that he was her father. The years of separation had only served to accentuate the professional distance she tried to maintain at Langley.
“Sir, everything’s prepped in Conference Room #4.”
Lay nodded soberly, pulling on his jacket as he followed her out of the office. It was the moment they had all been waiting for. With dread.
“Good afternoon, gentlemen,” he proclaimed, walking into the conference room. At another time, another day, his subordinates would have risen at his entrance, but today it seemed a frivolous waste of energy. And the DCIA thought nothing of it.
“Is everything ready?” Lay asked, shooting a glance in Ron Carter’s direction.
The analyst nodded wordlessly, picking up a remote and aiming it at the giant flatscreen mounted to the far wall.
A moment passed and then the face of Doctor Maria Schuyler appeared on-screen. She looked up from the folders spread out in front of her, a curiously stiff look on her face.
Lay put on his glasses. “Good afternoon, Dr. Schuyler.”
“I wish I could say as much, director,” she replied tightly. “It’s anything but.”
“You’ve reached a conclusion regarding our bacteria?”
“That is correct. A copy of the information is before you. I’d like to walk you through it, if I may.”
“Go ahead.”
“Let me preface this by saying that accurate estimates can only be achieved by days of testing. We simply haven’t had the time to do the type of concrete analysis that we would customarily do in this type of scenario.”
“Worst-case it for me, doctor,” Lay retorted. “We’re running a tight schedule.”
“My initial assessment was correct. It is the pneumonic plague bacteria. But it’s like nothing we’ve ever seen before. As you may be aware, director, outbreaks of the plague are not unknown. We had a case in Colorado a few years back. This is different.”
“They weaponized it?”
“You’re partly correct. The bacteria was weaponized for aerosol dispersion, but it is also a different strain from anything we’ve ever dealt with. In two ways. First, the bacteria remains viable in the air for up to four and a half hours. That’s over four times the duration of your garden-variety Y. pestis. Secondly, it’s significantly more lethal-it seems to have mutated. It’s lethality may actually be our salvation.”
“How so?”
“It’s cold mathematics, director. The quicker the victim dies, the less time he has to infect others.”
The DCIA nodded his understanding. “Do we have anything to fight it?”
“There are antibiotics developed to treat Y. Pestis. From my preliminary evaluation in this case, I would say that they would only serve to slow down the progression of the disease.”
“Slow it down by how much?”
“It’s too soon to say with any certainty. My personal estimate would be that the victim would still be dead inside of the month…”

The screen went black and David Lay glanced at his watch. The briefing had taken thirty minutes in totality.
“What do we have, Ron?”
Carter looked up from the laptop where he had been running casualty estimates and gazed soberly at Lay and Shapiro.
“According to the intelligence provided by Isfahani, the attack will go down tomorrow during the noon prayer. You can typically count on anywhere between twenty and thirty thousand in attendance.”
“We’re talking a megachurch.”
The analyst acknowledged Shapiro’s comment with a grim nod. “Essentially, yes. A large part of them worship in the open air, which might reduce their exposure, but we can’t count on that.”
“Your estimates?”
“Jerusalem has a population of over seven hundred thousand. An average five percent of them will be at Ground Zero.” Carter rubbed a hand over his forehead. “Factor in their families and people they might be in close contact with during the time between exposure and possible death. You’re looking at a minimum hundred-hundred and twenty thousand potentially infected. Untreated, pneumonic plague has a mortality rate between ninety-six and one hundred percent.”
“And Schuyler’s just told us we can’t treat this strain,” Lay added. “Figure one hundred thousand plus dead across Israel and the Palestinian Authority. Epicenter: Jerusalem.”
“That’s not how Shirazi’s looking at it,” Carter replied shrewdly.
“What do you mean?”
“For Shirazi, this is nothing more than a beginning. You might say it’s the down payment on apocalypse.”
The DCIA’s lips pursed, drawing together into a thin, bloodless line. “Then, gentlemen, our course is perfectly clear. As cliched as it sounds, it’s true. Failure is not an option.”
At that moment, his secretary knocked on the conference room door. “I have the President on line two, sir.”
“Put him through,” Lay responded, dismissing Shapiro and Carter with a curt, “That will be all, gentlemen.”

A moment later, the phone in his hand rang and he hesitated before answering it. “What can I do for you, Mr. President?”
“A request for operational approval crossed my desk a few minutes ago,” Hancock responded, a characteristically hostile edge to his voice. It had been years since Lay had let it bother him.
“Oh, yes, the extraction papers. If I might insist, Mr. President, we need that approval expedited.”
“I would have thought we were done with these games, director.”
“Games?”
“The document simply requests approval for the extraction of an Iranian cleric. The name has been redacted.”
“Based on need-to-know, Mr. President,” Lay replied wearily. “This is an ongoing operation.”
“I’m aware of that. I’m also aware of the history of these mullahs. You’re seeking to bring one of them into this country and I’m somehow not supposed to care who it is?”
The DCIA looked up at the ceiling, considering his options. “As you wish, Mr. President. The man in question is the Ayatollah Yousef Mohaymen Isfahani.”
A sharp intake of breath was the only sound from the other end of the phone for a long moment. Then, “The Supreme Leader? Have you lost your mind, Lay?”
“Not that I’m aware of.”
“In 2011 you tried to assassinate this man as a terrorist!”
Lay sighed. It was going to be a long conversation. “That’s all relative, Mr. President. Alliances change…”

10:29 P.M. Local Time
US Naval Support Activity
Souda Bay, Crete

Hamid checked the silenced Heckler amp; Koch MP-5SD submachine gun for a third and final time before slapping a thirty-round magazine of 9mm hollowpoints into the mag well. Four more magazines were held in pouches around his belt.
He looked over at Thomas, who was breaking down his Barrett M98B sniper rifle for travel. “You bring the rubbers?”
“Sure thing,” the New Yorker grinned. He dug in his pocket and retrieved a small package, tossing it over.
Hamid tore open the plastic and leaned his MP-5 up against the fuselage of the aircraft, unrolling a prophylactic over the barrel.
“Condoms?”
The two agents looked up to see Lt. Hanson standing in the cockpit doorway, a quizzical expression on his face. Hamid laughed. “Yeah, they’re great for all sorts of things. Forms a waterproof seal on the barrel, helps prevent a blockage. You need to go into action quickly? Just pull the trigger. No worries.”
Hanson forced a smile. “I wish that was all I was worried about.”
“What’s going on?” Hamid asked, looking up from his work.
“The barometer’s falling fast,” the airman replied. “We’ve got a cold front moving in.”
“Here or at the drop zone?”
“Here.”
“Then what’s our problem?”
Hanson took a step into the back of the airplane and faced the CIA agents. “Look, I’ve been flying in and out of here for five years. The mountains generally shield you from the wind, but when a front like this strikes here, the westerlies funnel down between here and the main island. It’s like a wind tunnel. I’ve seen times when the Navy wouldn’t even berth their ships, the gusts were so bad.”
“And the planes were grounded,” Thomas added quietly, grasping the situation.
“That’s right.”
Davood spoke up. “How long is the storm expected to last? Can we wait it out?”
“I’m game to wait,” the pilot replied, “but the weatherman’s playing fast and loose with his forecast. The storm could last from between twelve and fifteen hours.”
Hamid exchanged a look with Thomas, then cleared his throat. “That’s a non-option. Can you get us out now?”
“I can try.”

10:48 P.M. Local Time
The road to Tel Aviv

The city lights of Tel Aviv-Yafo glittered in the distance as the car sped down the divided highway toward the coast. The Romans had called this region the Via Maris. The Way of the Sea.
Harry dismissed the thought, a memory from a long-ago Sunday School lesson, turning his mind back to the telephone. Carter was talking.
“We’re in direct contact with Isfahani now. He’s agreed to probe further and come up with a current location for al-Farouk and the terrorist cell.”
“Make sure he doesn’t jeopardize his current status with his inquiries,” Harry cautioned, an unusual feeling of disquiet coming over him. “His relationship with the Grand Mufti is our only ticket into the compound.”
“Play ‘em close, Harry. We’re still looking into the connections there. Tahir al-din Husayni isn’t exactly known as a friend to the West.”
It wasn’t new information to Harry. He could remember when Husayni had been appointed as the Grand Mufti, the Sunni guardian of Islamic holy places in Jerusalem. At the time, he had been seen as a pawn of Fatah’s leadership, but over the years he had parlayed his considerable talents as an orator into something more. A power broker.
He had succeeded in settling the breach between Fatah and Hamas, channeling their energies away from each other and outward…
In the spring of 2012, he had survived a bomb planted in his car, an explosion that left him paralyzed from the waist down. Fatah, Hamas, Hezbollah, Mossad-the players behind the attack had never been identified, but Husayni had carried on, as indomitable as ever. As much as the faction leaders might have hated him, the man held the Arab street in thrall.
His sermons were fiery and inspiring, deploring the Jewish occupation in the house of Islam, but always stopping just short of calling for violence. He was what passed for a moderate, which was what made sharing operational details with him so dangerous. Roll the dice and guess which side he would back.
“Keep me posted,” Harry replied finally, glancing toward the Iranian major in the front seat. “We’ll be in position when the time comes.”

11:03 P.M.
The residence of the Grand Mufti
Jerusalem

The inside of Husayni’s residence was remarkably austere, reflective of a man who remembered his past-a simple lad tending sheep in the hills of Galilee. His lack of pretension, coupled with his passionate oratory, had won him the adoration of the Prophet’s people. Their shepherd. He brushed at a fancied piece of lint on his plain cotton trousers and leaned back in his wheelchair, listening to the voice on the other end of the phone.
“You’re the last person I would have expected this request to come from, Youssef,” he replied in Arabic, the language of Allah.
A moment passed, silence filling the void.
“Alliances change, Tahir,” the Ayatollah Isfahani responded. “Even the servants of the Prophet must adapt.”
“I understand that better than most, yet adaptability has never been among the chief virtues of our people. Have you ever questioned why we have suffered the people of Allah, the most glorified, the most high, to be divided thus? Divided by a thousand-year-old betrayal between chieftains?”
When Isfahani spoke again, there was a trace of humor in his voice. “You have bridged many divides in your life, my old friend, but this one is too much for even you.”
“Too much for the will of Allah?” Husayni asked, still completely serious. “I have received visions, Youssef. As long as this rift between Sunni and Shia continues to divide our people-we cannot receive the blessings of Allah, or expect the return of His promised one.”
“Then your answer is?”
The Mufti seemed surprised that the issue was still in question. “I will help your American friends-with certain conditions.”
His friend remained silent as Husayni continued to speak, outlining the terms of his agreement…

11:17 P.M.
US Naval Support Activity
Souda Bay, Crete

The windspeed was 28 knots as the C-130 taxied to the airfield’s only runway, blowing hard from the west.
“Tower to Titan Alpha 17, you are cleared for take-off. Gusts exceeding 40 knots have been recorded in the last twenty minutes. Please exercise caution.”
“Roger that, Tower,” Lt. Hanson replied, adjusting the straps of his flight harness. He pushed the throttles all the way in, feeling the Allison turboprops respond, revving to full power. Another check of the gauges and he took the flight controls from the co-pilot. “I have the bird.”

In the back of the aircraft, Hamid checked his equipment one more time, flashing Thomas a tight thumbs-up as they began to pick up speed. The airframe trembled in the teeth of the cross-wind, lifting briefly from the concrete, then slamming back down with a teeth-rattling jolt.
Hamid closed his eyes, fighting against the sensations that threatened to overwhelm him, his fingers wound tightly in the mesh netting stretched against the side of the fuselage. Flying. It gave him a feeling of helplessness. There was nothing to do, nothing he could do except pray. Allah give us wings..

“Climb, climb,” Hanson whispered through clenched teeth, his knuckles white as he pulled back on the yoke, urging the heavy plane higher. It seemed to falter, the engines groaning as the rain hit full force, droplets of water pelting against the windows of the cockpit. The airfield lights disappeared in the gale and Hanson forced his gaze down, focusing on his instruments. There was only one way out. Up…

Thirty minutes later the battered aircraft rose above the clouds, into the clear, starlit black of night. Hanson released control of the Hercules to autopilot and leaned back in his seat, letting out a sigh of relief. The danger was past. The hardest part of the mission was over.
For his passengers in the back, it was only beginning.

Feeling the tremors of the airframe subside, Hamid released his deathgrip on the mesh and opened his eyes.
“That was fun,” Thomas observed sarcastically.
“Yeah.” Hamid checked his dive watch and marked the time. A tight smile on his face, he looked over at his team and announced, “We drop at oh-one hundred. Less than two hours…”



Chapter Seventeen


12:03 A.M. Local Time, October 4th
The marina
Tel Aviv-Yafo, Israel

A forest of masts reached into the night sky from the multitude of sailboats and yachts docked in the marina. Tex put the car into park and Harry motioned for Hossein to get out, keeping the.45 in his pocket trained on the major as they exited the car.
It was a beautiful, clear night. The water shimmered with the reflection of hundreds of lights from the boats at anchor, flickering like diamonds set afire. Loud music pulsed from the deck of a nearby yacht as the agents moved down toward the wharf. A party was still in full swing.
Eat, drink, and be merry, for tomorrow we die. Harry moved closer to Farshid Hossein as the trio made their way through the crowd.
A woman was standing outside the small office that served as the marina headquarters and security office, her form backlit by the building lights. She looked up at his approach, taking another long drag on the cigarette between her fingers.
“Evening,” was her curt greeting. “You need something?”
“Bonjour. My friends and I are in need of a boat,” Harry began, gesturing to Tex and Hossein.
“What do you plan to use the boat for?” she responded, exhaling the smoke and watching as the breeze blew it away.
He smiled. “We’re birdwatchers from southern France. Following the migration of the whippoorwill.”
“They are flying south this time of year, aren’t they?” she asked, throwing the cigarette butt against the gravel of the roadway.
“Well nigh from Paris to Dakar,” he replied, finishing the code exchange.
She nodded. “Come with me. I think I have what you’re looking for.”

4:42 P.M. Eastern Time
CIA Headquarters
Langley, Virginia

“We just heard from Nichols,” Kranemeyer announced, sweeping hurriedly into the DCIA’s office. “They’re at sea, on their way to the drop zone.”
David Lay looked up, his fingers laced together as he leaned forward in his chair. “Have a seat, Barney.”
“Thanks.” The DCS sighed heavily as he sank into the chair in front of Lay’s desk. “Haven’t kept this type of hours since the skinnies holed us up in Mogadishu.”
Lay nodded. “We have a problem.”
“Oh?”
“I just got off the phone with Tahir al-Din Husayni. He’s agreed to help.”
A wary look came into Kranemeyer’s eyes. “And? Where’s the catch?”
“There isn’t one, really. At least not from his perspective. Just necessary concessions to his religious sensibilities. He can’t permit non-Muslims to enter the mosque proper.”
“Then we’ll have to stop them before they get inside,” Kranemeyer retorted. “That, or rely on Zakiri and Sarami.”
The CIA director grimaced. “Make sure Nichols and Zakiri have the message loud and clear. Under no circumstances is Sarami to be left unattended on this mission. No circumstances. Where are we with the extraction of Isfahani?”
“Our people are with him, at his residence. He wants to see this through before he leaves.”
“That’s his decision,” Lay acknowledged. “Instruct your assets to monitor his communications and make sure his inquiries don’t jeopardize operational security or his personal well-being.”
“A protective detail, essentially?”
“That’s right. If he gets taken out at this point, it becomes a whole new ballgame. After the mission is over…”
“We can’t bring him back to the States,” Kranemeyer said, rising to his feet. “There’s no way that’s viable politically.”
“Never intended to.”
“Meaning?”
Lay cleared his throat. “Meaning we finish what we started in 2011, Barney. Just make sure our hands stay clean.”

12:49 A.M.
The cruiser
The Mediterranean

They were in international waters now. Harry took a look at the GPS screen and mentally calculated their distance to the drop zone. Thirty minutes out, at their current rate of speed.
Tex had the wheel, if you could use that metaphor to describe the sophisticated control console. The big man had a lot of experience with boats, dating back to his time in the Marine Corps.
Hossein stood near the rail, calmly puffing a cigarette as he watched the spray kicked up by the rapidly-moving craft. He had gotten a light from WHIPPOORWILL, but Harry didn’t know where he had obtained the cigarette. He must have had another pack stashed somewhere they hadn’t found it.
Abu al-mawt. The father of death. Harry turned and spat into the sea. He and a team of Green Berets had spent five months tracking the insurgent leader through the Iraqi desert. Five months of fruitless search.
And now to have him right here. He could close his eyes and see Juan Delgado’s mutilated torso, feel the bile rise in his throat as he thought back. They had never found his severed head. Perhaps it was just as well.
“You hate me, don’t you?” Harry jerked his head up to see Hossein looking across at him, a strangely enigmatic look playing across that sharply-chiseled Persian face.
Harry’s eyes narrowed. “Why do you say that?” he asked, taking a step toward the Iranian major. Another step and they stood side by side.
“A feeling, perhaps,” Hossein replied, looking out at the churning foam.
“I wouldn’t feel the slightest compunction in putting a bullet through your head, if that’s what you mean.”
Hossein exhaled, watching the smoke blow away in the wind. “That’s what I thought,” he said, still seeming utterly composed. “I must confess a curiosity as to whether this hatred is personal or professional?”
“There’s no such thing as professional hatred,” Harry responded, frankly baffled by the man’s calm. “You should know that. And I have killed a good many men whom I did not hate.”
“Too true. Then, I take it that we have a history?”
There was no answer to his question.
Hossein finished his cigarette and tossed it into the sea, watching as the glowing ember was extinguished in the foam of their wake. “Quite like a life, don’t you think?”
A nod served as his reply.
“Iraq?” Hossein asked, glancing sideways at Harry.
“I don’t know where you think you’ll get with a game of ‘Twenty Questions’,” Harry sighed.
“Truth, perhaps.”
Harry snorted in disbelief. “You beheaded a friend of mine in Iraq. Sergeant Major Juan Delgado, United States Army.”
“I remember him,” the Iranian replied simply. “A brave man. We didn’t get anything from him. His death gave me no pleasure, if that’s what you were wanting to know.”
A moment passed, then Harry turned to look at him. “Is that all you can say?” he asked, his voice little more than a hiss. His hands trembled with barely-contained anger.
Hossein shrugged. “It is as you say. I, too, have killed many men whom I did not hate. We are warriors, you and I, and killing is our birthright.”
“Warriors?” Harry asked, unable to escape the irony of the comment. “You and I? Where is the heroism in beheading a man whose hands are tied?”
The Iranian shook his head. “Should I tell you I regret his death and stay your hand of execution? You’ve made up your mind already. And I see no reason to lie now…”

12:57 A.M.
The C-130 “Hercules”

It was time. Hamid checked the fastenings holding the Zodiac against its plywood backing for the last time and knelt down beside it, his arm braced.
Davood knelt opposite to him, ready to help push it out the back. The young agent’s face was pale in the eerie red lights of the cabin.
Gears meshed and ground, the back ramp of the C-130 folding down before their eyes. Cold air swept into the cabin, biting at Hamid’s face.
The light went green.
“Go, go, go!” he screamed, throwing his weight against the palleted raft. With all three men pushing, it gathered speed, heading for oblivion at the end of the ramp. Nine thousand feet down.
And then they were in free-fall-descending at an average speed of one hundred and twenty-five miles an hour. A thousand feet every five seconds.
Hamid kicked away from the raft and threw out his hands, body slicing through the air as he fell into the pitch-black night.
The raft’s parachute would automatically open when its onboard altimeter hit two thousand feet above sea level. In theory.
A GPS locator would enable them to find it. Once again, in theory. Theories had a way of clashing with reality.

