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PROLOGUE



SOUTHERN FRANCE


TWENTY YEARS AGO


FAHIM BAJWA STOOD IN THE DOORWAY AND TOOK ONE FINAL LOOK AT HIS DORMITORY room at Avignon’s elite international prep school, École Internationale D’Avignon. He had stripped his bed down to the mattress ticking, emptied his desk, and shipped his belongings to Paris.


“What will you do here all by yourself?” he asked his roommate, Riccardo, an Italian student a year his junior, lazing on the other twin bed.


The Italian propped himself on an elbow and responded in English, as was customary at École. “I suppose I’ll be at the top of the class,” he replied. “For once.”


Pleased with that remark—because it was probably true—Fahim grinned. “My parting gift to you, my friend.”


Fahim appeared older than he was, handsome for a seventeen-year-old boy, with long black eyelashes and olive skin. His mother was the daughter of Turkish immigrants—she was also an addict and a prostitute, something Fahim hid from his fellow students.


As cover, he told anyone who asked that his father was a Saudi oil tycoon—an unverifiable story, since Fahim had never met the man and genuinely didn’t know. He deepened the lie by saying his mother was a devout Muslim and refused to leave the Arab kingdom.


While neither of those things was true, his biological parents had bestowed upon him his good looks and penetrating intelligence. The father he’d never met—whom he assumed to be a rich Gulf Arab who’d frequented his mother while in Marseille on business—covered Fahim’s tuition and room and board through a blind trust in a Swiss bank account.


“Don’t forget,” Riccardo added, swiveling to sit on the bed’s edge, his red-striped Gucci luggage nearby, since he, too, would leave in a few days. “You promised two weekends in Paris.”


“Did I?”


“Mes oui, mon ami! I expect you to dazzle the ladies up there at the Sorbonne. Paris women should be easy prey for a rich Arab like you. And think of the American tourist girls.”


Growing up in a tenement in Marseille, Fahim had honed his natural charisma to get what he wanted. That often included the seduction of older women. Having secured a spot at Sorbonne University’s College of Engineering, his friends had high expectations for his upcoming romantic adventures.


Fahim extended his hand. “Give me six months to get established. By then, I plan to be dating an heiress.”


“In six months, I expect you to be halfway to your baccalaureate.”


The graduate’s grin faded. “As do I.”


“Au revoir, mon ami. Bonne chance.”


Fahim hurried through the corridors, saying goodbye to faculty and students. Once outside, he rushed down the stone steps to the parking lot, where he kept his secondhand Honda motorcycle.


His financial trust had its limits. His father, whoever he was, had set it up to pay for education-related expenses only, a rule administered anonymously by a faceless functionary at a Zurich bank. But being a clever boy, when Fahim was thirteen, he set up a basic e-commerce spoof of École’s bookstore. The banker who doled out his trust fund never realized that École’s tuition included the textbooks. Money for books Fahim already owned went straight into his bank account, allowing him to amass enough for the bike.


He fired up the engine with a kick and turned south, pleased to feel the hot wind on his arms. The Mullah Fawwah had demanded Fahim come to the Marseille mosque to say goodbye to his half brother, Rafa. The mullah also said he needed to speak urgently with Fahim.


Though Fahim suspected it had something to do with a graduation gift, he didn’t want to go. He’d never been comfortable with the stern conventions of Islam and studiously avoided the mullah’s mosque. But the mullah had insisted.


His route took him along the Rhône River, following it to the northeast before he would turn on the highway. As he roared by Avignon’s stately castles, he spotted the sign for the bridge. On impulse, he leaned the bike into a turn.


Although Fahim considered himself an orphan, one of his earliest memories was of his mother, Claudette, singing to him and Rafa, who was three years younger. Claudette’s only song was the nursery rhyme “On the Bridge of Avignon,” which she sang when they were alone, a rare occurrence. Fahim had learned to care for his brother, as their mother often left them alone for hours in a tenement high-rise in Marseille’s crime-ridden 3rd arrondissement.


The French child welfare department took the boys away from Claudette when Fahim was nine and Rafa was six. Despite her failings, Claudette’s voice remained buried in Fahim’s mind, to the extent that he often found himself at the Saint-Bénézet Bridge throughout his years at the boarding school.


Better known as the Bridge of Avignon, it was completed in 1185. In the thirteenth century, it served as a link for Catholic pilgrimage and a stronghold of the Avignon papacy, playing a significant role in the history of Western civilization. Although only four of its original twenty-two stone arches remained anchored in the Rhône, it was designated a World Heritage Site, one of the most popular tourist attractions in Provence.


Parking was easy with the motorcycle. Fahim removed his helmet, leaned the bike on its kickstand, and purchased a ticket to walk to the end of the bridge in the middle of the river. With Claudette’s voice haunting him, he wandered among the tourists, passed the Philippe Bell Tower, and strolled to the broken edge of the remaining span. He disregarded the foreigners, concentrating on the rush of water as the Rhône flowed against the stone piers.


Thus, with the sun beating down on his back and his place assured in the Sorbonne’s civil engineering academy, the seventeen-year-old marveled at the ancient engineers who could build something that had lasted more than a thousand years. A river cruise boat passed by, its tourists manning the rails and snapping pictures of the bridge. Fahim stood up straight and inhaled the fresh air.


On the bridge of Avignon, we’re all dancing, we’re all dancing … 


Filled with the generosity of spirit that arises when a young man contemplates the transition from one phase of life to the next, Fahim felt ready to head south to Marseille, where he would say goodbye to his half brother—and put up with the Mullah Fawwah for the last time.


BECAUSE FAHIM APPRECIATED ARCHITECTURE AND WAS FEELING NOSTALGIC, HIS first stop in Marseille was the Basilique Notre-Dame de la Garde.


Perched on a high observation post above the port, the Guardian of Marseille was a masterpiece of Byzantine and Romanesque architecture. Fahim remembered his Catholic mother dragging him to the church, hiking up the hill to catch a glimpse of the sea, filling his head with images of exotic lands. He could recall asking her whether his father was in one of those lands.


“He came from there,” she replied, pointing. “Far across the sea. He is very smart.”


“And Rafa?” young Fahim asked of his three-year-old brother, whose hand he held.


“Rafa’s father is a very special holy man,” she replied gravely.


When he was done with his visit to the Guardian, he climbed a nearby hill. Fahim rapped three times on the mosque’s heavy oaken door. “I have come to see Mullah Fawwah and Rafa,” he said to the bearded twentysomething man who opened it. The sun hung low in the west, casting long shadows from the mosque’s minarets and domes. “They’re here?”


“Who asks?”


Because he rarely visited, Fahim wasn’t recognized. He gave his name and explained his family connection.


“Wait,” the man said, closing the door to the Marseille Muslim academy for boys, the madrassa attached to the mosque.


As Fahim waited, he stepped back onto the tiled portico to admire the Eastern architecture. The neighborhood was home to many North African Muslims and boasted fifty mosques. This one was constructed by Turkish pilgrims in the sixteenth century and inspired thoughts of Central Asia with its soaring arches and golden domes.


The heavy door swung open again. Mullah Fawwah, mid-fifties with a shaggy beard and growing paunch, scrutinized Fahim closely.


“You’re late,” he said harshly, his eyes darting over Fahim’s head. “Why?”


