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PROLOGUE


ROGER KARP ARRIVED OUTSIDE THE Casablanca Hotel off West 43rd a little after eight on a Monday morning. It was no social call. He was the district attorney for New York County and upstairs in the hotel was the body of a man whose death was certain to be the lead story in newspapers and newscasts across the globe. He wanted to be out ahead of the cloud of media locusts that would soon descend upon his city to join their brethren already there.

As he approached the hotel entrance, a glass door opened and the broad coffee-colored face of Detective Clay Fulton appeared. “Morning, Butch,” he said, using the nickname that friends, family, and foes alike knew him by. The detective pushed the door open further. “This way.”

Karp followed the detective into the elegant lobby of the Casablanca, a boutique hotel a block off Times Square. He was pleased to see that so far there were no media types evident. Several people, presumably hotel employees by their uniforms and name tags, were over by the front desk talking to two plainclothes police detectives. A young woman in uniform cried inconsolably among them.

Fulton pointed to her. “She found the body when he didn’t answer the door for room service this morning.”

Karp nodded. “Where we going?”

“Sixth floor, room 648.”

The two large men, both about six-foot-five though the detective was a bit stockier, crossed the lobby headed for the elevator. A young, freckle-faced uniformed police officer was holding a door open for them. “Good morning, Mr. Karp,” the officer said.

Pausing for a moment to get a good look at the young man, Karp then smiled. “Aren’t you Jimmy Fallon’s son Richie? Wow, seems like it was yesterday your dad was a rookie working in the detective squad for DA Francis Garrahy, and I was a scrub assistant DA. Now you’re a cop, too. Like father, like son, eh?”

The young officer beamed. “Kind of you to remember, sir.”

“Say hello to your father for me.”

“Can’t do that, sir, he drank himself to death last year.”

“Oh, hey, sorry to hear that; he was a good man.”

“Yeah, he was. But you know us Irish cops, if we ain’t in church, we’re hittin’ the booze, though I never touch the stuff myself. Not after seeing what it did to Pops.”

“Your mom still with us?”

“Yes, sir. I want her to move in with me and the missus, but we can’t get her out of the old house in Queens. She says Pops’ ghost keeps her company, and she’s afraid he won’t be able to find her nowheres else.”

“Home is where the heart is, Richie. Say hi to her for me.”

“I’ll do it. Thank you, sir.”

After the door of the elevator closed, Karp shook his head. “Didn’t know that about Jimmy.”

“Yeah, he got bounced from the force for drinking on the job and hitting a pedestrian with his squad car. Next thing I heard, he went on a binge to end all binges, drank himself into a coma, and never came out. Guess he didn’t know what to do if he couldn’t be a cop.”

“It’s a tough job.”

“That it is, boss, that it is.”

The men fell silent for a moment then Fulton asked, “Any word on Lucy and Ned?”

Karp shook his head and had to clear his throat to answer. “Nothing new. Not much more than has been in the papers.” His voice was husky, and the detective let it be.

The elevator slid open again on the sixth floor and the two longtime friends and colleagues exited. Fulton pointed to the left. “Down here.”

They rounded a corner and Karp saw another uniformed officer standing guard outside a room at the end of the hallway. As they walked toward him a door opened halfway down the hall and an older woman in a robe, her face made up with too much eye shadow for that time of the morning, peered out. “Is everything okay?” she asked in a tremulous voice.

“There’s been an incident, but it’s under control,” Fulton assured her. “If you could just remain in your room for a little while longer I’m going to ask an officer to stop by and ask you a few questions, then you’ll be free to go.”

We’ll see about everything being under control, Karp thought as the woman gave a small cry and disappeared. The dead bolt slid home.

Twenty minutes earlier, Karp was just about to leave his family loft apartment on Grand and Crosby Streets for his office at the Criminal Courts building at 100 Centre Street. He’d been looking forward to the walk. The air was crisp with the promise of fall though it was supposed to warm up nicely into another lovely Indian Summer day on Manhattan Island. Perfect day for a brisk hike.

Then Fulton called from the Casablanca. Instead of a pleasant stroll to work, Karp hopped in an unmarked sedan driven by his omnipresent bodyguard, NYPD Officer J. P. Murphy, to take him to the hotel. On the ride uptown, he looked out the windows at the crowds on the sidewalks but hardly saw them in his shock and disbelief over the identity of the victim and the initial report from Fulton regarding the cause of death. “Looks like suicide . . . an overdose. But I don’t know, Butch, something isn’t right.”

Normally Karp wouldn’t have responded personally to a suicide in a New York City hotel. But given the prominence of the deceased and certain recent events there was no question that he would oversee this case from the get-go. A small voice in his head even speculated that there could be a connection between the man’s death and what had happened a week earlier to his daughter, Lucy. There’s certainly a nexus, he thought, however tenuous.