A parachute opened somewhere off to his left, the sound jarring him to his senses. Thomas sucked in a breath of ice-cold air, checking his altimeter. Twenty-three hundred. Pull at two thousand. His fingers closed around the rip cord. Pull!
His SF-10 parachute billowed above him, the shock of the canopy opening transmitting itself through his body. He gritted his teeth against the pain-the wound in his side was far from healed.
There was no time to think about that now. His hands reached up, grabbing hold of the guidelines, his body swinging gently beneath the canopy of nylon as he descended toward the sea.

Hamid heard, rather than saw, the splash of the Zodiac hitting the water. The parachute was designed to disconnect from the Rigid Inflatable Boat or RIB platform on impact, to prevent the boat from being dragged through the water or capsized.
Altimeter: Two hundred feet. Time to brace for landing. Landing in water bore no resemblance to its ground counterpart, as the swim flippers replacing jump boots on his feet bore witness. And along with the difference came dangers.

Water engulfing his body. Cold water. Thomas came down hard, the force of the landing driving him beneath the surface. His gloved fingers seemed to burn with the cold as he clawed his way to the surface, spewing out salt water as he came up.
His left hand tangled in the parachute rigging as he struck out, hindering his efforts to find the release button.
Don’t panic. It would kill him if he did. He knew that with the certainty of death. He had trained for this.
The facility at Souda Bay had only been able to provide wetsuits for the team, not the dry suits they would have preferred for cold water operations. He had only minutes before his fingers would become too numb to operate the release. His right hand groped blindly toward his side, drawing the dive knife from its sheath. Slashing at the chute entangling him.
There was no way to build momentum in the water, and his knife brushed against the cord in a sluggish, impotent motion.
The canopy billowed once more in the breeze and then collapsed over his head, trapping him between wet fabric and the water. He went under once more.
A loud humming filled his ears as he resurfaced, gulping air into his starved lungs. Something, close by. A motor, perhaps. Or was he hallucinating?
It was impossible to say. The knife was gone, slipped from his fingers at some point. He didn’t remember letting go. Letting go.
He couldn’t remember how long he’d been in the water. Not long. His fingers were numb, wooden stumps as they brushed against the release. No strength.
A hand grasped his shoulder, holding him up in the water, and he fought against it. “Easy there, Thomas.”
Davood’s voice. He looked up and saw the Iranian’s face against the blackness of the night. Warning bells sounded through his mind, a deafening clangor. He felt the canopy being pulled from around his head, the harness slipping from his body.
Another moment and he was being hauled up, his hands scraping against the cold rubber of the Zodiac as he was pulled aboard like a landed fish. He coughed, water trickling from his mouth as he lay in the bottom of the raft. Once again, he heard the humming and realized it was the Zodiac’s outboard. His vision cleared and he saw Hamid sitting in the stern of the craft, manning the tiller. Safety…

1:18 A.M.
The cruiser

“Roger that, Sergeant White,” Harry nodded, holding the TACSAT close to his ear. “Popping white, red, green.”
The binoculars in his other hand, he scanned the night, looking for the telltale glow of the chemlights. There! White, red-and green.
Harry grinned. “Looks like a spec-ops Christmas, bro. We’ve got you at our eleven o’clock, maybe two klicks out.”
“Good to hear it,” Hamid’s voice came back. “We’ll be waiting on you.”
“Everything copacetic?”
“Yeah. Sergeant Brown had a little bit of trouble with the landing. We fished him out before his chute could take him under.”
“He doing okay?”
There was a moment’s silence, then a voice in the background, indistinct. When he came back on, Hamid was laughing. “He says if you’ve got any brandy, he could use it.”
Harry chuckled. “Take five and we’ll be alongside.”

2:31 A.M. Tehran Time
The Ayatollah’s Residence

His name was Samir, but he was referred to by his American handlers as XENOPHON. Had he known the origins of the name, he might have been amused by the irony of the choice, but the madrassa at which he had received his formalized education had failed to cover the march of the Ten Thousand.
The Americans had turned him five years before, after a business trip to Paris. In a Parisian gentlemen’s club, as he remembered the scene, all flashing lights and beautiful women. Agreeing had seemed to be the thing to do at the time.
Whether he had agreed out of disillusionment with the theocratic regime of Qom, or out of interest in the money, was a question he still could not answer. At one time, he might have thought it was for the excitement, but there had been precious little of that through the years. Unless one called living a double life exciting.
Tonight was the first time he had carried a gun. He and his partner, a former Iranian intelligence agent, guarding the most powerful man in the country. His fingers trembled at the thought of it.
The Ayatollah Isfahani sat a few feet away, working at a laptop.
“What are you doing now?” XENOPHON asked, moving closer so he could look at the screen.
“There are ties of devotion that cannot be erased by the fiat of a dictator,” Isfahani replied, blithely ignoring the fact that he had served as virtual dictator of Iran for a full year before the rise of Shirazi. “I have my contacts within the VEVAK yet.”
“And that tells me what, exactly?” XENOPHON asked again.
“I should have the present location of the Hezbollah cell soon. Very soon, in fact.”
A knock came at the door and the two CIA men traded looks, then XENOPHON motioned for his partner to answer it, drawing his own pistol and holding it out of sight. Behind them, the Ayatollah closed his laptop to hide the screen.
The door swung open and XENOPHON heard a muffled pop, pop as his partner went down. Two men in the door, the foremost holding a silenced pistol. His gun came up, reacting instinctively as he threw himself toward the desk for cover.
He never made it. Two hollowpoint slugs tore through his chest, catching him off-balance. The pistol clattered from his nerveless fingers as he crumpled sideways. He heard another pair of shots, muffled and far away, then everything went black.

It wasn’t the end he had imagined for himself, yet he could not find himself able to question the will of Allah. Isfahani sat there in the chair, watching as the gunmen approached, blood leaking from a hole in his neck.
The man stood in front of the desk and raised the pistol one final time. The Ayatollah closed his eyes, his lips whispering the creed of his life, preparing to face the angels.
La ilaha illa Allah. Muhammad rasul Allah. Allah Akbar. There is no God but God; and Muhammad is His Prophet. God is great.
The pistol spat fire…

5:49 P.M. Eastern Time
NCS Operations Center
Langley, Virginia

“What’s the latest?” Danny Lasker asked, tucking his access swipe-card back in his shirt pocket as he came through the door of the operations center.
“Nichols has effected the rendevous with Zakiri and the rest of the team,” Carter replied, looking up from his workstation. He took a sip from the cup of coffee on his desk and made a face. “I don’t know where Ames finds this stuff. I could make a better brew out of a metro toilet. Anyway, they’re on their way back to the coast. WHIPPOORWILL will have transport waiting for them.”
“Acquired through the usual channels?”
“Yes.”
Seemingly satisfied with the response, Lasker draped his jacket over a nearby chair and went to work, sorting through the hourlies. The next moment, Carol Chambers came jogging up from the sub-level of the op-center.
“Ron,” she said, before noticing the watch officer’s presence. “We have a problem.”
“Shoot,” Danny replied, ignoring her momentary surprise.
“We’ve lost all contact with XENOPHON. He’s not answering his phone and the TACSAT’s locator beacon has fallen off our grids.”
Lasker frowned. “Not good. Anything from Isfahani himself?”
She shook her head. The watch officer sighed and reached for the phone on his desk. “This one goes straight to the director…”

2:05 A.M. Local Time
The cruiser

Water churned in the express cruiser’s wake, white flecks of foam against a wine-dark sea. Hossein stood there at the stern of the boat, looking far off into the night. His mind racing. BEHDIN. Faithful and true. The sleeper…
He had recognized the man from the moment he had come onboard, seen how the Americans had welcomed their brother-in-arms. A serpent into the bosom.
And now what to do with the information…

“Here’s your weapon, sir.” Harry looked up into Davood’s eyes, then his gaze fell to the equipment bag the young agent was holding.
Harry nodded curtly and took the bag without another word, removing the Heckler amp; Koch UMP-45 from its waterproof casing as Davood turned to leave.
It seemed so hard to believe. He didn’t want to believe it, despite all the evidence to the contrary. And there was the key, the weakness. He didn’t want to believe…
Harry swallowed hard, forcing down the anger that grew inside him. There was no time for this, not now, he thought, pulling the charging bolt back to chamber a round. His mind had to be clear. Too much was at stake. There would be time to deal with Davood after this mission was over.
Deal with the traitor…

Twenty minutes later, Hamid tapped him on the shoulder. “Langley wants to video-conference with us before we reach territorial waters. I have Tex’s laptop set up with the satellite uplink.”
Harry slung the gun around his shoulder and rose. “Shield the screen to minimize escaping light. We can’t risk being discovered by an Israeli destroyer.”
“Carol got in through the firewall of their HQ at Hakirya and hacked into their patrol grid. The nearest unit’s an Eilat-class Sa’ar 5 corvette, the INS Lahav. It’s forty klicks away, moving southeast toward us at a speed of ten knots.”
“Good. Fire it up.” Harry followed Hamid down onto the lower deck where the laptop was set up. Davood was standing there between Thomas and Tex, his eyes fixed on the screen.
“Get topside and keep an eye on our friend,” Harry ordered. “We’ll pass along the info dump later.”
The young agent shot him a surprised look, but didn’t challenge the order. After he disappeared, Thomas looked over at Harry. “Sure that’s a good idea?”
“Having him sit in on the final pre-op does not jive with his current need-to-know. Where’d they pick you up, outside the local cigar store?”
Thomas chuckled, adjusting the beach blanket he wore Indian-style over his shoulders. “Tex found this for me in an equipment locker. Good for keeping warm and dry.”
“That’s what they all say, Pocahontas.”
“Langley with us in five,” Hamid announced, his fingers dancing over the keyboard. “Huddle time.”
A few minutes later, the face of David Lay appeared full-screen. “Good morning, gentlemen. We’ve had a complication.”
Harry and Hamid exchanged glances.
“Satellite coverage indicates that Iranian security forces stormed the compound of the Ayatollah Isfahani half an hour ago. All contact with him and the Agency assets assigned to guard him has been lost. We believe the Ayatollah to either be under interrogation or possibly dead. To be blunt, you are to proceed under the assumption that the mission has been compromised.”
Hamid took a deep breath. “They know we’re coming for them.”
“Most likely, yes.”
“Then what do you advise, director?” Harry asked, taking a step closer to the laptop. “Are you ordering mission abort?”
The figure on screen shook its head in reply. “That’s not on the table, Nichols. Stopping the release of this bacteria remains your top priority.”
“Do I have permission to share this intel with my colleagues in Israeli Mossad? They’re far better positioned for a covert takedown within the Haram al-Sharif.”
“Negative.” Another shake of the head. “The administration has made itself clear. Israeli involvement is undesirable at best. We’ll handle this unilaterally.”
“Undesirable? We’re risking WWIII because involving them is undesirable?” Harry asked, incredulous.
“You have your orders,” Lay replied sternly. “I can’t make clear enough how important it is that none, I repeat none of the toxin escapes into the atmosphere. Due to the covert nature of your mission, providing you with bio-suits is out of the question. I want to make the risks perfectly clear to you gentlemen.”
“The risks were perfectly clear to me when I signed up, sir,” Hamid retorted, his voice calm and even. “Let’s do it.”
“Dr. Schuyler’s team at Bethesda is testing current antibiotics against the bacteria, but the odds are slim. If you are exposed, you will likely die. So, don’t let them release it. Good luck, and God bless.”
The screen went black, leaving the team members looking at each other in silence. Finally, Thomas cleared his throat.
“That,” he intoned dryly, “is what passes at Langley for work incentive.”

2:35 A.M.
Mossad Headquarters
Tel Aviv-Yafo, Israel

The knock on the door seemed to come only moments after his head had touched the pillow. General Shoham grabbed the alarm clock off the night stand in the sparsely appointed room and glanced at the time.
“Come in!” was his gruff demand as he swung his legs out of bed. “What’s going on?”
“You wanted to know the moment we found anything,” a woman’s voice replied and he turned to see an embarrassed female adjutant standing in the doorway. Shoham sighed, reaching for his pants and pulling them on over his boxers. “Yes, I did. What is it?”
“Our systems just red-flagged a security fence report from near Ramallah earlier tonight. This man crossed from the West Bank, along with two others, shortly after twenty hundred hours.”
A glance at the photograph was enough to confirm Shoham’s suspicions. Lt. Laner’s report had placed Nichols in Ramallah as well. “What identity was he using?”
She placed a xeroxed copy of a driver’s license on the bed. “Hans de Vries, a Belgian journalist for National Geographic. He was accompanied by this man, Piter Muller, identified as his photographer. And this man, his translator, a Palestinian named Muhammad Rahman.”
“Do we have anything on Rahman?”
“His identification was out-of-date, but after placing a call to National Geographic to confirm de Vries’ identity, the guards waved them through.”
Shoham cursed under his breath. The man in the third photograph looked familiar, strangely so. And Nichols’ last “translator” had ended up with a.45 slug in each lung. “Have Gabriel run this one through our facial-recognition software. See if we can come up with any matches.”

2:44 A.M.
The cruiser

The lights of Tel Aviv shone in the distance, casting their shimmering gleam across miles of open sea.
They were drifting now, engines completely cut, lights out. Drifting inexorably in on the tide. Harry and Thomas stood in the cabin of the cruiser, poring over surveillance photos on the screen of Tex’s laptop. “This one was taken in Marseilles a year ago-al-Farouk was treated like a hero by the Muslim community after his activities in Lebanon. GIGN tried to move in, but they got nowhere with the complete lack of local cooperation,” Harry added, referencing France’s elite counter-terrorism unit.
Thomas acknowledged the information with a nod, waiting for Harry to continue. A click of the mouse and the image on-screen changed. “This is the only other ‘face’ we have on this mission. Harun Larijani, the nephew of President Shirazi and a colonel in the IRGC. He’s never shown up on our radar before, so these are the only two photos we have of him.”
“Do we expect either one of them to be on-site?” Thomas asked, committing both faces to memory.
“Langley’s dossier on al-Farouk would lead me to believe he’ll be there. Appearing in Europe like that, like some sort of extremist fundraiser-the man’s let his ego overrule his judgment in the past.” Irony crept in Harry’s voice, along with a cold certainty. “And what could be more satisfying to the ego than to start a world war? He’ll be there, all right.”
“Where do you want me?”
“Up high. Eyes in the sky.” The screen changed to an overlay map of Jerusalem, showing both roads and topography. Harry tapped the screen with his index finger. “Right here.”
A grin spread across Thomas’s face. “Looks good. What’s security like?”
“At the church itself? Virtually non-existent.”

3:00 A.M.
The Church of the Redeemer
Jerusalem

There was little moon, the skies over Jerusalem shrouded by clouds, but the white limestone of the German Lutheran church glistened in the ambient light of the city. Built in the late 19th century and dedicated in 1898 in a ceremony attended by none other than Kaiser Wilhelm II, of Great War fame, the church had seen much in the hundred-plus years since its founding.
At the western entrance, near the Muristan market, an icon of the Lamb of God surmounted the door, flanked by the engraving of a Prussian eagle on one side and a Maltese cross on the other, the third symbol dating back to the Crusading order of St. John.
The only Protestant church in the Old City, it was still in use as both a tourist destination and a functioning house of worship. And as Harry had said, security was virtually non-existent.
Above the church, high above the neo-Romanesque architecture of the Berliner Friedrich Adler, rose the bell tower. From its lofty height, one could gaze down on well-nigh the entire city.
And have a clear shot at almost anyone in the Haram al-Sharif…

7:09 P.M. Eastern Time
CIA Headquarters
Langley, Virginia

“We just heard from WHIPPOORWILL,” Carol Chambers announced, standing in the door of David Lay’s office. “Nichols and the team have made it safely to land. Phase 2 is beginning.”
There was no response and for a long moment she thought her father hadn’t heard the message. Then a long, heavy sigh escaped his lips. “You realize what we just did, don’t you? We put a team on the ground inside an ally’s borders. It’s like playing Russian roulette-God knows the Clandestine Service won’t survive if this goes south. It’ll be the ammunition used to shut down all our capacity for black-ops, everything we’ve built since the Bush administration.”
Carol gazed keenly at him across the room. “Is that the game Hancock is playing?”
“God knows,” David Lay repeated, shaking his head. “He’s given us Hobson’s choice-which is no choice at all, really. How are you holding up?”
A faint smile crossed her face. “The coffee consumed by the op-center staff in the last twenty-four hours would float the Titanic. We’re wide awake.”
“People understand why we can’t bring on another shift?”
“Operational need-to-know,” Carol nodded. “Restrict the number of people that realize we could be triggering a world war.”
A grim smile. “That’s right. Housekeeping moved a sofa into Conference Room #3. I’ll be in there if you need me. It’s going to be a long night…”

3:15 A.M. Local Time
The marina
Tel Aviv-Yafo, Israel

They left separately, their departures staggered in time. First, Thomas-then Tex and Farshid Hossein together. A body of men traveling together tended to attract undue attention in Palestine, something Harry wanted to avoid at all costs.
“You understand I’ll need you to take point on this,” Harry said when he and Hamid were alone at last. Davood was behind the wheel of an idling SUV ten yards away, waiting. “With Husayni insisting on only Muslims entering the masjid, you’re going to be the one most likely to be exposed.”
“It’s what I told the director, Harry,” Hamid replied quietly. “I knew the risks when I joined up. What’s to be done concerning…him?”
The unspoken name of the traitor seemed to hang like an iron weight between the two men. After a moment of awkward silence, Hamid cleared his throat. “I’ll handle it if you want me to. As a Muslim, his betrayal is my shame, after all.”
“It’s mine to do,” Harry replied, grim resolution on his face as he glanced toward the vehicle where their target sat. To be discussing his imminent death-was sickening. He had been one of them… “His blood will be on all our hands, but it is my responsibility. I trusted him.”
Hamid put a hand on Harry’s shoulder. “Don’t blame yourself. We all trusted him.”
“I know. There will be time after the mission.” Harry gazed deeply into his friend’s eyes. “It’s mine to do.”
A brief nod was the only reply. “This is a long shot, isn’t it?”
“What do you mean?”
“This mission-it’s a Hail Mary pass. We don’t have much chance of scoring. Long odds.”
Harry smiled at the choice of words. “You want decent odds, move to Vegas. In the mean time, I’ll see you in Jerusalem.”
“May Allah guide our steps,” Hamid responded, the faintest hint of a smile crossing his lips. “I’ll see you there.”
He turned and walked back to the vehicle, sliding into the passenger seat.