“My train was delayed,” Fahim lied. He felt uneasy sharing details about the motorbike with the mullah.


The mullah looked at the street corners, then ushered Fahim inside. “It’s just as well. Come in and shut the door. Hurry.” Fahim did as asked. “Now remove your shirt.”


“My shirt? Why?”


“Something has happened,” the mullah said brusquely. “Just do it, Fahim. And then wash yourself in preparation for prayer. Hurry up.”


Fahim was used to the rituals of entering the mosque—removing his shoes, performing the ablutions. It struck him as odd, however, that the mullah asked him to remove his shirt. The religious scholar looked Fahim over and handed him a damp rag before letting him dress again. “Wait over here,” he said, leading Fahim to a windowless anteroom. The door clicked heavily behind the mullah as he rushed away. Fahim felt as if he’d been locked inside.


Confused by how he’d been received, he waited silently. With his father’s blind trust paying his way at the Sorbonne, he consoled himself that he would never come here again, and studied the vibrant tile mosaic that dominated the space to pass the time. It depicted a colorful rendering of a palm tree grove with two men on horseback picking dates.


Midway up the door was a hinged wooden flap with a brass handle. When the interval grew longer than it should, Fahim opened the flap. Like the confessional booths his mother had dragged him to at the Garde du Notre Dame Church, the opening was covered by a tightly woven straw screen.


Through the screen, Fahim witnessed a hive of activity. A dozen young men were stretched out on prayer rugs, chanting incessantly, “There is one true caliph. He is the king of the believers, the rightful heir of Muhammad …”


Beyond the men in prayer, Fahim observed others rushing by with luggage, creating a large pile along the wall. They hurried between the buttresses supporting the coved ceiling with noticeable urgency. Amid that crowd, Fahim spotted Mullah Fawwah leading Rafa. Concerned that he might be violating a religious rule, Fahim quickly closed the flap.


Rafa and the mullah entered a few seconds later. Fahim reached for his brother’s hand, which he accepted with a distant expression.


The Mullah Fawwah sat them on a bench and addressed Fahim, saying, “We are at war. The world as we know it has changed forever. That is why you are here today.”


Fahim, who’d spent much of the day placidly admiring the sunny Provençal landscape, was taken aback. “What?” he asked. He found that all religious people tended to overdramatize.


“The devil Americans have invaded our homeland,” the mullah continued. “They have brought an army to Saudi Arabia, the birthplace of the Prophet. On an evil raid in Baghdad, the devils arrested one of our brothers. They will come here next. For us.”


Fahim nodded tenuously. In his Western civilization courses, the instructors had forced debate on the clash of civilizations and the American armed response. To the student, ensconced in the thick walls of Avignon, it had seemed an inconsequential, remote problem.


“Fahim!” the mullah barked, jerking him by the shoulder. “You know your half brother’s father is a holy man who commands our respect.”


“Yes,” Fahim said. He glanced at Rafa, who continued to stare at the wall. “So I’ve long been told.”


“He is not just a holy man,” the mullah shot. “He is the Prophet, Allah’s messenger on earth, the true heir of Muhammad. The devil Americans will seek to capture him and kill Rafa, his heir. That is why we leave at midnight on a ship from the Port of Marseille.”


“Going where?”


“Pakistan. And then north, to Kashmir, our ancestral home, the Garden of Eternity as described by the Prophet.” The mullah gestured to the tile motif. “The capital of Umayyad, the scene depicted on these walls, a paradise on earth. I must protect your holy brother and take him there—and that is why you are here. Inshallah, you will be there soon, too. But first, there is something you must do.”


Fahim swallowed. “I … don’t understand.”


Rafa glanced at Fahim before lowering his eyes. “With this attack on one of our brothers, my father, the Prophet, has declared jihad. At-Takwir is at hand.”


“What is At-Takwir?”


Rafa inhaled sharply. “You don’t know?”


The mullah squeezed Rafa’s arm, then turned to Fahim. “It’s not your fault. I allowed you to be raised as a nonbeliever for a reason. That reason has arrived, and like us, you are now a soldier. We have very little time. The devils will come.”


“Can you tell me what At-Takwir is?” Fahim asked again.


Rafa canted his head toward the ceiling and closed his eyes. “It is the end of days.”


Fahim turned to the Mullah Fawwah, his voice quavering. “Mullah, I must go to Paris. I have to leave now. My train,” he lied.


Three knocks on the door preceded the mullah’s response. The religious scholar opened it to reveal a fierce-looking man in black trousers and shirt carrying a hard gray case. He wore a belt with a pistol on his hip and said nothing as he stood beside the tile mosaic wall.


“Fahim, listen to me,” the mullah said. “The devil Americans are coming for us. And that includes you. You can’t leave—until you finish something.”


“But I am not a …” Fahim let his point drift, fearing he might offend them. He wanted to express that he was not a Muslim—certainly not a holy warrior. He was a young man who sought to build bridges, charm women, and earn his place in the world. He revised his response. “Why are the Americans coming for us?”


“Because they hate us and want to see our faith expunged from the earth. Trust me, Fahim, they will arrest you, torture you, imprison you for the rest of your life, if they don’t kill you first. They will do it because of your brother. We cannot allow that.”


Fahim glanced at Rafa, who gazed blankly at the wall, much like the man with the pistol.


“I have to go to Paris,” the student protested.


The mullah’s eyes hardened. “You have been designated by the Prophet for a special mission, for which we have long been preparing you. I had not planned to tell you this until the Prophet, the Emir of Umayyad, struck the devils a fatal blow. But the Americans will come here. Tonight. Which is why we must act. You must act.”


Terrified by their apocalyptic talk and the crazy notion that Rafa’s father was the true heir of Muhammad, Fahim stood up. The man with the pistol moved before the door.


“I am not a part of this,” he beseeched the mullah. “Rafa and I don’t share the same father, only the same mother. Mine is a wealthy Gulf Arab who placed conditions on my education. I promise never to speak of my association with you, if that is your wish, and I can conceal myself from the Americans. They’ll never know about me. How could they? You took Rafa to be a student here to follow his father’s path. But I went away to school.”


“Fahim, follow me,” the mullah said, motioning him through the door.


Again, Fahim observed the rushing men in black, the piles of luggage, the hushed voices of prayer echoing across the alcove. The mullah’s long dishdasha swept over the tiled floor, swishing over his bare feet. Fahim followed him into a side room with a computer, Eastern art on the walls, and a desk cluttered with papers.


“Sit,” the mullah ordered. Fahim took the hard-backed wooden chair, while the mullah hunched forward on one with clicking springs. “You think your father is a Gulf Arab, do you?”


“How else can I have a blind trust? I know what my mother is. My father visited her for pleasure. I understand that. But he looks after me from afar, even if she isn’t able.”


The holy man perched rimless glasses on the end of his nose and clicked the computer mouse, opening a web page. Fahim recognized it as belonging to the Swiss bank that sent him money every month. “Rafa’s father, the Emir of the Umayyad Revolutionary Council, the Prophet, oversees your development, Fahim.”


A brilliant student, always quick with an answer, Fahim suddenly found himself adrift. “I don’t understand. Are you saying that the Emir is also my father?”


“Of course not. I am saying that I am your benefactor—through the Prophet. We have been preparing you for the great struggle, our future engineer, builder of bridges—and you have exceeded our expectations.”


