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    Chapter One



    The entire week was postcard perfect. Unseasonably warm weather continued to bathe the greater Los Angeles area in summerlike conditions. Even though it was the middle of October, it felt like July. Santa Ana winds, blowing in from the desert, pushed the smog toward the ocean, clearing impurities from the sky. Residents and tourists alike paraded up and down the crowded Beverly Hills streets, ducking in and out of boutiques catering to America’s wealthiest. But the sedated buzz of excitement on this chamber of commerce-type evening was interrupted by the roar of a Harley weaving its way through the traffic on Rodeo Drive.


    He looked like an urban street warrior—greasy hair, tattered long-sleeve T-shirt, a swastika tattooed on the left side of his neck, and the German SS tattooed on the right. Although he wasn’t “flying colors”—wearing a leather jacket designating an outlaw motorcycle gang affiliation—no one would question Matt Hogan’s credentials. His menacing appearance caught the attention of everyone on the street, and drivers gave him as much leeway as they could provide.


    Hogan’s destination on this night was the Mediterranean Enchantment, a favorite restaurant for Beverly Hills’ high and mighty. The food was overpriced and not much better than something you could pick up at a local strip mall falafel joint, but “The Enchantment,” as it was called by Hollywood aristocracy, had ambiance. What that really meant was rooftop diners with their hookah water pipes and two belly dancers performing hourly to the beat of something from the Baghdad Top 40. As with any Saturday night, the restaurant was crowded with the well dressed and the well favored.


    Hogan cruised past The Enchantment’s olive green canopy entrance and watched a parking valet take the keys to a car priced higher than Hogan’s net worth. He glared at the older Middle Eastern couple exiting the Rolls Royce Phantom. They in turn stared at this unwashed intruder to their elite community. Hogan wouldn’t be welcomed at the front door, but that was just fine with him. He couldn’t stand the food or the music. Besides, tonight’s business was better suited for the back. He raced down the street, took a hard right at the corner and another hard right onto a paved alley leading to the delivery entrance of the restaurant. He parked his bike in the shadows, further concealing his intentions but not his anger. His persona may have been fiction, but his hatred was real.


    He marched toward his destination with the determination of a Nazi storm trooper. A reinforced wrought-iron door led directly to a small office located off the kitchen of The Enchantment. Using his steel-toed Doc Martens, Hogan snapped the latch with one powerful front kick.


    “What, you don’t knock?” asked a wide-eyed Karim Ali Abboud sitting alone at his desk, almost choking on his food.


    “Not for you,” said Hogan. Then with sarcasm dripping from every word, he added, “Nice security lock. Might want to buy American next time. Costs a little more but keeps you safer.”


    In contrast to the near spotless dining room and kitchen, the office was filthy and smelled of day-old garbage, the result of a trash bin just outside an opened window. A mildewed mop stood in one corner, flanked by dead roaches and rat droppings. Against the wall was a small cluttered desk, three cases of inexpensive wine, and stacks of lunch menus.


    The fifty-six-year-old Iraqi was a major financial supporter of radical Islamic causes. Thin-framed, his reedlike arms were adorned with a Rolex watch and a gold bracelet. His “designer everything” clothing was in sharp contrast to the intimidating Hogan—white sinew in his mid-thirties.


    “What’s the holdup now, and why isn’t this happening?” demanded Hogan.


    “It is. He should be here soon,” whimpered Karim in strongly accented English.


    “That’s what you said on the phone an hour ago and three hours before that.” Hogan spit a large chunk of tobacco on the floor, another health-code violation, but even if he cared, Karim was too fearful to protest.


    “Please, give it some more time. You Americans are so impatient. Have an appetizer.”


    Karim pointed to a plate of dolma and flat bread. Hogan grunted an expletive, picked up a handful of the delicacies, and flung them across the small office. Rice, ground lamb, and grape leaves all but covered the tiny room.


    A startled Karim rose from his chair, attempting to make his way toward the door to the kitchen.


    With a powerful left hand, Hogan grabbed the Iraqi’s bony shoulder and threw him back into his chair.


    “Sit down!”


    Karim obeyed. “Please, my friend, soon, very soon your product will arrive.”


    Both remained silent for a few moments as a tentative calm prevailed. Hogan glowered at a weak Karim, who immediately fixed his gaze on the floor. Machiavelli was right, thought Hogan, it is better to be feared than loved. And Hogan loved being the alpha male.


    When that thought passed, Hogan continued to press. “This isn’t the way I do business. If your man can’t produce, then I’m outta here.”


    Karim, seeing profit slipping out the back door, pleaded, “You got the sample. My product is good.”


    “Anybody can produce a high-grade taste. It’s quantity my people want.”


    Hogan’s people did demand more. The sample of heroin, imported from Afghanistan, graded out at over 90-percent pure. Street level “smack” was 2–3 percent. Karim’s sample was pure poison, instant death, but a small sample was insufficient for Hogan’s purposes. To prove he was a capable supplier, Karim was going to have to produce the kilo Hogan ordered.


    “Your people will get quantity and quality.”


    “Yeah, but how much longer do I have to wait?”


    “You’ll never find better product.”


    “Yeah, well you’ll never find greener money or a safer outlet.”


    Karim tried to screw up his courage and attempted to respond with conviction. “So you say.”


    Hogan liked the feistiness his newfound terrorist friend displayed and accepted the challenge. “Hey, you don’t trust me? Then all I have to do is hop on the hog and blow this camel-jockey slop house.”