Harry watched them go, carefully timing their departure by his dive watch. Ten minutes, and he too would leave. He turned, walking back to the dirt-brown old Citroen that WHIPPOORWILL had procured for his use. It was the perfect clandestine car, nondescript and anonymous.
He slid in on the worn leather seat, letting out a long sigh as he leaned back. He was so tired, emotionally and physically. What did I miss?
What was it about Davood? What had turned him? Or had he been part of it from the start, a sleeper agent waiting for activation?
Questions without answers. They would never know the truth. But the blood price would be paid.
Harry tapped the brakes and put the car into drive…



Chapter Eighteen


5:03 A.M.
Mossad Headquarters
Tel Aviv-Yafo, Israel

“For the second time in less than twenty-four hours, Nichols has been spotted in Israel in the company of known Iranian terrorists,” Shoham stated, throwing both pictures on the desk.
Gideon Laner picked them up, then passed them on back to Yossi. “And one of them’s dead.”
“I’m afraid that is irrelevant in the face of the conclusion that must be drawn. The Americans are running a clandestine operation on our shores, and it involves our greatest enemy. For the past two weeks, we’ve been monitoring a spike in chatter emanating from Iran outward to the Arab states. Yesterday it dropped off and went silent.”
All three men knew the significance of that. “The attack is imminent,” Yossi nodded, his voice quiet.
Shoham’s hand moved to the computer at his desk. “Our analysts spent the last twenty-four hours decoding this conversation between Shirazi and His Royal Highness, Prince Ibrahim bin Abdul Aziz al-Saud.”
He hit a button and the tape began to roll. It hadn’t been translated, but no matter. They were all fluent in Arabic. First the voice of the Iranian president.
“The time has come…as it was spoken of by the Prophet, peace be upon him. We will rise up and claim the birthright of the faithful, the true.”
“Everything is in readiness?” the prince asked.
“Turn your face toward the northern sky, my brother, for tomorrow the first blow is struck against the infidel. Jewish blood will run once more in the streets of Al-Quds.”
“Inshallah.”
Shoham paused the recording. “There’s more ideological pep talk, but it is largely irrelevant. They’re coming here.”
“You believe the threat is credible?”
“Apocaplytic fantasies are only dangerous if one has the ability to carry them out. These men do.”
Gideon nodded. “What are your orders?”
“You and your team will go to Jerusalem. I want you there in case of an attack. It may be rhetoric, it may be real.”
“What about the Americans?”
“Not your concern,” Shoham replied. “The Prime Minister will be filing a formal complaint with the American embassy within the hour. The last thing we need is them getting caught in the cross-fire.”

5:21 A.M.
The Hezbollah safehouse
Jerusalem

Silence. His men had departed, leaving Farouk to finish his work. The false back of the closet had been emptied of the four liter-sized steel containers holding the bacteria. He sorted through a pile of paperwork and personal effects, IDs, vehicle leases and the like, feeding sheet after sheet into the small incinerator that sat at his feet. There must be nothing left.
The call to fajr, the dawn prayer, rang out over the city, but the Hezbollah commander did not fall to his knees. There was no time, and surely Allah would forgive, just once more. In comparison with his work of this day…
His fingers moved faster as he flew through the paperwork, one sheet after another dissolving to ash in the fire.
He paused as he came to the bottom of the stack, a smile lighting his eyes as he held up a small, wallet-sized photograph.
The eyes of a child stared back at him out of a paint-blackened face, the green scarf of the Imam al-Mahdi Scouts wrapped around his young forehead. Hassan, his eleven-year-old son.
The boy’s small hands were clasping the stock and barrel of a Kalishnikov assault rifle. Closing his eyes, Farouk could remember the day it had been taken, could still feel his pride in his son, could still smell the gunpowder that had perfumed the air as Hassan had emptied that rifle down-range at a poster of the American president. Oh, the irony of it all…
Farouk raised the picture to his lips and slowly, reverently kissed the image of his son. The memories were precious.
His hand paused over the flaming maw of the incinerator, then opened. The photograph fluttered in the air once, twice, then the flames closed over it, curling the edges of the paper, the image blackening as it disappeared into the fire.
Gone forever. Farouk gathered up his laptop and cellphone and looked around the room one last time before leaving. No matter what course the day took, he would not live to see another sunrise. It was the will of Allah…

9:45 P.M. Eastern Time
NCS Operations Center
Langley, Virginia

“Nichols is planning to put Thomas Parker in overwatch here,” Carter explained, tapping the screen with his finger. “The bell tower of the Church of the Redeemer.”
Kranemeyer shook his head skeptically. “Once he’s up there, there’s only one way out-it’s not exactly your ideal sniper location.”
“And we’re dealing with a medieval city. Like it or not, it is the high ground.”
“Is Parker in position?”
Carol looked up from her workstation. “Negative. The general public doesn’t have access to the bell tower until 0800. Another couple hours.”
“He’s posing as what-a photographer?”
“That’s correct, from Time magazine. His legend’s been back-stopped, and I had Michelle clear the photoshoot with the probst.”
“The probst?”
“The on-site representative of the German Lutheran church. They own the building and lease it out to several different congregations. Ames is manning communications in case they try to call Time for verification.”
Kranemeyer managed a worn grin. “Make sure we expedite his departure. We can’t re-route that number forever.”

6:27 A.M. Local Time
The residence of the Grand Mufti
Jerusalem

There were no guards in sight, but the barbed wire and security cameras surmounting the high wall around the compound spoke of a man who took his security seriously. As well Husayni might, following the car bomb that had paralyzed his lower body.
Harry took a deep breath and made his way across the street. “I’m going in,” he announced into his TACSAT.
“Roger that,” Hamid responded. “We’ve got eyes on your position.”
Keeping his eyes down as he crossed the street, Harry didn’t look around for his back-up. He had been in the field for too many years to make such a mistake. “Give me thirty minutes. If I’ve not made contact by then, things have gone south. In that case, you’re in command. Do the best you can and don’t waste time coming after me.”
For a moment, only silence filled the other end of the connection, then his friend cleared his throat. “I understand. See you in thirty.”
Harry closed the phone and tucked it back in his shirt pocket, moving up the street toward the gate of the compound.
Despite the ancient look of the structure, there was a call button and microphone mounted in the gate. Harry pressed the button and stood there waiting. Waiting…

From behind the tinted windows of an off-white Toyota Corolla parked a hundred yards away, Davood watched as the gate opened, as Harry disappeared inside.
“Mark the time,” Hamid announced gruffly. “0633 hours.”
“Thirty minutes?” Davood asked, looking over at the older agent.
Hamid nodded.
“You’d leave him?”
Another nod. “Just pray it doesn’t come to that.”
Prayer. Even as they spoke, the call of the muezzin rang out again over Jerusalem, calling the faithful to morning prayer. Allahu akbar. La ilaha illa Allah. Muhammad rasul Allah…
Davood ignored it, as he had once already. He would have to make up the salah later in the day, if he lived. And if not…

Husayni’s bodyguards were reputedly Jordanian spec-ops, on indefinite loan from King Hussein. Whether that rumor was true or not, Harry could not say. At any rate, they were competent. And thorough.
He surrendered his TACSAT and.45 at the gate, but the two guards took him aside into a small outbuilding. The room was lit with a single bulb, dangling by bare wire from the ceiling.
The older man took the only chair in the room while the other bodyguard rummaged in the closet, finally pulling out an orange jumpsuit, similar to those used in the U.S. for convicts.
His eyes locked with Harry’s and he tossed the garment in his direction, uttering a single word in English. “Strip.”
A second passed, and then Harry nodded. It wasn’t unexpected. His gaze still fixed on the young bodyguard’s face, his hands moved to his belt and he started taking off his clothes…

10:42 P.M. Eastern Time
NCS Operations Center
Langley, Virginia

The physical arrival of David Lay on the op-center floor was rare enough to be worrisome. It typically signaled trouble.
“What’s going on, David?” Kranemeyer asked, leaning in the doorway of his office. Lay brushed past him without a greeting. “Get Ron and Carol in here at once.”

Five minutes later, Lay was seated at Kranemeyer’s desk, with Carter, Carol, and the DCS standing in a loose half-circle before him.
“What’s going on?” Kranemeyer repeated.
The DCIA looked drained. “The last forty minutes have been just lovely. Simply put, people, the Israelis know we have a team on the ground. An hour ago, they filed a formal complaint with our embassy in Tel Aviv.”
Carter leaned forward until his hands rested on the front of the desk. “How?”
“Shapiro’s still working on that. My best guess would be that cameras picked him up as he crossed back in from the West Bank earlier tonight. The Israelis use a great deal of facial-recognition software and he’s hardly an unknown entity over there.”
“Do they have any idea where he is now?” This from Kranemeyer.
“If they do, they’re not telling.”
The DCS snorted. “If they had that card, they’d be sure to play it. I’d say we’re in the clear for the moment.”
“That’s not the official stance of the White House,” Lay replied with a shake of the head. “The politicos have made their position plain.”
“What’s the word from on high?”
“We’re to conduct a circumspect withdrawal.”
“And they’ve informed Israeli intelligence of the impending attack?”
“No-apparently they feel it would damage U.S.-Israeli relations if it were known that we had withheld this information up until this point.”
An oath escaped Kranemeyer’s lips. “Do they now? Then what’s the story supposed to be?”
Lay shrugged. “The Israelis handed it to us. They also know about Farshid Hossein, and the official line is that it was a prisoner snatch. The State Department has agreed to let Israeli interrogators have a go at him, starting next week.”
“This is madness.”
Lay pursed his lips. “I know. But their ways are ever higher than our ways. Get the word out to the field team.”

6:51 A.M. Local Time
The residence of the Grand Mufti
Jerusalem

“So, your name is Floyd Craig?” Tahir Husayni asked, passing the identification back to his bodyguard.
“That’s right. US State Department.”
“It’s a pleasure to meet you, Mr. Craig, though I doubt that is your real name. I trust my bodyguards weren’t unduly rough.”
“No worries,” Harry shook his head with a smile. “I was due for a prostate examination anyway.”
A laugh escaped Husayni’s lips. “I have been told that you need something from me?”
Harry nodded. “Your cooperation, primarily. We need covert access to the Haram al-Sharif.”
The cleric seemed to consider the question for a moment, then he cleared his throat. “You know there are people in this city who would kill us both for merely talking together.”
“ ‘I am for peace: but when I speak, they are for war’”, quoted Harry, his eyes fixed on Husayni’s face.
A quiet smile crossed the older man’s lips. “From the songs of Davood, the shepherd king. See, we are not as different as some would have us believe, are we?”
“Men of principle can always find common ground,” Harry replied glibly. “Or, in our case, a common enemy.”
“Ah, yes. The common enemy. You and I both know it is an ancient ploy. You would ask that I trust you?”
Harry shook his head. “No, I would not. We both know that suspicion, not trust, is the coin of our realm. In this case, it’s a simple exchange. Give us the access we need, and we’ll make your problem go away.”
“The problem you say exists.”
“I understand your skepticism,” Harry nodded. “In the end it’s your choice. A few hours and we’ll know. Do you want to risk your people and your city on us being wrong?”
“Or lying?”
“Or lying.”
A silence fell over the room as Husayni regarded him with a coolly appraising glance. Assessment. Decision. A minute passed, then two-a high-stakes game of chicken playing out between the two men.
Finally the cleric smiled, propelling his wheelchair forward from behind the desk until he sat directly in front of Harry. “My men will escort you and your team to the Haram al-Sharif. We have a security center located beneath the prayer room of Omar. You will be able to review security footage and I would insist that your non-Muslim team members remain there for the course of the operation.”
Harry looked out the window at the light of the morning sun streaming into the courtyard. Day had dawned. “Agreed.”
At that moment, as if to punctuate his words, the muffled crump of an explosion reverberated from somewhere to the north. Weapons drawn, Husayni’s bodyguards moved to protect their principal.
Harry exchanged a grim look with the cleric.
“It’s begun.”

7:05 A.M.
Mossad Headquarters
Tel-Aviv-Yafo, Israel

“Where was the blast?” General Shoham demanded, coming through the code-protected revolving door of the Mossad watch center.
The watch officer looked up. “Based on what we can determine, the bomb went off in a shop in the Souk el-Qattanin. First responders just arrived on the scene, but the building is in danger of collapsing completely.”
“The wool market?” Shoham asked, incredulous. “In the Muslim Quarter?”
“That’s right.”
“It’s a Friday-the market would be almost empty. What are we looking at here, a suicide bomber?”
“We don’t know yet, sir. The initial reports are sketchy, almost worthless when it comes right down to it. The IDF is moving troops into place to cordon off the area.”
The general shook his head. “That’s a mistake. We’ll look like we have something to hide. Where’s Laner and the team?”
“I don’t know,” the watch officer replied. “Eli!”
An analyst glanced up from the next workstation. “Lt. Laner is estimated to arrive in Jerusalem within the next fifteen minutes.”
“Get him on the phone,” Shoham ordered crisply, taking the watch officer by the shoulder and steering him away from the floor of the center. “Open a secure line with the Prime Minister. Do it now.”

7:08 A.M.
The residence of the Grand Mufti
Jerusalem

“I’ll be in a gray Suburban with three of Husayni’s bodyguards. Follow us to the haram,” Harry instructed, the TACSAT tucked against his shoulder as he buttoned his shirt. “I’ll be in contact with Tex. Now, our rules of engage-”
“Harry, will you listen for a minute,” Hamid interrupted, irritation permeating his tones. “We’re through.”
“What?”
“The mission has been scrubbed. That’s what I’ve been trying to tell you.”
Harry let out a sigh of relief, leaning back against the wall of the guardhouse. “They’re letting Mossad handle it.”
Dead silence on the other end of the line. “They have briefed Mossad, haven’t they?” Harry repeated, after a moment.
“No, Harry, they haven’t. I got it from Carter-it’s direct from the President. He pulled the mission after receiving a formal complaint from the Israelis regarding our presence in the area.”
“A political decision,” Harry whispered bitterly, his mind racing. “They don’t realize it’s already started.”
“I know, I heard the explosion. It came from the north-northeast, the Muslim Quarter.”
Harry looked over at Husayni’s bodyguards and came to his decision in a trice. “Are you with me?”
“Are you thinking what I think you’re thinking?”
“Probably. Are you in?”
A long sigh escaped Hamid’s lips, then he chuckled.“We’ve been working together for what, ten years? I’d follow you to hell.”
“Good,” Harry shot back. “Because that’s exactly where we’re going.”

11:25 P.M. Eastern Time
CIA Headquarters
Langley, Virginia

“According to the tracker on Nichols’ TACSAT, he just arrived at the Haram al-Sharif,” Kranemeyer announced, leaning against the door to David Lay’s office. “Beacons indicate that the rest of the team is converging on his location.”
Lay nodded. “So, he reacted just as you expected him to.”
“As I knew he would,” the DCS corrected. “It’s why I had Carter pass on the information regarding the Israelis.”
“A dangerous business, this thing that we’re doing,” Lay responded, looking out his seventh-floor window at the D.C. skyline. “Could be the end of an illustrious career.”
Kranemeyer limped across the room until he stood directly in front of the DCIA’s oaken desk. “It’s the only decision that makes any sense. The White House is looking at this through a political lens-it’s way past that now. The moment we opened a dialogue with Husayni we were committed. No going back.”
“You’d better hope I can sell it that way,” David Lay replied. “Or else they’re going to come for heads when this is all over.”
He shot his subordinate a grim look and pressed a button on his desk. “Margaret, will you get me President Hancock, please. Yes, I know what time it is. Just do it.”

7:31 A.M. Local Time
The Muslim Quarter
Jerusalem, Israel

The Souk el-Qattanin was an indoor wool market dating back to medieval times, a magnificent building. Or it had been.
The bomb had erupted in one of the many shops deep inside the building, blowing out part of the roof and taking out supporting pillars. The fire was spreading among the bales of wool.
Even as Farouk worked his way through the crowd that had gathered, another section of the roof collapsed, stone cracking under the intensity of the heat. Perhaps it had crushed some of the Jewish firefighters. A man could hope.
A thin line of Zionist soldiers were spread out in a hundred-yard perimeter, keeping the crowd back, including wool merchants who had rushed back from the mosque to save their wares. The Hezbollah commander smiled. By trading with the infidel, they had brought this fate upon themselves. It was the will of Allah.
As Farouk passed, one of the merchants raised his voice in a wail of anguish. “My wool! They won’t let me save my wool.”
He laid a hand on the man’s shoulder. “They say it was a Jewish bomb. That’s why they will let no one through until they have removed the evidence.”
By the time the man looked up, Farouk had vanished into the crowd. But the rumor spread…

In a car parked not three hundred yards distant, Harun Larijani sat, staring at the satellite phone in his hand. It was the third time he had placed a call to the Ayatollah Isfahani, the third time the call had gone unanswered. And he dared not place a fourth.
Something had gone terribly wrong. He was on his own now, and he trembled at the thought. This wasn’t the way it was supposed to happen.
He had been assured of support. It had seemed the right thing at the time, the path of honor, to betray his uncle and save his faith.
And now it was going to kill him. He tucked the phone into his pocket and leaned back against the driver’s seat, only seconds before the passenger-side door opened. Fayood al-Farouk.
“Quickly! Let’s go,” the Hezbollah commander snapped, impatience filling his voice. “The seeds have been sown.”

7:48 A.M.
The security center under the Haram al-Sharif
Jerusalem

As surveillance systems went, the one that encompassed the Haram al-Sharif was good. Very good in fact, taking into account the difficulties of wiring a centuries-old stone building. Then again, Harry realized, these people had plated a roof with gold not three hundred yards from where he sat reviewing footage. Money was hardly an object.
“What exactly are we looking for?” Husayni’s bodyguard asked, a short, stocky Jordanian by the name of Abdul Ali.
“According to Isfahani, we’re looking for four steel canisters, probably no bigger than a liter of soda,” Harry replied, illustrating with his hands.
The bodyguard nodded. “Already here, or still to be delivered?”
“We don’t have that intel,” Harry admitted. “What exactly are the limitations of your system here?”
“Limitations? What do you mean?”
“Dead space,” Hamid interjected, stepping forward to stand by the bank of screens. “Do you have a map showing the areas not covered by the surveillance cameras?”
“Ah, yes. One was drawn up a year ago.” The Jordanian barked an order in Arabic and one of the security guards left the room, in search of the map. Ali smiled tightly. “It should be here shortly.”

8:06 A.M.
The Church of the Redeemer
Jerusalem

Thomas entered the church from the west, coming through the bustling market of the Muristan. Above the door was an exquisitely carved lamb, a symbol of righteousness and peace.
Peace. Jerusalem meant the “city of peace”. Some might have considered the appellation prophetic, but it struck Thomas as little more than a bad joke. Jerusalem had been the territory of men like him for millennia, and he had nothing to do with peace.
He paused at the entrance, his hand brushing against the cool limestone of a pillar. As he hesitated, a young Western couple entered the church ahead of him, the girl smiling as she passed him. She reminded him of someone, maybe a girl he had known back in the States. He hoped she would survive the day.
Collecting his thoughts, he entered the narthex on their heels. Walls rose high on either side of him, culminating in a magnificently vaulted stone ceiling.
It had been years since he had darkened the door of a church. Not since he’d crashed the wedding of his half-sister, he realized with a smile of amusement. But here he was.
A middle-aged Palestinian man stood at the door to the main sanctuary, apparently the doorman. As Thomas stood looking around, he saw him give the girl a white scarf to cover her bare shoulders before she entered the main part of the church.
Here goes. Thomas took a deep breath and crossed the room, sticking out a hand. “Name’s Warner, sir. Jerry Warner, photographer for Time magazine. You were told to expect me?”

