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            CHAPTER 1

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Minneapolis, Minnesota

        18 November 2016 – 2120 local

      

      

      

      The headscarf itched. Hijab, Liz reminded herself.

      She drew the indigo-blue material tighter against her neck as she weaved through the knots of people, food trucks, and craft tables outside the Cedar Cultural Center in downtown Minneapolis. The crowd attending the Muslim-American Arts Festival seemed on the youngish side—Liz guessed most were in their late teens and early twenties—and much more diverse than your average Minnesota crowd. She heard mostly English, peppered liberally with Somali and some Arabic. She even picked up a distant side conversation in her family’s native Farsi, but didn’t dare show any interest.

      Liz caught sight of her mark entering the theater: Zacharia Ismail, Somali-American, twenty years old, and hopefully their path to capturing Hamza, one of the FBI’s most wanted al-Shabab operatives. Hamza had grown up in the Minneapolis Somali community. Eighteen months ago, without telling a soul, he boarded a flight for Mogadishu and joined al-Shabab. Hamza had stayed in touch with his friends in Minneapolis, using social media to recruit new members to his cause—six in the last twelve months.

      According to their sources, Hamza was back, rumored to be in Minneapolis on a recruiting trip.

      Not for the first time, Liz reflected on how normal Zacharia seemed. When they observed him, listened to his phone calls, read his email and texts, he seemed like a normal young American. Good-looking, too. With close-cropped hair, broad shoulders, and a ready smile, Zacharia Ismail looked more like a starting quarterback on the football team than a potential terrorist. But then again, those were the best kind of terrorists—the ones that hide in plain sight.

      Don’t get ahead of yourself, girl. One step at a time.

      She slipped her ticket out of her hip pocket. “Soo dhowow. Welcome.” The attendant scanned her ticket, then held onto it when she tried to take it back. “I like your hijab,” he said with a wide smile. “Very pretty.”

      Liz tugged firmly on the ticket and it came free. “Thank you.” She did not return the smile.

      The dark blue material woven with a silvery thread was beautiful, but Liz wondered if maybe she’d overdone it on style. At the pre-mission briefing, it had frustrated her to no end how much time the men—and they were nearly all men—devoted to whether or not FBI Special Agent Elizabeth Soroush was or was not going to cover her hair.

      We’re trying to catch a freaking terrorist, she wanted to scream at them, and all you can talk about is what I’m going to wear.

      “I’ll do it,” she finally said. “It’ll cover my earpiece, anyway. But I’m wearing Western clothes—and no more discussion on the matter.” Her outfit for the evening was dress jeans, her favorite pair of ankle-high boots, and a white silk blouse. Her short leather jacket concealed the shoulder holster containing her service weapon, a Sig Sauer P320.

      She stepped into the theater, a cinder block–walled room about the size of a high school gymnasium. In fact, with its high ceilings and wooden floor, it looked exactly like a high school gymnasium. On the far wall, a small stage rose a few feet above the floor with an array of dimmed lights hanging above it.

      Liz found a spot against the wall where she could observe Zacharia. “I’m in,” she whispered. “I have the target in sight.”

      “Roger that, Liz.” The deep voice of Tom Trask sounded in her earpiece. “Any sign of our suspect?”

      “Negative, but our guy’s head is on a swivel.” Zacharia had met up with a group of friends and greeted them with a combination of fist bumps and elaborate handshakes, but his eyes traveled across the room as if he were seeking someone in the crowd.

      “This is Rambo. I concur. He’s looking for someone.” They’d had to go outside the Minneapolis field office to find “culturally appropriate” agents for this op. Martin Ramboni was of Ethiopian-Italian descent. As Trask had told her in an unguarded moment, Martin got his looks from his Ethiopian mother and his attitude from his Italian father. For God’s sake, the man insisted on being called “Rambo.”

      “Heads up, people, we’ve got incoming,” said their third agent, Gus Vallens. Gus was from somewhere in Latin America, but had the kind of multicultural face that seemed to blend into any setting. A good agent, too. She’d take Gus over Rambo any day of the week.

      Liz pushed herself off the wall, sidling closer to Zacharia and his friends. A pair of young women had approached the Somali boys. The shorter of the two harangued Zacharia while the other hung back and smiled at him shyly. Both of the girls wore long, loose robes and tight-fitting headscarves that draped over their shoulders and upper torsos. If this was a meet, the body language was all wrong. The girl talking acted too familiar with Zacharia, too open for this to be a clandestine connection. Liz angled her approach so she could get a glimpse of the shorter girl’s face.

      “Relax, everyone, it’s the sister,” she said. Liz could not recall the sister’s name. She was a high school senior, average grades, with a round, unremarkable face. Her presence on social media was similarly bland. Nothing to worry about there.