    Karim backed down immediately. “Give him a little longer.”


    “Get him on his cell phone and find out where he’s at. I’ve got people to answer to, and they don’t like waitin’.”


    Just as Karim picked up the receiver and punched in the numbers, his associate, Mustafa al-Hamza, walked in from the kitchen carrying a brown leather briefcase.


    Mustafa was shorter than Hogan and less developed, but the thirty-four-year-old Saudi was in shape. Although not a citizen, it was apparent he had been seduced by American culture.


    Karim gave Mustafa a puzzled look. “How did you get in?”


    “Get in what?” said Mustafa with only a slight accent.


    “The kitchen . . . my office . . . this restaurant. I thought you’d come through the alley.”


    “I came in through the front door.”


    “The front door? Don’t you think that is a little obvious?”


    “It’s better than sneaking around dark alleys. The more obvious you are, the less obvious you appear. Tonight is business as usual.”


    “Not sure how many of your customers carry briefcases to dinner on a Saturday night,” interjected Hogan, sizing up Mustafa.


    “Mustafa, this is our buyer. He got the sample the other night and liked our product. Tonight he brings us my favorite color . . . green.”


    Mustafa locked his attention on Hogan, and the momentary silence was deafening.


    Watch his eyes, thought Hogan. A man doesn’t kill with his eyes, but they are a window to intentions. They signal courage, contempt, or fear. But Hogan had to guard his eyes as well. Death was only one mistake away.


    “Come on,” demanded Hogan.


    Mustafa, still being cautious, asked, “What’s your hurry?”


    “What’s my hurry? This was supposed to go down this afternoon, Abdul. Pop it or I’m leaving.”


    “Who you callin’ Abdul?”


    Hogan’s impatience grew as he glared at Mustafa. “Just open the briefcase. Karim, put a fire under this guy, or I’m outta here.”


    Mustafa held his ground. “Somebody better teach this piece of trailer trash a little bit about Middle Eastern culture.”


    “Hey, open it or I’m gone.”


    Hogan started for the door.


    Karim intervened. “Gentlemen, stop it! Mustafa, open it up. We’re here to do business, so quit playing your games.”


    Mustafa slowly aligned the numbers on the briefcase’s two combination latch locks. Staring at Hogan with contempt, he released the zinc-plated latches and with all deliberateness opened the briefcase. Turning it, he allowed Hogan to survey its contents.


    It was what Hogan had been awaiting since Karim first produced the sample three days ago—a kilogram of heroin wrapped in white plastic and duct tape. When broken into street-level dosages, this package, no larger than a hardback novel, would bring more than three million dollars. Hogan’s cost was a mere $200,000.


    Karim beamed. “It’s fresh off the plane, my friend, just like I promised.”


    Hogan reached into the back pocket of his worn jeans and with the speed of a seasoned street fighter flashed the eight-inch blade of a spring-loaded knife. His skilled maneuvering startled even the stoic Mustafa, who instinctively grasped at his belt. Hogan noted the move and realized the Saudi was armed.


    “Relax, Abdul. If I wanted to kill you, I would have dropped you before you opened the briefcase.”


    Mustafa just glared.


    Hogan pulled a small Marquis Reagent heroin test kit, not much larger than a cigarette lighter, from his pocket.


    “What’s that?” demanded Mustafa.


    “It’s a test kit.”


    “A test kit? What are you, some kinda cop?”


    Hogan didn’t miss a beat. “Yeah right, and you’re Osama Bin Laden. What? You think this is TV and I pull out a beaker and cook it over an open flame? Get real. I don’t shoot this crap. You wanna stick it in your arm?”


    He looked at both Karim and Mustafa. They said nothing. The meek Iraqi restaurant owner stared at the floor. Mustafa, however, maintained eye contact, never wavering.


    Hogan then cut a tiny hole through the duct tape and using the tip of the knife blade took a sample of the packaged product. Hogan examined what appeared to be fine textured sand. He moved the knife blade close to his nose and smelled the sample. Then he placed the substance into the clear plastic test kit and sealed it. He methodically broke the three glass vials within the kit and shook the mixture. Holding the kit up to the light, Hogan noted the speed and intensity with which the heroin sample changed color. “Looks good, gentlemen.”


    Mustafa tensed. “Let’s see the money.”


    “It’s at the bike. Let’s move our business out there.”


    Karim stepped in. “No way, my friend. You bring your package here. Our package goes nowhere until we see American currency.”


    Hogan casually shrugged his shoulders. “If that’s your play, I’ll be back.”

  


  
    Chapter Two



    Hogan stepped out the back door and headed into the alley toward his motorcycle. The bike was parked about fifteen yards from the restaurant, obscured in darkness. As Hogan walked away from the restaurant, he could feel the stares of Karim and Mustafa watching his every move from the rear window.


    Hogan appeared to be talking to himself. “It’s a ‘go,’ gentlemen. Karim is in the back office with his supplier. I saw the product and tested it. It is pure dynamite. It’s in a brown leather briefcase. The supplier’s armed. Be safe. Oh, and you can thank me later for loosening up the back door.”


    With that, an arrest team of FBI agents, all wearing raid jackets and ballistic vests, armed with MP-5s, Sigs, and Glocks, began to slowly converge on the back door.


    From a safe distance in the darkness, Matt Hogan stood by his bike, taking it all in. The agents moved with precision, carefully sliding down the sidewalls of the adjacent buildings to avoid early detection. Matt watched Karim and Mustafa at the window. They were oblivious to what was about to happen.


