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			PROLOGUE

			It was a balmy spring afternoon in Paris, the sun bright, the sky cloud­less. Two restaurants that face each other, on opposite sides of the intersection between Rue Marbeuf and Rue Clément Marot, were bustling with the usual assortment of patrons seated both indoors and out. When a sleek black motor scooter approached the corner and slowed to a halt, no one seemed to take notice of another young man and woman looking for a place to eat and drink.

			Then everything changed.

			Neither the driver nor the woman holding onto him from behind removed their helmets as he pulled a butane lighter from the pocket of his leather jacket. He ignited the flame and held it up, as if inviting her to light a cigarette. Instead, the young woman reached inside her oversized sweatshirt and pulled out two large cylinders, each with a string attached to its end. He calmly lit both fuses, then took one of the metal pipe bombs and flipped it underhand across the street, into the midst of outdoor tables that were crowded with diners. She tossed the second off to her right, a shorter throw, aimed at the unsuspecting people enjoying their al fresco meals at the other bistro.

			Before anyone at those tables had time to react, the driver shifted the cycle into gear. As he sped away, the roar of his engine was almost immediately eclipsed by the sound of two loud explosions, followed by screams of pain and anguish. Innocent people were being torn to shreds by the ball bearings packed inside the two explosive devices and the secondary damage inflicted by flying shards of broken glass from the shattered windows.

			Leaving the carnage behind, the couple on the scooter raced along a predetermined route, avoiding the usual congestion on the Avenue George V, making a sharp turn onto Rue Z. The driver expected to see a truck waiting for them, with a wooden ramp leading into the rear cargo area, another part of the plan. They were to drive the bike up and into the back of a van that would whisk them out of Paris to the safety of the French countryside.

			But there was no truck waiting.

			The driver slowed halfway down the street, eventually coming to a stop. He was confused, worried that his timing was off, concerned that he had arrived ahead of the escape vehicle.

			But his timing had been impeccable. He was merely unaware that the arrangements had changed.

			There were two men on the scene who knew exactly what the young couple expected to find when they arrived but, unlike the young couple, they had been informed of the revisions made to those preparations. Watching from a second-floor hotel window just down the street, the first man witnessed the scooter come to a stop, then immediately hit a button on his cell phone to text a single letter: R.

			The second man, perched on the rooftop of that same hotel, received the signal. He had already positioned the muzzle of his silenced sniper rifle atop a short stone balustrade. When the text came through he did not hesitate. He fired six shots in rapid succession, one shot each to their heads, two each to their chests, leaving both the young man and woman dead in the gutter.

			***

			At that moment it was still early morning in New York, but the hospital complex on the Upper East Side of Manhattan was busy. Doctors, nurses, and technicians were either arriving for work or leaving at the end of their shifts. Patients were making their way toward the various offices for appointments. Others were coming by to comfort friends or family.

			A woman entered the spacious lobby of one of those tall buildings, just off York Avenue but, rather than approaching the desk that assisted visitors and cleared them for entry to one of the many medical departments, she stood off to the left, looking around.

			It appeared she was lost or searching for someone, but she did not ask for help. Instead she began walking toward the bank of elevators at the rear of the large entrance hall.

			“May I help you?” a uniformed guard asked when she approached.

			The woman did not reply. She stopped moving, as if suddenly realizing she did not have one of the paper forms with a printed barcode that were issued by the receptionist—the authorization necessary to pass though the electronic gates to the elevators. She stood still, staring at the guard.

			“Ma’am, you need to check in, up front there,” he said as he pointed to the main desk.

			She offered no response, but did not move.

			Among the other people who were beginning to notice this silent woman was a senior officer, who had been witnessing the scene from his station near the front desk. He now came over and asked, “May I help you?”

			Again, there was no reply.

			“You really need to step aside,” he said as politely as he could. “As you can see, this area is getting crowded.”

			Neither of the guards was alarmed by the woman’s odd behavior; it was not the first time a visitor was confused by the security procedures in place. They viewed it more as an annoyance than a real problem as she continued to linger there without moving or speaking.

			Just then, a group of physicians and nurses came up behind her, oblivious to any sort of issue as they engaged in early morning chatter while heading for their respective departments.

			“Please step aside,” the office repeated, but now the woman turned to face the oncoming group.

			As they drew nearer, she shrieked, as if gripped in the throes of a sudden frenzy. Then she lifted her right hand, which she had been concealing in the pocket of her jacket, exposing a small detonator. Before anyone had time to react, she squeezed the button on the device, igniting the thirty pounds of explosives she had strapped to her torso, killing herself, the senior officer, the two doctors and the nurse closest to her, and injuring more than a dozen other innocent souls.

			***

			The structures standing amidst the concentric circles that form the center of Moscow are at the heart of the city’s history and culture. One of the most famous of those buildings is the Bolshoi Theatre, located on Teatralnaya Square.

			This evening, at the same time the attacks were being carried out in Paris and New York, a performance of the ballet was scheduled to begin. Well-dressed patrons, arriving in private cars and cabs, headed for the short set of stairs that led to the theatre entrance. As they moved forward, they encountered the inevitable crush of people one experiences when entering or leaving any theater or stadium in any large city anywhere in the world. And, as with any of those situations, there is little attention being paid to others in the middle of such a throng. Even if one had been aware of those surroundings, what would they have done about the odd-looking man in their midst? A man not quite as elegantly attired as those around him, whose gait was not quite as confident.

			Nevertheless, he was proceeding in rhythm with everyone else, timing his steps perfectly, like one of the dancers about to perform for this elegant audience that was pushing its way toward the majestic lobby ahead. When he reached the densest part of the crowd, he threw open his coat and gripped the muzzle and handle of the AK-47 that was slung across his chest. Without a word of warning, he opened fire, spraying those nearest him with the searing pain of death.

			Terrified people scrambled to get away, causing the circle around him to widen as he turned this way and that, bursts of gunfire tearing into chests and heads and arms and legs, blood everywhere. When the wounded fell to the ground, it only cleared a line of vision for him to fire at the next group of innocent victims.