8:29 A.M.
The Haram al-Sharif
Jerusalem

“The crowds are already gathering,” Harry observed grimly, monitoring the bank of screens in the small surveillance center.
Davood nodded, standing by his shoulder. “It’s a pilgrimage for many. I’ve always wanted to come here myself. Here and Mecca.”
“The hajj?” Harry asked, a seemingly idle question.
Hamid looked up from the screens on the opposite end of the room. “The last time I got a vacation to go on hajj the Ravens were playing the Super Bowl. So I went to Florida instead.”
“Priorities, man.” A sharp, brittle laugh was forced from Harry’s lips. “Gotta have priorities.”
Tex cleared his throat a few feet away. “We’ve got a face, people. Near the al-Magribah Gate.”
“Who?” Harry demanded, crossing the room in two strides.
“Right here-in the crowd. It looks like Shirazi’s nephew.”
The frozen image was fuzzy, indistinct. Harry whirled on Ali. “Is there a way to get a higher res on this thing?”
The Jordanian nodded, elbowing the two of them aside as he bent over the keyboard, tapping in commands. “Here we go.”
The camera zoomed in close, the image clearing up as it did so. Even so, the face was turned half-away.
“I think we’ve got a match,” Harry said finally. “Tex, Hamid, I want the two of you to get topside. Shadow this joker, but don’t take him. Yet. Ali, where did you put the major?”
“In the next room,” the bodyguard replied.
“Bring him in here, please. I have a few questions to ask him.”
The moment the door closed behind Ali, Harry’s hand flew to his ear, keying the headset radio. “Come in, LONGBOW. Do you copy?”

8:32 A.M.
The Church of the Redeemer

One hundred and seven. One hundred and eight. One hundred and nine. Panting, Thomas paused on the hundred and tenth step of the narrow spiral staircase, gazing up at the bells hanging far above him. He had made it well past the half-way point. At that moment, his headset crackled with static. “Come in, LONGBOW. Do you copy?”
He leaned against the side of the tower. “Yeah, I copy, EAGLE SIX.”
“Are you in position?”
“Negative, EAGLE SIX. I’m half-way up. My credentials were accepted by the probst.”
“Good. All right, we’ve got a face in the crowd near the south gate. Harun Larijani. How soon are you going to be set up?”
“Ten minutes,” Thomas replied, looking up at the bells once more. His heart was pounding against his chest from the exertion and his injured side was throbbing with every step he took. He was being optimistic. “Maybe eight if I push it.”
“Make it five, LONGBOW. We need you in place.”

8:36 A.M.
The Haram al-Sharif

For all appearances, it could have been another ordinary Friday, but it wasn’t-all because of Farouk. Harun rubbed sweaty palms against his trousers as he elbowed his way through the gathering crowd. This was a final reconnaissance, a test to see if the Jews would deny him access to the Haram al-Sharif. They had been known to turn away young Muslim men before.
There had to be a way to stop this. Only a little over three hours remained until the canisters would start to disperse the bio-agent through the corridors of the masjid.
It was too late to speculate what might have happened if he had made a different choice. His choice had been made back in those mountains, vomiting the contents of his stomach out on the cold, hard ground. He saw those Kurds every time he closed his eyes.
To kill a man in the heat of battle was one thing. But not this.
The Americans were here, somewhere. But he couldn’t take the chance, not with one of them being a traitor.
He was growing paranoid-he knew that. But try as he might, he couldn’t shake the feeling. Eyes seemed to follow him through the crowd. Watching eyes lurking in every passing face. His choice had been made, and his fingers trembled at the thought. It was going to kill him…

“Subject is moving toward el-Kas, the fountain,” Hamid breathed into his headset microphone, his eyes following Harun Larijani.
“Roger that, FULLBACK,” came the Texan’s gruff acknowledgment. “I’m on him.”
Moving in tandem, the agents maintained a careful following distance, keeping in sight of their quarry. Trees shaded parts of the Haram al-Sharif and Hamid marked his position as they passed an aged tree known as the “Prophet’s olive tree”.
“Do you make any escorts? Is he alone?”
“Undetermined. One possible at your one o’clock. LONGBOW, are you in position?”

8:38 A.M.
The Church of the Redeemer

“Almost,” Thomas whispered, gritting his teeth against the pain in his side. His fingers flew as he removed the false bottom from his camera case, lifting out the Barrett M98B in two pieces, a Leupold Mark IV scope mounted along the upper.
He had done this so many times. So many places. Despite his weakness, he could have done it with his eyes closed. Leaning back against the tower stone, he reassembled the sniper rifle and slapped a full 10-round mag of.338 Lapua into the magazine well.
Extending the bipod under the barrel, he moved from the steps into the belfry, taking up his position. A waist-high railing surmounted the balcony, walls of white limestone anchoring each corner of the tower. Beside him hung the three bells, engraved in German. His hand brushed over the cool bronze of the smallest bell, tracing the lettering with his fingers. “Das Jerusalem, das Droben ist. Das ist die Freie. Die ist unser aller Mutter. Gal 4,26 1897” But Jerusalem is free and she is our mother.
Free indeed, Thomas snorted, not recognizing the quotation. Held in bondage by violence and terror was more like it.
The view was amazing. From where he stood he could look down upon the entire Old City, along with much of the rest of Jerusalem. Looking to the south, he saw the Tower of David upon the wall of old Jerusalem, its stone construction having weathered the tempest of well-nigh three thousand years. Off to the west, the double sky-blue domes of the Church of the Holy Sepulcher. To the north, far in the distance rose the heights of Mt. Scopus and the new skyscrapers that were being built around Jerusalem. A city of commerce and life. Peace? Anything but.
Lying prone upon the balcony, his body half-concealed in the shadow of the tower, Thomas turned his attention to the east, toward the Dome of the Rock and the surrounding enclosure. Sweeping the area with the massive 14x scope, he quickly picked out the details pointed out by Hamid and Tex. There. He focused in on a face, recognizable from the photos he had been shown. Harun Larijani.
The proprietary BORS software system on the scope was turned on, feeding him targeting data. He settled the cross-hairs just above Harun’s right shoulder and keyed his mike. “LONGBOW to FULLBACK, I have eyes on the target.”

11:46 P.M. Central Time
The Hilton
Columbus, Ohio

“No!” President Hancock shouted, turning from the window to glare at his chief of staff. “I have made my orders clear and I want them to be followed.”
Ian Cahill shook his head. “I don’t understand your opposition to this, Mr. President. The CIA has laid out the case clearly. Once the meeting with Tahir Husayni was authorized, we tipped our hand. There’s no going back.”
Hancock swore softly, passing a hand over his forehead. “There is no such thing as a singular course, Ian. There are always choices, and I have made mine. Here-now, a month before the election, this administration must not be tied to a crisis in the Middle East.”
“We’re already tied to it!” Cahill exclaimed. “Mr. President, I warned you when you first took office not to play these type of games with the Agency. David Lay is an old hand. Trust me, try to pull the rug out from under him, and he will retaliate.”
“He needs to be taken down a peg or two,” Hancock nodded.
Cahill snorted. “That has been tried in the past, and on the whole, I wouldn’t advise it as a strategy.”
“Well, if you’re doing such a great job of strategy, why are we trailing in the polls?”
“As a wise man once said, ‘It’s the economy, stupid’,” the chief of staff retorted. “Until oil prices normalize, you’re in trouble.”
“The price of oil can be handled,” Hancock replied forcefully.
“How?”
The President looked up, as though jarred from his thoughts. Rattled. “I don’t know. Release oil from the Strategic Reserve or something. Just do me a favor and get the CIA out of Jerusalem!”
“I’ll see what I can do,” Cahill sighed. “Let me place another call to Langley.”

8:48 A.M. Local Time
Haram al-Sharif
Jerusalem

“Subject is heading toward the Islamic Museum.” Harry stared at the surveillance screens as Hamid continued to speak. “Body language is nervous, EAGLE SIX, he’s checking his back every few seconds. Closing the following distance without him bolting is going to be difficult.”
“Then hold where you are,” Harry replied, glancing over at Farshid Hossein. The major sat a few feet away, leaning back in an office chair. His posture was relaxed, the look on his face one of peace, if not complete boredom.
“LONGBOW to EAGLE SIX, the target is sweating profusely,” Thomas announced. Harry couldn’t suppress a chuckle.
“You can see that?”
“Listen, a 14x Leupold and I can count the drops for you. Interested?”
“The child is not up to this,” Hossein interjected quietly.
“What do you mean?” Harry demanded, swiveling toward the major.
Hossein cleared his throat. “Harun and I have a history. We have worked together in the past, before my-my untimely death.”
Anger flashed in Harry’s eyes. “And you didn’t tell us?”
The major shrugged. “I was under the impression that I was your prisoner. If you want a spirit of mutual cooperation, then you will have to treat me accordingly.”
“We had a deal,” Harry hissed, leaning forward in his chair.
“Your deal,” Hossein began, “was with the Ayatollah Isfahani-not with me. In the end, we are focused on a shared objective.”
“I doubt that.”
Hossein snorted. “My objective is to prevent the release of this toxin-without sacrificing my own life on the altar of the ‘greater good’, if at all possible. I need assurances that I will not spend the rest of my life rotting in an American prison after all this is over.”
For a moment, Harry seemed to consider his words. “We could use your help. I will contact my superiors at Langley.”

12:55 A.M. Eastern Time
CIA Headquarters
Langley, Virginia

“So, our prodigal’s TACSAT is working once more?” David Lay asked with an ironic smile.
Ron Carter cocked his head to the side, staring hard at the DCIA. “I understood Nichols to be following your orders to the letter.”
“He is,” Lay acknowledged with a frown. “I’m sure you understand the necessity of this being deniable. What does Hossein want in exchange for his cooperation?”
“Amnesty, from the looks of it. He’s been on the internal Agency ‘Most Wanted’ list since 2006 and I think he would appreciate losing the distinction.”
“I’m sure. What ‘cooperation’ is he offering, precisely?”
“That is undetermined. The team currently has eyes on Harun Larijani, who seems to be doing a recon of the Temple Mount. The major has a history with Harun and apparently he believes he can offer some insight into this operation.”
“That’s all? Insight? What do you think, Barney?”
The weary DCS glanced up from his seat on the couch across the room. “I say take him up on it.”
“You think it’s worth it?”
Kranemeyer massaged the stump of his knee and leaned back against the pillows. His prosthesis lay beside the couch. “For what he’s offering right now? No. But what if we turn him?”
“It would never work,” Lay shot back. “He’s too closely tied to Isfahani, now. He’d be executed the moment he returned to Tehran.”
“I’m not talking Tehran. For the last year, the Clandestine Service has been trying to get an operative underground in Somalia, to infiltrate the pirate groups there. We’ve lost three people trying to get a man inside. Who better than a former IRGC major with terrorist ties?”

8:59 A.M. Local Time
The bell tower
Jerusalem

He should have had a spotter. That was protocol, would have been the way they’d have done things-except for Davood’s betrayal.
He’d been on the gun for twenty minutes already. Thomas took his eye off the scope for a moment, closing his eyes to rest them. They hurt, red from lack of sleep and stress.
He felt something move behind him, and the next moment the bells began to ring, striking the hour as they had for over a century.
The noise was deafening. Thomas curled up in a ball next to the rifle, hands pressed tightly against his ears. It felt as though his head was going to explode, but the clangor continued as the bells swung back and forth, drowning out everything else…

9:02 A.M.
The Haram al-Sharif

There are things which are well-nigh unavoidable, moments when instinct overrrides training. The impulse to turn toward an explosion is one of those things, the desire to observe the source of the danger overruling everything else.
And so it was. As the shock wave of a second explosion rippled through the Old City, both Hamid and Tex turned, instinctively looking for cover, for the source of the noise.
A pillar of smoke rose from the north, in the Muslim Quarter near the edge of the Haram al-Sharif. The crowd around them seemed to freeze, stop-motion, in shock and fear.
The terrorists had struck again. Hamid swore as men beside him gasped in surprise. It would be only moments before panic seized the crowd and he looked around, his eyes searching the courtyard for their target. For Larijani.
He was nowhere to be seen. “FULLBACK to GUNHAND, do you have eyes on the subject?”
A moment, and Tex’s voice came over his headset. “Negative, FULLBACK, I lost him in the crowd near the museum. The explosion…”
“Same here,” Hamid retorted angrily, jostling his way through the moving crowd. Curses in Arabic, Turkish, and a dozen other languages resounded in his ears as he elbowed worshipers out of his path. “LONGBOW, I need a twenty on the target. Give me some good news.”
Nothing. “LONGBOW, do you copy?”
“Say again, FULLBACK?” Thomas responded after a moment.
“I need a twenty on Harun Larijani. Tell me you have him.”
A pregnant pause, then came the answer. “Sorry, FULLBACK. I lost him a couple minutes ago, when these blasted bells struck the hour.”

1:15 A.M. Eastern Time
CIA Headquarters
Langley, Virginia

“Tell me we’re not being snookered,” David Lay ordered, tossing the print-out onto Kranemeyer’s desk. “This just came over the wires from Reuters.”
The DCS looked over the headline. “They’ve had a second bomb go off-in the Muslim quarter. What are you saying?”
Lay sighed, glancing out the window at the D.C. skyline. “What if this is the real attack? What if the plot against the Temple Mount was a red herring, misdirection?”
“It’s not,” Kranemeyer replied with a shake of the head. “There’s something real about what we were told, despite the source.”
He glanced at his watch. “Now, if you’ll excuse me, the video uplink should be ready.”

Leaving the DCIA, Bernard Kranemeyer made his way down to the op-center, swiping his keycard at the door.
“Everything ready?”
A bedraggled Carter nodded without a word and led the DCS to a nearby workstation. “Here we go.”
The analyst leaned over Kranemeyer’s shoulder, tapping a command into the keyboard. A moment later, the satellite uplink synchronized. The video quality wasn’t much above what a webcam would provide, but it was workable.
“Salaam alaikum, Hossein effendi.”

9:21 A.M. Local Time
The Haram al-Sharif
Jerusalem

Watching the screen above his head, Hossein smiled as the American director’s words came through the speaker. “Alaikum salaam. I am informed that you have a deal for me.”
“That is correct.”
“And the terms? I provide you with information for my freedom?”
On-screen, the American shook his head. “I’m afraid it’s not going to be quite that simple. To let a man of your reputation go free… We need more.”

Harry watched Hossein’s face, trying to read him. “Yes?” the Iranian asked finally.
“Simply put,” Kranemeyer continued, “we need you to come work for us. A man of your background and reputation could be very useful in certain parts of the world.”
Real alarm entered Hossein’s eyes. “You are mad if you want me to go back to Tehran. I am of no use to you dead.”
“Rest assured-we are not fools,” the DCS replied tersely.
“Then where?”
“Where has not been decided, but Somalia is on the short list.”
“Out of the frying pan, into the fire, as you Americans say. My answer is ‘no’.” A shrewd look crossed the major’s face and he glanced from Harry to the screen. “I’m not interested in being a pawn the rest of my life. I want political asylum, a new identity, and money. The deal you must have offered Asefi.”
The request had to have caught Kranemeyer by surprise, but Harry could see no signs of it on his face. No question about it, the DCS could play poker.
“And what do you have to offer that would justify such a bargain?”
Hossein smiled. “BEHDIN. The pure and faithful one. It is the codename of an Iranian sleeper agent who has penetrated your vaunted Clandestine Service.”
In that moment, Harry was glad he had sent Davood out of the room. “This man has been activated by Tehran and is currently deployed as a member of one of your strike teams,” Hossein continued. “Give me what I have requested and I will identify him for you, before he can wreak further havoc.”
Kranemeyer’s poker face cracked into a hard smile. “I’m sorry if that was your best card, major, but it’s not good enough. We were already aware of the sleeper agent. He’s on the team with you as we speak.”
A glance at the Iranian’s expression showed that the shot had struck home, confirming the FBI’s suspicions of Davood. He shrugged. “Somalia it is then.”
“I believe we have a deal,” the DCS replied, grinning like a man who had just drawn to an inside straight.
At that moment, Harry’s headset crackled with static. “FULLBACK to EAGLE SIX, we have a visual on the subject. He’s heading toward the Gate of the Chain. Advise takedown.”
Harry didn’t hesitate. “Take him, but do it quietly.”
When he turned back, the screen above them was black. Kranemeyer was gone. Harry placed a hand on the major’s shoulder and spoke, his voice cold and hard. “Time to start earning your pay.”

9:26 A.M.
Mossad Headquarters
Tel Aviv-Yafo, Israel

“What is it, Mordecai?” General Shoham asked, entering Mossad’s analysis department. “Did you find something on the bombings?”
The analyst nodded, gesturing toward his screen. “I did, and it’s not good. We have a claim of responsibility.”
“Who wants the credit now?”
A website was loaded on the Mossad screens, displaying multiple webpages in separate windows. “The Lions of Jehovah,” Mordecai responded, indicating their logo with his cursor.
“Refresh my memory. That name is familiar. Why?” Shoham asked, leaning closer to the screen.
“Because it should be. They’re a hard-right Zionist group founded during the Second Intifada. Fiercely opposed to any concept of a two-state solution, they draw most of their support from the neo-evangelical community in the U.S.”
“Any history of direct action?”
“The closest they’ve ever come was when they blew up five of the bulldozers Sharon ordered in on the Gaza settlements. No casualties, just equipment damage, but their founder, Rabbi Benjamin Arel, went to prison. He got out-two months ago.”
“ ‘To drive the Arab from the lands of God’,” Shoham breathed, reading from the top of the page. “All right. Find out where Arel is now. We’ll want to pull him in for questioning.”
An aide hurried in, holding a secure satphone in his hand. “Lt. Laner on the phone for you, sir.”
“Give it here,” Shoham ordered, composing himself. He had enough to deal with without handling these lunatics. “Lieutenant?”
“Sir, we’re looking at a situation,” Laner began, his voice hushed, tense. “The word on the street is that Jews were responsible for the attacks.”
The general hesitated for a long moment before responding. “Here’s what’s worse. They’re right…”

9:29 A.M.
A cafe
Jerusalem

Taking a final sip of tea, Fayood al-Farouk returned the cup to its saucer and typed the last two commands into his laptop, tapping the ENTER key at the end of the sequence. The next moment, the commands went racing across the cafe’s Wi-Fi into the ether.
With any luck, the Lions of Jehovah wouldn’t even know they had been hacked until after Mossad showed up at their door. An archived copy of the website and the video claiming responsibility had already been sent to Al-Jazeera for dissemination across the house of Islam…

9:31 A.M.
Haram al-Sharif
Jerusalem

“GUNHAND, you have a policeman at your eight o’clock,” Hamid advised, keeping his voice low as he pushed his way through the crowd, toward Harun. “Recommend that I make the snatch.”
“Taking up overwatch, FULLBACK,” the Texan acknowledged.
The al-Magribah Gate was only a hundred feet away, maybe less. The window of opportunity was closing. Time to move. Hamid’s hand closed around the suppressed.45 Glock in the pocket of his jacket.
He saw Harun glance around once more, the anxious look still in his eyes. Careful, but not careful enough.