“My father—”


“Fahim, open your eyes! Your father is not a Gulf Arab. He was an Indian on the faculty of L’Université d’Aix-Marseille, a filthy Hindu who died years ago. But none of this matters, as it was all part of Allah’s design. You are a half brother to the bloodline of Allah’s messengers on earth, blessed by Him to bring about His will. The Emir has always protected you.”


Sensing the boy’s shock, the mullah offered a reprieve. He leaned forward and grasped Fahim’s narrow wrists. “Boy, you have always been part of this. Rather than fear it, embrace it. You will go to Paris, attend the Sorbonne, and walk among the infidels. You will be exactly what we’ve prepared you to be. The Emir will pay your way and clear your path into commercial construction, where you will serve us. Inshallah.”


Fahim swallowed. “So … I can leave?”


“Yes, you can go to Paris,” the mullah said. “But only if you commit your soul to the prophets, the Emir and Rafa. You must perform your islah to ensure allegiance to the faith.”


“What is islah?”


“An act of jihad to wed your soul to the Prophet’s. Once completed, you can leave. If you do not … Well, you’re a smart boy. You understand we can have no loose ends.”


Bewildered yet relieved by the prospect of his life continuing as before, Fahim nodded grimly. “I just want to go to Paris. Tell me what I need to do.”


The mullah’s eyes sparkled. “Yes? Good. Come.” He led Fahim through the arcade to the anteroom. Upon entering, Fahim noticed Rafa conferring with the other man in low tones. The gray case was open between them.


“Fahim will commit to the jihad,” the holy man announced. “He is ready to perform his islah.”


On hearing this, Rafa turned to him. “Then we should all recite the Shahada.”


The mullah murmured his agreement and motioned for them to kneel.


Perhaps this is all they desire from me, Fahim thought as he bent over his knees in prayer. The mullah led them through the chant, pausing so Fahim could repeat the words. It was the same recitation he had heard in the prayer room. “There is one true caliph …”


When the anteroom fell silent, Rafa extended a black semiautomatic pistol to Fahim. “You will commit your islah tonight, brother. We will do it together, purifying our shared blood.”


Fahim was reluctant to touch the weapon. “Why do I need this?”


“To kill them. Before we burn them.”


“Kill who?”


“Our disgusting mother and her infidel.”


Fahim recoiled, unwilling to touch the gun.


“What,” Rafa said, “you think she loved us? She’s a whore, a liar, an addict. She sold herself. She will sell us, too. She must die.”


“Rafa, I …”


Disappointed, Rafa shoved the gun in his belt and turned away. “Mullah,” he grumbled. “I told you. He is weak. Corrupt. Western.”


“Rafa!” Fahim shot with wide eyes, his voice hoarse. “You want me to kill Claudette, our mother, like it’s nothing!”


“Do not say her name!” the mullah snapped. He gestured at the man with the pistol belt. “Abdul is our best field commander. After you perform your islah, he will go to Paris and remain nearby as your contact.” The mullah turned to the warrior. “Tell us, Abdul, the apostate is still there, yes, with her infidel customer? We can take them now?”


“If we hurry,” Abdul replied. “The whore is in Le Panier, fifth floor. We have a brother tailing her pimp, ready to strike and steal the keys.”


“Very well.” The mullah turned to Fahim. “This is it, boy. You will release your mother’s soul into Jahannam to cleanse your own. That is your islah. If you do not perform it, you will enter hell.”


The lyrics drifted through Fahim’s head once more. On the bridge of Avignon … 


He swallowed hard, banishing the song, reflecting on the Sorbonne, the life he had earned, and the mullah’s vow of continued support. They would execute her anyway, he reasoned, his pulse pounding. And if their black hearts could murder Claudette, they wouldn’t hesitate to kill him.


“There is only one true caliph,” he replied morosely. “Give me the gun.”
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CLARKSTON, WASHINGTON


EARLY JUNE, PRESENT DAY


MITCH WHITCOMB CLOSED THE SCREEN DOOR CAREFULLY AND GROPED HIS WAY across his front porch in the dark, his Resistol wide-brim hat perched on his head and his Justin Ropers pinched in his hand. He would have liked to have thrown the porch light on, but that would probably wake Molly, who insisted on sleeping with the curtains pulled back to let the cool night air stream through the windows.


That didn’t make much sense to Mitch, the Asotin County sheriff. First of all, even though it was barely four a.m., the temperature was stuck in the mid-seventies. The whole week had been a scorcher, baking the Palouse, a long stretch of high desert plains that dominated the farmlands where Washington, Idaho, and Oregon come together.


For another thing, Mitch had paid good money for a pair of Mitsubishi mini-splits to air-condition their sprawling farmhouse. Having reached his mid-sixties, it was hard enough to get a good night’s sleep, and the whole point of the Mitsubishis was to cool the house down to make it feel like October year-round, his favorite month. But Molly had her ways—and thirty-five years of marriage told him the argument wasn’t worth it, so here he was, tiptoeing across his porch in the dark like some kid trying not to wake his girlfriend’s father.


At the bottom step, he pulled on his boots, then crunched across the gravel to the pole barn, where he parked his John Deere, his ’57 T-Bird—tarped to keep the barn swallows from destroying it—and his official Ram police truck.


He fished through his pocket for the key to unlock the tiny office built into the front of the barn, then punched in the numbers to his gun safe. It took him a few minutes to get his police belt on with his Glock 22, and lodge his pump-action 12-gauge into the socket that straddled the Ram’s transmission hump.


He settled behind the truck’s wheel, angling his elbow to avoid touching the computer rig. Once he stabbed the ignition button, the noisy diesel would sound off, and, again, because Molly had the windows open, probably wake her. But what could he do? Old Tyler Ross, the fire chief, hit him on the emergency pager Mitch slept with, and when he called the chief back from the powder room down the hall, Ross said he was looking at a homicide. That was a mighty rare thing out here in Asotin County.


The Ram bumped along the dirt road that Mitch was always after the county to oil, then turned onto Evans, which passed through town and eventually led to a highway beside the Snake River. “Hey, Dot, are you in the office?” he asked over the truck’s Motorola, rolling south.


“Where else would I be?”


Mitch grinned. Dot tended to get a little cranky at the end of her night shift. “I put that address in the GPS. It drew a blank. Help me out, will you?”


“I just relayed the address Chief Ross gave me.”


“Well, you can locate his pumpers on the radio grid, can’t you? Check in on them and just tell me where they are.”


“Roger that, Sheriff. Wait one.”


Mitch watched the highway dashes flash in his headlights while he awaited a response. With his windows down, he listened to the night insects buzzing in the wheat fields. Cruising along the Snake at a relaxed thirty-five, he enjoyed the cool air settling along the banks. He had always liked waking up before everyone else, even as a boy. It made him feel like he was getting a head start on the day, and that invigorating feeling surged through him as he caught the scent of the sagebrush. But then he reprimanded himself; it was a homicide that had dragged him out of bed.


“Okay, I got a twenty,” Dot said when she returned. “Stay on 129 until you’re a mile or so south of Hostetler. Must be an unmarked road or something. The pumpers are near Asotin Creek down there. There’s no road registered with the county, so it’s gotta be private.”


Mitch thought that through. He knew Clarkston like the tops of his scuffed Justins. He tried to picture where a couple of big pumper trucks might access Asotin Creek. South of Hostetler, there was nothing but rolling ranchland, baked yellow after a spring drought.