			His first oversized magazine spent, he expertly replaced it with a second, intending to resume the assault. But a Moscow police officer, himself armed with an automatic weapon, managed to break through at that moment, emptying a dozen shots into the man’s head and chest, the murderer’s lifeless form collapsing to the ground in the center of the horrific massacre that would be his legacy.

			***

			Only moments later, word of these coordinated attacks circled the globe, but surprisingly no terrorist organization was taking credit.

		

	
		
			PART ONE

		

	
		
			Chapter One

			CIA Headquarters, Langley, Virginia
Ten days earlier…

			Nick Reagan was seated in the office of his boss, Deputy Director Brian Kenny, inside CIA headquarters at Langley. Kenny regarded Reagan as his most effective field operative and Reagan trusted Kenny with his life. At the moment, however, neither could hide his astonishment at the news Kenny had to share.

			“You must be kidding,” Reagan said.

			Kenny, as buttoned down as they come, was not known for his sense of humor. “I am not kidding, and I’m telling you Nick, this comes from the top.”

			Reagan was Kenny’s polar opposite when it came to things like following the rules and respecting bureaucracy, and absolutely despised expressions like “it came from the top.” But he had just been informed that someone from the office of the CIA Director had ordered him to cease his pursuit of Walid Khoury—known to some in the Company as the Handler for his work in recruiting and dispatching young extremists to carry out his vicious jihad.

			Khoury had been the mastermind behind the recent series of vicious attacks in New York, Las Vegas, and Minnesota. Reagan and his colleagues had some success in doing what they could to prevent the intended genocide, particularly the last of those three, but Khoury had escaped capture. Since then, Reagan had spent the past two months tracking him with no success. Ironically, since most of Khoury’s murderous plans had been thwarted by Reagan and his team, the Handler’s own brethren in al Qaeda were also searching for him, all the more reason Reagan wanted to find him sooner rather than later.

			In response to this news from Kenny—that he had been directed to end his efforts to locate Khoury—Reagan was unable to just sit there, so he got to his feet and began pacing back and forth.

			Reagan was thirty-eight years old and stood just over six feet, which made him five inches or so taller than his boss. His complexion was perpetually tan from all the time he spent in the field, his features even, his dark brown hair cut short, and his dark blue eyes capable of conveying warmth or ice-cold ruthlessness, as the situation dictated. He had a trim, muscular build, owing to the strict physical regimen he maintained that dated back to his days in the military.

			When he was done walking around the confines of Kenny’s office, he sat again, staring across the desk at the deputy director. “You’re telling me they really don’t want to find Khoury.”

			Kenny shook his head. “No, what I’m telling you is they want you to stop looking and allow them to handle the matter.”

			“Who the hell is them?” Reagan asked. “There’s no one in the Company as qualified as Gellos and I to conduct this search.”

			Kenny sighed. “You know I don’t disagree, but this is not my decision.”

			“Isn’t there someone upstairs we can talk to?”

			“Believe me, I tried. I asked for a meeting, to give you an opportunity to present your views, but they turned me down. They said they want you to take some time off, that you’re too close to the situation.”

			“Too close?” Reagan asked.

			“Let’s face it, Nick, you were there trying to stop those attacks. You witnessed what occurred, you saw what happened to the people you couldn’t save. They think capturing Khoury is more than personal for you at this point, that you need a cooling off period.”

			Reagan uttered a short laugh. “That’s what they said? They want me to cool off?”

			“That’s what they said,” Kenny replied, his frown making it clear he was as unhappy with the decision as his top agent.

			“And how long am I supposed to be on ice?”

			“They weren’t specific. They suggested you take at least a couple of weeks.”

			“You want to tell me who exactly gave you this message?”

			“I cannot.”

			Reagan nodded. “All right, I’ll take a couple of weeks off if that’s what they want. But they have no right to tell me what to do while I’m cooling off, correct?”

			Kenny paused a moment before responding. “I know what you’re likely to do, just be careful. As I already told you, this comes from the director’s office. You get caught coloring outside the lines and we’re going to have a problem. A major problem.”

			“Sir, are you suggesting I might not follow orders?”

			Kenny treated him to another of his patented frowns. “I don’t want to know what you’re doing, I don’t want to hear from you, and I also don’t want to hear from anyone else that you’re creating a problem.” Then he repeated, in a softer voice, “Just be careful.”

			***

			Reagan stopped at the Jefferson Hotel where he had been staying the past couple of days in D.C., pulled together his gear, and grabbed the next Acela Express to New York. During the ride north, he made several phone calls, including one to his partner, Carol Gellos, and one to his long-time companion, Erin David, who was an analyst for the CIA in Manhattan.

			In his typically oblique fashion, without providing much detail, he let each of them know what happened and made it clear he had no intention of ending his search for Khoury. He also let them know he expected help from each of them, hoping to build on some leads he had already developed.

			Both of them said they would.

			 

			Arriving back in his apartment on East 55th Street that evening, he poured himself a bourbon in a crystal tumbler with one large cube, sat on the black leather sectional sofa in his living room, turned on the television to catch the news, and opened his laptop.

			Walid Khoury had disappeared in France just before the last of his planned attacks was being carried out. Reagan and Gellos had also been in Paris, close to finding him, but immediately departed when they concluded that the third target was in Minnesota—Khoury’s pattern seemed to favor three-part offensives. They reached Bloomington in time and were instrumental in preventing that final assault, saving countless lives in the process. Since then, Reagan had been piecing together any clue he could to determine the Handler’s whereabouts.

			They had already learned that Khoury had been living a double life—posing as an international banker, he was married to a woman who worked in the State Department, Cyla Khoury, who also happened to be a friend of Erin David. After several interrogations of her by various United States agencies, including the FBI, CIA, and State Department, it was apparent Cyla had no idea that her husband was an al Qaeda operative. They had only been married a little more than a year after a brief but intense courtship, and she had believed he was both a brilliant and well-connected businessman, as had everyone else in their world. She was unaware of his true background as a jihadist, or the fact that he previously had a wife and child who were killed in an attack in Aleppo years before. She was now left to contend with the painful realization that their marriage had actually been part of Khoury’s master plan to infiltrate her world while organizing his violent strikes on American soil.