He had run out of options. In desperation, he had placed a fourth phone call to the secure line of the Ayatollah Isfahani, but someone else had answered the phone and he’d hung up in panic.
Someone was watching. Someone was always watching. Harun could feel their eyes boring into his back. Farouk would be expecting him back soon enough.
Suddenly, without warning, a hand closed over his arm and the barrel of a gun jabbed into his ribs.
“Don’t do anything foolish,” a voice admonished in perfect Farsi and Harun froze, fighting the impulse to face his stalker…

“FULLBACK to EAGLE SIX,” Hamid’s voice came over Harry’s headset, “Grab successful. I repeat, I have the subject. Proceeding to your location.”
“Good work,” Harry replied, turning to Major Hossein. “I need you to convince him that it’s in his best interests to cooperate with us. You’re sure that he’s not ideologically invested in this?”
“Harun?” Hossein shook his head. “He’s not a jihadist. He doesn’t have the stomach for it. Give me a lever, and he’ll move.”
“Good. One other thing,” Harry added, a shamefaced grin spreading across his countenance, “I don’t speak a word of Farsi, so I’ll be relying on you to communicate with him during the entire interrogation.”

9:36 A.M.
The Madrasa al-Karimiyya
Jerusalem

It was a stately building-an Islamic school, or madrasa, dating back to the Mameluke rule of Jerusalem in the 14th century, built only thirty years after the expulsion of the Crusaders from Palestine by al-Malik al-Ashraf al-Khalil.
It had been the second target of the Lions of Jehovah. Gideon and his men deployed through the gathering crowd-listening carefully, observing. Eavesdropping to be blunt.
The bomb had been planted in the empty assembly hall of the madrasa, and the upper floor had caved in upon it. Whoever had chosen the target had known what they were doing. The entire ground floor of the school was considered sacred, an extension of the al-Haram, and the mood of the crowd was growing violent…

9:41 A.M.
The Haram al-Sharif

“You are with the Americans, yes?” Harun asked, half-turning back to look at his “escort”.
He received no reply from the grim-faced man at his side as they hustled across the courtyard of the Masjid al-Aqsa. After a moment of uncertainty, Harun decided to take his fate in his own hands. “The bacteria is already in place, within the masjid. I am willing to cooperate with your team-tell them what they need to know to find it.”

Harry was watching the pair as they approached the stairs leading down and around to the surveillance center. So far, so good. Tex was still deployed in the courtyard, making sure Harun wasn’t being followed.
They made it to the staircase, then abruptly went out of camera range. And didn’t reappear. “What’s going on?” Harry demanded, glancing at Abdul Ali, the Jordanian.


The bodyguard glanced from the screens to a map in front of him. “There’s a dead spot right there, ten feet in length. They will reemerge on screen H19, near the bottom of the stairs. Almost outside our door.”
Seconds passed, and nothing. Then minutes, and still no sign of Hamid or his prisoner. Impatiently, Harry activated his radio. “EAGLE SIX to FULLBACK, do you copy?”
Dead silence. “I repeat, come in, FULLBACK.”
There was no answer. Something had gone terribly wrong. Harry looked over at Abdul Ali, a determined look coming into his eyes. “Make sure you have a man guarding the major and come with me.”
“Where are we going?”
Harry reached for his jacket and the H amp;K UMP-45 submachine gun lying beside it. “I’m going to find my friend.”

They found the two of them lying beneath the staircase, just below where the stairs turned at a forty-five degree angle, continuing downward. A drop of six or seven feet.
At first it appeared that both men were unconscious, but as they turned Shirazi’s nephew over, pulling him from on top of Hamid, they found the knife buried deep between his ribs. There had been no accident here.
Harry knelt over his friend, his fingers pressed against Hamid’s neck, feeling for a pulse. “He’s alive,” Harry announced, relief flooding into his voice.
As if hearing the words, Hamid’s eyes fluttered open, a moan escaping his lips. “What happened?”
“That’s what I was going to ask you,” Harry replied, performing a visual assessment of Hamid’s injuries. His shirt was ripped, a long, shallow furrow slicing across his sternum and upper chest. Blood oozed from a nasty gash to his temple, but most of the blood soaking his clothes seemed to have come from his antagonist. “Harun is dead.”
Hamid closed his eyes, murmuring a curse.
“He said he was going to cooperate,” he whispered ruefully. “Said the bacteria was already in place inside the mosque. He turned on me as we were coming down the stairs. Hadn’t had time to check him for weapons-he pulled a knife. That’s about the last thing I remember.”
“Can you stand?”



Chapter Nineteen


10:03 A.M. Local Time
Jerusalem

It was a beautiful day for the world to end. Two hours now. It felt like the end of a marathon, the last panting strides to the finish line.
To fulfill one’s destiny. At such moments, it was hard to avoid becoming overconfident, but the Hezbollah commander forced himself to remain focused on the job at hand. And the problem that was now presenting itself.
Almost two hours had passed since he had sent Shirazi’s nephew into the compound to conduct a reconnaissance. Nothing since.
When his cellphone rang, he glanced at the screen, half-expecting to see Harun’s number displayed there. It wasn’t, but another equally recognizable. “Hello.”
“We have been betrayed,” BEHDIN’s voice announced flatly.
“What?”
“Shirazi’s nephew. He told the Americans that the bacteria was already in place.”
Farouk swore, barely able to contain his frustration. He had told the Iranian president that his nephew could not be entrusted…None of that mattered now. All that mattered was containing the problem. “Kill him.”
“He’s already dead. You need to be here-to make sure no other members of the team have been similarly compromised. We may even need to move up the time of the attack.”
“I will make that decision when it is necessary,” Farouk responded, bridling his anger at the sleeper’s attempt to take command of the operation. “The first step is to contact ISRAFIL.”
“Don’t waste the time-they’re no longer taking orders from the top. I warned you of that possibility.”
“Is there anything else I should know about?”
“They have a sniper with a high-powered rifle in the bell tower of the Church of the Redeemer. He will need to be taken out before we commit to any overt hostilities in the haram.”
“I see. Hold tight and keep me informed. Don’t take action until I give you further instructions.”
“That may not be possible,” BEHDIN replied, his voice cold as an arctic wind. “One cannot delay the will of Allah.”
There was an abrupt click as the sleeper hung up, leaving Farouk cursing at a black screen. After a moment, he rose from his seat, tucking the cellphone into his shirt pocket.
A few short steps took him through the door and out onto the balcony of the al-Fakhriyya minaret, looking down upon the silver-colored dome of the Masjid al-Aqsa below him, upon the entire southwestern corner of the Haram al-Sharif. He had anticipated the need to be here…

10:13 A.M.
The Haram al-Sharif

“There’s thirty-five dead zones,” Abdul Ali explained, spreading the chart out on a table. “About half of them are down here, in the area commonly known as Solomon’s Stables. The rest are scattered around the premises of the masjid.”
Harry leaned over the table, studying the chart intently. As might be expected, the work was imprecise, but it gave them a rough sense of the situation. “If you were to initiate an aerosol attack,” he asked the Jordanian, “where would you do it?”
The commando snorted. “If I were to perpetrate such madness, I would set the canisters in the main hall of the masjid, where they could do the maximum damage to those gathering. They have to have had help on the inside to get them inside. Perhaps one of the students from the madrasa who helps with maintenance.”
“So they could still be here?”
“Perhaps.”
Hamid glanced over Harry’s shoulder, his eyes flickered over the floor plans, taking in the large hypostyle hall. “There are only two dead spaces in the main hall, both of them near the mihrab.”
“That is correct,” Ali replied. “It would be very difficult to conceal something in so sacred a place.”
“Then, supposing your plans necessitated concealment, where?”
Ali thought about it for a moment, his hand tracing over the diagrams. “Somewhere in the stables of Solomon. Combining the potential for concealment with the ability to cause mass casualties.”
“There are worshipers down there?” Harry asked in surprise.
The Jordanian nodded. “The Masjid al-Marwani, a large subterranean prayer chamber opened in the last decade. A capacity of some two thousand. Less than the main hall, but it would be far easier to conceal the canisters.”
“Then let’s get this show on the road,” Hamid announced finally, tucking his Glock 19 back in its holster inside the waistband of his pants.
A look of concern on his face, Harry pulled him away from the table. “Sure you’re up to this?”
Hamid shrugged. He had changed shirts with Ali, and combed his dark hair down to hide the gash in his temple.
“Don’t have much choice, do I? Unless you suddenly want to convert,” he tossed in with a crooked grin. “The Mufti was pretty clear on the subject. I’ll take Davood with me.”
“Are you sure about that?”
“It may reveal the truth.” Hamid said, putting up a hand. “Let me play this my way.”
Harry stared into his friend’s face, his gaze searching, penetrating. “All right, but take Abdul Ali with you as well. You’ll need an extra man to secure the canisters. And hurry, we’re running short of time.”
“Aye, aye, skipper,” the Iraqi agent replied, turning away. “I’ll be in comm.”

2:21 A.M. Eastern Time
CIA Headquarters
Langley, Virginia

“Sir, I have the President on Line 2.”
David Lay shook his head wearily. “You told him I was asleep, I trust?”
His secretary looked at him, sitting there at his desk, and responded with a shamefaced nod. “He insists.”
“They get in that office,” Lay sighed, “and start imagining themselves some sort of blasted demigod. I suppose there’s no help for it-put him through.”
Reaching for the phone on his desk, the DCIA punched the speaker button and leaned back in his chair. “Good morning, Mr. President. A very early morning, I might add.”
Hancock didn’t respond to the pleasantries. “Lay, I thought I made my orders clear. We cannot afford the fallout of this operation. Pull your people out of Jerusalem!”
“Mr. President,” Lay began, taking a deep breath before continuing, “neither can you afford the consequences of publicly abandoning Israel. When the facts of this become known, as they will if we pull out, the world will know that we stuck a knife in the back of our closest friend in the Middle East.”
“Friend,” Hancock murmured bitterly. “They’ve hardly acted like friends over the past few years.”
Lay didn’t feel that point was worth the argument. “Preserving the balance of power has always been in our best interests, Mr. President. At present, we are committed to this course and there is no pulling out.”
“So you say.”
“Respectfully, Mr. President, this has become an operational decision, and protocol dictates that those have to be handled on the ground.”
“This is your dream, isn’t it, Lay? The same type of sick James Bond fantasies all you spooks seem to share. License to kill, no one with the power to stop you. I tell you this-if this operation goes south and embarrasses my administration, I will have your resignation on my desk before the week is out. Do you understand me?”
“I assure you, Mr. President, that the consequences have not escaped me. My resignation is already signed and sealed.”
“See that it is,” Hancock retorted, hanging up without further warning. Lay sighed and reached for the letter of resignation on his desk, his eyes scanning down the sheet to the blank space at the bottom requiring his signature. It represented everything he had spent a lifetime building up, a career he had sacrificed his family for. He wasn’t ready to give that up.
Not without a fight…

10:29 A.M. Local Time
Masjid al-Aqsa
Jerusalem

The farthest mosque. In all his life, Davood had never thought he would complete this pilgrimage. A prayer uttered in these halls was said to count for a thousand with Allah, praised be His holy name.
But he had no time for prayer, despite the sanctity of the spot. There was a mission to be performed. Padding barefoot across the carpeted floor of the assembly hall, he stole a glance across at his companions, each of them about ten feet away, flanking him. Abdul Ali on his left, Hamid on his right.

Hamid glanced up at the mosaics patterning the arch above him as they made their way down the central aisle. Beautiful work dating from the eleventh century.
Unlit chandeliers hung from the ceiling, most of the light coming from stained-glass windows on either side of the sanctuary. The light of Heaven streaming down upon this most holy of places.
He had to force himself not to look at his watch, not to look like a man with a purpose-at least any other purpose than worship or reverence. Little more than an hour remained to accomplish his mission.
He counted forty, maybe fifty people in the sanctuary as they moved toward the mihrab beneath the dome. It was hard to tell, divided as the hall was into seven aisles by rows of marble pillars. A scant fraction of the five thousand that often packed the masjid, but enough to complicate things.
Endeavoring to look like a common worshiper, Hamid stopped to glance at a copy of the Quran on a pedestal near one of the pillars, his fingers tracing idly over the flowing script. The sacred scriptures were open to the eighth Sura, the sixty-first verse. And if they incline to peace, incline to it also, and put your trust in Allah. Surely He is the All-Hearing, the All-Knowing.
And he passed on…

10:38 A.M.
The bell tower

“LONGBOW to EAGLE SIX, all is clear. Sitrep in five minutes.”
A few seconds passed, then Harry’s voice came over the headset. “Copy that, LONGBOW. Sitrep in five.”
Smiling thinly, Thomas turned back to his scope. Communicating a situation report every five minutes was standard protocol, designed to guard against an agent being taken out. Not that it helped the agent much.
Back and forth. The Barrett’s muzzle slowly traversed the courtyard of al-Aqsa, swiveling on the bipod. Back and forth…
Boredom was the sniper’s greatest enemy, one of many reasons protocol called for a spotter. It was affecting him now, as much as he fought against it. Boredom, lack of sleep, the wound still paining his side. He closed his eyes for a moment.
A sound pierced his consciousness, perhaps a footstep, perhaps a murmured whisper. Something that didn’t belong. Someone was coming up the stairs of the tower, he realized a moment later.
Thomas swore under his breath, pulling a silenced Beretta 92 from his holster as he moved swiftly to the side of the tower, away from the stairs. There was no time to hide the rifle and no point in trying. The probst had assured him the exclusive use of the tower…
He dropped to one knee by a corner of the belfry, steadying the Beretta in both hands. Aimed at the stairs.
A head emerged from the stairwell, a black balaclava masking it, then shoulders. Thomas took careful aim, the sights of the Beretta aimed directly at the head of his target.
Whether some sound or simply a premonition of death warned the intruder, Thomas would never know. The head and body shifted upward just as he squeezed the trigger, and the bullet smashed into the target’s shoulder.
Crying out in pain, the intruder reeled forward, clutching his right arm. Thomas crossed the belfry in two quick steps, his left hand slashing forward to deliver an edge-of-the-hand blow to the intruder’s throat.
The man crumpled, grabbing Thomas’ arm as he went and pulling him down, the Beretta slipping from his fingers.
A knife flashed in the intruder’s hand and Thomas seized hold of his wrist, leveraging against the injured shoulder.
At that moment, a bullet burned through the air past his ear, caroming off the chiseled limestone wall. Wrenching the knife free with a final desperate effort, he rolled away from his downed man, swinging round on the new threat.
The second assailant was by the brink of the stairs, moving forward, a semiautomatic pistol in his hands. Pain shooting through his side, Thomas pivoted from his prone position, hooking his right foot behind the attacker’s leg. Caught off-balance, the man staggered back as Thomas’s left heel delivered a vicious kick to his shin. Two steps back, and then there was air beneath his feet.
A scream of fear and surprise tore through the air as the intruder toppled backward into the stairwell, disappearing from sight.
“EAGLE SIX to LONGBOW, do you copy? What is your sitrep?”
Thomas forced himself to ignore the voice in his ear, swinging around as the first assailant rose to his knees, his elbow arcing into the man’s jaw…

10:44 A.M.
The security center

“EAGLE SIX to LONGBOW, I need a sitrep.” Harry closed his eyes, forcing calm. Something had gone wrong. Seven minutes now.
At that moment, his headset crackled, a voice coming on the network. “FULLBACK to EAGLE SIX, we have a package.”
Harry sprang to the surveillance screens, his heart in his throat. There, on one of the screens, he saw the three men kneeling by a doorway, their bodies almost obscuring a stainless steel canister.
“Where are you, FULLBACK?”
“A corridor just off the main hall, to the east of the Mihrab. The canister was tucked beside a bookshelf-it’s shaped like somebody’s oxygen tank. A curtain was draped nearby, shielding it from the cameras. GUNHAND, are you there? We’ve got to disarm this thing.”
“I’m here,” Tex replied, moving to the screens beside Harry. With a couple of keystrokes, he zoomed in the camera, focusing on the canister. “Stand back so I can take a look. There should be an anti-tamper device somewhere-you’ll need to disarm that first.”
“Already done,” Hamid replied. “A five-ounce packet of C-4 on the backside of the canister.”
“Make sure it’s the only one. Then turn the canister over-I’ll need to see the wiring.”

10:46 A.M.
The bell tower

The intruder was laying across two of the rough-hewn steps about twenty feet down, his eyes staring sightlessly upward through the holes in the ski mask. The fall had broken his back. The man possessed no wallet or identification, but Thomas took a cellphone from the pocket of his jacket. A couple steps down, he picked up the dead man’s semiautomatic, a Russian-made 9mm Grach, and shoved it in his waistband, making his way back up to the belfry. He let the man lie where he fell.
“EAGLE SIX to LONGBOW. Come in, LONGBOW.”
“Yeah, EAGLE SIX, I’m here,” Thomas replied breathlessly, kneeling beside the unconscious man on the balcony.
“What’s going on, man? Your sitrep was five minutes ago.”
“I had company,” Thomas retorted. “A pair of tangos who somehow figured out my location.”
“And?”
“One unconscious, one KIA. I’ll see what I can get.”
“Keep me posted. The first package has been located-we’re in the process of disarming it.”
“Don’t let me keep you,” was Thomas’s ironic reply as he turned back to the prone form of his assailant. With a quick motion, he jerked the balaclava from the intruder’s head and a gasp of surprise escaped his lips. The fabric pulled away to reveal the smooth face of a woman…

10:52 A.M.
Masjid al-Aqsa

Despite the slight chill in the October air, Hamid was sweating as he worked over the device, the voice in his ear guiding him on.
“We’re almost done, I think. This looks like a Czech set-up-there should be a black wire to the right-there.”
“Snip it?” Hamid asked, wiping his palms against his jeans. This wasn’t Hollywood-there was no digital panel ticking away the seconds, but he could feel them nonetheless. Sixty-four minutes, give or take a few.
“No,” Tex replied, his voice maddeningly calm. “You’ll need to detach it from the detonator without cutting it.”
“Suggestions?”
“Use the pliers as tweezers. It should come loose.”
Hamid took a deep breath, his fingers trembling as he inched the pliers toward the wire, metal touching against insulated wire, closing around it.
A gentle tug. The black wire came free, falling harmlessly away from the detonator and Hamid could hear a collective sigh of relief escape the men behind him.
One canister down. Three to go…

10:57 A.M.
The bell tower

At the first impact of the water, the young woman moaned, her eyes blinking. Thomas paused for a moment and then emptied most of the rest of his canteen across her face.
She roused, shaking her head and groaning in pain as she leaned against the wall. Her eyes flickered open, idly resting on his face. Then, suddenly, recognition flooded across her countenance and she tried to lunge for him, only to realize her hands and feet were securely bound with zip ties.
The stream of curses that escaped her lips was sufficient to surprise even Thomas, whose command of Arabic could only pick out the most prominent obscenities.
Unperturbed, he listened for a moment, then lifted his hand without warning and backhanded her across the face.
“Listen to me,” he instructed in Arabic, ignoring the glare of defiance on her face. He knelt in front of her, placing the cellphone he had taken from the dead man between them. “This is your partner’s phone. Sorry to say, it survived the fall considerably better than he did.”
She spat in his direction. “You are a lying pig!”
“Possibly. You were supposed to call in and inform al-Farouk of my death, right?” Taking in her look of shock, he pressed his advantage. “Yeah, I know your boss’s name, among other things. I want you to make the call, just like you were supposed to.”
“No.”
“Sure about that?” Thomas took her by the shoulders and pulled her to her feet, forcing her to the edge of the stairwell. She cried out in pain and he pressed down harder on the shoulderblade broken by his 9mm slug. “In that case, I’ll shove you over right here and now-leave you as a warning for the next people he sends after me. You get lucky, your partner’s body might even cushion your fall.”
As if on cue, the phone vibrated in his hand. He glanced at the number, then handed the phone to her, nodding as he did so.
She met his gaze, tears rolling down her cheeks. Their eyes locked and Thomas cleared his throat. “Better start deciding how much you really want to die today.”
Another painful moment of indecision came and went, then she flipped open the phone with a sudden gesture, speaking quickly. “The target has been eliminated…”

“Why are you answering Rashid’s phone?” Farouk asked after listening to her report.
A tinge of sadness colored the young woman’s voice as she responded. “Rashid is dead. As they fought he and the American fell from the belfry onto the stairs below.”
Farouk considered that for a moment. “Very well. You have been trained in the use of a rifle. I will be counting on you.”