      The hall was more than three-quarters full now with plenty more people pouring in. Must be a pretty popular warm-up act. The overhead lights dimmed as Liz squinted at her ticket.

      Imaan. The Arabic word for “faith.”

      A lone female voice soared out of the darkness. It was a pure tone, without accompaniment, both soulful and hopeful at the same time, husky with promise. Liz caught her breath, turning toward the sound. It had been a long time since any music had affected her like that.

      Zacharia and his mates, along with everyone else in the audience, moved closer to the stage. The silhouetted singer raised her arms, swaying with the music, as her band started to underpin her voice with a soft beat and a bass line that settled in Liz’s gut. The singer started into a melody and Liz caught the Somali words for “home” and “mother.” The people around her swayed and mouthed the lyrics.

      In the dark and the crush of bodies around her, Liz lost sight of Zacharia. “I’ve lost visual contact,” she whispered. A girl next to her glared at her for making noise.

      “Rambo and Gus, do you have him in sight?” Trask’s voice was tight with tension.

      “Negative,” Rambo replied.

      “No—wait,” Gus said. “I see Hamza! I’m moving in.”

      Gus was stationed to her left. Liz shouldered her way into the crowd, heedless of the angry spectators who hissed at her along the way. The crowd thinned on the margins and Liz pushed herself to go faster.

      As the ethereal music of Imaan floated through the theater, Liz broke into an open area. Hamza was there, wearing the same lopsided grin and shaggy Afro as in his high school yearbook picture they’d used to identify him. The al-Shabab fighter looked more like a kid out on a Friday night than a terrorist recruiter. He raised his hand to someone in the crowd, but the smile froze on his face.

      “FBI—freeze!” Gus entered the space, badge hanging from his neck, weapon drawn.

      A blur of shadow flashed in Liz’s peripheral vision and Zacharia tackled Gus. Gus’s weapon boomed, freezing the entire room. The beautiful music was buried under the screams of a panicked crowd. Hamza dove into the wall of milling people.

      “He’s running!” Liz shouted. “Rambo, cover the front exit. I’ve got Hamza.” She whipped out her weapon and plunged after him.

      They had all the external exits covered, but Hamza had somehow gotten in here undetected, so Liz was taking no chances. She caught a glimpse of him fighting his way through the crowd, but there was no way to get off a clean shot with all these people around.

      He’s headed for the stage. He’s going to go out through the backstage.

      Liz shouldered aside another man and she had a clear view of her target. “Freeze, Hamza! FBI!” He threw a look over his shoulder but didn’t slow down as he ducked behind the stage.

      “No you don’t!” Liz ripped off the headscarf and sprinted after him down the narrow corridor. If he managed to reach the double doors and get backstage, who knew how many hiding places or hostages he’d have access to.

      She was gaining on him. Liz dove, stretching out her fingers as far as she could reach. She snagged a loose shoelace and held on. The nylon cord ripped into her skin, but she managed to hold onto a shred of plastic encasing the end of the shoelace. Liz pulled as hard as she could.

      Hamza lost his balance and sprawled out. His head slammed into the metal doorframe and he lay still. Liz scrambled to her feet, training her gun on the prone form. The young man’s dirty jeans and T-shirt hung loosely on his thin frame. Liz couldn’t see a weapon.

      “Hands where I can see them, Hamza!” she yelled.

      The terrorist didn’t reply.

      “Do it now!” Liz advanced and kicked him in the leg.

      No movement.

      Liz stepped around him until she could see his face. His eyes were open, his neck at an odd angle.

      “Shit.” Liz knelt next to him and placed two fingers on his carotid. No pulse. “Team leader, I’m at the backstage entrance. Suspect is down. I don’t want to move him. I think his neck is broken. Send an EMT team now.”

      Liz stepped back and blew out a long breath as FBI agents and paramedics swarmed around her.

      

      Liz watched the paramedics place Hamza’s corpse into a black body bag and lift it onto a gurney. After the EMTs pronounced him deceased, she’d been allowed to search his body. She’d found nothing, not even a burner phone, on his person. How did he get from Somalia back to Minneapolis? Who were his local contacts? Hamza went to his death with all that intel.

      They were back at square one.

      “It’s not your fault, Liz,” came Trask’s voice from behind her. He placed a comforting hand on her shoulder. “He ran. Sometimes bad things happen to bad people. Mr. Hamza’s number was up.”

      Liz shook off his hand. “What about the kid who tackled Gus? Zacharia?”

      “Rambo’s talking to him now. We’re taking him into custody, but he claims he never saw Gus’s badge, only the gun. He reacted to a threat, he says. Saving innocent lives—that’s his story.”