			Given the personal relationships among Erin David, Reagan, and Cyla, Reagan was only allowed to question Khoury’s wife after her innocence had been established. Several days ago, Reagan and Cyla met, and he told her he wanted to discuss what little she knew about her husband that might be authentic, such as his personal habits, people he mentioned that she had not met, and places he said he had been in the past. Unfortunately, Reagan realized that much of what Khoury might have told her was likely disinformation and would have little value. At one point, Reagan bluntly asked why she had married him.

			“With everything that’s happened,” she admitted, “I’m not sure anymore. He is handsome, and worldly, and we shared the same religion and ethnic background. It’s not much,” she added with a sad smile. “I thought I was in love.”

			“Love can be strange,” Reagan admitted, “but you’re obviously a very intelligent woman. Were there no warning signs, nothing that suggested things were not all what they seemed?”

			Cyla thought it over. “He never talked much about his business,” she finally conceded. “After a while, it almost felt he was purposely avoiding that subject. And yes, I thought that was kind of odd, but he was more than a decade my senior. I just figured he was old school when it came to things like that.”

			“When you say ‘old school,’ I take it you mean traditional Muslim.”

			Cyla winced slightly. “I suppose so, yes.”

			“This is difficult for me to ask, but do you think he courted you because of the position you held?”

			Her eyes moistened, but Cyla did not succumb to tears. “I’ve thought about little else since that day you and Ms. Gellos came to see me at my office in Paris and told me what was going on.” She took a moment to compose herself. “I look back on the dinners we had, the time we spent together, the trips we took before he asked me to marry him. It’s hard for me to believe it was all about my working for the State Department. I honestly never gave him any classified information or anything like that, and he never asked. Still,” she continued, but then stopped. “I was obviously a fool on so many levels, I don’t want to go on deluding myself.”

			Reagan nodded, realizing that in addition to his murderous assaults, Khoury had also inflicted serious emotional harm on this young woman, injuries from which she might never recover. He returned the discussion to matters such as the trips Khoury took without her after they were married, any people she may have met through him, and so forth.

			“No detail is meaningless,” he told Cyla, but ultimately the interview came to end. When she apologized for not being more helpful, he disagreed.

			“There’s value in what you’ve told me,” he assured her. “I’m just sorry you have to go through all this.” Then he said, “You can’t blame yourself. Evil comes in many forms.”

			As he sat in his living room this evening, Reagan thought about the few clues Cyla had provided that might be helpful in his search. Whatever lies Khoury told his young wife, Reagan believed there were some things that had to be true.

			There were also facts he and his partner, Carol Gellos, had uncovered.

			Gellos was tall and trim with short sandy-colored hair, dark brown eyes, and a no-nonsense attitude. Kenny’s top female operative, she had taken an unusual route to get there. After a troubled high school experience, she dropped out of college in the middle of her second year and joined the Army. It soon became evident that her difficult childhood had masked a keen intellect and the willpower to succeed. She completed her education and rose through the ranks of the Intelligence Division, until several years ago when she was recruited by the Agency. Gellos quickly advanced to her current status as a clandestine field agent, having worked on numerous missions with Reagan. At thirty-five and single, she kept her private life private, while proving herself a fearless and trustworthy partner.

			And she was all business.

			Reagan and Gellos discovered that Khoury kept an office in Paris, but there was absolutely no chance the man would ever return there after they raided the place and took custody of his assistant. Cyla said that Khoury had mentioned more than once that he had banking contacts in London, but she had no details. That could have been part of a cover he arranged for himself in order to take trips back to the Middle East, without disclosing that to his wife or anyone else—but now that al Qaeda was tracking him, there was little chance he would risk a visit to that part of the world.

			All the other factors analyzed by Erin and Gellos left Reagan with at least one logical possibility—the Handler might be in London—and, order or no order, Reagan was not going to stop looking for him.

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			New York City

			As Reagan sat on the black leather sofa in the living room of his apart­ment, going through his computer to review the information he had compiled on the possible location of Walid Khoury, he began thinking about Derek Malone. Now that he was ordered to stop tracking Khoury, Reagan knew he would have to work outside his normal channels. He also realized that, of all the people he knew outside the government he could safely go to, Derek Malone had the sort of contacts that might aid in connecting the dots they had collected so far. He was a man with innumerable friends in a variety of enterprises—including some with connections in the Arab world.

			In the unique orbit of Nick Reagan’s universe, Dr. Derek Malone was not a likely friend. To begin with, he was twenty-five years older than Reagan. He was also outside the world of intelligence agencies in which Reagan spent almost all of his time. And, as a neurologist who paired his medical background with an entrepreneurial spirit, he had accumulated great wealth and influence. Malone developed powerful contacts who introduced him to opportunities in Big Pharma and led him through various tech investments, all of which ultimately had him mingling with many of the so-called captains of industry who control the American economy. Malone was a classic self-made success story who came from nothing, built a fortune, but never forgot his roots.

			That alone was enough to earn Reagan’s respect.

			But Malone was also a patriot, and several years ago he had provided Reagan invaluable assistance during an investigation into a data breach initiated by the Chinese. Through his far-reaching network, Malone was helpful not only in locating the source of the problem but also in identifying the people capable of shutting down technological invasion.

			Unlike so many people Reagan was obliged to deal with in the business world, Malone did not seek any sort of quid pro quo for his support. To the contrary, he was pleased to serve his country and enjoyed teaming with Reagan in the process—someone, Reagan realized early on, who shared his values if not his career goals. Malone was fascinated that a young man as bright and capable as Reagan would risk his life working for what he called “coolie wages,” rather than parlaying those talents into a lucrative position in the private sector. In his typical fashion, Malone was not shy about voicing that opinion.