    As the agents moved in, a Mexican busboy, whose immigration status was less than perfect, stepped outside the restaurant and lit up a cigarette. He froze momentarily when he saw the agents then shouted, “La Migra!” and ran down the alley in an effort to avoid capture.


    The agents let him run. It wasn’t the first time they had been mistaken for immigration officials, and it wouldn’t be the last.


    The fleeing busboy alerted Mustafa to the activity just outside the window. Craning his neck to see down the side of the building, Mustafa spied the approaching agents. “It’s a rip!” shouted Mustafa.


    The small office exploded with confusion. Mustafa slammed the briefcase shut as both men raced out of the room through the kitchen and into the main dining area.


    The agents gave chase, easily entering through the broken security door.


    Chaos erupted in the dining room. Mustafa knocked down an elderly lady hustling toward the restroom and pushed a busboy into a table of diners.


    Two agents entering through the front door grabbed Karim, who struggled, but only briefly, before being thrown to the floor and cuffed, his face ground into the dark plush carpeting.


    Patrons began streaming out of the restaurant.


    Mustafa spotted more agents rushing through the front entrance and from the kitchen. He changed course, heading toward the stairs to the roof. He took the steps three at a time as agents gave chase.


    Startled rooftop smokers, clustered around hookah water pipes, watched as Mustafa ran past the tables.


    In a futile gesture a pursuing agent screamed, “Halt! FBI!”


    Mustafa had no intention of stopping for anyone, especially the FBI. He turned with his weapon drawn in the direction of the lead agent, who ducked behind the open doorway. Mustafa pulled the trigger, but the hammer landed on an empty chamber. Not having the combat sense to pull back the slide and chamber another round, he threw the impotent weapon toward the pursuing agents, momentarily halting their forward progress. In an instant the rules of engagement changed. Now Mustafa was unarmed. The L.A. Times would love to headline Sunday’s paper FBI Kills Unarmed Arab.


    Mustafa then flung the briefcase in the same direction. The brief interlude gave him enough time to jump from The Enchantment’s roof to a neighboring boutique and slide down a drainpipe to the ground.


    He ran out into the street, south on Rodeo where his black Infinity Q45 was parked.

  


  
    Chapter Three



    Matt saw Mustafa race through the kitchen as agents gave chase. Rather than join in the foot pursuit, he mounted the Harley and drove through the alley and out onto Rodeo. From this vantage point he spotted Mustafa enter the Infinity.


    Tires squealed as Mustafa sped off. Matt pursued on his motorcycle, and the roar of the bike deafened the screams of frightened tourists.


    Mustafa went north on Rodeo and ran a red light, forcing a dark blue Lexus to run up onto the sidewalk, barely missing several pedestrians. He then turned left on Brighton and right on Camden Drive, blasting through another red light at Santa Monica Boulevard.


    A Jaguar clipped the rear of Mustafa’s Infinity as it sped through the intersection, and the smell of burning rubber filled the air.


    Matt was focused in the pursuit but keenly aware of his Beverly Hills surroundings. They passed 810 Linden Drive, the home of mobster Bugsy Siegel, killed in 1947 when a shotgun blast through the front window ended his life.


    Matt had been in high-speed chases before, and this one had that same surreal feeling. Even though the car and the motorcycle were traveling at speeds in excess of sixty miles per hour on residential streets, perception reduced to slow motion.


    Matt remained relaxed and confident during the chase. He was actually enjoying this latest thrill ride. Ride it like you stole it!


    Mustafa took a right on Sunset, then a quick left on Roxbury past the former homes of Jimmy Stewart, Lucille Ball, and Peter Falk. Was this a pursuit or a celebrity bus tour?


    Mustafa, unfamiliar with the side streets, was driving with no other goal than to evade the pursuing motorcycle. He continued speeding, circling back toward Sunset Boulevard, but lost control in front of the legendary Beverly Hills Hotel.


    Mustafa’s Infinity smashed into a street lamp, snapping it off at the base. A chili-red Mini Cooper, now more closely resembling a crushed soda can, received the brunt of the blow from the light pole.


    Matt was following close behind—too close. When Mustafa hit the light pole, Matt had no choice but to lay down his bike to avoid crashing into the car. The motorcycle skidded forward into Mustafa’s vehicle. Matt managed a tuck and roll as he hit the ground and was prone on the pavement as the bike plowed into the Infinity. Both the motorcycle and the car burst into flames.


    Jumping to his feet, Matt limped toward the inferno. Leaking gasoline flowed toward the Mini Cooper, and a small flame followed the stream.


    Matt helped the driver of the crushed Cooper as they both stumbled to safety. Once the driver was out of harm’s way, Matt turned his attention to Mustafa and the Infinity.


    The driver-side window was up, the doors locked, and Mustafa lay dazed in the front seat. Matt tried to open the door, but the heat from the fire transferred to the metal car frame and singed Matt’s hand. He ripped off his shirt, wrapped it around his hand and made another futile effort at opening the locked door.


    Looking around, he spotted a large rock from a curb-side flower bed. Matt hobbled over to the curb, grabbed the rock, and returned to the burning vehicle. Using the rock, he smashed the driver-side window of the Infinity. Glass splay throughout the interior of the car as he reached in and unlocked the door. Unsnapping the seat belt, he then pulled a bloody Mustafa from the burning vehicle and dragged him safely from the flames.


    Mustafa was alive but barely. With partially opened and uncomprehending eyes, he looked up at a smiling Matt Hogan on his knees straddling him.