      A Minneapolis cop broke in to ask Trask about questioning the rest of the audience. It was going to be a long night. Liz spun on her heel.

      “Watch out for the sister,” Trask called. “Name’s Ayana. She’s a firecracker, that one.”

      In Liz’s estimation, Zacharia’s sister was about thirty seconds away from being arrested for obstructing justice. The girl’s hijab was askew, probably from the way she was waving her arms as she screeched at Rambo.

      “My brother has done nothing wrong! You cannot come into our community with your guns and your badges and arrest people. He was only trying to protect innocent people from getting hurt.”

      Liz inserted herself between the girl and Rambo. “Can I help you, miss?”

      The young woman shut up and took a step back as the FBI agent invaded her personal space. Liz studied her face. The eyes beneath the black hijab were large and brown, flared with anger. She had a squat nose and narrow mouth that turned down at the corners. Her round face was devoid of makeup.

      One of the local officers handed Liz her blue and silver headscarf. The girl’s eyes widened and she looked as if she might spit at Liz.

      “You! It was you! Where is my cousin? Hamza? What have you done with him?”

      If she was upset before, the girl seemed positively thermonuclear now. Liz took a step back. This was about to get ugly.

      “Perhaps I can help, officer?” The silky voice was like a bucket of cold water on the flames of the confrontation. The Somali girl pulled up short, her mouth agape.

      “Imaan,” she whispered.

      “Yes, my child, it’ll be alright.” The woman slipped her arm around the girl and faced Liz. Maybe it was the contrast with the dowdy young woman, or maybe the lighting, but Imaan was . . . mesmerizing was the only word that came to Liz’s mind.

      Tall and willowy, she stood more than a head above her young charge. She wore a beautiful pink and blue headscarf over a Western hairstyle that allowed glossy dark hair to spill over her shoulders. A dark blue sheath dress clung to her curves, and she finished the outfit with a pair of black Manolo Blahniks that Liz knew cost at least a thousand dollars.

      The singer extended her hand to Liz. “I’m Imaan, the singer whose concert you interrupted.” Her ringed fingers were cool to the touch and a jumble of golden bangles tumbled down her slender wrist. Liz found herself blushing.

      “We’re—um, we’re sorry about that, ma’am—Imaan. We were after a fugitive⁠—”

      “What will happen to Ayana’s brother?” Imaan squeezed the girl’s shoulders in a gentle hug. Ayana seemed to have forgotten all about her brother. She stared intently up at the singer.

      Liz hardened her tone. “We’ll be taking Zacharia in for questioning⁠—”

      “How long can you hold him, officer . . . ?”

      “Agent, actually. FBI Special Agent Elizabeth Soroush. We can hold Zacharia for up to twenty-four hours unless⁠—”

      “Then we’ll expect to see him released tomorrow.”

      Imaan steered the girl toward the exit.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            SECRET//NOFORN//SI//

          

          SAR -TULIP EMPEROR//RSEN

        

      

    

    
      
        
        21 Sep 2016

      

      

      
        
        MEMORANDUM

      

        

      
        FROM: 	Commander, Naval Special Warfare Development Group

        TO:		Secretary of Defense

        VIA:		Commander, Joint Special Operations Command

        Chairman, Joint Chiefs of Staff

      

        

      
        SUBJ:  AFTER ACTION REPORT – RAID ON AL-SHABAB COMPOUND

      

        

      
        Executive Overview

        Mission:  To capture or kill the leader of the al-Shabab terrorist organization, Abdulkadir Mohamed Abdulkadir, also known by the nom-de-guerre Ikrima, as well as any other high-ranking al-Shabab militants near the town of Baraawe, Somalia.

      

        

      
        Mission Date/Time:  15 September 2016, 0000Z – 0305Z (time ashore)

      

        

      
        Mission Outcome:  Raid failed due to early discovery by guard forces protecting Ikrima and his leadership circle; overwhelming and reinforced enemy defense precipitated withdrawal by raid force.

      

        

      
        It is believed Ikrima and most/all of his top echelon leaders escaped and remain alive. Further post-raid analysis indicates a much higher level of readiness and area coordination than believed possible from autonomous al-Shabab units.

      

        

      
        Based on follow-on communications, it is possible that Ikrima may have established a working relationship with Daesh.

      

        

      
        Casualties:  Minor injuries to four assault force commandos; numerous al-Shabab fighters killed or wounded. Casualty figures among non-combatants are unknown.