“Thanks, Dot,” he concluded. “I’ll find it.”


As it turned out, the fire wasn’t that hard to locate. Five miles south of town, he saw the two county engines and the fire chief’s red pickup with lights blazing across a broad field. Dawn was still an hour off, but stars were winking out, signaling its approach. The sheriff soon spotted the narrow gravel road to access the ranch and roared the Ram across it with his patrol lights flashing.


Now that he was here, facing the hills beyond Asotin Creek, he recognized the property. It had belonged to Doc Sutton, who eventually got tired of playing gentleman farmer in the blowing cold winters and pulled stakes for Sarasota.


If Mitch recalled correctly, a young guy who’d come up from California bought the place. And because he was a young guy from California, Mitch hadn’t paid much attention to the goings on down here. It seemed like two or three fellas like that were moving to this part of the country every week.


The sheriff wasn’t sure what the Californian planned to do with this three-hundred-acre property. He didn’t see any cattle in his headlights—only the big red pumpers, a gaggle of exhausted firemen, and the charred remains of a barn, its embers still glowing. Smoke drifted over the field as if Mitch were standing on the wrong side of a bonfire.


The sheriff parked the Ram, swiveled out, and hitched up his Wranglers. Tyler Ross, the chief, looked like hell in his yellow Nomex turnout gear. His face was streaked with soot, and the men standing around him gazed at the ground with hangdog expressions.


“What the hell happened here?” the sheriff asked.


Ross rubbed his face with a handkerchief, smearing the soot, then blew his nose. “Ugly. Four deceased. We all went in right before the roof caved. Dog led us to them. Thought someone might still be alive.”


“Aw, shit. Any of your people hurt?”


“No,” Ross replied. “We’re okay. The victims, though … Another story.”


“You said four people—you mean in the barn? Not in the house?”


“Yeah. They’re in the barn. We went for the house first and found it empty.”


“And they burned in the barn? Like they got trapped in there?”


“They were shot, Mitch. As soon as we knew it was a crime scene, we put out the fire and did what we could to preserve it.”


Whitcomb removed his hat and placed it over his heart as if in prayer. His eyes roamed over the property. A pretty simple scene. The house, fields, and driveway looked fine, except for the pumpers, which would likely ruin the chance of finding a perpetrator’s tire print. The barn was partially collapsed, glowing like a heap of hot coals.


“You mentioned a dog, Ty. What dog?”


“That one, over there.”


Mitch yanked his Maglite off his belt and aimed it at the home. The two-story farmhouse with a wraparound porch stood to the right of the barn, slightly uphill. An American flag hung at an angle over the steps. The house was dark, but the front door stood open. A black Labrador retriever lay on the porch with its chin on its paws, watching them.


“How’s that, Chief?” Mitch asked. “You’re saying the dog was in the barn?”


“No. She was trying to get into the barn, scratching like hell at the wood where it hadn’t caught fire yet. The roof was burning by then.”


The chief clenched his jaw, swallowed, and inclined his head at the ruins. “Whole family in there, Mitch. Looks like two kids and two parents. We never had a chance to save ’em. I think they were probably already dead. Look to me like they were bound first, then shot.”


Mitch paled. “Bound …” he repeated.


“Yeah. I didn’t see any brass casings on the floorboards—that’s your department. But they each have signs of bullet wounds to the head. You’ll see what I mean.”


The sheriff tugged his hat onto his head and swept his flashlight over the smoldering beams. What remained of the charred roof lay at an angle, dripping and steaming from the fire hose water. He shifted the beam to the two-story farmhouse, allowing it to rest on the open front door. “Was the house like that when you arrived?”


“The door? No. We went in the house on arrival to evacuate the family, just in case. Door was unlocked. Place was empty. The dog burst out of the rear laundry room and ran for the barn.”


“No sign of struggle in the house?”


“Not that I saw, but I’m no expert. Come on, Mitch, I’ll take you into the barn. Put these on. I warn you, it’s not for the faint of heart.”


After donning a Nomex coat and swapping his hat for a helmet, Mitch ducked under one smoldering beam after another, following the chief. The wood hissed and popped about his ears. Sweat beaded on his forehead and his throat rasped.


“We didn’t move ’em,” the fireman said. “There you go.”


The sheriff raised a handkerchief to his nose when the smell of burnt people reached him. He could see four corpses sitting upright in folding metal chairs that hadn’t caught fire. As corpses go, they were oddly preserved, dried and desiccated by the fire, which added to the barn’s hideous hell.


“God help us,” Mitch muttered. He looked away, closed his eyes, and breathed through his handkerchief. It was a struggle to get back to examining the crime scene—but such was the job.


Their arms had been pulled back and bound to the chairs. The sheriff squatted and inspected their wrists with the flashlight. Their flesh had puffed out, biting into copper wire used as binding. He wanted to vomit. His breath caught. Despite his professional duty, he needed a few seconds. He stood and looked away.


“I know,” the chief sympathized with a thick-gloved hand on the sheriff’s shoulder. “Killer wanted to bind them with something that wouldn’t melt or burn.”


Mitch steeled himself and took a knee to examine the smoking remains of the male, presumably the father. His face was stained in dark blood that had oozed from a hole near his right temple. Some vile, hateful bastard had shot the man where he sat. The wife and kids had suffered the same fate. As a detective, Mitch had seen all kinds of twisted, grisly mayhem—nothing as bad as this.


“How’d the fire report come in?” Mitch asked, standing, his voice low.


“The neighbor up the creek, George Butters, called it in. He was up caring for a colicky horse when he smelled the smoke. He drove out and saw the fire.”


“I’ll talk to George,” Mitch remarked. “You know anything else about these people?”


“I pulled records while waiting for you. Property’s owned by a fella named Cole Hunt. He bought it off Doc Sutton last year. According to George, the wife is Marla. Kids are Maddie and Robbie, fourteen and twelve. Sadly, I think that’s who we’re lookin’ at here.”


“My dear Lord.”


BY THE TIME THE SUN CRESTED THE ROLLING BROWN HILLS, MITCH HAD THREE OF HIS five deputies roping off the house and the barn remnants with yellow crime scene tape. The sheriff had never handled one that ran across a whole property, but that’s what he was looking at. There were no signs of forcible entry into the house and, sadly, much of the usable evidence was likely consumed by fire in the barn.


Disgusted by what transpired here, the first responders refused to leave. While the chief looked for the primer the arsonist used for ignition, the rest of his crew assisted the sheriff and surveyed the property. Mitch asked them to inspect the dirt driveway’s perimeter for tire treads that differed from the relatively new F-250 Super Duty they discovered in the garage. It wasn’t much, but it was a start.


The Asotin County Sheriff’s Office wasn’t large. However, Mitch’s experience as a detective in Spokane, two hours to the north, had made him the primary investigator for three municipal departments and two counties. Whether he liked it or not, he’d be the lead detective on this murder case. He and his deputies would gather the bodies and evidence for transport to the crime lab in Spokane, operated by the Washington State Patrol. That’s when the main forensic work would begin.


But first, he needed to secure the scene. The dog sniffed at his boots and nudged his knees. The sheriff lifted her into the Ram’s back seat and stroked her ears, wondering what living nightmare the poor creature had witnessed.