    In a slow, methodical cadence reserved for foreign tourists on Hollywood Boulevard, Matt said, “How do you like America?” Before Mustafa could answer, he lapsed into unconsciousness. Matt flipped him over and pinned his arms behind his back as Supervisor Dwayne Washington ran up on the scene. Washington was new to Los Angeles and had only met Matt earlier in the week when both began work on a newly formed terrorism squad. Washington had a commanding presence compelling respect; a few inches taller and he could be Michael Jordan’s twin brother.


    “You got cuffs?” asked Matt.


    Washington towered over Hogan and his captive. He handed a pair of handcuffs to Matt, who quickly shackled the injured Saudi heroin trafficker.


    A quick pat down of Mustafa produced a cell phone that Matt tossed to Dwayne.


    “Might be interesting to see who our friend’s been calling.”


    Matt slowly stood up and took a quick inventory of his own injuries. His clothes were ripped, parts shredded, but no bones seemed broken. The lacerations and abrasions appeared minor, and a trip to the emergency room was unnecessary . . . this time.


    Washington pretended to be disgusted by Matt but could barely contain a smile. “Good job.” He paused then said, “I think. What part of the briefing didn’t you understand? Undercovers do not—I repeat, do not—make arrests, let alone engage in high-speed chases through residential streets.”


    Matt’s adrenaline was flowing beyond legal limits, and he grinned. “It’s all in how you write the paper. These guys’ll plead. They’re bought and paid for.”


    L.A.’s newest supervisor, fresh from headquarters, shook his head and laughed. “I’m more concerned with the civil lawsuits arising from the victims you left in the wake of this joyride.”

  


  
    Chapter Four



    A crowd began to gather at the crash site. Paramedic units and patrol officers from the Beverly Hills PD joined the FBI agents as firefighters quickly extinguished the flaming wreckage.


    The driver of the Mini Cooper avoided any major injuries but was taken to the hospital in a precautionary move.


    A second paramedic unit treated Mustafa, applying a cervical collar, immobilizing him on a long board, and loading him into the ambulance where they began an IV. The prognosis was not good. Two agents crowded into the back of the ambulance and accompanied the Saudi narcotics trafficker to the hospital.


    In the back of the crowd, Rashid Khan, in his late thirties, wearing a worn gray sweatshirt with a distinctive green paint stain on his right sleeve, walked toward some heavy shrubbery. At five feet seven inches, the Afghan national was hidden by the mature oleander. He flipped open his cell phone and made a call.


    In a heavy accent he said, “Wadi, it was a trap. The FBI arrested Karim at the restaurant. Mustafa tried to escape in his car and crashed on Sunset. The FBI just took him to the hospital in an ambulance. I am sure we lost the kilo.”


    Wadi Mohammed al-Habishi responded, “Karim does not know we were behind this. Mustafa must never talk. We will be more careful in the future. And Rashid, it is Saturday; destroy the SIM card.”


    The Afghan replaced the portable memory chip in his cell phone, tossing the old one in the sewer.


    ****


    Several miles from this evening’s action, Ismad, who had been in the city less than a month, was driving southbound on the crowded 405 Freeway. As he inched his way through the Mulholland Pass, he thought about his hatred of Los Angeles, “the entertainment capital of the world,” and all that it stood for—moral decadence, pornography, and the celebration of drugs and alcohol.


    At the top of the hill, he spied the huge Skirball Cultural Center, a stunning symbol of Jewish life, culture, and to him, infestation. The brilliant white walls stood in contrast to the brown hills above the 405. The forty-million-dollar edifice was an icon of what he hated most about the United States. He sneered and swore as he passed it, “May Allah destroy the infidels and the fools who are their allies!”


    Ismad pounded the steering wheel. “How dare you deify your democracy over Allah. Crusaders and Zionists!” He spit the words out the open window.


    When traffic picked up momentarily, a black Hummer with shiny chrome dubs and huge tires cut in front of him. He pounded the brakes to avoid crashing.


    “Death to the Infidels!”


    The words of his imam echoed in his mind. He told Ismad before he left for the United States, “You are part of a noble cause, a personal jihad as well as a corporate movement, a movement that seeks not simply to reduce Israeli influence in the Middle East but to eliminate it! As long as infidels inhabit that which belongs to Allah, it is an abomination.”


    “L.A. is an abomination,” Ismad muttered.


    Ismad would punish the West during this trip and help bring about its destruction. The war would not be won in a single day or with a single battle. It was a multifaceted attack, from within and without. But if the cause was anything, it was patient. The first attack on the World Trade Center occurred in 1993, the second on September 11, 2001. The ultimate goal was clear. Iranian President Mahmoud Ahmadinejad said it so succinctly: “The U.S., Britain, and Israel will eventually disappear from the world like the pharaohs. It’s a divine promise.” Ismad was proud to be part of the effort to fulfill Allah’s promise and eliminate the Jews and their allies.

  


  
    Chapter Five



    It was well past midnight. As Matt drove home in his Bureau car, he could feel his muscles begin to stiffen. He was in great shape and exercised daily, but no workout could prepare him for the spill he had taken this evening.


    He smiled as he thought about dumping the bike—at least, it wasn’t his. The motorcycle was seized from a methamphetamine dealer last spring. The federal forfeiture statutes allowed for the seizure of any item used to “facilitate” a narcotics transaction. In April it was a Harley. Tonight the Mediterranean Enchantment became the FBI’s latest prize in the forfeiture sweepstakes.