      

        

      
        Mission Summary – See Attachment A

      

        

      
        Recommendations

        Raid force commander recommends dedicated reconnaissance element be used prior to any future assault. While excellent coverage is provided by REAPER UAV, patterns of movement are best assessed by special operations forces with expertise in reconnaissance missions.

      

        

      
        Recommend larger raid force with dedicated close air support provided by AC-130 SPECTRE if future assault is ordered. Precision close air support from SPECTRE gunship would have alleviated numerical advantage by al-Shabab fighters in the compound and the reinforcements which arrived shortly after the firefight began.

      

        

      
        Recommend additional intel assets establish or disprove possible linkages between Ikrima and Daesh.

        ------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

        Classified By:  Commander, Joint Special Operations Command

        Declassify On:  Manual Review

        ------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

        Copy To:

        Secretary of State

        National Security Advisor

        Commander, US Africa Command

        Commander, US Special Operations Command

        Director of National Intelligence (copy to: Director, National Counterterrorism Center)

        Chief of Naval Operations (copy to: OPNAV N3, OPNAV N2/N6)

        Director, Central Intelligence Agency (copy to: Deputy Director for National Clandestine Service)

        Director, National Security Agency

        Director, Defense Intelligence Agency

        Director, National Geospatial Intelligence Agency

        Director, Federal Bureau of Investigation (copy to: National Security Branch, CT Operations)

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 2

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Presidential Transition Team Headquarters, Washington, DC

        23 November 2016 – 1730 local

      

      

      

      The president-elect flipped over the last page of the report. She let the page rest for a long moment before she turned back to the beginning and its blaring red classification header. She put it on top of the other intel summary reports in the stack.

      She’d known al-Shabab was active, but not to this extent. While Islamic State or Daesh had grabbed all the headlines, al-Shabab was creating chaos in Kenya, Somalia, and the rest of Eastern Africa. If these reports were right, al-Shabab under the leadership of Ikrima was directly responsible for the deaths of over two hundred people in the last year alone—a fact barely mentioned in the Western press. A US drone strike in March 2016 had set them back, but with this Ikrima character still on the loose, al-Shabab was back in business within weeks.

      “That’s quite a story, Jack,” she said. “It’s a wonder we’ve been able to keep it out of the news this long.” The report she’d just read was a wake-up call to the world she was about to face as president. While the 2016 election was coming down to the wire, her predecessor had tried a more direct approach to take out Ikrima. The SEAL raid on the al-Shabab compound not only failed, they’d pretty much gotten their asses handed to them. Four casualties, but no one killed, thank God.

      “Yes, ma’am.” He’d sat there still as a piece of furniture for the last thirty minutes while she read the entire file. Thirty precious minutes in her transition team’s schedule was like a week in real life. Tomorrow was Thanksgiving and all she had off was an hour for dinner with her family.

      This was the problem with actually winning an election. You never really knew for sure what you’d gotten yourself into until after you’d gotten yourself into it.

      And those who wanted to do damage to America didn’t take time off for elections—or Thanksgiving.

      A tension headache was building in that familiar spot at the base of her skull. She resisted the urge to close her eyes. No time for that now.

      “So how about you tell me what’s not in the report, Jack?”

      “Ma’am?” Retired Vice Admiral Jack Daugherty seemed genuinely surprised. He shifted in his chair, careful to keep the expensive charcoal-gray suit from hunching up around his shoulders.

      He wears the suit like a uniform, she thought.

      The president-elect placed her palms flat on the table and stared into Daugherty’s eyes. “We need to establish some ground rules, Jack. As my Director of National Intelligence, I need you to help me keep this country safe. Anybody can read a report. I need someone who can turn that report into action steps.” She paused and stood, waving for Daugherty to remain seated. Her back was killing her. She walked stiffly to the window where a bitter November rain streaked the glass. Low fog clung to the South Lawn of the White House.

      “The challenges are overwhelming right now. We’ve got Putin mucking around in Ukraine, the Chinese are building islands in the South China Sea, Turkey is on the verge of collapse, and God knows if Iran will behave under the new nuclear agreement—at least that one’s up to them. Daesh or ISIS or whatever we’re calling them this week is making hay while the sun shines in Iraq and Syria. The one bright spot in all this mess was that we had al-Qaeda on the run . . . now you’re telling me that al-Shabab in Somalia is dropping al-Qaeda to form an alliance with Daesh? How many Somalis do we have in this country?”

      “Approximately a hundred thousand, ma’am, but the majority have no connection with Somalia today—more than half of them were born here.”

      “I’m sure Fox News and the Freedom Caucus in the House will share your confidence about our immigrant population, Jack. You and I know it only takes one bad actor—what do you guys call them?”

      “HVEs—homegrown violent extremists.”