			Reagan had laughed in response. “If you’re worried about my current finances, you better not ask me how much I earned while I was in the military.” In his typical fashion, Reagan did not disclose which branch of the armed forces he served in, nor did he ever admit to Derek that he was now with the CIA.

			“I’m serious, you could make a fortune in the business world,” Derek said.

			Reagan’s smile faded as he said, “Someone has to do what I do. I believe we both prefer that it’s someone who has the skills and experience to get it done.”

			Now Malone also turned serious. “And the focus. Too bad more people in the political arena don’t feel that way.”

			Reagan nodded.

			“The way our Founding Fathers set things up, politics was not supposed to be a friggin career,” Malone said. “You were supposed to spend some time serving the country, then return to your farm or business or whatever.”

			“You don’t have to convince me.”

			Malone nodded, as if confirming a thought. “Ever wonder how some of these senators and congressmen get so rich while they’re still in office? How they come to own those big houses with security gates, vacation homes, you know what I’m talking about.”

			“I do,” Reagan said, since they had discussed all of this more than once, their shared views contributing to the growth of the friendship. “I wish I had a good answer for you.”

			“I have answers, my friend,” Malone told him, “but you don’t want to hear them.”

			Another positive in their relationship was Malone’s wife, Connie. She was intelligent, educated, and as sophisticated as her husband was dynamic, but her road had been even rockier than Derek’s. She was an orphan who was raised in foster homes until she was old enough to go off on her own, working her way through college, completing graduate school on scholarships that enabled her to earn a Masters and a Doctorate in psychology. By the time Reagan met her, Connie had given up her private practice but not her penchant for examining everything through the prism of her education and personal experiences. Like her husband, she did not permit their extravagant lifestyle to diminish their kindness or their insistence on treating everyone the same regardless of who they were; she would never forget where they came from.

			Reagan decided it was worth a call to see if Malone could provide some help, so he picked up his cell phone, hit the speed dial for Malone’s private number, and waited. He heard the familiar voice after the second ring.

			“Where the hell have you been? I thought you dumped us for a younger crowd,” Malone said.

			“An older crowd, actually,” Reagan said. “You and Connie move too fast for me.”

			Malone responded with the raspy chuckle Reagan had heard many times. “All right, we’ll try and slow things down next time we see you. Now, what do you need?”

			“Is that the way to begin a conversation with a good friend? No clever patter? No questions about how I’m doing?”

			“Don’t bullshit a bullshitter,” Malone told him. “I haven’t heard from you in months, and now you’re calling me after ten at night. Tell me I’m crazy, but I’m guessing this is not a social call.”

			“It’s always social with you, Derek, that’s how you roll. But you’re correct, I need to ask you some questions.” Reagan paused before adding, “In person would be best.”

			“Uh huh. Can I ask you where you’ve been all this time?”

			“We can also talk about that in person as well.”

			Reagan’s tone made it clear Malone should resist the temptation to ask anything else, at least for now. “I see,” was all he said.

			“I’m in New York. Where are you and Connie these days?”

			“We’re at our place in Florida, but I’m coming up for a couple of meetings in Manhattan tomorrow afternoon.”

			“Any chance you can take an early flight and meet me in the morning?”

			“How about a drink somewhere at noon?”

			“Can’t I buy you lunch?” Reagan offered.

			“First, you can never buy me anything, because you’re a pauper and I’m a rich guy. Second, my early meeting is for a lunch in midtown, I’ll have to see you before that.”

			“All right, a drink at noon then.”

			“Agreed,” Malone said, “provided you give me at least one clue as to what we’ll be talking about.”

			Reagan paused for a moment, then said, “A change in the weather pattern.”

			“A weather pattern?”

			“Acid rain in Las Vegas,” answered Reagan.

			“Understood,” Malone said. “Just tell me where and I’ll be there.”

			***

			The next day, Reagan and Malone met at Il Mulino on 60th Street, just off Madison Avenue. Reagan knew the manager; he told him that he needed a table in the back, but that he and his friend would not be eating. All they needed were drinks and to be left to themselves.

			When the maître d’ responded with a curious look, Reagan said with a smile, “Don’t worry; my friend is a huge tipper, and I have someone else joining me for lunch in an hour.”

			When Malone arrived, Reagan was already seated in the rear of the modern dining room, which was decorated in cool colors, the pale beige walls adorned with framed black-and-white photographs of celebrities, past and present. He had chosen the last table in the corner off to the left, facing the front of the restaurant with his back to the wall.

			Reagan was wearing gray slacks, a black V-neck sweater over a white T-shirt, and black suede rubber-soled loafers. His face was closely shaved and, other than the fact he was handsome with intense, dark blue eyes, his appearance was generally forgettable, which was just as he intended.

			Malone, on the other hand, was wearing a custom-tailored suit, dove gray with thin blue windowpane lines. His white shirt was crisply pressed, the collar slightly oversized to accommodate the generous knot of a bright blue Hermès tie. A colorful pocket square was spilling out from the breast pocket of his suit jacket, and his Gucci loafers well shined. He was very tan—living most of the time in Florida, Malone was always tan—his auburn hair cut fashionably long, and his luminous smile revealing snowy white teeth that seemed to glow from across the room.

			Reagan stood as Malone approached and the two men embraced.

			Taking a step back, Reagan said, “You always look like you just stepped out of a GQ fashion shoot.”

			Malone responded with an appreciative chuckle. “And you always dress like you’re hiding from someone.”

			Reagan ignored the remark. “I mean it, how the hell can you be so put together if you just got off a flight?”

			Malone gave a theatrical look around, as if to ensure that no one would hear what he said next. “Sorry to sound so pretentious, but I flew on a private jet in my favorite college sweatsuit, didn’t change until we landed.”

			“My hero,” Reagan said as the two men sat down.

			A waiter came by, Malone ordered a Bloody Mary, light on the vodka, and Reagan asked for a Blanton’s bourbon with a big cube.

			“Little early for something that heavy, no?”

			“These are heavy times,” Reagan replied with a slight smile.

			“Getting right down to it then?”