    Matt pulled up to the security gate and pressed the remote, opening the main entrance to the suburban Thousand Oaks condominium complex. The fact he and Caitlin could only afford a nine-hundred-square-foot condo grated on his sense of justice. A few years ago when Los Angeles real estate prices made the dream of a larger home just that, a dream, Matt and Caitlin purchased the condo with a creative finance package. Now with a downturn in the housing market, they were upside down on their mortgage, but at least they were upside down in Southern California. Matt still remembered Indiana’s cold, dark winters and humid, bug-infested summers. The weather and the casework made L.A. ideal for an aggressive agent with an adrenaline addiction.


    He was home—his sanctuary—the one place he felt insulated from the evils of the world. As she did every night Matt worked late, Caitlin left the light on over the stove. He made his way to the kitchen and grabbed a Coke from the refrigerator. Returning to the living room, he gingerly sat in the wooden rocker she bought him when he turned thirty. The rocker had the FBI logo on the front and the words “Special Agent Matthew M. Hogan” laser-engraved on the back.


    He rocked, reflecting not only on the evening but on life. He tempted fate again and survived. Was he really this good, or did destiny play a part? The rush he experienced with each undercover assignment seemed to make the risks worthwhile, but it was also the penance he needed to pay. He owed Scott. To some extent the guilt had subsided over the years, but the memories lingered of a lost brother and the warriors who heeded the call and returned to the Corps. The passion Matt brought to the job was more an obsession. Like those he arrested who flipped and became informants, he too was working off a beef, trying to balance an obligation still owed. Matt chose Caitlin, and now he had to pay his debt to the real heroes, those who didn’t survive and left grieving wives and children. He needed to make sense of all the blood and terror and the pain and waste.


    After he finished his soda, he slowly and stiffly rose from the rocker and headed toward the bedroom where Caitlin slept. He didn’t want to wake her, but he needed a shower in the worst way. He last shaved and showered four days ago. Since that day, he had been taking what he jokingly referred to as “French showers.” No water, no soap, just watered-down cheap aftershave sprayed on his clothes. Caitlin found little humor in his hygiene practices.


    Tonight’s cleanup efforts might really be painful because it took a 99-percent solution of alcohol to remove the temporary tattoos he applied to his neck, hands, and fingers. A make-up artist Matt met several years ago showed him the secrets of the movie studio tattoo. He became skillful at applying the Tinsley transfers. Spray the area with a 70-percent solution of alcohol, apply the transfer, dust with baby powder, spray a thin layer of Green Marble SeLr to seal the theatrical makeup and voilà, you can look Beverly Hills chic or biker filthy. Tonight was biker filthy.


    The left side of Matt’s face and neck were badly scraped. Several layers of his skin remained on portions of the Beverly Hills pavement, but there was no way Caitlin would allow the swastika to remain. He would just have to bite the bullet and begin the removal process of rubbing the neck clean. Besides, what’s a 99-percent solution of alcohol on an open wound to a former Marine and a macho undercover FBI agent?


    He quietly walked into the room and spied a sleeping Caitlin. She looked beautiful in the moonlight-allowed passage through the open plantation shutters. They had been married for nine years, and he continued to be amazed at why she found anything in him worth loving.


    He showered slowly, allowing the hot water to pelt his aching back. The heat felt good. He was able to remove all the tattoos, although the removal process was accompanied by spurts of severe alcohol-induced pain. After shaving and washing his hair, he was a new man.


    As he walked out of the shower, Caitlin was waiting. The scrapes and the darkening bruises were not easy to miss even in the shadows of the bedroom.


    “You okay?” she asked.


    “I’ll be okay. Nothing a little tender loving care can’t repair.”


    Caitlin laughed. “I’m not that easy, Cowboy. Do I even dare ask how it went?”


    “Not bad. Good guys two. Bad guys nothing. Of course, 7-Eleven is down a couple of night managers, but what the heck.”


    Matt loved to get a rise out of Caitlin, and anything hinting at prejudice produced the intended result.


    “Someday your mouth is gonna get you into trouble.”


    “It’s my lying mouth that keeps me out of trouble.” Then he winked. “Don’t you forget, baby, I’m better at lovin’ than I am at lyin’, and I’m a great liar.”


    “You’re a bad country song.” Caitlin reached over to touch the abrasion on his left cheek. “What did you do?”


    Matt responded with pride, “I wrecked the bike.”


    Caitlin had been through this before. Married to an FBI agent can be stressful enough, but married to an agent who thinks he’s Serpico means stress beyond a mere mortal wife’s imagination.


    “Oh, no! Were you in policy? Please, tell me you were in policy. We’re still paying off the Mercedes you wrecked three years ago when OPR said you were, how did they say it, ‘outside the parameters of normal work standards.’”


    OPR, the Office of Professional Responsibility, was the FBI’s answer to internal affairs. Some agents went an entire career without having to deal with the headquarters-based unit. Matt was on their speed dial. He interacted with them on more than one occasion. Several times he won, but on the Mercedes issue, he lost.


    “Yeah, it was something like that. I’m not worried this time. This new supervisor seems okay, a street agent’s kind of boss, unlike most of the ‘blue-flamers’ more interested in covering their collective backsides. I think I may like this one.”


    Caitlin knew Matt’s history with supervisors. “Yeah, until he wises up and trades you for some rookie out of Quantico.”