      The president-elect returned to her chair. “So what’s it going to be, Jack? Do you have what it takes to be my DNI?”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      She studied him again and noted that he met her gaze without hesitation. He would do nicely. Far better than that snake the party wanted her to appoint for Secretary of Defense.

      “Good. Then let’s have a real conversation, shall we? Let’s start with this report.” She picked it up and let it fall to the table with a slap. “What’s the moral of the story?”

      “Application of force, ma’am,” the admiral replied. “We tried to do this op with the bare minimum of assets, relying on the element of surprise.”

      “So what would you have recommended, Jack?”

      “Overwhelming force. JSOC, air assault, recon teams in place prior, the full monty. If it’s worth doing, it’s worth doing it all the way, no pussyfooting around.”

      She nodded. “I agree. What about this al-Shabab situation? Where’s the largest Somali population in this country?”

      “Minneapolis, ma’am.” He hesitated. “That was also the site of the failed terrorist bombing in September, if you recall.”

      Recall? How could she forget? A nuclear weapon on US soil. If that bomb had gone off, she probably wouldn’t be sitting in this chair right now. Thank God that never made the news cycle.

      “Alright, Minneapolis and al-Shabab is as good a place as any to start.” She glanced at her watch. “You’ve got another ten minutes. Tell me what you want to do in the great American Midwest.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 3

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Shaafici Mosque, Minneapolis, Minnesota

        24 November 2016 – 1700 local

      

      

      

      Most of Aya’s friends stayed after sunset prayers this evening. Her true friends, anyway. She knew that a few of them had families that actually celebrated the American holiday of Thanksgiving. A few even prepared turkeys.

      Not her parents. They observed the Muslim holy days exclusively. The rest of the holidays were for infidels.

      Although she would never admit it, Aya secretly wished her parents would try to fit in more, try to be more American. Her father rambled on about the good old days in Mogadishu, but he was never going back. He could barely finish a shift in his taxi without Zacharia taking over—his back was that bad. To make ends meet, her mother ran a small coffee shop in the Karmel Mall, the local marketplace for the Somali community. She pretended the earnings from the shop were actually her husband’s wages from driving the taxi. They all pretended, for her father’s sake.

      “Aya, how’s Zacharia doing?” asked her friend, Caaliyah. “How is he handling Hamza’s death?”

      They all wanted to know about her handsome brother, but no one asked about her. Inside she still seethed from that night.

      “Death?” she spat back. “You mean Hamza’s murder? When Imaan took me away I was on the verge of being arrested—” She stopped when she saw the other girls exchange glances. They didn’t believe that she’d actually met Imaan. After a few days, even Aya had started to doubt her own memory of that evening.

      Caaliyah looked toward the door and gasped.

      “It’s good to see you again, Ayana.” Imaan herself entered the women’s prayer room and strode straight up to Aya. The singer kissed the girl on both cheeks. Not a stiff embrace, but a warm hug, like between friends. Her hand lingered protectively on Aya’s shoulder.

      “I’m leaving tomorrow for Europe, but I wanted to see how you were doing before I left.” Imaan’s voice was rich and warm, making Aya blush. Her friends gaped at the international superstar—and Aya’s friend. Imaan’s hand tightened on her shoulder. “Maybe you could introduce me to your friends?”

      “This is Caaliyah, Yasmin, and Leylo,” Aya said. “The rest of them went home for the American holiday.”

      “But you all keep the old ways,” Imaan said, her eyes connecting with each girl. Every movement Imaan made seemed deliberate, elegant. “That is good. The Americans claim to separate politics and religion, but can you believe a country that puts ‘in God we trust’ on their money? Their Christian God is not ours, my Muslim sisters.”

      The girls exchanged glances. A few even looked around to make sure Imam Nabil wasn’t listening. No one talked like that in this mosque. Aya felt a thrill of danger run up her spine.

      “May I speak with you, Aya?” Imaan asked with a sidelong glance at the rest of the girls. “Privately?”

      Aya’s heart nearly leapt out of her chest. “Of course, Imaan!”

      The older woman raised her eyebrow. “Is there somewhere we can go that’s close by? Maybe a little more comfortable?”

      “My mother runs a coffee shop. It’s only two blocks away . . .” Aya let her voice trail off.

      “That sounds perfect.” She slid her arm into Aya’s. “Shall we, sister? It was a pleasure meeting you all.” Her voice left no doubt that they were not invited.

      A chill November wind met them at the door of the mosque, but Aya didn’t mind—the cold made Imaan huddle closer to her as they walked. A bell tinkled overhead when they entered her mother’s coffee shop. Aya’s mother rushed from behind the counter to greet her important guest, her face flushed and sweaty under her hijab. Next to Imaan, her mother seemed old and dowdy, a peasant next to a royal. But Imaan seemed not to notice, greeting the older woman with a warm kiss on each cheek.