			“I know you’ve got a schedule to keep.”

			“Don’t worry about me, first things first. When you mentioned Las Vegas, I knew you were referring to that attack at the fountain outside the hotel several weeks ago. Were you there?”

			Reagan shared very little about what he did, even with the best of friends, but Malone deserved an answer—especially since it related to the information Reagan wanted from him. After a slight pause, he said, “Yes, I was there. I was also on the Highline in Manhattan when those suicide bombers tried to take out all those people at the outdoor fashion show. And I was in Minnesota, where they attempted to plant an enormous package of explosives in the largest shopping mall in America.”

			Malone responded with a solemn nod. “You’ve been a busy young man.”

			“It’s what we do.”

			“I read enough about those incidents to know things might have been a lot worse if people in our government hadn’t reacted in time.”

			“It was a coordinated effort for sure.”

			Malone eyed his friend for a moment. “And you were in the middle of that?”

			The waiter returned with their drinks, which relieved Reagan of the obligation to respond. The two men fell into silence until they were served and left to themselves again.

			“Let me give you a headline or two,” Reagan said, “just to get this started.”

			Malone lifted his glass, said, “First, we’re toasting to health and heroism,” then took a sip of his cocktail. He waited for Reagan to do the same. “Now, my friend, I’m all ears.”

			“It appears there was one person behind the planning of those attacks. We did what we could to mitigate the damage, as you say, but we still have unanswered questions.” Reagan then added, “The worst part is, he’s still out there.”

			Malone studied his friend for a moment. “And you’re looking for him.”

			Reagan nodded slowly.

			“I’m going to guess that you know who he is, just not where he is.”

			“You must be head of the class.”

			Malone showed him one of his toothy smiles. “I didn’t get where I am by being slow on the uptake. For instance, you’ve never admitted exactly who it is you work for, but we both know that I know.”

			“Fair enough.”

			“And, just to keep this flow going, the reason I’m here is because you think I can provide some sort of information that will help you find this gentleman,” he said, pronouncing the last word with clear sarcasm.

			“I do.”

			“Well then, if those are the headlines, let’s not bury the lead. What can I do for you?”

			“The man in question is Lebanese with some nasty contacts throughout the Middle East. Together they meant to do some serious harm, as we’ve seen.”

			“But his plans didn’t work out as intended.”

			“Correct. And in his world, while success leads to glory, failure is not tolerated. They’re not only ruthless murderers of their enemies, but al Qaeda and their ilk are incredibly unforgiving of their own.” Reagan drank some bourbon. “His schemes did not go off as planned, as you said, and they don’t care why or allow for excuses. That means he’s not only being hunted by us, he’s also in danger from his own.”

			“But you have those questions you need answered, so you want to get to him first.”

			“Right.”

			“And we’re here because you think I can do something to help you find him.”

			“Precisely. You work with people in high places engaged in international oil deals with the Saudis and others.”

			“I do,” Malone said.

			“Those businessmen in the Middle East can be ruthless, but they’re not terrorists.”

			“Most Arabs are not terrorists,” Malone reminded him.

			“Totally agree, I don’t dispute that at all. I just want to know if there’s any chance you have contacts that might find a sympathetic ear over there, someone who might help us gather some intelligence on where our friend might be?”

			Malone thought it over. “That’s a big ask, as you know. The Arabs may not like what this guy has done, but he’s one of their own. They might prefer to clean their own house, am I right? Why would they help us find him? From a business point of view, what’s in it for them?”

			“Depends on who’s being asked. Terrorism is bad for business as well as governments. The attacks were an international story, and we’re not asking help from people with ties to al Qaeda or ISIS, we’re looking for an assist from legitimate sources.” He paused before adding, “I’m going to add something that is absolutely classified, that you must not share.”

			“Got it,” Malone said, reaching up with his thumb and forefinger and squeezing his lips shut.

			“After all this went down, his own people tried to kill him, but he got away.”

			“He really is in deep shit.”

			“All the more reason I need to move fast.”

			“You know me, you don’t have to ask twice. I’ll do whatever I can.”

			“Much appreciated,” Reagan said, “but you need to be careful. Dangerous people are coming at this from every angle. And all of this has to be completely off the record.”

			“Understood.”

			“I also want to be clear you should not say or do anything that puts you in a dangerous or even uncomfortable position.”

			“Clear as crystal.” They were quiet for a few moments, then Malone said, “I have a question that may or may not be related. These people I would go to are involved in a lot more than oil. For instance, they’re talking to that Russian guy Mindlovitch, trying to buy an interest in those so-called Ghost Chips he’s developing. Rumor has it that some of his prototypes were stolen, but I never heard anything more.”

			Reagan was impressed. “You really are plugged in.”

			Malone held up his glass with a smile and had another taste of his cocktail.

			“Again, this is confidential,” Reagan said, careful not to divulge too much regardless of his trust in Malone. “You’re right about that rumor. They say someone took samples from the facility in China, but if it’s true there’s no word on who was behind it. You’re also right about the possibility these actions are linked. Some of us have a concern this technology may be one of the reasons I’m having such a hard time tracking this man. If he’s using cell phones without any chance of being traced, that just adds to the degree of difficulty.”

			“Not to mention the other things they claim these Ghost Chips are capable of doing remotely.”

			“You’re entitled to another gold star, Derek.”

			Malone paused for a moment, then asked, “When are you going to tell me the name of this man you’re hunting? I need that, don’t I?”

			Reagan nodded. “His name is Walid Khoury. Known as the Handler, for the work he does recruiting and manipulating young jihadists.”

			Malone sat back. “Khoury? I know that name. Thought he was some sort of banker, married to that young woman in the State Department. I met him a couple of times at affairs in D.C.”

			Reagan did nothing to hide his surprise. “You really are something, you know that?”

			Malone smiled. “You can’t buy the kind of contacts I have, young man, they have to be developed over a lifetime.”

			“Contacts are also the lifeblood of my business. Maybe my boss should consider recruiting you.”