Perhaps there was one good thing that could emerge from this. He and Molly hadn’t had a dog since the last of the kids moved out five years ago. Molly said it was so they could travel, but they never did, really, except to visit her good friend in Seattle, six hours to the west. If no one claimed this handsome Lab after the notice went out, then Mitch intended to keep her. The name on her collar read LUNA.


Intending to begin the investigation from his truck’s computer, he suddenly recalled some beef jerky in the seat console and offered it to her. “Hey there, Luna. Chew on this.”


She sniffed it, but showed no interest in eating, choosing instead to rest her chin on her paws as though she’d been in the back of this truck a thousand times.


Under Luna’s watchful amber eyes, Mitch got to work on the keyboard of his dash-mounted computer. He quickly confirmed what the fire chief had said. According to the Asotin County Assessor’s Office, the property owner was Cole Hunt. A previous mailing address indicated that the family had moved from Coronado, near San Diego. Maddie and Robbie were students at the local public schools.


As Mitch waited for his deputies to report in, he rubbed Luna’s ears and sipped the coffee that Dot had brought from the station. Next, he double-clicked on Mr. Cole Hunt, the property owner.


A credit report showed Hunt paid his bills on time. The property tax records said the same. The man had no criminal history, no file of any kind. Mitch thumbed through the mail his deputy had pulled from the box along the road. The usual stuff—junk credit card offers and an insurance bill.


He performed a plain-old Google search and waded through a dozen links for other people named Cole, Marla, Maddie, and Robbie, but came up with nothing useful, not even on Facebook.


Mitch thought that was odd. Then again, Hunt was from Southern California. For all the sheriff knew, the man might be a retired tech whiz who understood enough about the internet to want to disconnect from it entirely. There were plenty of those types out in these hills these days, although most seemed to settle across the river in Lewiston, Idaho.


When a deputy interviewed George Butters, who owned the nearby ranch and had reported the fire, he mentioned that Hunt kept a herd of cattle on the southern part of the property, beyond the creek. Hunt didn’t ride horses; instead, he used his ATV to tend to the herd. He had sought out George for advice on ranching.


That got Mitch’s antennae twitching. While stroking the dog’s head, he tried to remember if he’d heard anything about Hunt down at the Washington Cattlemen’s Club, where he played poker every Thursday. The Cattlemen were instrumental in supporting Mitch’s campaigns, and for that reason, he never missed a game.


“Hey, Hal.” Harold Wagner ran the Cattlemen’s Club and answered on the third ring.


“Morning, Mitch. Kind of an early one.”


“Yeah. I got something goin’. Wish I didn’t.”


“Crime?” Wagner asked.


“Probable homicide. The victim is a fella named Cole Hunt.” The sheriff felt he needed to omit the family’s gory details. Such a shock had to be handled carefully in a small town like Clarkston. “Hunt’s place is out here by the creek. According to George Butters, he’s been running a few head up those hills. You know him?”


“I know Hunt. He’s dead?”


“Yeah.”


Wagner remained silent for a moment, then offered, “I hate to hear that. Though I didn’t know him well. He’s got about two hundred head of Angus in the hills over the creek.”


“Was he doing all right with them? Any problems?”


“Lots of problems. Some of the boys around here have a bettin’ pool goin’ on when he’d go into foreclosure. Plenty of people anxious to buy that land. The creek’s a good water source, hot as it’s been. Nobody would have wanted to come by it this way. Jesus.”


As Mitch saw it, Wagner had given him his first lead. Hunt’s land was valuable. Someone wanted it. But murdering a whole family? That didn’t add up.


Luna raised her head and licked her lips. Mitch retrieved the jerky from the seat console. This time, she ate it.


The sheriff returned to his thoughts, rubbing his nose as he struggled to shake off the memory of the stench.


Based on the execution-style killing, whatever the Hunts had got up to had pissed off some mighty mean hombres. In Mitch’s view, that was usually about money, and, at least according to Hal Wagner, Cole was losing it. Then again, he was from California. Maybe he was sitting on a pile, tucked away in a bank somewhere, in which case this might be a robbery.


Luna nudged his shoulder, causing Mitch to spill out the rest of the jerky bag. While she ate, he searched his computer for evidence of Cole Hunt’s employment. Since the man was relatively new to the state, the Washington databases weren’t helpful. He scraped Hunt’s Social Security number from the Asotin County Assessor’s Office and used it to check Hunt’s W-9 history with the IRS.


That’s when the sheriff hit a brick wall. According to the IRS, there was no such Social Security number. How the hell was that possible?


He was tapping his fingers, sipping his coffee, and pondering the vagaries of bureaucracy when Luna nudged him again. This time, she growled and barked insistently at something she saw through the windshield. And just as humans have been behaving since the Paleolithic period, Mitch Whitcomb heeded his canine companion’s warning and warily studied the road.


Three black Suburbans were speeding down the highway. The lead SUV had a flashing blue light on the dash as it turned onto the gravel drive.


The sheriff groaned and shook his head. That convoy could mean only one thing.


Feds.
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QUANTICO, VIRGINIA


DAN MURRAY, THE UNITED STATES ATTORNEY GENERAL, GRASPED THE PODIUM WITH both hands, leaned forward into the microphone, and surveyed Class 2516 with satisfaction. Forty fresh faces stared back at him, each clear-eyed, intelligent, and, best of all, curious.


Serving in the government post that previous attorneys general had bluntly characterized as “one damn thing after another,” Murray relished afternoons like this. He had plenty to do at his office in Main Justice on Pennsylvania Avenue, where the work was indeed, well, one damn thing after another.


In that Department of Justice building, a steady flow of alleged misdeeds flew over his desk like the prairie wind in his native Oklahoma. Visits like this to see the shinier side of the DOJ were a matter of mental hygiene, and nothing cleared his head quite like commissioning a new class of agents here at the FBI Academy in Quantico.


Murray had already shaken their hands and posed for pictures when they walked one by one across the stage. With that done, he wanted to speak plainly to them, a rare opportunity, for he sensed it would be the last time he’d share a room with most of them.


“Congratulations, special agents,” he began. “We get to officially call you special agents now. Sounds pretty cool, doesn’t it? Enjoy the title. You’ve earned it. And, though most of you have advanced law or accounting degrees, you’ve worked your asses off to ensure you’ll be making government pay, same as me. But at least you can call yourselves special agents.”


At the back of the room, up the center steps, Murray noticed a door opening. Armbruster, his chief of staff, slipped through shoulder-first and shot him a cautious glance.


Murray avoided it, deliberately focusing on the fresh faces rising in the tiered rows at the Academy’s executive briefing center. The class was about half men and half women. They were Asian, Black, Caucasian, and Hispanic. Clean-cut and youthful, the men wore white shirts, dark jackets, and solid ties. The women were in pantsuits with open-collared shirts. They were as lean and fit as greyhounds.


“But you’re not here for the money,” Murray continued into the microphone. “There isn’t a single person in my Justice Department who couldn’t make a fortune in the private sector. Yet they trade all that for government pay because they’re in this job for something more. And that something is clipped to your belts. If you would, ladies and gentlemen, please do me the honor of placing your shiny new shields on the tables before you.”


Murray considered himself lucky to be here. His FBI director was currently in London at a Five Eyes security conference hosted by MI5 at Thames House, the expansive headquarters of Britain’s internal security service. With the planets aligning for him to address these graduates, Murray studiously avoided Armbruster’s hand gestures at the back of the room.