      The shop was mostly empty and they settled into armchairs next to the gas fireplace. Aya’s mother bustled out with two cups of kahawa, her mother’s specialty coffee made with cardamom and ginger. Imaan smiled at her and thanked her in Somali.

      “Your mother’s lovely,” Imaan said after a tiny sip of her drink.

      “No, she’s not. She’s old and stuck in her ways—she supports our family mostly. My father often can’t work.” It was so easy to talk to this woman. Aya found herself telling Imaan all kinds of family details that even her closest friends didn’t know about her.

      “You’re a brave spirit, Ayana. I saw the way you stood up to those FBI agents when your brother was arrested.”

      Aya blushed. “I—I just felt such a rage at everything. Hamza—that’s my cousin, the one they killed—was a good boy, a good man. And then they put handcuffs on Zacharia . . . I just⁠—”

      “It’s okay.” Imaan slipped her elegant hand over Aya’s. Jeweled rings glinted on her fingers and her long nails were painted a dark red. “It’s not your fault. Your parents brought you to this country, but America failed you. They call this the land of opportunity, but only if you’re white and Christian. If you’re brown and Muslim, there’s nothing here for you. Only lies.” Her voice still held its warmth, but it was now edged with a tone of insistence.

      “I know you see this, Aya. I travel the world and every time I come to America, I see it more and more.”

      “But what can we do?” Without thinking, Aya slipped her fingers into Imaan’s and received a reassuring grip in return.

      Imaan inclined her head toward the counter where Aya’s mother was fixing another cup of coffee. “You just told me your mother provides for your family, right?”

      Aya nodded.

      “Does she take credit for that act of generosity?” Imaan paused, her gaze intent on Aya. “No, she does not. Yet without her intervention, your family would starve.”

      She raised Aya’s fingers to her lips and kissed them gently. “Sometimes women are called to take action, to sacrifice for the good of their family, their culture, their religious beliefs. I think you, Ayana Ismail, are one of those women.”

      Aya’s heart was beating so loudly in her ears she could barely hear her own response. “I am, Imaan, I am. What do you want me to do?”

      Imaan smiled at her, a radiant baring of beautiful white teeth, a smile full of promise, just like on the cover of her last album.

      “Gather friends of like mind and study the words of Allah. I’ll be back in a few weeks.” Imaan stood, and her expensive clothes seemed to flow over her lithe figure. Every movement dripped with grace and ease.

      “I have high hopes for you, Ayana.”
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        FBI Field Office, Brooklyn Park, Minnesota

        28 November 2016 – 1030 local

      

      

      

      If Liz had learned anything as a US Marine, it was that you faced trouble head-on. And while you were at it, make sure you look good.

      As per department policy, she’d been placed on administrative leave following the death of Hamza Abdul. The internal review should have taken a full week, possibly two, but the week after the Hamza incident was shortened due to the Thanksgiving holiday. Liz was surprised when Trask sent her an email on the Friday after Thanksgiving.

      Pls come see me on Monday at 1030 in my office.

      Typically Trask in its bluntness, the single line gave her pause. It was unlikely that the FBI had managed to conduct the full review of Hamza’s death in just three workdays, so was there a problem? Liz put aside the piece of pumpkin pie she had been eating and studied the neatly laid-out papers that covered her dining room table. She’d managed to get a copy of every scrap of evidence from the Hamza takedown and done her own review of the situation. She was in the clear—unless there was something she didn’t know about.

      She shook her head. Not possible. It was a clean bust. She’d been aggressive in the chase, but she hadn’t even fired her weapon.

      Liz looked at the email again. Yet Trask wanted to see her at least a week ahead of schedule. Something was not right. She toyed with the idea of calling Trask, but dismissed it. He’d said what he wanted to say.

      She took another bite of pie, then threw the rest in the trash.

      

      Liz clutched the thick file in one hand and knocked on the doorjamb with the other. Special Agent in Charge Tom Trask, head of the FBI Field Office, looked up. He smiled.

      “C’mon in, Liz.”

      She held the file folder in front of her like a shield as she tried to read his expression.

      Her eyes swept over the framed photos of Trask in various stages of his career: Naval Academy midshipman, Marine second lieutenant graduating from The Basic School in Quantico, wife and three kids, FBI induction, and finally the newest picture of her, Brendan, and Don Riley all grouped with him at the White House when she’d received the FBI Medal of Valor from the president last month. There had been no press coverage at that ceremony—the public never even knew about the rogue nuclear weapon outside the Vikings stadium—but that didn’t diminish the moment for her.