			“You mean make me a CIA agent?” Before Reagan could utter a demurral, Malone uttered one of his throaty laughs. “My young friend, I thought I already was one,” he said.

		

	
		
			Chapter Three

			New York City

			As the lunch crowd arrived, Reagan and Malone remained at their table in the rear of Il Mulino’s dining room, identifying the specific sort of intel Reagan was seeking and the people Malone knew from whom it might come.

			While Malone had a wide array of investments and relationships, both in and out of the United States, Reagan understood that his principal business activities revolved around medical research and innovations, including a seat on the board of directors at Novak Pharma. His association with the brothers who were the majority owners of that company was by far the most intriguing to Reagan at the moment. To begin with, the Novaks’ oil empire was even larger than their pharmaceutical company, which meant they had serious links to OPEC and major players throughout the Middle East. They also engaged in politics spanning a curious mélange of different ideologies, while Malone was strictly a flag-waving nationalist. Their personal styles also differed. Malone was all about people, his loyalty and kindness legendary. The Novaks were famously secretive and aloof, making their friendship with Malone a source of wonder.

			“Among these people you’re going to reach out to, I assume that will include John and Andrew Novak,” Reagan said.

			Malone smiled. “That’s who you’ve been hinting at since I got here. Am I right or am I right?”

			“You’re positively psychic,” Reagan said. “Can you speak with them soon?”

			“Consider it done.”

			Reagan nodded. “Just to limit your exposure here, don’t even bother to contact me if you come up empty, all right?”

			“Got it.”

			“But if you do find something, just text me a message that you want to talk. Nothing else.”

			“Done,” Malone said.

			The commitment made, they spent some time catching up on the social front until Malone realized he was late for his lunch meeting across town, at the restaurant Marea on Central Park South. He and Reagan stood and shook hands, just as Erin David arrived.

			Erin was one of the Agency’s top analysts and the only woman Reagan had ever loved. Given his profession, he found a permanent relationship challenging, not least because of the potential danger to her. Still, despite the risks, their chemistry was undeniable. She was intelligent, loyal, and beautiful, and had repeatedly made it clear she was willing to face whatever might come as long as they could be together. And that she wanted more.

			It was an ongoing debate Reagan secretly hoped he would eventually lose.

			Tall and slender, Erin was a devotee of yoga, jogging, and regular workouts that kept her firm and fit. She was sexy in an understated way, exuding a quiet confidence with no need to flaunt her obvious good looks. Her makeup was minimal but effective, highlighting her soft hazel eyes and full lips. She kept her light brown hair cut fashionably short.

			This afternoon she was dressed in cream-colored gabardine slacks that were tight in the right places, then flowed down to her high-heeled shoes. Her navy-blue satin blouse was open at the neck, just a button short of too revealing.

			As soon as Malone spotted her coming towards them, he broke into another broad smile, reaching out as she approached and enfolding her in an affectionate embrace.

			“Damn,” he said, as he took half a step back and held her by the shoulders. “If I knew you were coming, I would’ve canceled my meeting and stayed for lunch.”

			“And if I knew you were going to be here,” Erin replied, “I would have asked Connie to join us.”

			“We’ll all get together soon,” Malone assured her. “I’m up here on my own for some meetings, then heading back to the Sunshine State. Sorry that I’ve got to boogie, but I’m happy I got to see you.”

			Erin smiled. Malone was probably the only man his age who could get away with an expression like “boogie.” “Please give Connie my love. And I’m glad I got to see you too.”

			Malone insisted on paying for the drinks, left a large tip, and made his exit, as Erin and Reagan sat. She immediately asked, “What was that about?”

			“Two friends can’t get together for a drink?”

			She gave him the look that assured him he would never fool her, not about anything. “Want to try again?”

			Reagan looked down at his empty glass. “What would you like?”

			“A really good Chardonnay and an answer. I obviously know what you’re up to at the moment, which means social drinks are not on your calendar. You’re enlisting Derek’s help to find the Handler.”

			“In a third party sort of way.” He shrugged. “Malone has contacts that might be able to help.”

			When the waiter came by, Reagan asked for another bourbon, Erin’s glass of wine, and a couple of menus.

			After the man walked away, Erin said, “Derek would do anything to help you with anything at any time, you know that. But Khoury is dangerous, and Derek needs to be more than careful if he’s going to start poking around.”

			“I know that, but Malone is as street smart as they come. And I told him to tread lightly.”

			“Treading lightly is not in his repertoire.”

			Reagan could not disagree. “I’m only asking for information, and anyone he knows who has an ounce of decency would want to help find this sonuvabitch.”

			“Unless they have another agenda.”

			“Meaning what?”

			“Not sure. I guess hanging out with you makes me suspicious of everything and everyone. We just don’t want Derek getting hurt.”

			“I’ll keep an eye on him,” Reagan promised her. “Don’t worry.”

			“Good. And now I suppose you want to know what I have for you.”

			“Not sure how you mean that.”

			“Spare me,” Erin said, then leaned forward slightly. “As you know, we’ve been going through various records that Cyla gave us, and I found something interesting in her bank records.”

			“Interesting how?”

			“Cyla says Khoury handled all their finances, even her checking account. According to what she tells me, he was a major control freak, which is not surprising since he was leading a double life he wanted to keep from her. Anyway, there were a number of large transfers she swears she knows nothing about. Hundreds of thousands of dollars being moved around, most of that money ending up in a branch of Coutts bank in London.”

			“That is interesting. She mentioned London to me when we spoke. Carol and I think it’s our best lead.”

			“It may be. Please forgive the ethnic observation, but London has a large Arab population, which also means…”

			“If an Arab wanted someplace in the West where he could get lost in the crowd…”

			“London would be a good choice.”

			“Please tell me some of those funds are still there.”

			Erin nodded. “Loads. In more than one account.”

			Reagan sat back. “Any interest in dinner at Wilton’s?”

			“You mean Wilton’s as in London? Thank you, my darling, but no thanks.”

			“Great seafood.”