11:08 A.M.
The Masjid al-Aqsa

“There should be a red wire beneath the black, running in a diagonal from left to right.”
“And there isn’t.” Hamid wiped his forehead with the back of his hand, rocking back on his haunches. The second canister had been secreted in the opposite hall, in a three-foot dead space-same set-up as the first, only five feet from an electric fan pointed toward the assembly hall.
Apparently the intention had been to use the ventilation fans to blow a billowing cloud of bacteria into the crowd of worshipers.
“Okay,” Tex responded. “Then we’re looking for a yellow-coated wire. Have one?”
“Negative, GUNHAND. Any other bright ideas?”
“No,” the Texan replied with a weary sigh. “Hold tight.”
“You’re coming here?”
“No other choice. This sounds like a new one.”
Hamid looked over at the Jordanian bodyguard to see him shaking his head vigorously. “Al-Husayni was very clear. There are to be no unbelievers in the mosque.”
“No dice, GUNHAND, they’re not going to let you in.”
There was a long pause, then Harry came on the network. “We don’t have time to mess with this. Send Abdul back with both canisters. We’ll disarm the second one here. FULLBACK and SWITCHBLADE, continue with your search.”
“Roger that, EAGLE SIX.”

3:16 A.M. Eastern Time
NCS Operations Center
Langley, Virginia

Making coffee was typically not Bernard Kranemeyer’s job. But with the op-center staff running on fumes, he was pitching in with whatever he could. His personal espresso machine was now sitting on the desk of an abandoned workstation and the DCS was sorting diligently through the containers of gourmet coffee he had brought from his office.
That was where he was when Carter found him. “We’ve received a sitrep from Nichols.”
“And?”
“The search is going well-they’ve located two of the four canisters. One of them’s disarmed and they’re working on the other one.”
“Thank God,” Kranemeyer breathed, closing his eyes for a moment. As good as the news was, it came with a chilling reality.
There were less than forty minutes left…

11:19 A.M. Local Time
The Masjid al-Aqsa

It had been days since they had been alone, Hamid mused as he and Davood moved down the stairs to the lower level of al-Aqsa. And the time had not been right.
His face darkened as he thought of the young agent’s treachery. He had sold out his faith for the hope of reward, an unforgivable sin.
At least Hamid had no intention of forgiving it. The Glock seemed to tremble beneath his coat as the pair hustled down the wide limestone steps, entering a vaulted corridor.

“Any ideas on the canister?” Harry asked, watching the surveillance screens. On one, they could see Abdul Ali hurrying back through the main hall of the masjid-on another the forms of Davood and Hamid making their way down a corridor. Worshipers were beginning to flood into the building, in advance of zhurh, the noon prayer.
Tex shook his head. “It sounds like a new design. Won’t know till I’ve had a better look.”
Harry nodded, then motion on one of the screens attracted his eye. The two agents were stopped in a small room, a library, from the look of it. It also looked like they were alone.
He selected the camera on the computer console and zoomed in the camera. Hamid was gesturing angrily at the younger man, who stood with his back to a bookshelf. Something was going on.
“EAGLE SIX to FULLBACK, are we having a problem?”
Without replying, Hamid swung toward the camera, the silenced Glock in his right hand coming into view. A single shot spat from the barrel, smashing into the lens of the camera.
The screen went dark. For a moment, Harry stood there, frozen in shock, then he activated his earpiece once more. “Stand down, FULLBACK. I repeat, stand down! That is an order.”

“Why?” Davood asked, his voice trembling as he stared into the muzzle of Hamid’s pistol.
“You have betrayed our brethren,” Hamid responded, ignoring the voice in his ear. “You have betrayed the holy jihad. And the penalty for such a betrayal is death.”
“I thought you were one of us.” The young agent shook his head.
Hamid spat on the floor, reaching forward to rip the microphone from Davood’s earlobe, crushing it beneath his foot. “Never. I have not forgotten the words of the prophets, as you have. It is not without reason that I am called BEHDIN, a man of pure religion.”

“EAGLE SIX to FULLBACK, I need you to put your gun down.”
“I thought you would have had agents in place to prevent him from turning on you,” Farshid Hossein observed coolly from the corner where he had been watching events unfold.
“Prevent what?” Harry demanded, turning on him in irritation.
The major took in the look on Harry’s face and blanched. “You really didn’t know, did you?”
Harry crossed the room in two strides, anger flashing in his eyes. “I don’t have time for riddles, blast you!”
Hossein never blinked. “The man you call FULLBACK is our sleeper agent. The man who betrayed your team in the foothills of the Alborz.”

“I never would have suspected,” Davood replied, stalling for time.
Hamid glared, circling, the gun still extended in his hand as he talked. “You don’t understand what all this means, do you? You pray at the masjid on Fridays and you dare to call it faith. My whole life has been dedicated to this cause. Ever since my family moved from Isfahan to Basra when I was twelve. I saw the American soldiers shoot their way through my village, and I could not cry. I was forced to live in the country I hated, to establish my cover. I joined that same cursed military at nineteen, because it was the quickest way to achieve my objectives-and Allah forgive me, I killed my fellow believers in the mountains of Afghanistan. All for this time, this moment. This holy mission, to prepare the way of the Expected One.”
Davood shook his head. “The Quran commands that ‘if they incline to peace, incline to it also’. This is not the way of Allah, my brother.”
“I am not your brother!” In that moment, Davood realized he had pushed it too far. He started to turn, to face the older agent.
The first bullet caught him in the side of the jawbone, fragmenting bone and pulverizing tissue…

Harry shook his head. “No, you must be mistaken.”
Yet even as he spoke, his words felt hollow, empty, lacking conviction. Could it be? That they had been wrong all along.
“I’m not,” Hossein replied, utter sincerity in his voice. “I tried to tell your director this, but he refused to listen.”
True enough. And then it all clicked into place-Thomas had been betrayed to the enemy, but Davood hadn’t known his location. Hamid had.
Harry stood there, still frozen in indecision. How long had he and Hamid worked together? How many times had they saved each other’s lives? The blood debt.
The door opened and Abdul Ali appeared, bearing both of the canisters. The Jordanian took a look around at the faces in the security center and asked, “What’s happened?”
Harry ignored him, turning to Tex. “I’m going in.”
“That was not the plan,” Abdul Ali protested, setting the canisters down by the door.
“The plan,” Harry retorted, “has gone out the window. We’ve got a rogue agent in the masjid and two canisters still in play. Tex, I need you to stay here and disarm the second container. Abdul Ali, you’re coming with me.”
“My orders,” the bodyguard replied stoutly, “are to keep you out of the masjid.”
“And my orders are to prevent your people from dying by the thousands.” Harry picked up the UMP-45 and slung it around his neck, buttoning his leather jacket over it. “I’ll leave you to reconcile the two.”
As the Jordanian stood in the door, undecided, Hossein spoke up. “Give me a gun and I’ll join you.”
Harry considered the request for a moment, then motioned to Tex. “Give him your back-up.”
Without a word, Texan pulled a.357 Magnum Ruger LCR from his ankle holster and handed it to the Iranian major, butt-first, along with a pair of speedloaders. Hossein spun the cylinder with a smile of satisfaction, shoving the gun into a trousers pocket.
Ali seemed still to be considering his decision and Harry moved toward the doorway, his face hard as a flint, his hand on his holstered pistol. In the chaos left by Hamid’s betrayal, he saw his mission clear.
For a moment, the two men stood face-to-face, staring into each other’s eyes. Then the Jordanian stepped aside with a sigh. “I have a duty to the Mufti, whom I have sworn before Allah to obey. And I have a duty to my own conscience. I will go with you.”
Ali picked up the two-way at his belt and issued an order in Arabic. “The public is to be denied access to the lower levels of al-Aqsa and the Masjid al-Marwani. Effective immediately.”
Harry’s hand fell away from the butt of his Colt and he nodded, without a trace of a smile.
“Let’s roll then.”

11:26 A.M.
The bell tower

“I think the bleeding has stopped,” Thomas said, stepping back to assess his work. He had torn his t-shirt into pieces to bandage the young woman’s shoulder. “But the bullet is still in your shoulder. A doctor will have to remove it.”
She shook her head. “Why didn’t you kill me?”
“I don’t know,” Thomas replied with a shrug. “Didn’t seem much point in it, after all was said and done. What about you?”
The woman looked at him strangely, and in that moment he realized that she was quite young-maybe nineteen or twenty. “About me? What do you mean?”
He knelt beside the sniper rifle and looked back to where she sat, her hands tied in front of her. “How come you tried to kill me?”
It seemed like a long time before she responded, and when she did there were tears in her eyes. “I was caught in my boyfriend’s bed.”
“So?” Thomas asked with a shrug.
“The penalty for fornication is death, but the imam said my sin would be forgiven if I gave my life in jihad. I was to carry out a bombing in the Christian Quarter this evening.”
Thomas considered her reply. “That’s a deuce of an atonement. Somehow I don’t see how having sex fits in the balance sheet of blowing yourself up.”
The next moment, his headset crackled. “EAGLE SIX to LONGBOW, be advised this network is compromised.”
Harry’s voice sounded distant, strained. “I am issuing an SOS on Hamid Zakiri.”
Shoot on Sight. “I didn’t get that, EAGLE SIX,” Thomas replied, sure he had heard wrong. It couldn’t be. “Repeat.”
“If you see Hamid, don’t hesitate. Shoot to kill.”
“What’s going on?”

11:28 A.M.
The Masjid al-Aqsa

Chaos. Confusion. Judging by the voices on the radio network, he had caused all of that and more. Hamid pushed it away from his mind and focused, kneeling by the third canister.
He had found it exactly where he had expected, based on the map Farouk had sent. As the other two canisters had been, but that cursed Davood had located them both. This one was well placed, but it wouldn’t do near the damage that the others had been meant to do. Somehow, he had to get it back up to the assembly hall of the masjid, where the worshipers were now gathering.
With a small tug, he separated the wires connecting the canister with the Semtex charge designed to interfere with tampering. The bacteria had been placed in a five-foot-square area of dead space, but it wasn’t safe to move into view of the security cameras. Not yet.
He pulled the TACSAT from his pocket and consulted the screen. Thirty-five seconds…

Hamid had been lying. It had been a set-up. If anything, this canister was simpler to disarm than the first. Almost there. Just one more wire. Tex looked up from his work with the bomb as every screen in the surveillance center went black, then lit up with a blinking error message in Arabic, “SYSTEMS OFF-LINE”.
He went to the control console, urgently typing in a command. At first nothing happened, then the system seemed to freeze. Tex shook his head.
A worm was working its way through the system-and the codes that should have shut down its progress only seemed to open new gateways into the network.
He opened his TACSAT and punched speed-dial as he continued to work on the console. “I think we have a problem, boss.”

Hamid smiled in satisfaction and sprung from his hiding place, covering the canister in his jacket as he moved back toward the stairs…

11:33 A.M.

They found Davood where he had fallen in the library, lying in a pool of blood by a bookcase. His face was horribly disfigured, blood oozing from a bullet hole in his jaw.
As Hossein and Ali stood watch, Harry knelt by the side of his fallen agent, his fingers moving up Davood’s neck, searching for the pulse of life. Remorse filled him as he thought back of their suspicions, of their misdirected anger. He had planned to do this himself-but all that was gone now.
There it was-a faint but still present spark and Davood’s eyes flickered briefly open in response to his touch. “Hold on tight, man,” Harry whispered, clasping the young man’s hand in both of his own. “We’re going to get you out of here.”
Davood groaned, murmuring something out past his broken jaw. “There’s no time…”
“That’s not your concern,” Harry responded with a forced smile. “I’m in command here, remember. And you’re gonna make it out of here, soldier.”
The young agent’s right hand fell away from his torso, disclosing a ragged bullet hole in his abdomen. He’d been gut shot, was losing blood rapidly. Harry could only imagine what the hollowpoint bullet had done internally. “No use. I’m sorry…”
The worst part of it was that he was right. Harry felt a white-hot flash of anger course through his body as he bent over the dying man. “You’ve got nothing to be sorry for,” he whispered fiercely. “Forgive me for ever doubting your loyalty.”
There was no response. When Harry looked up, the young man’s eyes were staring unforgivingly at the ceiling.
Harry folded Davood’s hands together across his chest and gently closed those sightless eyes, his movements slow and reverential. When he rose, a cold, hard mask had formed over his face. There was a time for everything under the sun and there would be a time for grief. It wasn’t now.
Now was the time for vengeance…

Leaving the library, they moved down a long corridor, weapons drawn. Harry took point, the folding stock of the H amp;K pressed tight against his shoulder. With the cameras off-line, they had no way of knowing where Hamid was. It was back to low-tech, old-fashioned methods, and they were running short on time…

The cameras showed the three men moving down the corridor toward him, blocking his exit. There were other ways to his destination, moving through the subterranean levels of the masjid, but the detour would take too much time. Hamid bared his teeth in a grin and scrolled through the frames on his TACSAT’s screen. There was only one way out-through the enemy.
He laid the canister down and covered it with his jacket, leaving his arms free for movement. Shouldering the MP-5SD, he moved to the corner, waiting.
The men on-screen drew yet closer and he noted their position with a careful, practiced eye. Now!

The figure appeared in an alcove near the end of the corridor without warning and Harry had just enough time to recognize Hamid’s face before bullets began coming his way, erupting from the barrel of the double agent’s silenced MP-5.
He threw himself sideways, his palms scraping against the flagstones as he hit the floor, rolling onto his stomach. Another moment and he was behind cover, his submachine gun aimed at the corner, but the hail of fire had stopped as abruptly as it had begun. “Anyone hurt?” Harry demanded, glancing over at his companions.
Ali shook his head in the negative. Hossein was laying a foot away from Harry, examining a gouge in his shoulder. “Ricochet,” he explained, wincing.
The absurdity of it all. To be trading fire with his best friend-it was surreal.
Those bullet gouges in the wall proved otherwise. So had Davood’s dead body. Harry closed his eyes, hatred mixing with sorrow. He knew what had to be done.
“Hamid!” he called out, his voice echoing off the stone. “Lay down your weapons and come out. We need to talk.”
The only response was the echo, bouncing and diminishing with every repetition. “It’s your only hope of leaving here. We can cut a deal, just give us the bacteria.”
“I’ve heard that before, Harry,” came the reply. “Remember, we took the class together-how to deal with a barricaded subject?”
They had, Harry realized with chagrin. He remembered the two of them joking about the class instructor, a rather pretty brunette. She could talk anybody into putting their gun down…
Hamid had taken her to dinner, if memory served. In better days.
He shook his head to drive away the remorse at what he was being forced to do. He couldn’t think about that now. Later. Not now.
A great gulf fixed…
At that moment, Ali’s two-way crackled with static. As he lay there on the stone steps, he responded, speaking rapidly in Arabic.
“My technicians say that the feed is still on-line,” he said finally, glancing over at Harry. “The error messages are apparently themselves erroneous.”
“Then why can’t we access it?” Harry asked softly, never taking his eyes off the iron sights of the UMP-45.
“The video feed has been pirated by someone with a satellite phone.”
“Hamid,” Harry breathed, the pieces clicking in place. “He’s using the system to track us. Isn’t there a way you can shut him out?”
The Jordanian shook his head. “We have only had the cameras in place for five months. We’re still going through the manuals on how to use them, much less figure out how to stop a hacker.”
There was an answer. There had to be. “Just give me the bacteria,” Harry shouted once more down the corridor. Lying in an effort to make Hamid show himself. If only for a moment. Just enough time to snap off a quick burst. “Give me the bacteria and I’ll let you go free. No one need know of the deal we make.”
A harsh laugh echoed off the limestone. “The West has never understood us, Harry, and they will die because of it. But you, you disappoint me. You should understand. My whole life has been given for this moment. I could no more walk away from this mission than you could let me-after I killed Davood.”
He was right. There was no way he could let him go. The answer came to Harry in a sudden burst of clarity and he rose to his knees, making his way down the stairs behind him.

His brow furrowed in puzzlement, Hamid watched him go on the camera screen. Watched Harry walk about ten yards back and pull the TACSAT from the pocket of his jacket…

3:38 A.M. Eastern Time
NCS Operations Center
Langley, Virginia

“What do you need me to do?” Carol asked, still absorbing the news of Hamid’s betrayal. It seemed like a bad dream. That the Service could have been infiltrated…
“It is possible to remotely deactivate an Agency TACSAT, isn’t it?”
She nodded reflexively. “Yes-yes it is. It’s just a matter of accessing the servers and restricting user-”
“Just do it,” Harry interrupted, his voice flat, eerily emotionless. “As soon as you can. Let me know when it’s accomplished.”
The phone clicked without warning, the connection broken. Carol rose from her workstation, her mind swirling. This had to go to the DCS…

11:41 A.M. Local Time
The Masjid al-Aqsa
Jerusalem

The first inkling he had of danger was when bullets whined past his covert, impacting and glancing off the centuries-old limestone walls. Hamid’s fingers tightened around the grip of his MP-5 as fluorescent bulbs exploded and shattered down the length of the hall, glass tinkling against the stone. In seconds, the corridor was plunged into subterranean darkness.
He smiled grimly. The opening move, yet despite his danger he felt more alive than he had for years.
All deception past, it felt as though a weight had fallen from his shoulders. All those years, the times he had belittled his own faith to maintain his cover. Little deaths of the soul.
Gone now, at long last. Allahu akbar.
Truly, God was great.
A glance at his TACSAT’s luminescent screen confirmed his antagonists were still in their places. As though they were waiting for something.
The canister still lay by his side, nineteen minutes remaining on the invisible clock. He couldn’t wait forever. But neither could they.
A whining beep drew his attention back to his phone, a message scrolling across the screen. DEACTIVATION SEQUENCE INITIATING. 15…14…13…
Hamid swore angrily, tossing the phone away from him. He had worked long enough with Harry-he should have known. Never underestimate the man.