      Brendan’s smiling face looked out at her from the photograph and Liz wished more than anything that he was here with her right now. She’d declined the invitation from his parents to spend Thanksgiving with them, preferring to work through the evidence in the Hamza investigation. She knew every detail backwards and forwards. Of that, she was confident. But this meeting . . . something was up.

      In between reviewing the Hamza evidence, she’d gotten a haircut, bought a new suit, and had her nails done. If things went sideways for some reason, at least she’d look good.

      “Everything okay, Liz?”

      She realized she’d been staring at the photo of her and Brendan. Her eyes slid to his desk where a closed folder lay. Even from this distance she could read her name on the tab.

      “Yes, sir. I’m fine.” She hefted her own folder a little higher on her chest.

      “Sit, please.” He motioned to the chair in front of his desk, then sprang to his feet to shut the door to his office. “We’ve got a lot to talk about this morning, Liz.”

      He took his time reseating himself at his desk and folding his hands in front of him. His lips curled into a noncommittal smile that told her nothing about why he’d asked her to this meeting.

      “Let’s start with the elephant in the room, shall we?” he said finally. “You’ve been cleared of any responsibility in the death of Hamza Abdul.”

      Liz did her best to keep a passive expression, but she felt her shoulders sag a bit as she processed the welcome feeling of relief. She lowered the file folder to her lap. “Thank you, sir.”

      Trask laughed. “Don’t thank me. It was an open-and-shut case, a clean takedown. You never even discharged your weapon. Like I told you: when bad guys run, bad things happen. You knew that, right?”

      “Sure, of course. Thanks all the same.” Liz did her best to sit up straight in her chair, but with all the tension gone she felt like a rag doll.

      “That’s not why I asked to see you this morning.”

      “Oh?” The tension crept back into her frame. “There’s something else?”

      Trask was smiling again. “You could say that. Your work in this office has been exemplary by any standard, so I’m recommending you for an even bigger job. DC wants to get ahead of this Daesh recruiting problem that we have here in the Twin Cities. The incoming administration has asked me to form a new Joint Terrorism Task Force to focus on the situation. They were going to wait until after they took office in January, but this latest Hamza business has everyone in DC in a lather. They want to launch it now.”

      Liz nodded. “And you want me to be on the new JTTF?”

      “No, Liz, we want you to lead it.” Trask stood and extended his hand. “I’m here to tell you that you’ve been promoted to Supervisory Special Agent in Charge of the new JTTF on Homegrown Recruitment.”

      Liz stood and took his hand. “Sir, I don’t want to sound ungrateful, but aren’t I a little junior for that job?” Leading a task force of this magnitude was a job for an agent with at least five more years’ experience than she—and there were three she knew of in the bull pen office right outside Trask’s door. And they were all men, too.

      Trask must have seen the look on her face. “Sit down, Liz.”

      She sank back into the comfort of the chair. This was happening way too fast for her to process. She’d come into Trask’s office prepared to fight for her job and ended up getting a promotion. Her head was still spinning.

      “Look, Tom, I’m sorry⁠—”

      He held up his hand. “I’ve watched you since you came into this office, Liz. You’re a good agent—scratch that, you’re a great agent. I’ve seen you follow your instincts and stop a terrorist attack when no one else even believed the threat was real. You work harder, run faster, and shoot straighter than anybody in this office—and we’ve got some damn fine agents in this office.” He paused and laced his fingers together.

      “We have intel that says these al-Shabab characters are aligning themselves with Daesh. And this business with Hamza shows that they know how to get back into the US. That’s trouble with a capital T from where I’m sitting. When DC calls me and says they want my best agent on this, I gave them your name without a moment’s hesitation. So, I have only one question for you, Special Agent Elizabeth Soroush. Your country needs you—are you in or not?”

      Over Trask’s shoulder, Liz could see Brendan’s face in the photo.

      “I’m in, sir.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 5

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        USS Arrogant, Christmas Island, Indian Ocean

        30 November 2016 – 1030 local

      

      

      

      Brendan put his feet up and reveled in the sheer joy of being alone for the first time in three weeks.

      It’s not that he didn’t like his crewmates on the Arrogant, but five people on a fifty-four-foot sailboat was a little close for comfort. To make matters worse, the trip up from Perth to their patrol zone on the southern coast of Indonesia had been rough weather, which meant even more time belowdecks in close quarters. Togetherness—not all it was cracked up to be.

      He’d volunteered to take the first watch onboard so the rest of the crew could blow off some steam in town. From what he could see of the town of Flying Fish Cove from this vantage point, they’d be back before too long.