			“Undeniably, but you’re missing the point. Intentionally, I would guess.”

			“Enlighten me.”

			Erin opted for a smile in lieu of voicing something like, “You must be joking.” Then she said, “For starters, you’re supposed to be on ice. I have no idea how the DD or the brass upstairs might react if they discover you’re using this time off to track Khoury in the UK, but I’m sure they will be less than pleased to discover I accompanied you on the trip.”

			“Is that all that’s bothering you?”

			“Then there are the people in the chain of command between me and Langley who might be surprised to find that I’m not at my desk for however long this junket would take.”

			“I see.”

			“I know you do. Add to the scenario, if you will, that this is a longshot. The fact that Khoury has significant bank accounts in England is not proof he’s there. He could use electronic transfers to move his money anywhere in the world at any time.”

			“True, but he has to live somewhere. And you know that the more he moves around, the greater the chance he’ll be spotted.”

			Erin took a moment to consider that argument as the head waiter they knew came by for their order. The three of them exchanged greetings before the man said to Reagan, “I know what you want to start.”

			“Of course. A half order of the porcini ravioli with Champagne truffle cream sauce.”

			“Excellent.”

			Erin looked up from her menu. “Not counting calories today, I see.”

			“Not today. Care to join me?”

			Turning to the waiter, she said, “Caesar salad and the veal marsala, please.”

			“Veal marsala sounds good for my main course,” Reagan said, “and two glasses of the Amarone.”

			After they were alone again, Erin said, “There’s something to what you say. I cannot imagine Khoury risking a trip home, and the US would not make sense. What does Carol think?”

			Carol Gellos was not only Reagan’s partner in the field, she was also trained in criminal psychology and profiling behavioral tendencies. “She tends to agree with me, since we already had certain links between Khoury and the UK. The fact that these bank accounts are still there could be the tipping point.”

			“Maybe,” Erin said, “but we could use more intel on recent withdrawals, transfers, and so forth.”

			“Then please do what you can to get those details from the bank. Time is not on my side,” Reagan reminded her. If he was going to find Khoury, he needed to do it quickly, and under the radar.

		

	
		
			Chapter Four

			Washington, D.C.

			Andrew and John Novak were born into wealth, but unlike many who celebrate that privilege by draining the coffers for a life of indulgence, they took a reasonably successful family business and grew it into an international behemoth.

			Their grandfather, Janusz Nowakowski, had come to America from Poland with his wife and infant son, Pawel, just before the dawn of the twentieth century. Many other immigrants arriving from Eastern Europe settled in the crowded neighborhoods of large cities, but Janusz and his family traveled to Texas. He had spent several years in the oil business back home and believed his best prospects could be found there.

			Once they arrived, he Americanized their names, rented a small cabin with the little money he had brought with him, found employment as a laborer on an oil rig, and went to work. Although the pumps, drilling equipment, and derricks he found in Texas were more sophisticated than any he had ever seen, he proved himself a quick learner with an Old World work ethic. Now known now as Jan Novak, he advanced over the years until he became foreman of a group in which he would have once been the lowest ranking member.

			But that was not enough for his son Pawel, who had been known as Paul since he arrived in the United States.

			As Paul grew, his father taught him all he knew about the petroleum business, but the most important lesson was the one Paul discovered for himself. He understood that a man could make a decent living as an employee of a reputable company, but the real money was never going to flow to the men who faced danger every day as they guided liquid gold from the ground into huge holding tanks. The real money was earned by those who owned those oil rigs and managed the industry from afar.

			Large national companies already dominated the industry, but Paul realized there were still opportunities for those who knew the business, understood the technology, and were prepared to set off on their own—and that is exactly what he did. As one of the so-called wildcatters, he was fortunate enough to merge good luck with backbreaking effort. Having saved and borrowed enough money to lease a field in northwest Texas, he struck oil on only his third attempt. Using that early momentum to grow his business, he began to purchase other properties as the years went on—rather than relying on leases—combining a knack for drilling in fertile fields with canny real estate investments.

			His strategy proved prescient when the Great Depression descended on the world. His acquisitions were largely debt-free, unlike others who had leveraged their properties too highly and had to forfeit them during the Crash. He even managed to hold onto the few parcels he owned that still had mortgages on them. Banks were in such desperate straits, he was able to negotiate discounts so he could pay them off with “cheap money.”

			Paul was all about business for many years, marrying late, not becoming a father until he was in his forties. He had two sons, each of whom shared his enthusiasm for the oil industry and, just as he had seen a path beyond what his father accomplished, both of whom saw even greater opportunities ahead. Paul was opposed to diversifying, believing that as long as the world needed petroleum, his company would continue to increase the family prosperity.

			His sons, Andrew and John, respected their father, saw his point of view, but thought he was shortsighted. Their company also had those large real estate holdings as well as huge amounts of cash, assets Paul had no interest risking in a stock market he never trusted or fully understood. His sons argued for another approach, pushing him to invest in other industries. Petroleum was not only used to run cars, fly planes, and heat homes, but was necessary in almost every industry in the world, such as plastics and pharmaceuticals. Why not establish positions in those companies, rather than being just a supplier?

			The debate continued until Paul’s death at which point his sons took control of the business and began to fulfill their vision. Subscribing to their father’s suspicions about the stock market, they made direct investments in successful companies and created others, focusing on technology, transportation, and medicine. In just two decades, the breadth and depth of their company’s wealth and influence was unrecognizable. Novak Industries had become a conglomerate, its two owners among the most powerful leaders in the United States, as well as the world.

			***

			The day after Malone met with Reagan, Andrew Novak’s secretary gave him a message that Derek was in Washington and wanted to stop by that afternoon for a brief discussion. There was nothing unusual about the request, since Malone was on the board of their subsidiary, Novak Pharma. They had long regarded Malone as someone as close to them as they allowed any business associate to become. Neither Andrew nor John was much on social interaction, opting for insular lives devoted to their families and their businesses. It was hard, however, not to engage in a relationship with Malone, who supplied most of the energy and all of the entertainment.