    “Hey, we got two tonight, and we’ll seize a restaurant. That’ll cover the cost of the bike and then some. Who knows, maybe I’ll get a cash incentive award?”


    Caitlin feigned shock. “That bump on the head may have caused you to hallucinate, Cowboy. An incentive award? The only incentive they ever give you comes in the form of a paycheck every two weeks. I’m not holding my breath for an incentive award. Just try not to get fired.”


    Matt and Caitlin both laughed. He threw his arms around her and they kissed. When Caitlin gave him an extra squeeze, he winced and backed away. Almost simultaneously, they said, “I love you.”


    Caitlin added. “I just don’t know what I’m going to do with you.”


    “Neither does the Bureau. Let’s go to bed.”

  


  
    Chapter Six



    Wadi Mohammed al-Habishi leafed through a telephone directory and found the number he wanted. He called from a graffiti-marked pay phone outside an all-night Sunset Boulevard coffee shop. Only two customers were inside. Wadi was checking area hospitals. Fearing the hospitals might have caller ID, he chose the pay phone over his cell phone. He was unsuccessful with the first two calls. The third call was more promising.


    “Mount Sinai Medical Center,” answered the operator.


    “Admissions,” said Wadi.


    He was quickly connected.


    “Admissions, may I help you?”


    “Yes, I received a call that my brother was in an accident and was taken to the hospital earlier this evening. Could you tell me if he was admitted?”


    “Sir, what is your brother’s name?”


    “It is Mustafa al-Hamza.”


    The admissions counselor checked through her computer records. “Sir, I’m not seeing anything under al-Hamza. Let me try Hamza. Do you know approximately what time the accident occurred?”


    “It was before midnight . . .”


    Before he could finish his sentence, she interrupted, “Sir, I see it. Yes, he was admitted. There is a notation on his file. Let me pull that up.” She paused a few seconds, then came back to the phone. “Sir, are you aware your brother is in FBI custody? He is here, but he’s not allowed visitors. The notation says all inquiries should be referred to the FBI. Sir, if I could have your name and number, I will have someone from the FBI contact you.”


    Wadi had the information he needed. He had confirmed the location of Mustafa so he abruptly hung up the phone. He stepped away from the pay phone and walked out to the middle of the coffee-shop parking lot. No one was in the area to hear his call, but he wanted to take the extra precaution. He opened his cell phone and punched in a familiar number.


    “Dr. U, I found him. He’s at Mount Sinai. Do we have anyone there?”


    Dr. Ubadiah Adel al-Banna, a well-respected physician in Los Angeles, sat up in bed. He was alone in the room but was whispering on the cell phone he kept for just such limited communications. “That is very good. We have several there willing to serve Allah and our cause. How ironic that what the Americans call a terrorist was taken to a Jewish hospital for treatment. I will handle the rest.”


    Wadi replaced the SIM card in his cell phone and headed for his car.

  


  
    Chapter Seven



    Caitlin finished her shower and was getting ready for church. Matt was a light sleeper, and she assumed the noise from the shower would have awakened him.


    Wrapped in only a towel, she walked to the bed and leaned over to give him a kiss. The water from her recently washed hair dropped onto his face. He flinched but not much. She kissed him on the cheek and he smiled.


    “So you are awake. I knew you couldn’t sleep through the whine of that noisy shower. Get up and get ready for church.”


    Matt moaned. “Come on, baby, I’m really hurting. This may be the big one we’ve been looking for to get that tax-free medical retirement.”


    Caitlin wasn’t buying any of his complaints. “Get that big o’ lazy body out of bed and get ready for church.”


    “Honey, I kept the world safe for democracy last night. God will forgive me if I don’t make it this Sunday.”


    Caitlin pulled back the covers. “God may forgive you, but I’m not sure I will. You promised you’d go with me this week.”


    With a hint of irritation in his voice, Matt said, “Caitlin, come on. It was a late night. I’m hurting. I don’t want to sit through some long sermon. I’ll owe you one.”


    “God protected you again last night. You owe him, not me.”


    “Please, don’t start on me now. I’ll go next week, I promise. Besides, I’ve got a ton of paperwork from last night. I need to get to the office.”


    Matt slowly lifted his bruised and battered body from the bed. He grabbed Caitlin’s towel as she walked away, quickly twisted it, and snapped her now bare bottom, a skill he’d perfected in junior high.


    Caitlin would have thought the antic a lot funnier had Matt agreed to go to church. He occasionally accompanied her but more out of obligation than desire. His faith was shattered on Christmas Day 2005, and he had struggled with God ever since. Any excuse was a good excuse, and last night’s adventure provided all the reason he needed to back off Sunday services.


    ****


    Her husband held his hand over the mouthpiece and hollered from the living room. “Elissa, it’s for you.”


    “I’ll take it in the bedroom.”


    Elissa picked up the phone, “Hello.”


    The caller waited for the distinctive sound of the extension phone being hung up before he spoke. “Elissa al-Omari?”


    “Yes,” she responded.


    “I believe you spoke to a friend of mine last week about your parents in Saudi Arabia. You understand?”


    “Yes, I understand.”


    “Good. Tomorrow, at precisely 3:30 p.m., a man will enter your bank. He will be wearing a gray hooded sweatshirt. He will come to your teller window and hand you a note. You will give him everything you have except the bait money. Do you understand?”


    She hesitated and then stuttered with her response. “Yes, yes, I understand.”


    “You will not activate any alarms or any cameras until he is about to exit the building.”


    “Yes, those were my instructions.”