Harry slammed a fresh 25-round magazine of.45 ACP into the mag well of the UMP-45, pulling back the charging handle. Fourteen minutes left.
At that moment, the phone in his pocket vibrated and he flipped it open, expecting to hear Carol’s voice.
“Harry, Zakiri’s TACSAT is off-line,” Kranemeyer announced gruffly. “Carol is working to restore the camera network to administrator control.”
“Tell her thanks,” Harry replied. “Is there anything else?”
“One more thing, Harry. This has been an unprecedented breach of security. Understanding how this was accomplished is of primary importance. If at all possible, we need Hamid Zakiri alive. Do you understand?”
“Yes,” Harry replied, gazing ahead into the darkness, understanding all too well. He had seen it all before. “Now, if you’ll excuse me. I have a canister to recover.”
Rising to his feet, he motioned to his companions, his stride steady as he moved down the corridor, the muzzle of his submachine gun sweeping from side to side. On point. In days past, that had been Hamid’s role.
The traitor. Why?
Harry knew the answer, knew and it angered him that he had never seen the signs. Hamid, the genial king of the office NFL pool-Hamid, the guy who had given up his pilgrimage to Mecca to watch the Ravens win the Super Bowl-yeah, that Hamid had been a jihadist. The man he had recruited. Hamid had killed to cover his trail, for Harry knew now exactly how Harun Larijani had died.
There would be no deals at the end of this road, no pay-offs, no trading freedom for information.
The brotherhood had been betrayed, and this road ended in the grave. The oldest law of mankind. Lex talionis. An eye for an eye and a tooth for a tooth.
He reached the corner and hesitated before going on, nervously checking the sling of his H amp;K once more. Everything was silent, a silence as cold as the grave.
Abdul Ali and Hossein fanned out behind him, pistols drawn, and Harry rounded the corner wide, the cold, suppressed muzzle of the UMP-45 tracking left to right.
Hamid was gone, the discarded TACSAT lying broken half-way across the adjoining corridor the only proof that he had ever been there. Harry motioned for a halt, his ears straining to pick up the slightest sound.
“Where does the corridor go from here?” he asked quietly, glancing back at Ali.
“To the left, on into the Masjid al-Musalla al-Marwani, the prayer hall of the Stables of Solomon,” the Jordanian replied. “To the right, it continues for about five yards, ending in a dead-end and a platform surmounted by displayed copies of the Quran.”
“Take left, I’ll take right,” Harry instructed. “He may be laying an ambush.”
It’s what they both would have done. Back in the day. In better times, odd as that seemed now.
At Harry’s signal, the three men moved out, Hossein and Ali going left, Harry going right into the dead-ended corridor as they rounded the corner. Empty.
The emptiness struck him with the force of a blow, his mind screaming danger as he started to turn. Knowing it was too late even as he did so.
In the narrow limestone corridors, the cough of Hamid’s silenced Glock resounded like thunder, the sound of the slide cycling. One, two shots.
The classic double-tap. Out of the corner of his eye, as if in slow motion, Harry saw Abdul Ali reel backward, blood spraying from a wound in his throat, the pistol falling from his hands.
He turned on heel, hearing the sharp report of the revolver in Hossein’s hands, the ring of steel against stone as Hamid staggered, dropping the canister. The UMP-45 came up to level, Hamid’s face coming into perspective through iron sights.
It was the kill shot. A single press of the trigger would have sent three 230-grain hollowpointed cartridges on their deadly way.
He hesitated. The world seemed to close in, his vision narrowing to a singular focus. His target. Off to his left, Hossein fired another shot, the bullet going wild, the report seeming as distant as a faraway storm. His friend’s face stared back at him through those deathly iron posts, seemingly frozen in time. Disbelief overwhelmed him, the sour taste of bile rising in the back of his throat.
He couldn’t pull the trigger. Moments passed-it could have been hours for all he knew. He saw Hamid, his left arm dangling useless at his side, move backward, toward the sheltering pillars, firing another shot to cover his retreat. Disappearing into the darkness.
Numbly, Harry heard Hossein’s voice, and the mist seemed to clear away. He’d had the shot…
His gaze flickered from Abdul Ali’s lifeless body crumpled on the floor to the canister laying a few feet away. “Disarm the bomb,” he ordered, his throat dry. “I’ll go after him.”
For a moment, Hossein didn’t move and Harry turned on him. “Can you do the job?”
The major’s gaze was unwavering. “Of course. Can you?”

Hesitation. It was the killer. Those moments when you paused when you should have kept moving, when you had the shot and failed to take it. It was those moments that killed. And he knew it. Alone now, moving deeper into the passages beneath al-Aqsa, Harry felt his eyes adjust to the darkness. Whether Hamid would lead him to the fourth canister, he knew not. It was like following a wounded tiger into his lair.
The corridor opened out into a large hall, arched pillars extending off as far as Harry could see. He moved slowly, cautiously, listening every few paces.
Sunlight streamed into the center of the room from a window high in the wall, on the southern wall of al-Aqsa if he remembered correctly.
A bullet smacked into the stone beside his head and Harry ducked low, his eyes searching the semi-darkness. A shape, about fifteen yards off, moving behind the pillars.
He knelt down behind a wooden railing partitioning off the worship space, the muzzle of his UMP-45 resting across the carved wood. Waiting, every sense alert, listening for any movement, any sign of his antagonist.
Patience-it had always been one of Hamid’s virtues. One of the things that had made him so valuable to the team. The team that had been torn apart by his treachery. Harry’s lips compressed into a thin line, forcing himself to remember the sight of Davood’s body. There was only one way this could end.
Movement there in the darkness, movement hesitant and uncertain. Harry saw the outline of a gun in the shadows and fired, the suppressed burst sounding like a trio of handclaps in the darkened hall. Applause for a requiem.

11:48 A.M.
The security center

“One more code,” Carol’s voice instructed. Tex cradled the phone between his ear and shoulder, his fingers poised over the keyboard of the security console.
“Z as in Zulu-Bravo-India-five-three-Hotel. Enter.”
“Roger that.”


“You should now be in control of the feed. I’m in the network as well, synchronizing our facial-recognition software with the cameras. They’re still using Windows Seven-there’s a couple backdoors in that OS. I used to date a programmer from Redmond.”
The screens around him lit up, the system coming on-line once more-revealing the crowd now gathered outside the mosque. Word from Hossein had confirmed the disarming of the third canister, but they still had one to find, and thousands of people flooding into the area around the masjid. “How soon will we have facial-recognition capabilities?” he asked.
“Five minutes, tops. Why?”
“We’ve got a lot of people to scan.”

11:49 A.M.
Masjid al-Marwani

A moan followed the burst of gunfire, then dead silence. After waiting for a minute, then two, Harry rose and vaulted over the railing, landing noiselessly on the carpet below.
He crouched and moved across the open area, hurrying toward the opposite side of the room.
Still nothing. No suppressed gunshots welcomed his approach, no bullets flew out of the shadows. Submachine gun held at the ready, he rounded one of the pillars and nearly tripped, his eyes fixed ahead of him.
He looked down into the face of his friend, pale and drawn in the semi-darkness.
Hamid lay there on the carpet of the masjid, on his back, his fingers groping toward the butt of the Glock which had fallen from his grasp. There was no sign of his MP-5, presumably discarded after the wound to his arm.
Harry’s final burst had stitched him across the abdomen and pelvis, breaking the pelvic bone. He wasn’t running any further.
Without a word, Harry reached out a foot and kicked the Glock away. Hamid watched the gun spin permanently out of reach, a look of defeat on his face.
Harry looked down upon the crippled body of his friend, remorse and sorrow roiling within him, remembering the good times.
How had it happened? Theirs had been a brotherhood of steel, forged in the fires of battle. Shattered in the space of a moment.
“We need to talk,” Harry said finally, forcing the emotion from his voice as he lowered the H amp;K, letting the weapon hang from its sling. “Where’s the fourth canister?”
Hamid coughed, blood flecking his cheek. “It was fated to end like this, Harry. There is no escaping the will of Allah.”
“Fate is what we make of it,” Harry responded coldly, drawing the Colt.45 from its holster on his hip. “That’s not answering the question. Where’s the missing canister?”
“I don’t know and there’s nothing you can do about it now. You were ordered to take me alive, weren’t you? I’m sure the Dark Lord is wondering-how did the ayatollahs penetrate his top strike team, how many missions were compromised because of me?”
“How many?”
A smile played on Hamid’s lips. “Azerbaijan will do for an example. It took the Service almost two years to replace the men they lost that winter.”
Taking in the look of anger and surprise on Harry’s face, he went on, wiping away blood from the corner from his mouth. “That’s the way Davood looked.”
“Shut up.” Harry closed his eyes, unable to escape the images burning themselves into his mind, an indelible brand. His own failure had led to this-this unspeakable betrayal.
The Colt trembled angrily in his outstretched hand, a round in the chamber, hammer back. End this…
“He screamed when I shot him, Harry,” the sleeper continued with a laugh. “It was a good sound-I shot him five times, enjoying myself. Just like I’d wanted to do for so long. He died like an unbelieving pig should, wallowing in a mire of his own blood.”
Harry’s face hardened into a cold, pitiless mask. The time for mercy had passed, all chance of redemption gone in that moment.
“Burn,” he whispered bitterly, his finger tightening around the trigger. Judge and jury were gone, leaving only the last of the offices for him to perform.
Executioner…
The hammer came down, the pistol recoiling into Harry’s hand as the mighty roar of the Colt reverberated through the stone galleries.
Hamid’s head snapped back at the impact of the round, the sneer on his face forever wiped away.
Harry stood there for a moment, the gun still leveled, looking down at the broken body of his friend, the blood staining the carpet. And it all came back, the emotion surging over him in a flood tide.
That it would have ended like this. He leaned against the pillar, his stomach convulsed in dry heaves, trying to vomit. Nothing could wash away the vile taste in his mouth. The blood on his hands.
A voice penetrated his consciousness, echoing in the dark chambers of his mind. He turned to see Hossein standing there about ten feet away.
He took in the major’s face, saw the revolver shoved into his waistband, and in that moment an image washed over him. Sergeant Major Juan Delgado’s headless, mutilated corpse. Floating in the Euphrates.
The Colt came up one more time. He saw the look of shock on Hossein’s face, saw his lips move, heard his voice in protest as if in a dream.
“I thought we had a deal.”
His own voice, a remorseless response. “Your deal was with Langley, not with me.”
And he fired, and fired-Hossein’s body reeling backward under the impact of the bullets, and fired until the Colt’s slide locked back on an empty magazine and he could fire no more…

11:53 A.M.
The security center

“What are your CPU usage levels?”
The TACSAT pressed to his ear, Tex pulled up a screen on the security console. “Sixty-five percent and climbing.”
“That’s not good,” Carol replied, worry in her voice. “If the usage of the recognition software goes over eighty percent, you’re going to start experiencing problems.”
“Such as?”
“The network is built to handle the data load of streaming video, but we just added our software on top of that. You might start experiencing black-outs from certain screens, it might crash the system altogether.”
“Seventy percent now.”
“We can dial back the speed of the search,” she added. “That would reduce the load on the central processing unit.”
“How much longer would that take? We’re at seventy-two percent.”
“Fifteen, twenty minutes.”
The big man shook his head grimly. “We don’t have that kind of time.”
“Are any of Husayni’s people in the room with you?”
“Negative, they’re in the next room over at the moment. Why?”
“Well, if the Mufti’s security service starts having to investigate mainframe glitches, they’re going to realize we piggy-backed onto their system. You can’t hide software like this forever.” Carol cleared her throat. “That is not desirable.”
“Desirability be hanged,” Tex snarled. “We’re going to red-line this thing.”
Images flickered across the screen as the software sped about its business, searching through the assembled crowd. Usage creeping to seventy-six percent.
It was a dangerous gamble, but none of the other choices were viable. The Texan knew that. If there were known terrorists in the crowd, they needed to know it, in the next few minutes if at all possible.
Seventy-nine percent. A screen above Tex’s head to the left flickered and went black, losing its signal. Losing his coverage of the al-Magribah gate, he realized, mentally reviewing the data before him.
Another two screens went black almost simultaneously as the CPU usage topped eighty-one percent, denying him a view of the crowd around the Dome of Yusuf Agha, toward the west near the Islamic Museum.
Two of the Jordanian bodyguards came hurtling through the door. “What’s going on?”
A loud, insistent beep came from the computer, a face morphing onto the screen, pulled from the crowd directly in front of al-Aqsa, near el-Kas, the fountain of ablution. FAYOOD HAMZA AL-FAROUK.
“We’ve got a face,” he announced, bending over the console. “He’s here. The man himself.”
“Get word to LONGBOW,” an unexpected voice ordered. Tex turned to find Harry standing in the doorway, his face drained of all its color, the empty pistol still clasped in his right hand. Not thirty minutes had passed since the two men had parted, but the team leader looked ten years older.
“The radio is secure to use once more,” Harry said, walking across the room to take command. “The traitor is dead.”

11:57 A.M.
The bell tower

“EAGLE SIX to LONGBOW, we have a target.”
Thomas came instantly alert at the sound of Harry’s voice on the radio network. “What’s going on, EAGLE SIX?”
“Fayood Hamza al-Farouk. He’s in the crowd near el-Kas, the fountain. He’s wearing a checkered kheffiyeh and Western clothes. I need you to confirm VISDENT.”
Ignoring the young woman’s glance in his direction, Thomas focused in on the scope, swiveling the Barrett toward the designated spot. The lens picked out the black-and-white pattern of al-Farouk’s kheffiyeh and Thomas rotated the dial of the scope forward two clicks, to the maximum zoom of 14.5x. Focusing on the face of the Hezbollah commander.
“VISDENT confirmed, EAGLE SIX. I have eyes on Fayood Al-Farouk.” Thomas centered the cross-hairs on the terrorist’s face, his index finger to the side, held carefully away from the Barrett’s trigger. “He’s wearing a bulky jacket, his hands in his pockets.”
Thomas’s eyes slid over Farouk’s body, remembering the photos he had been shown. Something had changed. It was more than just the jacket, which was justified by the cool north breeze wafting over the city. There was something different.
His scope drifted lower, along the torso. Something had changed, something was wrong. A sudden weight gain.
“EAGLE SIX, I think I have our fourth canister…”

11:59 A.M.
The courtyard of the Masjid al-Aqsa

One minute before noon. One minute before the canisters within the masjid were to release their deadly bacteria into the air.
Farouk smiled, his arms at his sides. The bacteria he carried had been divided into three small pressurized canisters, wrapped around his mid-section along with five pounds of Semtex. This was the coup de grace, the final blow.
In the wake of his bombing, the victims would be transported to hospitals and emergency clinics around the city, spreading the plague with them. The Jewish doctors would be among the first to die, along with their patients. And that would only be the start of the epidemic. Only the start of the war…
The fires of jihad would envelop the world and the world would be remade in those refining fires. Remade in the image of Allah, the most glorified, the most high. His prophet, the Twelfth Imam, peace be upon him, ruling over all of mankind.
A beautiful vision. He heard the muezzin begin the call to prayer and spread out his prayer mat, falling to his knees toward Mecca. The mullahs commanded that every prayer be prayed as though it were one’s last, but Al-Farouk smiled as his forehead touched the fringe of the mat. This would be.
Allahu akbar. La illaha illa Allah. Muhammad rasul Allah…

Harry shoved a fresh magazine into the butt of the Colt before stepping out onto the courtyard, racking the slide to chamber a round. It was time to finish this. Tex followed him into the open air of the courtyard as the crowd rose to their feet after the completion of the first ra’akah, the two men separating as they moved in on their target.
Allaahumma salli 'alaa Muhammadin wa 'alaa ali Muhammadin. Kamaa sallaita 'alaa Ibraaheema wa 'alaa ali Ibraaheema. O Allah, bless our Muhammad and the people of Muhammad. As You have blessed Abraham and the people of Abraham.
Emotion had left him back there in the deserted stables of Solomon, along with remorse. Gone was everything except a terrible sense of purpose.
Innaka hameedun Majeed Alaahumma baarik 'ala Muhammadin wa 'alaa ali Muhammadin Kamaa baarakta 'alaa Ibraaheema wa 'alaa ali Ibraaheema Innaka hameedun Majeed. O Allah, be gracious unto Muhammad and the people of Muhammad. As You were gracious unto Abraham and the people of Abraham. Surely You are the Most Praiseworthy, the Most Glorious.
Harry saw the kheffiyeh once more as he moved into the crowd. He and Tex, the only ones upright now among a sea of kneeling men, advancing upon al-Farouk from the side. There was no help for it. Any delay was fatal.

As the second ra’akah finished, Farouk regained his feet. He would trigger the bomb at the end of the salah, as the worshippers recited “Peace be unto you”. A delicious irony. The peace of Allah came only through submission to the sword.
It was then that he saw the face. A face burned into his memory ever since BEHDIN had sent him the classified CIA personnel files, not four days before.
They were coming to stop him, but it would be futile.
The detonator was in his coat pocket, securely compressed in his fist. A dead man’s switch. The moment his fingers released their grip, the bomb would detonate. Nothing could stop the will of Allah. He smiled through the crowd, his eyes locking with the American’s in a look of mutual recognition…

Harry saw the look on Farouk’s face, realized what was about to happen. His pistol was in his hand, but the distance was too far, too many innocents in the way. No clear shot. No way to stop something that had become inevitable.
He raised his hand to his ear, his voice cold as ice.
“EAGLE SIX to LONGBOW, take him out.”

12:03 A.M.
The bell tower

The cross-hairs of the Barrett M98B centered on Farouk’s temple and Thomas took up the slack of the trigger, squeezing methodically. The match trigger broke cleanly at one and a half pounds of pressure and the rifle recoiled back into his shoulder as the shot echoed out over the Old City of Jerusalem. The city of peace…

The.338 Lapua Magnum bullet shot from the Barrett’s muzzle at a speed of 2,750 feet per second, striking its target almost before the sound had reached his ears.
Farouk’s head exploded like a ripe melon, blood and brains spraying over the surrounding worshipers as he went down. He never had a chance to react, no final words, no prayers for mercy. Quite literally, the 300-grain slug was the last thing to enter his mind.
He went down hard, legs flailing in their death throes against the stone of the courtyard. And there he lay, the nerveless fingers of his right hand tangled in the folds of his coat pocket, still pressed firmly against the detonator. The bomb didn’t go off.

The muezzin stopped in mid-prayer, the crowd reacting in frozen horror to sudden death in their midst. In those first few seconds, it must have appeared as though the victim had been struck down by lightning from on high.
Then pandemonium broke loose. Harry elbowed his way through the scattering throng, reaching Farouk’s body moments after his fall. Tex was already there, on his knees beside the fallen terrorist, working through the wires that encircled Farouk’s waist.
Behind them, Husayni’s security personnel began to spread out across the Haram al-Sharif, forming a rough perimeter.
A few yards to the left, el-Kas, the fountain of ablution, continued to gurgle peacefully, its purifying waters splashing and glistening in the sun. A sharp contrast to the pandemonium that surrounded it.
Harry looked around once more, his eyes alert for trouble, then he pulled his jacket open and shoved the.45 back into its holster.
Time to stand down. Reaching up, Harry activated his earpiece radio. “EAGLE SIX to LONGBOW, it’s time for you to leave. Exfil before they lock this city down. Standard E amp;E protocols apply.”
There was a moment’s hesitation, then Thomas’s voice came back through the speaker in Harry’s ear. “What happened to FULLBACK?”
“I killed him,” Harry responded quietly, looking across the courtyard. He disconnected the comm radio without another word, seeing Hamid’s face before his eyes. The way he had looked lying there. He heard Tex’s voice distantly and looked back at the big man. “What?”
“The bomb’s been disarmed.”
Harry ran a hand over his forehead, unable to find the words to express his feelings at that moment. His legs felt suddenly rubbery, weak as the adrenaline left his body.
Unusually, Tex was still talking. “I found this cellphone in his jacket. Doesn’t seem to have anything to do with the bomb, but Langley might want to take a look at it.”
Harry barely heard him. The threat had been neutralized…

12:10 P.M.
Mossad Headquarters
Tel Aviv-Yafo

“We’ve got a situation developing on the Temple Mount,” Shoham’s aide announced, appearing without warning in the doorway of his office.
The general looked up. “What’s going on?”
“A man in the crowd gathered for prayer at al-Aqsa mosque was shot by a sniper. The security forces of the Mufti have cordoned off the area and aren’t letting anyone through. Our personnel have been pushed back toward the Gate of the Chain.”
“The Lions of Jehovah,” Shoham snarled, a grimace contorting his features. “Blast it! Do they have any idea where the sniper is?”
“No, sir.”
“Get Laner on the phone ASAP.”