			They also respected Malone’s business acumen. While they had grown their company through cold-blooded tactics and endless hard work, they recognized the head start their father had provided. Malone had no such advantage, building his fortune through intelligence, creativity, and diligence. He was one of the rare people the Novaks listened to, even as they maintained their steadfast adherence to their own principles.

			Unfortunately, things had lately taken a bad turn. Malone had aggressively questioned two major projects the Novaks were working on and—regardless of their positive feelings about Malone—they did not abide dissension in their ranks. How that would play out remained to be seen.

			 

			Andrew was slightly more than a year older than his brother. He was heavyset, bald, with thick features much like their father, and piercing green eyes. John was taller, not as hefty, with gray hair neatly combed, fine features that were more like their mother’s, and dark eyes that were as intense as Andrew’s.

			As they waited for Malone, they had no way of knowing that he had been in New York yesterday, was on his way back to Florida, and had arranged for a stop in D.C. specifically to see them.

			The brothers were in the conference room which, like their executive office suites, was on the top floor of the Janus Building they had named after their grandfather. The room was decorated in a modern, elegant style that managed to be both minimalist and comfortable.

			Malone arrived at the agreed time, was shown in by Andrew’s secretary, and greeted them with his usual enthusiasm, hugging each of the brothers in turn as if oblivious to how uncomfortable physical contact made them feel.

			Taking a stroll around the large mahogany table, Malone stepped to the window that provided a panorama of Washington, and said, “Love this view. Never gets old for me.” Giving them no time to respond, Malone added, “And your taste is amazing. This room is fantastic.”

			“It’s good to see you, too,” John Novak told them.

			Taking a seat opposite them, Malone said, “One of these days you have to give me a complete tour of this place. I want to see the room where you’re printing the money.” He followed that with a hearty laugh which evoked reluctant smiles.

			“What brings you to town?” Andrew asked.

			Malone knew his hosts disdained empty banter and was not about to waste their time. “I have a friend who asked me for a favor. It has to do with those recent terrorist attacks in New York and Vegas and Bloomington.” The serious looks with which they reacted told Malone no further details about those assaults were required. “My friend is trying to find the individual who was behind the planning and execution of those murders.”

			John nodded slowly. “I see. May we assume this friend of yours is with the government?” Then he added, “I mean our government, of course.”

			“He is.”

			“Since you have not provided a name or affiliation, I’m guessing you are not at liberty to say.”

			Malone had also become serious. Despite his gregarious nature, he knew when it was time to get down to business. “You are correct,” he said. “That’s the basis on which I was asked to speak with you.”

			John nodded again but said nothing.

			“Those incidents were horrific,” Andrew said. “Anything we might contribute to finding the perpetrator we will certainly do, but what could we possibly know that would be helpful?”

			“Here it is,” Malone began, using one of his favorite introductory expressions. “The man being sought is Walid Khoury. He is Lebanese by birth and apparently has a long-time association with al Qaeda. He was living in Paris and here in D.C., posing as some sort of international banker.”

			Neither brother admitted to recognizing the name.

			“He disappeared before the third attack in Minnesota,” Malone went on. “There’s reason to believe his terrorist friends are not pleased with his failure to carry out their plans, but it is possible he still has allies in the Middle East.”

			“I see,” Andrew said, not clear about where this was going.

			“With your access to the upper echelons of so many regimes over there, the hope is that you might be able to make a discreet inquiry as to whether this man has surfaced. Anywhere. Anytime recently. That’s the bottom line.”

			“Understood.”

			Malone quickly added, “Not that I’m asking anything that would cause you embarrassment, or that you feel would be inappropriate.”

			“Of course not,” Andrew agreed. “You’re suggesting this is as an act of patriotism on our part.”

			“Well said.”

			“Then we will certainly do everything we can to help you,” Andrew told him, then added, “And our government, of course.”

			The three men were quiet for a moment, until John asked, “I take it that this friend of yours specifically asked you to speak with us.”

			The way the statement was made left Malone feeling a bit uncomfortable. “He knew of our relationship and suggested you might be in a position to help.”

			“Your friend is well-informed,” John said.

			“And insightful,” Andrew added.

			Malone forced a smile. “Information is their business, as I am sure you realize.”

			The brothers exchanged a brief glance, after which Andrew said, “Let us see what we can do. As you’ve already noted, this is a delicate matter that must be handled with discretion.”

			“Naturally, naturally.”

			“Are you going to be in Washington for a while?”

			“No, I’m leaving for home later today.”

			“We’ll be in touch, then,” Andrew said.

			Malone knew them well enough to realize this conversation was at an end but was not comfortable simply getting up to leave. He spent some time discussing family and Novak Pharma, steering clear of their recent confrontations over the new drug being developed there. The brothers reciprocated with their own pleasantries and asked how Malone’s wife, Connie, was doing.

			“Connie is great. We’re heading to Paris for a few days,” he told them. “We’re going to have lunch with Benji Solares and his wife.”

			“That’s nice,” Andrew said. “Please give them our best.”

			After a few more personal exchanges, Malone knew it was time for him to go.

			“Whatever you can do on this matter,” Malone said, “really will be appreciated.”

			When he was gone, the brothers remained alone in the conference room.

			“How are we going to handle this?” John asked.

			“First we need to gather information of our own,” Andrew told him.

			“Such as confirming the identity of Malone’s friend?”

			“I think we can guess.”

			“He was involved in that government investigation several years ago. We should have Paszek confirm who he’s dealing with,” John said.

			“We can also guess at Derek’s motivation here.”

			John nodded. “Sometimes Malone is too friendly for his own good.”

			“Which leaves the matter of Walid Khoury.”

			“Yes,” Andrew said. “Let’s also arrange for Paszek’s men to keep an eye on Malone while we check on all of this.”

			“Agreed,” John said.

			“And let’s get in touch with Mindlovitch,” Andrew said.

			“About the Ghost Chip?”

			“That, and our plans about lithium. With all the opposition we’ll face, we can use a powerful partner to make it happen.”
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