    “If you do exactly as you have been instructed, there will be no problems. If you fail to follow these instructions, if you tell anyone, if we are not successful tomorrow, your parents will die,” said the voice.


    “I understand. Please do not hurt them.”


    “No one will be hurt if we are successful. Allah Issalmak.”


    The caller hung up without waiting for a response.


    ****


    Mount Sinai Medical Center in West Los Angeles is consistently rated one of the finest hospitals in the nation, the first choice of those living on the coveted Westside. However, unlike County General, it does not have a jail ward.


    Mustafa was in the custody of the FBI but was being housed in a single-bed ICU hospital room for the foreseeable future. As a result of the accident, he suffered serious internal injuries requiring four hours of surgery. Then Sunday morning, while still in the recovery room, Mustafa began to bleed internally and was rushed back to surgery. After another hour under the knife, the hemorrhaging subsided and his condition stabilized.


    Dr. Daniel Combs performed the surgery. A former Navy surgeon with a combat tour under his belt, Dr. Combs said Mustafa’s internal injuries rivaled what he saw from Iraqi IEDs. He gave Mustafa less than a 20-percent chance of survival and said he would need to remain in the ICU for several days at a minimum. If and when Mustafa showed progress, he could be moved to the federal prison hospital ward at Terminal Island in San Pedro. He had tubes going in and coming out of every body orifice, and machines monitoring every bodily function. In what seemed like a futile gesture, Mustafa’s right wrist was handcuffed to the bed, but he was going nowhere, at least not under his own power.


    There were more exciting jobs in the Bureau than babysitting a bedridden criminal, especially on the ten-to-six shift, the dreaded “night watch,” but even in the FBI, rookies paid their dues. Both agents who were “knighted” for this plum assignment were on probation.


    One agent sat outside the door. The second sat inside the room with Mustafa. The agents alternated the seating arrangements every few hours. The name and time of everyone who entered the room was noted; and throughout the night, doctors, nurses, and medical technicians paraded in and out. The traffic became commonplace. The agents had no medical training and could only assume the medical personnel knew what they were doing. The agents were there to prevent Mustafa from escaping. They were successful in that assignment. They failed, however, in protecting him.


    At midnight the night-shift nurses prepared to assume the care of those in the ICU ward. The nurses were alerted to the status of the patient and the reasons for armed guards both in and outside the room. Law enforcement personnel inside the ICU were nothing novel, so the nurses went about their business as necessary.


    Hasana Akram, a critical-care nurse from the recovery room, entered ICU. She was about to end her shift and, as was her custom, took one last pass through the ICU. She slowly walked through the rooms of those patients recovering from surgery performed during her shift.


    She smiled at the agent sitting outside the room, signed the visitor’s sheet, and walked into Mustafa’s room. The second agent looked up from the Vince Flynn novel he was reading. She smiled at him and walked over to the patient. She checked one of the IV units, something several other nurses had done throughout the night. She pulled out a hypodermic needle from a pocket of her white nurse’s smock, then, calmly, professionally, and in full view of the agent, injected Ultalente into the IV line. The synthetic insulin would immediately enter Mustafa’s system but take hours for the desired effect.


    Hasana pulled the medical chart from the edge of the bed, made an innocuous notation, and walked out of the room as the agent returned to his novel.

  


  
    Chapter Eight



    Monday morning meant the beginning of a new day and a new workweek. Matt reached over and silenced the 5:00 a.m. alarm. Except on days when he had an undercover assignment or was scheduled to work nights, Matt’s routine was predictable.


    The morning ritual at home consisted merely of shaving and brushing his teeth. He put on his workout gear and, with a change of clothes in hand, headed toward the Federal Building in Westwood. The condo was exactly forty-six miles from the office. If he were out the door by 5:15 or 5:20, he could put the “Bu car” on cruise control, set it for seventy-five, and drive unobstructed to work, well before most commuters were on the road.


    The FBI garage had a weight room and shower facilities, allowing Matt to get in a five-mile run every morning, pump a little iron, and be at his desk before many agents arrived at the office.


    Once or twice a week, in the afternoon or early evening, he would stop at the Gallo Boxing Gym in the Valley. Matt would jump into the ring with his amateur Golden Glove skills and go a few rounds with someone training for an upcoming professional fight. Legally Matt couldn’t be a sparring partner because he was not licensed by the state of California, but since he received no compensation for getting his head beaten in by those with world-class skills, the point was moot. To Caitlin’s dismay, on more than one occasion, he arrived home with a bruised face and a bloodied nose.


    This morning Matt was still stiff from Saturday night’s crash but not as bad as he would have guessed. Following the run, he showered quickly and hustled up to the office to continue the paperwork he started on Sunday.


    Saturday night’s buy-bust meant Matt needed to complete the FD-302 of the actual heroin purchase and arrest of Karim and Mustafa, download the device he wore recording the entire transaction that evening, book that recording into evidence and complete the FD-504 chain of custody for the recording, fill out the “overhear” sheet, complete the duplication request form, complete the FD-504 for the heroin, prepare the letter to the DEA lab for drug analysis and a separate letter for the FBI lab for fingerprint analysis, and arrange to have the drug evidence and packaging shipped to the respective labs.


    Sometimes the paperwork was almost overwhelming, especially in a fast-moving case, when each stage of the investigation had Bureau-imposed deadlines that had to be met.


    Another agent would be handling the filing of the arrest affidavit and complaint Matt wrote on Sunday. That same agent would make Karim’s initial magistrate appearance scheduled for the afternoon in federal court.