“All right, good work. Now, please take the shields out of their wallets,” the attorney general instructed. “Go on. Pull them free—I want to see naked metal on the tables. Miss Ramirez, I understand you’re the class leader. Take down the names of anyone who doesn’t comply.”


They chuckled as they removed the gold shields.


“For the rest of your careers,” Murray said seriously, “you’ll carry those shields in their wallets, nudged up against your identification cards and your Glock 19s. You’ll probably never take that metal out of its holder again. Don’t forget, I was an agent once upon a time, sitting right where you are, though we didn’t have a fancy briefing center back then.”


He paused for a moment, reminiscing. What, forty years ago? Something like that. After the Academy, he worked his way up from special agent to special agent in charge, then to legal attaché in London, and eventually to FBI director. He was appointed to the top position at Justice, attorney general, by his longtime friend President Jack Ryan.


But leading the FBI had been the best job of his career. During moments like this, Murray missed it dearly. He could almost curse the President for promoting him to a cabinet-level position with all its challenges and sleepless nights. Days like this kept him on the straight and narrow.


“All right,” he continued to the class. “Can anyone tell me the name of that lady with the scales in her hand at the center of your badges?”


Eleven hands shot up instantly. Murray cracked a smile at the eagerness and picked a graduate at random. “You. What’s your name?”


“Anthony LaPaglia,” the new lawman answered.


“Special Agent LaPaglia. Okay. Who is that gal on your shield?”


“She’s Justitia, goddess of justice.”


“Roman goddess of justice, Special Agent LaPaglia. With a name like yours, you should take a little Italian credit.”


The agent grinned sheepishly.


Desperately trying to get Murray’s attention, Armbruster twitched at the back of the room like a third-base coach signaling a runner. The attorney general raised two fingers at him. The one-damn-thing-after-another job could wait two more minutes for him, couldn’t it?


“Well, my special agents, as the head of the United States Justice Department, I want you to know something important. You do not work for your director. Nor do you work for me … or for President Ryan, for that matter. You work for that woman on your shield there, Justitia, Lady Justice, because she represents the special faith and confidence your fellow citizens have placed in you. Go on, take a long look at her sword, her scales, her, ah, blindfold.”


He vocally tripped over that last word, blindfold. Though he’d told himself he shouldn’t, it involuntarily forced him to think of his wife, Liz.


While he stood here at this podium in Quantico, Liz Murray was at Bethesda for a surgical consultant with the world’s most renowned ophthalmologist, First Lady Cathy Ryan.


Murray’s wife had lost her vision in her left eye due to advanced wet macular degeneration. Her right eye was at a stage where she was only a year or two away from losing her ability to read or drive.


Cathy Ryan had called a week earlier to inform Liz about an exciting new experimental laser surgery designed to cauterize the damaged blood vessels beneath the macula that caused the disease. If the laser treatment was successful, it could completely restore Liz’s vision in her right eye. However, Cathy warned, if it didn’t work, she would likely be left blind.


The Belgian eye surgeon, in D.C. for a conference, had only done the surgery twice on humans, but was willing to do his best for the attorney general’s wife. Cathy ran the idea by Liz, who was more than ready to take the chance. Dan was all for trusting Cathy Ryan—but he didn’t like the idea of a Belgian surgeon playing guinea pig with his wife’s one decent eye.


He set it aside for now, contemplating the new agents observing Justitia and her blindfold. He took a deep breath, disregarded Armbruster, and cleared his throat.


“Listen up, special agents. Could you do me a favor? Henceforth, when you’re out there in your field offices, working with your confidential informants and building up your cases, I want you to pause—once a week—and take your shield from your wallet. Find a quiet moment to study it … maybe a lunch break or a little downtime at home or even sitting at your desk. Whatever it is, I want you to reserve a moment to pull your badge out of its wallet and stare at Lady Justitia once a week. And when you do, I want you to remind yourselves that she is your boss. Can you do that for me?


“Because here’s the thing. There may come a point when you follow your leads to a place that no one will like—your special agent in charge, the assistant district attorney, the local police chief … whoever. One day, you might find yourselves as the last, immovable barrier between doing what is easy or popular and, instead, doing what is just, not thinking about it, but acting on it. You, my special agents, stand on the ramparts between good and evil. You are the guardians of your nation.


“Remaining vigilant will take courage, skill, and sacrifice. All of you have those attributes in spades or you would never have sought this work. So I ask you always to remember to do what is just. Not for me, understand—but for her, and the people of the United States of America. That’s what we’re all trusting you to do. That’s why we give you that cool title, special agent—because it is truly special.”


He wanted to say a few other things, but Armbruster was waving him into home plate. Maybe that was just as well. Murray was anxious to hear what Mrs. Ryan thought about Liz’s prospects and he’d made his point. Having garnered the newly commissioned agents’ rapt attention, he wished them well and trotted up the tiered floor to the drumbeat of their applause.


The exit door barely latched when Armbruster leaned close to his ear.


“Another POSEIDON SPEAR incident,” his chief of staff whispered.


Murray froze. “Damnit. Please tell me it wasn’t here, in the States.”


“Afraid so, sir. Eastern Washington, near the Idaho border. Whole family.”


“When?”


“This morning.”


“Same MO?”


“Yes. The alert came in through the Seattle district.”


The attorney general sighed. One damn thing after another. “Has anyone told the President’s national security team yet?”


“That’s why I’ve been signaling you, boss. You’re requested in the Oval Office in forty-one minutes.”
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THE WHITE HOUSE


GARY MONTGOMERY, THE HEAD OF THE PRESIDENT’S SECRET SERVICE DETAIL, LED Murray to the private study off the Oval Office.


The drive from Quantico had taken an hour, even with the grille lights flashing in his armored SUV, much to the attorney general’s chagrin. Feeling like a truant for keeping the President waiting, Murray sat at the shining table and absently watched CNN, thinking about the Belgian surgeon.


The TV commanded his full attention as the news network reported the seizure of a drug boat south of Miami with six hundred pounds of cocaine, some of which was cut with fentanyl, according to the initial field lab kits.


Well. That was good news—interdicting a haul from the Tiburonista cartel in Venezuela. CNN reported that federal agents had twenty-five narco-traffickers in custody, cooling their heels in a Miami-Dade jail.


Murray smiled. Roland Maxwell, his DEA chief, deserved an attaboy for coordinating matters with the Coast Guard to act on the shipment. He opened his leather folio to jot a note to call Maxwell. He was clicking his ballpoint when Montgomery opened the door.


“Oh, good,” Mary Pat Foley said as she entered with a deep breath and her locked metal briefcase. She set it down on the table. “At least I’m not the only one who’s late.”


“Well,” Murray replied to the director of national intelligence with a tap on his smartwatch, “you’re later than me.”


“If you tell on me, Dan, I swear to God I’ll never forgive you.”


She bent over to rummage through the small refrigerator next to the TV and emerged with a Diet Coke. “Hey,” she said, cracking open the can, her ears tuning in to the news broadcast, “did the DEA move on that Venezuelan drug ship?”


“Yeah. Maxwell took the lead.”


“That’s the tip that came in from that prime minister you prosecuted from Guyana, right?”


“Former prime minister,” Murray replied. “That a-hole is busy doing life in Leavenworth for killing an American citizen and staging a coup. I thought we were going tomorrow, but it looks like Max went early.”