      In the shelter of the cove, where the seas were gentle and the sun warm, Brendan was tempted to take a nap. Forcing himself to his feet, he slipped into the gloom belowdecks to retrieve his unclassified laptop. He tried to do the math for the time zone difference between Christmas Island and Minneapolis and gave up. Better to just check Skype and see if Liz was online.

      He missed talking to his girlfriend. They’d only been an official couple since September, thrown together by their involvement in foiling the terrorist attack on the Vikings stadium in Minneapolis, but in a way they’d been together for as long as he could remember.

      While in port in Perth, they’d managed to squeeze in a few minutes on Skype every day, but once Brendan put to sea, mission parameters forbade the use of unclassified comms except to maintain their cover as a boat owned by a rich software engineer–playboy. That did not include talking to your FBI agent girlfriend in Minneapolis.

      Skype took forever to boot up and even longer to link up with the local Wi-Fi signal. Three bars. It would have to do. Liz’s screen name appeared in his online contacts. Brendan’s heart beat faster as he clicked on the video call icon.

      The call rang once, twice, three times. He started to think about leaving a video message for her when Liz’s face filled the screen.

      “Bren, is that you?” Her hair was mussed as if she’d just woken up and she rubbed her eyes with the heel of her hand. The room behind her was dark.

      “It’s me, babe. Did I wake you up?”

      “Yeah. I’m glad I caught you, though.” Liz’s voice broke—or was it the connection? “It’s been a rough few weeks . . . I’ve missed you.”

      Brendan squinted at the screen. Was she crying?

      “Hey, what’s going on? You seem upset.” Brendan kicked himself mentally. You seem upset? That’s what you lead with?

      She smiled weakly. “You caught me at a bad time. I was involved in a takedown of a terrorist suspect and he died. It was an accident, but that doesn’t make it any easier. He was just a kid. Then I got a promotion at work—task force on homegrown recruiting. There were at least three more senior agents in line for this job—all men, of course—and they picked me. You can imagine the office politics⁠—”

      “Wait a minute, Liz,” Brendan cut into her rambling. “You killed a guy and they promoted you? How do I get that job?” He laughed.

      “It’s not funny, Bren!” Liz’s face twisted in anger, then softened. “I’m sorry. This is the first time we get to talk in almost a month⁠—”

      “Three weeks.”

      Liz closed her eyes for a second. “Okay, three weeks, and I dump all this on you . . . but I just miss you. We spent so many years apart and just when I get you back you’re gone again. It’s not fair.”

      Brendan sat up straighter in his seat. “Look, Liz, we can get through this together. Whatever the problem is, I can help you solve it. We’re a team⁠—”

      “I don’t want you to solve anything, Brendan, I just want you to listen to me!”

      “Okay, I’m sorry, I thought you . . .” He let his voice trail off. The local Wi-Fi was barely able to support video, but he didn’t want to lose the picture. He tried standing up so the laptop was closer to the signal. “Liz?”

      “I’m sorry, Bren. I finally hear from you and all I do is mess it up.”

      “I have some news that might cheer you up, babe.”

      Liz made an attempt at a smile—at least that’s what it looked like in the heavily pixelated screen. “Oh yeah? Spill it, McHugh. I could use some good news for a change.”

      “I got a message from Baxter yesterday. He says he’s transferring me back to the States in the next few months to take the job of Program Deputy Director at ONI.” He smiled widely. If anything would make her happy, that would. Regular office hours and Baxter was obviously grooming him to move up the ladder at the Office of Naval Intelligence.

      “ONI is in Maryland, right?”

      “Liz, c’mon, you know where ONI is located.”

      “So that means you’re not coming back to Minneapolis.” She didn’t ask it like a question.

      “Well, no, but we’ll be only one time zone apart. The flight from DC to Minneapolis is what, two and a half hours? I’ll be home every weekend.”

      “So, more long distance—do you ever get tired of it, Bren?” She held up her hands to the screen. “You know what? I’m sorry. I’m in a terrible frame of mind and I never should have picked up the call. It’s a snowy, cold, wet mess here and I’m lonely.”

      Brendan could hear the laughter of his approaching crew. He cleared his throat. “Hey, Lizzie, I’m going to lose this line in a minute. Can I call you later?”

      “Hey, skipper, we got some awesome pastries!”

      Liz grimaced at the camera. “Sounds like your friends are back.”

      “Yeah,” he said in a tone that came out sharper than he’d intended. “The people that I work with are back. They also happen to be my friends.”

      “Whatever. Let’s talk another time when I’m in a better mood.”

      “I love you, Liz.”

      But the line was already dead.

    



This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.



OEBPS/images/brunsolson_logomark.jpg