12:12 P.M.
Haram al-Sharif
Jerusalem

Despite the best efforts of both the Israeli police and Husayni’s men, the situation was far from being under control. Both sides now seemed to be engaged in a Mexican standoff about a hundred yards from the front of al-Aqsa, tensions growing by the minute.
“It seemed to come from somewhere in the Christian quarter,” Gideon responded, struggling to hear the general on the other end of the connection. “My guess would be one of the church towers in the area was used as a sniper hide. I sent Yossi and Chaim over there right after the shot. If he’s smart, he’ll shoot and scoot, but they might find something worthwhile.”
“Right now,” Shoham replied, “I want you to focus on the situation there on the Temple Mount. Get things settled, get Husayni’s bully boys to stand down. We can’t have this spreading to the streets.”
Gideon took another look across the wide plaza and nodded grimly. Easier said than done. “Roger that…”

12:13 P.M.
The bell tower

It was time to go. Thomas left the Barrett laying where it was, the magazine still inserted. There was no way he could make it out of the city carrying it.
He drew his combat knife from its ankle sheath and motioned toward the girl, kneeling beside her and carefully slicing the zip ties that had bound her wrists and ankles.
“Go home,” he whispered, looking into her eyes. Her expression didn’t change, as though she had withdrawn to some place deep within herself. Gone was the uncertainty, the regret he had seen earlier, replaced by a dangerous calm. A sense of purpose.
None of that mattered now. With a sigh, Thomas rose, sheathing the knife and turning his back on her. Four steps toward the stairs and he heard the girl move, heard the lethal scrape of metal against stone.
Beretta already drawn, he turned back to see the rifle cradled in her arms, the long, black barrel swinging toward him as she fumbled with the safety.
She looked up to see the pistol leveled in his hand and froze, fear and surprise washing over her face as she realized she’d been played.
The grim tableau lasted only moments. The Beretta coughed twice, 9mm slugs striking her center-of-mass, hammer blows to the chest knocking her back. Her legs went out from under her and she sprawled onto the balcony, dying.
“Forgive me,” Thomas murmured, holstering the pistol. She had chosen her own course, that was true, but he had laid it out, knowing how she would react, knowing she would carry out her misguided atonement. It felt like a murder. Perhaps the murderers were those who had sent her out in the first place.
He buttoned his jacket, shoving the latex gloves he had worn throughout the operation into a pocket. The only fingerprints on the gun were hers.
It was time to go…

12:25 P.M.
The security center

“I’ve got to go out there,” Harry said, watching the confrontation play out on the screens of the surveillance cameras.
Tex looked at him, a look of intensity on his typically stoic face. “If you turn yourself in to the Israelis, this mission is blown. The Israeli government will imprison you, the Agency will deny your existence. That will be the end, Harry.”
Harry nodded, his mind flickering back to Hamid’s words as he lay dying on the carpet of the masjid. It was fated to end like this, Harry. There is no escaping the will of Allah.
He couldn’t just stand there.
“There’s no way I’m going let him win,” he said finally, moving toward the door. He heard Tex call out to stop him, ignored the voice of his friend. In the end, the mission was the only thing that mattered. All else was illusory, friendship most of all. He had killed a friend this day.
His footsteps took him up the ancient stone stairs from which Hamid and Harun had fallen only a couple hours before. It seemed as though a lifetime had passed in the interim. Come and gone.
At the door to the outside he paused, removing the Colt 1911 from his holster. His thumb hit the release and he heard the sound of the loaded magazine striking the stone floor between his feet. His hands moving quickly over the gun, he racked the slide, ejecting the chambered round.
There was a tinkle of brass against stone and he bent down to retrieve the cartridge, laying it and the gun reverently to the side of the door, covering it with his jacket. The big pistol had saved his life too many times to count but all that was past. It couldn’t save him now.
If the Israelis forced their way into the masjid, in the wake of everything that had gone before, Jerusalem would erupt in violence. And with it the Middle East. All their sacrifice would have been for nothing. All the blood, the tears. Davood…
The noonday sun shone down upon his face as he strode out unarmed into the courtyard on the east of al-Aqsa, a cool north wind rippling through his dark hair.
He felt nothing. Anger. Remorse. Betrayal. They had all come and gone like strangers in the night, leaving him cold, empty. He knew only what he had to do.

12:27 P.M.
The bell tower

There was no identification on either of the bodies, which wasn’t surprising in the least. One had been shot, the other-well, from the position of his body it looked as though he had fallen from the belfry, breaking nearly every bone in his body.
But, they had been players, Sergeant Eiland reflected grimly, which couldn’t be said for the middle-aged Palestinian lying dead in the narthex of the church below, his throat slashed by a knife. The doorkeeper of the sanctuary, apparently, which meant there would be the devil to pay with the Lutheran church.
As such, these had probably deserved everything they had gotten. The question was, who had given it to them?
Yossi looked over to see Chaim kneeling by the body of the woman, his eyes roving over the scoped rifle clasped in her lifeless hands. “It’s a Barrett-recent American make,” the young sniper observed coolly. If the presence of the dead woman bothered him, there was no way to tell it.
With a weary sigh, the sergeant toggled his lip mike. “Lieutenant, I’ve got three Arab KIAs and an American rifle. Any good news on your end?”

12:32 P.M.
The Haram al-Sharif

“Negative,” Gideon replied in frustration. “When we first got here, we could still see the body of the shooting victim, but they took him away in a bag five minutes ago. Not a thing I could do about it. I-”
He broke off abruptly as he looked toward the east of the mosque. A tall man was striding across the open courtyard in his direction, toward the perimeter where the stand-off continued. There was something about him, something familiar.
“I’ll get back to you, Yossi. Do what you can there.”
As he watched, a small group of men emerged from the front doors of al-Aqsa, from underneath the Crusader arch, forming a protective phalanx around a man in a wheelchair.
Tahir al-Din Husayni… the Grand Mufti of Jerusalem. He had never met the Sunni cleric, but he was unmistakable.
He saw the tall man stop, turn to face the entourage. Gideon’s hand went to his pocket, withdrawing a high-powered monocular and focusing it in on the man’s face. It was as he had suspected…

It was the only way. The die had been cast long ago. What had he told Hamid? Fate is what we make of it. Perhaps.
Harry looked from the wheelchair-bound cleric to his bodyguards and back again. “It’s for the best.”
Husayni looked up at him, their eyes meeting, and once again Harry felt the strange charisma that had given the man such a power over the masses.
“You and I know differently, Mr. Craig,” he replied quietly, putting a heavy, ironic emphasis on the false name he had been given. “This is not the way.”
“And you would suggest?”
“You have sacrificed much this morning in defense of my faith, but Allah does not ask this of you. He asks it of me.”
Without another word, Husayni gripped the wheels of his chair and propelled himself forward, across the stones of the courtyard.
Harry watched him go, then he felt two of Husayni’s bodyguards take him by the arms, steering him back toward the sanctuary of the masjid.
He didn’t resist. There seemed no point…

“I need to know what’s going on here.” The young Jewish officer wore no rank or insignia-not even a uniform, but Husayni knew he was in charge-sensed the air of command about him. He’d always been able to read people.
“And I need to speak with your superiors,” Husayni said gently, looking up into the swarthy face of the young man.
“How are the Americans involved?” the Israeli retorted, ignoring the request. Somehow he knew.
“With all due respect,” Husayni retorted, “this is well above your pay grade. I see you have a satellite phone. Call your superiors and tell them I need to talk to them.”
For a minute, maybe two, the two men regarded each other silently, then the officer reached for the phone on his belt. “I hope you have the answers to this…”

12:40 P.M.
Mossad Headquarters
Tel Aviv-Yafo

Avi ben Shoham sighed, leaning back in his chair. The phone on the desk in front of him was on speaker and he was sure his sigh had been heard. Frankly, he didn’t care. He wasn’t dealing from a position of strength anyway.
“My men tell me they made positive identification of an American agent named Harold Nichols near the al-Aqsa mosque a few minutes ago. What can you tell me of US involvement in this incident?”
“I have made myself clear, general,” Husayni replied firmly. “If you want my cooperation, you will have to content yourself with the information I am willing to give you.”
Shoham bristled at the cleric’s attitude. “What if I tell you we can do without your cooperation?”
“If I were you, I would think long and carefully before I made that assertion. Consider the facts, general. There were two bomb blasts in the Muslim Quarter this morning. The street will believe you are hiding something, whether any evidence points to it or not. A worshiper was slain in front of the third-holiest mosque in Islam, by a sniper with military training. Draw your own conclusions, but do not forget which ones the Arab world will draw: an arrow pointing straight at the heart of Israel. If it were not for me.”
He was right, and Shoham knew it. It didn’t mean he had to like it. “You pride yourself on your abilities.”
“Pride is a grievous sin, general, and Allah forgive me if I am guilty of it. There was a boxer in America-a man who went by the name of Cassius Clay before he found the peace of Islam. He said that it was not bragging if you could do it. And you know I can.”
“Monarchs and dictators are little but titular rulers in the house of Islam,” Husayni continued. “They tremble at the noise of the mob in the street. And the people of the street believe that I speak unto them the truth of Allah, subhanahu wa ta’ala. The most glorified, the most high. They will follow my words.”
There was a long silence before the Mossad chief replied. “Very well, we’ll do this your way.”
“Salaam alaikum, general.”
Blessing and peace be upon you…



Chapter Twenty


12:11 P.M. Tehran Time, October 5th
The Presidential Palace
Tehran, Iran

“And it is with sorrow, my people, that I must give you the truth. The attacks launched yesterday, profaning the holy ground of Al-Quds and the Masjid al-Aqsa with violence, were not the work of Zionist forces. Rather,” Husayni continued, looking steadfastly into the television cameras, “they were the work of fanatical forces within the government of Iran.”
A murmur ran through the assembled crowd and the cleric raised his hand for silence. “You find this difficult to believe? It should not be. How many times through history have Shia killed Sunni and Sunni killed Shia? And this time, even the mutual reverence for the site from which the Prophet, peace be upon him, rose unto paradise was not enough to restrain the violence.”
More voices, angry shouts as the crowd stirred at his words. “Retaliation is not the answer, my brethren. It never has been. Give not your ear to those who would twist the words of the Prophet into a call to battle. It is the jihad-within which will sustain our cause, a submission of ourselves to the will of Allah. For far too long has the house of Islam been divided…”
Shirazi could listen to no more and he threw his cup of tea across the room, shattering the plasma screen. The effort, the money, the planning, all of it gone to waste. His nephew dead, the worthless scoundrel.
Retreating to his desk, the Iranian president sank into his chair, burying his head in his hands. All of it lost. Had he misread his destiny? Once, everything had seemed so clear.
When he raised his face once more, determination shone through the grief. Nothing had been misread. It had only been thwarted by the efforts of false believers. And he knew what he must do.
Composing himself, he reached for the phone on his desk…

9:35 A.M. Eastern Time, October 9th
Five days after the attacks
NCS Operations Center
Langley, Virginia

“Good morning, Carol,” Kranemeyer greeted, rounding the corner of her cubicle, a manila folder in his hand. It was her first morning back on the job-the op-center staff had been given a few days off in the aftermath of their marathon shift leading up to the 4th of October.
“Any word from Nichols?” he asked, handing her the folder.
She nodded. “The field team is to touch down at Dover Air Force Base within the hour. Danny’s meeting them with transportation.”
“I want you and Ron to work this up,” he continued, gesturing to the folder. “It’s important to get it done before we have to notify the family.”
Carol opened the folder to see Davood’s dossier inside. Attached to the top of the cover sheet, above his photo, was a sticky note bearing the scrawled words “Directive No. 19.”
Her throat felt suddenly dry. She barely heard Kranemeyer ask, “What can you tell me about his death?”
“Two days ago,” she began, taking a deep breath as the story unfolded in her mind, “Davood Sarami was skiing with Swiss counterterrorism forces in Bern as part of a routine NATO paramilitary exercise when he fell to his death in an Alpine crevasse. His body was recovered by the Swiss, but had been rendered nearly unrecognizable by the fall…”
“Run it,” the DCS interrupted quietly. Carol nodded, turning back to her computer. Truth, that ever-elusive quality of the Clandestine Service.
Even in death, it was nowhere to be found…

5:21 P.M.

The men of the strike teams had a place to call their own in the sprawling complex that was CIA-Langley, an old storage room that had been converted into a combination rec room/lounge. Tex and Thomas were already there when Harry walked in, his debriefing with Kranemeyer over.
A game of football was on the television and Harry noted it absently as he made his way to the refrigerator, opening the door to look inside. “Who’s winning?”
“College ball. Penn State’s getting their butt handed to them by Notre Dame.”
“Any idea where my Pepsi went?”
“I think Nakamura stuffed it behind his case of Jack Daniel’s,” Thomas replied, making an oblique reference to the Bravo Team leader. “Toss one of those over here, will you?”
There was something different in the tone and Harry straightened up, looking over at his friend. “Getting yourself drunk isn’t going to solve anything, Thomas.”
Their eyes met and Harry could see his own hurt reflected there. Hamid had been more than a friend-he’d been a brother. “That’s what they tell me,” Thomas replied, no humor in his voice as he rose from the couch. “The operative point being that I won’t remember what it didn’t solve.”
At that moment, a wave of sound erupted from the TV screen, men collapsing in a heap near the goal line. “Touchdown! And Penn State has pulled it off once again, with a come-from-behind victory!”
Without a word between them, Harry and Thomas looked toward the door of the refrigerator, the sheet of paper held there by magnets. Under a rakish heading of “HAMID’S PIGSKIN PICKS” was scrawled a list of dates, games and predictions. Written down at the bottom were the words, Oct. 9th, Penn State vs. Notre Dame. Penn by one.
It felt as though he had reached back from the grave. Thomas swallowed hard, his fingers trembling as he tore down the sheet and crumpled it up, throwing it into a nearby trash can. “Excuse me,” he whispered brusquely, pushing past Harry to open the refrigerator.
Harry sighed, putting out a hand as he went by. “Give me your car keys…”

12:03 P.M., October 16th
A cemetery
Falls Church, Virginia

The funeral for Davood was held on a Wednesday, nearly two weeks after the attacks he had given his life to prevent. His fellow team members did not attend, under orders from Bernard Kranemeyer. Too many questions would be asked.
It was only after the graveside service was over, after the family and the gravediggers had left, that a lone figure crossed the street and entered the cemetery.
There was no stone to mark the spot of the burial, not yet-mounded earth and trampled grass the only memorial. A simple marker in the shape of the ancient crescent moon with the dates of his birth and death. The date Langley had given.
Harry knelt at the grave of his friend, smoothing the dirt with a careful hand. Dust to dust. “I’m sorry,” he whispered. “I should never have doubted you. You were a better man than any of us, the old hands-torn apart by suspicion and fear. Forgive me…”
There was no answer, and in his mind’s eye, Harry could see Davood as he had lain there in the corridors of the Masjid al-Aqsa, bleeding to death on the cold stone. There never would be an answer, none save that his own conscience could give him. To assuage the guilt.
Afternoon passed and night came, the stars shining down on the lonely vigil. And over and over again the words of the sage passed through Harry’s mind. To every thing there is a season, and a time to every purpose under the heaven. A time to be born and a time to die…
A time to kill and a time to heal. A time to weep…
This too would pass…



Epilogue


10:13 A.M. Eastern Time, October 21st
CIA Headquarters
Langley, Virginia

As it happened, David Lay and Bernard Kranemeyer were meeting in Lay’s seventh-floor office when the news came over the television, a plume of black smoke billowing across the screen.
Stopping in mid-sentence, the CIA director reached for his remote and turned off the mute in time to hear, “…this is FOX News correspondent Andrew Carlson in Hebron. What you see behind me is the remains of the motorcade of Tahir al-Din Husayni, the Grand Mufti of Jerusalem.”
“Dear God,” Lay whispered.
“The motorcade was attacked by militants using RPGs just after five o’clock local time, as Husayni was returning to Jerusalem. The attack seemed to be well-coordinated, a professional job by all accounts. Moments ago, we received confirmation from a source in the Israeli Defense Force that Husayni perished in the attack, becoming the first Grand Mufti in historical record to die by assassination. Traditionally, the office has been viewed as sacrosanct to all sides in the Middle East conflict, but Husayni had exposed himself as a lightning rod in years past and again more recently. A man willing to become involved in the politics of the region…”
Lay hit the mute button again. There was nothing more they could tell him that he didn’t already know. “They got him,” he announced quietly.
“He was a brave man, a credit to his faith,” the DCS added.
Lay snorted. “And he was killed by people of the same faith who believed him to be a heretic. Oh, well, the Middle East is one of the few places in this crazy world where it takes courage to be a moderate. Requiescat in pace.”
Rest in peace.
Kranemeyer nodded, rising from his chair. “Carter did want me to give these to you.”
He extracted a sheaf of papers from the folder under his arm and handed them to Lay. “What are these?” the DCIA asked.
“The phone logs Ron and Carol pulled off al-Farouk’s satellite phone. They’re working on tracing most of the numbers as we speak, but there was one thing Ron wanted me to run by you.”
“And that would be?”
“This last number-here, tagged with the header Israfil.”
“The burning one,” Lay observed, looking up. “The angel of the trumpet at the last day according to Islamic tradition.”
Kranemeyer nodded. “It was called three times in the twenty-four hours leading up to the attacks, the last time approximately thirty minutes before al-Farouk’s death. It’s a D.C. area code, and our attempts to access data on it have been blocked. High-class firewalls, even Ron is stumped. It looks like Zakiri may not have been their only man on the inside.”
Lay’s eyes traced down the paper to the number his DCS was indicating and the color drained from his face. There was a slight tremor in his voice when he spoke again.
“Tell Ron it will be taken care of,” he responded, forcing a smile to his face.
Kranemeyer looked at him strangely. “Are you feeling well?”
“Fatigue,” Lay replied, as glib as ever. “I’m thinking of taking a few days off next week. But assure Ron it will be taken care of.”
The director waited until Kranemeyer had left the room, then he reached into his desk, pulling out a prepaid cellular phone. The phone was clean, had never been used before. There was no way it could be traced to him.
The phone powered on with an annoying cheerful tone and Lay consulted the phone logs, tapping in the number with a trembling hand.
It was ringing. He took a deep breath to calm himself, drumming his fingers on the oak of the desktop as he waited. It rang once, then twice, then three times. He thought for a moment of hanging up, of putting it behind him, but that was no longer an option. The die had been cast.
Four rings and a recorded voice came on the line. So familiar. “You have reached the voicemail of the President of the United States…”
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