“Probably to protect his sources.”


“Probably.”


The broadcast broke for commercials. Murray found the remote and hit the mute button. “Speaking of sources, MP, if you’re in touch with Ding, please thank him for me. That roll-up of the Tiburonista network is still paying dividends.”


“I’ll pass it on to Clark,” she said, sipping her soda. “Ding’s still recovering from that nightmare. I don’t want to give him PTSD.”


The curved door on the opposite side of the room swung open. Alma Winters, the President’s personal secretary, addressed them with her trademark soft, southern charm. “Good afternoon, Madam Director, Mr. Attorney General. We had to rearrange a few things with the boss’s schedule—but he’s ready for you now.”


“How much time do we have?” Murray asked, rising.


“Not much, I’m afraid. The Senate majority leader is coming by later to discuss budgets. You know how that goes. Please, follow me.”


Mary Pat set the soda down on the table and pointed at Murray. “I mean it, Dan. Don’t you dare tell him I was later than you.”


The two cabinet officers found President Jack Ryan rounding the Resolute desk in shirtsleeves, his suit jacket draped over a side chair.


“Sofas,” the President commanded. “Alma may have told you—I only have seven minutes. Heard you were late, Mary Pat.”


Murray grinned at her as they took opposite positions on the butter-cream damask couches.


President Jack Ryan, Sr., sat in the chair between them, facing the fireplace adorned with portraits of previous chief executives. With his guidance, the White House Office of the Curator rotated the presidential portraits seasonally. This month, the hearth displayed the visages of Ulysses S. Grant, Abraham Lincoln, and Dwight Eisenhower.


Jack touched a buzzer to summon the Navy steward. “Iced tea,” he requested when the petty officer arrived. “And three Tylenols. What about you two? Want anything?”


Knowing how short their visit would be, they both shook their heads.


Ryan crossed his legs, waggled his foot, and raised an eye at Murray while he waited for the tea and pain reliever. “Cathy said it looks good for Liz, Dan. Sounds like she wants to do that surgery.”


“Oh, sir?”


“The First Lady called a minute ago. I don’t pretend to understand half of what she said—other than she liked the Belgian doc.”


Murray filed the comment away.


The steward returned with a silver tray and handed the President his iced tea—lemon only, no sweetener—and a dish with three capsules.


While the President gulped down the pills, Murray explained his wife’s medical situation to Mary Pat. He was about to express his concerns regarding the risk when the Navy man retreated behind the service door, shutting it firmly. The attorney general cut himself short. They could discuss Liz later.


He opened his folio and passed papers to the President and Mary Pat.


“Here’s the Seattle SAC’s sitrep,” he began, referencing the FBI special agent in charge who’d written the situation report. “I’m happy to summarize, sir, given our limited window.”


“Please,” the President replied, massaging his temples.


“This morning, at three a.m. Pacific in Clarkston, Washington, the local fire department responded to a barn fire on a remote ranch.”


“Where’s Clarkston?” Mary Pat asked.


“Southeast corner of Washington State.”


“Across the Snake River from Lewiston,” the President clarified. “Where Lewis and Clark camped with the Nez Perce tribe before descending the Columbia. Hence the town names. Go on, Dan.”


The entire cabinet understood that the President turned to history as a coping mechanism whenever he had a rough day. “Anyway, Mr. President, the firemen found a family of four in a burned barn. They were likely dead before the fire started—gunshots to the head. When the local sheriff logged the homicide in the NCIC database, it triggered a flag with Justice. Seattle sent agents to take control of the crime scene.”


“And that’s when you called the White House, Mary Pat?” Ryan asked.


“Yes, sir. Because of the POSEIDON SPEAR association,” she said. “Sadly.”


Ryan shook his head. “What was the operative’s name?”


“Cole Hunt,” Mary Pat and Dan replied in unison.


Murray tilted his head to her, yielding the floor.


“Mr. President, Cole Hunt was with DEVGRU, SEAL Team Six. He retired as a special operations senior chief, an E-8, two years ago. He led the Cairo raid that took out a key engineer for the Umayyad Revolutionary Council a few years back.”


“URC. You mean LOTUS,” the President recalled.


“Yes, sir,” she replied. “Our code name for the URC was LOTUS. That’s right.”


Ryan folded his hands over his stomach. “Give me a little more on the Cairo op and how it relates to the bigger picture, POSEIDON SPEAR.”


Mary Pat unlocked her hard case, removed a red folder, and perched tortoiseshell glasses on her nose. “POSEIDON SPEAR was a joint operational mission to root out active elements of LOTUS after we eliminated the group’s leader, Saif Rahman Yasin—nom de guerre, the Emir.”


Ryan uncrossed his legs. “That SOB.”


“Yes.”


“Was POSEIDON SPEAR only in Cairo?” the President asked. “Or did it cover other locations?”


“Several locations, sir. There were multiple ops around the world with various cells. The Cairo op used DEVGRU to eliminate the Emir’s lead scientist, who we assessed at the time as the technical mastermind behind the plot to poison Lake Mead with nuclear waste from Nevada’s Yucca Mountain site.” She glanced over her glasses at the commander in chief.


“I don’t recall anything about a Cairo op,” the President said. “Or POSEIDON SPEAR, for that matter. Care to refresh my memory?”


“You do recall the fate of the Emir, Mr. President?”


“I have a mental gift for remembering people who tried to kill me,” the President replied sardonically. “I know Clark took him into custody and persuaded the Emir to give up his network.”


“Yes, sir.” She dropped the page she had been reading and lifted another. “Cairo was a kill order run by the POSEIDON SPEAR task force. Cole Hunt was a sniper temporarily assigned to a CIA Special Activities Division officer. Egyptian intelligence assisted with ingress and egress. The cover we used—weapons, rifle, all of that—made it look like an Egyptian job, a rival faction from the Muslim Brotherhood.”


“Okay,” Ryan said. “And Hunt’s not the only one who’s turned up dead from the Cairo op?”


“Regrettably, sir, the others have also been hit,” Murray answered. “Local police found the Special Activities man, Mike Rogers, with his family in California. He’s a chiseled star in the lobby at Langley now. Identical MO. Bullet through the temple, then burned to conceal evidence.”


Ryan stared into his iced tea. “How many SPEAR participants have we lost in all?”


“Cole Hunt makes three, sir,” Mary Pat answered. “The second was a Delta operator named Ted McCune, hit six weeks ago—shot and burned along with his wife in Billings, Montana. What’s notable about McCune is that he wasn’t in on the Cairo hit. But he took down another Umayyad terrorist in Karachi, also under the POSEIDON SPEAR rubric.”


“Two operators might be a coincidence,” Murray explained. “Three across two SPEAR ops makes this a likely URC-related operation.”


The President put his glass on a coaster and swore. “Was SPEAR run through NCTC?”


“Yes, sir,” Mary Pat responded. “But to be honest, we didn’t bother briefing you on it. At the time, it was business as usual for NCTC, mopping up. The global war on terror was in its final phase.”


“That’s how I saw it, too,” Murray confessed. “Guess we were wrong. We underestimated them, I’m sad to admit.”


“Meaning?”


“Meaning we failed three SPEAR vets whose identities had our best covert protection,” Mary Pat said sadly. “We believe someone—or some thing—is in our systems.”