    Thanks to his Evel Knievel driving prowess, Matt also had a detailed accident report to complete. The last agent on the squad to have an accident would be assigned the accident investigation, but Matt would do most of the paperwork, more out of courtesy than obligation. Technically, an “impartial” agent should do the accident investigation, but since Matt was responsible for the problem, he would prepare the paperwork for the other agent’s signature. It was one of those unwritten rules street agents observed and supervisors blindly approved. The accident report might take a little creative writing, so Matt welcomed the opportunity to limit his potential liability.


    Matt was at his desk in the squad bay working at the computer when Dwayne approached.


    “That was a throwaway you seized Saturday night,” said Dwayne.


    “Doesn’t surprise me. Gangbangers have been using prepaid SIM cards for years. You have to figure terrorist drug dealers are locked into the wireless generation as well.”


    “We checked the call history.”


    “Anything interesting?”


    Just as Dwayne started to answer, his cell phone rang. “Dwayne Washington. . . . Yeah, right away.”


    Dwayne hung up and looked at Matt. “Boss, needs to see us now.”


    There was no sense in postponing the inevitable. “Mr. Toad’s Wild Ride gonna cost me days on the bricks?” asked Matt.


    Matt could not afford a lengthy suspension. He and Caitlin might be able to sustain a few days without pay, but they were almost in a paycheck-to-paycheck status as it was.


    Dwayne was not encouraging. “That’s up to him and how you write the paper. But I’m not sure Tom Clancy could fictionalize Saturday night’s escapade in such a way to save you from a government-imposed vacation.”


    They walked down the hall toward the office of the Assistant Director in Charge—even the title sounded ominous.


    “The Queen Mother may be joining us,” said Dwayne.


    Matt looked at Dwayne, as if to make sure he really heard what he thought he had, then he laughed.


    Within the first hours after Pamela Clinton, Dwayne’s immediate boss, reported to Los Angeles as the Assistant Special Agent in Charge of the terrorism squads, she was dubbed the Queen Mother. She had an aura of English royalty, walking erect, almost with her nose in the air, but she was merely in a figurehead position. She suffered from delusions of adequacy. As far as the street agents were concerned, the gates were down, the lights were flashing, but there was no train on the tracks. After a two-year probationary period in her first-office assignment in Kansas City, she raised her hand and was assigned some obscure supervisory position at HQ no one else wanted. She’d been an administrator ever since, parlaying her “by the book” resolve from one administrative post to another. Her reputation was that of an obstructionist who was more interested in penetrating a perceived FBI glass ceiling than solving crime. She knew the “Bureau paper” and could cite chapter and verse of the regulations but had little, if any, clue what was happening on the street. The fact Dwayne picked up the nickname so quickly meant he was well aware of what was being said in the bullpen. Impressive!


    ****


    It had been thirty-six hours since the fiery crash on Sunset. Mustafa al-Hamza remained on life support and still had not regained consciousness. A new set of agents performed the security duties, but Mustafa was going nowhere.


    The steady whine of one of the monitors was irritating, and the perpetual beep of another machine made it almost impossible for the young agent to concentrate on the novel he was reading.


    All of that changed in an instant. Without warning, the heart monitor alarm sounded. Simultaneously, warning bells rang at the nurses’ station. The young agent sprang to his feet as Mustafa began to convulse, his body jumping uncontrollably. The agent opened the door and hollered for help, but his cry was unnecessary. An announcement on the overhead paging system was already alerting the staff to the emergency.


    Medical personnel poured into the room. The convulsing stopped and so did the heart. Mustafa flatlined.


    A third-year resident grabbed the defibrillator paddles from the crash cart and a well-choreographed medical emergency ritual began. The nurse rubbed the clear defib gel on the outstretched devices. As the doctor placed both paddles on the terrorist’s chest, he yelled, “Clear,” and the medical personnel retreated in unison. Mustafa’s lifeless prone body violently jumped as the electrical charge attempted to jump-start the heart. The doctor repeated the process several times before he stopped the futile efforts. Without much fanfare, he said, “I’m calling it, time of death 9:36 a.m.”


    The injection Hasana Akram administered almost ten hours earlier had the desired effect. Mustafa was dead, and the cause of death would read “accidental, due to automobile collision.” Mustafa’s story, had he been willing to tell it, died with him.


    ****


    Three men were meeting in a small, one-bedroom furnished apartment on Havenhurst Drive just south of Sunset Boulevard. The West Hollywood apartment, sparsely furnished in Salvation Army chic, was dark and uninviting. Most of the furniture was as old as the three Middle Eastern males sitting around the dining room table.


    Boxes of clothes and canned food items were scattered through the apartment. A modern computer and three telephones sat atop the unfinished dining room table marred by cigarette burns. Arab-language telephone directories from cities throughout the United States were stacked in one corner of the kitchen.


    The one exception to the sparse furnishings was the TV and sound system. Against the far wall was a fifty-inch high-definition, flat-screen TV with surround sound. The unit retailed for more than $6,000. A stack of recently released Blu-ray discs in English and Arabic sat beneath the system.
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A Thriller

"Bob Hamer's debut novel delivers realism only an undercover FBI agent can
bring. Enemies Among Us will grab you from word one and stay with you long
after you've read the last evocative page. Mitch Rapp has a new friend in the
world of fictional heroes, FBI Special Agent Matt Hogan.”

—Vince Flynn, New York Times #1 bestselling author
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