“Have we started an internal investigation?” Ryan asked.


As the ultimate head of the FBI’s Counterintelligence Division, Murray fielded the question. “Yes, but Mary Pat and I agreed we should keep it limited, closely held, in case this is a data compromise. Now that we’ve seen a third victim, we may have to get more proactive with a new specialized task force to root out this … mole.”


The President winced at the wretched word and glanced at the mantel clock. Alma would enter any minute to tell him that Senator Rex Jorgenson was outside. The most senior member of the opposition party was sensitive to extended waiting periods.


Mary Pat read the tension in Jack’s mouth. “I know you have a meeting, sir, but there’s something else. I neglected to give this to you earlier because I haven’t fully vetted it yet. And, like Dan mentioned, we’re worried about a mole, so I didn’t want to bring it up through the usual channels.”


“And what’s that?”


“A motive. We thought we took care of the URC, LOTUS, with SPEAR. Now, this is all a bit raw, but I’ve directed the CIA Southwest Asia desk to scrub contacts for anything related to Umayyad. Our best cohesive analysis suggests that the Emir may have had a son. Various HUMINT reports speak of a man named Rafa bin Yasin operating a separatist cell in the disputed regions of Kashmir, crossing the border between India and Pakistan. Disparate voice intercepts refer to him as either a prophet or a caliph or the son of the Emir.”


“Rafa bin Yasin,” Ryan repeated. “Did that name come up under Clark’s interrogation of the Emir?”


“Not in the transcripts, sir. Or we would have added it to the SPEAR assignments.”


“You mentioned human intelligence reporting. So—the CIA is out there working assets and agents for hearsay. Aren’t we getting anything from the NSA directly?”


“No, sir. While we assess that there is a nascent terror band called the Umayyad Caliphate, we’ve concluded that it communicates by messenger. HUMINT reporting suggests that this leader, Rafa, the possible son of the Emir, is in constant motion, hard to pin down.”


“In motion where?”


She referenced her notes. “Primarily northern Pakistan, above Peshawar, foothills of the Hindu Kush and Karakoram mountains. Reporting suggests the rural populace in that area is ripe for radicalization and recruitment. ISIS has been active there. They see it as beyond the reach of our resources.”


Ryan tented his fingers, pondering the point. “Out of reach. You mean because they’re holed up in a disputed region where Pakistanis, Indians, and Chinese often skirmish over borders.”


“Yes, sir. They’re likely aware that we would be cautious about military pursuit in that area.”


“I hate when terrorists are smart,” Ryan replied. “Should we ask the Pakistanis to move on him?”


“I’ve relayed our interest over to the head of Pakistan’s Inter-Services Intelligence, ISI. I’ve also spoken with the head of India’s Intelligence Bureau, the IB. They both said essentially the same thing, but from opposite points of view. The ISI believes this Rafa is a scourge who the Indians protect to poke Pakistani Kashmir. The IB thinks Rafa is a Pakistani whose goal is to upset Indian Kashmir. Both countries claim the region as its own, as you know.”


The President frowned. “And Kashmir is split down the middle—Muslim and Hindu. A microcosm of India-Pakistan itself.”


“Or a flash point. The only thing the two countries’ intel services can agree on is that Rafa’s a separatist with links to Daesh, ISIS. Otherwise, the Indians say he’s funded by the Pakistanis. The Pakistanis say he’s funded by the Indians.”


The President stared at the portraits over the mantel, his exhausted eyes resting on Dwight Eisenhower, the first sitting American president to visit India. “The last time the Indians went after a suspected terrorist in Pakistan, they launched an air raid that damn near started a nuclear war. A billion people could have died if it wasn’t for Scott’s shuttle diplomacy.”


“As you said, sir, it’s an ideal place for a terrorist to hide from us.”


Right on cue, Alma Winters poked her head through the door. “Majority Leader Jorgenson is here, sir. Mr. Van Damm told me to make sure you were on time.”


“Thanks, Alma,” Jack muttered. “Put Arnie and Jorgy in the Cabinet Room. Have the stewards bring them coffee, maybe one of your sweet biscuits. And, Alma, please swear to Jorgy up and down that I’m dealing with a critical national security issue.”


“Yes, sir. I will.”


“Look,” the President said after Alma left. “I think all we can do for now is protect our POSEIDON SPEAR people. That’s at least in our control. Keep pressing your folks for better intelligence on Umayyad … Rafa … whomever. I can’t kick the India-Pakistan hornet’s nest without incontrovertible proof of a threat to the U.S. homeland. It’s just too touchy an area for direct action from us. If we get proof, we can lean on the Pakistanis or Indians to move on this group. And you need to find this mole—quickly.”


Mary Pat shut her briefcase.


“Understood,” Murray said. “My team will work up WITSEC packages for them, maybe even offer up whole new identities. We’re looking at about eight additional SPEAR participants, along with their families. And we’ll activate a counterintelligence op with the FBI to root out the mole.”


“Very well,” the President finished. But something didn’t sit right with him. His director of national intelligence was unusually quiet. “I know you want me to tell you to take him out,” he told her. “But you understand—I can’t order direct action in Kashmir without incontrovertible proof. It’s too diplomatically sensitive—and it’s not like we have control of the airspace with drones there. We would have to ask for Pakistan’s or India’s permission.”


“Yes, sir. Understood,” she replied flatly.


Still dissatisfied, Ryan stood and headed for the door. Mary Pat and Murray followed, veering to leave through the secret entrance that went back through the private study. That was the usual way they accessed the Oval Office to discuss national security matters.


“Oh no,” the President admonished. “You’re going out the main door. Senator Jorgenson needs to see we were hard at work in here. I’m serious.”


AFTER MAKING SMALL TALK WITH ARNIE VAN DAMM AND SENATE MAJORITY LEADER Rex Jorgenson outside the Cabinet Room, the DNI and attorney general exited through a side security door and walked to West Executive Avenue, the closed boulevard where senior West Wing staff parked.


A light spring rain dappled the pavement. Murray saw his black Suburban and security driver waiting behind the wheel. It roared to life and batted the raindrops with its wipers. “Where’s your vehicle?” he asked when he didn’t see Mary Pat’s SUV standing by.


“I sent them to pick up Ed. He’s giving an alumni talk at Langley, so I thought it would be nice for him to arrive with a bit of pomp and circumstance. I’m hoping you can give me a ride.”


“Of course.” After a few more steps, Murray added, “You know, MP, I think all we did was make our boss busier today. Not proud of that.”


“I disagree,” she replied, heels clicking on the sidewalk, briefcase swinging in her hand. “We just have to spin up a team to root out these URC bastards before they hit another one of our people. Simple.”


Murray paused beside his idling Suburban. The rain on the lush green landscape smelled good, a welcome harbinger of balmy summer days. A bus stopped beyond the security fence, disgorging a hundred middle schoolers on a spring trip. The eighteen-acre enclave of the White House often felt oddly peaceful to Murray, a stark contrast to the actual discussion in the Oval Office.


“How is that simple?” he asked incredulously. “Anything we do through normal channels could leak.”


The DNI lifted her briefcase over her head as shelter from the rain. “Who said anything about normal channels?”


“How else do we assemble an op?”


She grinned. “Have your driver take us down to Leesburg.”


“Why? What’s in Leesburg?”


“John Clark’s farm.”
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