Nodding to the officer guarding the scene, Karp entered the room ahead of Fulton. Located on the top floor of the hotel, room 648 was a suite with a sitting area that contained a work desk, coffee table, and a couch with two end tables; through wooden double-doors, currently open, was the bedroom. The first thing he noted were the scattered remains of a room service breakfast the traumatized young woman downstairs apparently had dropped on the plush maroon carpeting in the sitting area when she noticed the body on the king-sized bed. He turned his attention to where two crime scene technicians were working at the desk, on which a laptop computer sat open.

“What’s up?” Karp asked.

One of the CSI techs, who was using a razor blade to scrape the dried residue of a liquid off the glass-covered desktop and into an envelope, stopped what he was doing and looked up. “Covering our bases, Mr. Karp,” he said. “Got a little spill here, looks pretty fresh; probably just some of the scotch he was drinking, but we’ll test it anyway.”

“I see the bottle. Where’s the glass?” Karp asked, looking around.

The technician pointed toward the bedroom. “In there.”

Karp looked at the other technician, who was moving his finger on the laptop’s touch pad as he watched the screen. “Anything interesting?”

“Mostly making sure I don’t lose any information before I shut it down and take it to the lab to look over. . . . There is a note.” He moved his finger and then clicked on the pad.

A document file appeared on the screen, blank except for six words.

“ ‘I’m sorry about everything. Forgive me,’ ” Karp read.

“Short and sweet,” said Fulton, who was looking over their shoulders.

“What was he sorry about?” Karp wondered aloud.

“Wasn’t he supposed to testify before a congressional committee tomorrow?” Fulton said.

“Think there’s a connection?”

“Who knows? I’m sure the media will tell us soon enough.”

“Yeah, but will they get it right?” Karp asked.

“Since when did that matter? So long as they’re first and it doesn’t buck the status quo.”

Karp turned and walked into the bedroom, where several people were working around the corpse. The dead man lay on his back on top of a white down comforter, his head propped on a pillow. He was wearing a silk smoking jacket and long, striped pajama bottoms. His hands were clasped on top of his belly; his eyes were closed and his lips gave no hint of an expression. Except for the pallor of his skin and the absolute stillness with which he lay, he appeared to be sleeping.

Looking down at the familiar face, Karp felt a wave of sorrow pass through him. Here were the mortal remains of a dynamic man, a true American hero that he and many other people around the world respected. Karp couldn’t fathom what drove the man to take his own life. Something he was sorry for.

“So sad,” said a white-haired woman in a long medical coat who was gently examining the body.

“Yes it is. But good to see you, Gail,” Karp said.

Assistant Medical Examiner Gail Manning smiled, her kind blue eyes wet in spite of her long service to the New York Medical Examiner’s Office where death had been a constant companion. “I always thought of him as a good man . . . sort of above it all,” she said.

“I think many of us felt the same,” Karp replied.

“I guess he had demons none of us knew about.”

“If so, they got the better of him and that’s our loss. Can you tell me anything?”

“Well, judging from lividity and his core body temperature, my preliminary finding on time of death, subject to revision, is about ten hours ago.”

Karp did the math. “About 10:00 p.m. last night?”

“That’s an educated guess. I’ll be able to tell more at the autopsy and after running a few tests.”

“How’d he do it?”

Manning pointed to a pill bottle next to a glass partly filled with an amber liquid on the nightstand beside the bed. “The old-fashioned way, tranquilizers with a scotch chaser. At least that’s what it looks like.” Her face screwed up as if she was trying to reconcile her answer with something running through her mind.

“Is there something else?” Karp asked.

“Well, he was drinking a twenty-five-year-old Macallan, a real connoisseur’s scotch—can’t afford it myself though I would if I could,” she began, then her voice trailed off.

“And?”

“I don’t know . . . maybe it’s nothing, but he apparently emptied the capsules—diazepam, better known as Valium, according to the bottle—into the scotch and drank it,” Manning said, “as opposed to just swallowing the capsules and washing them down with scotch.”

“And that strikes you as odd because?”

“The Valium would have ruined the taste of the Macallan for someone who likes fine scotch, as apparently he did.”

Karp looked thoughtful and then nodded. “Great deductive reasoning, Mrs. Sherlock Holmes. I know you’re thorough, but let’s be extra particular with the toxicology and get me a report as soon as you can.”

“Will do . . . uh-oh, what now?” A sudden commotion out in the sitting room made Karp and Manning turn their heads. They could hear but not see the participants engaged in the abrupt loud argument.

“This is a federal investigation, everybody out,” a stern male voice demanded.

“Like hell it is,” a voice Karp knew was Fulton’s growled. “Everybody keep doing what you’re doing!”

Karp reached the bedroom door just as a short man in a dark suit and sunglasses attempted to reach for the laptop computer only to be blocked by Fulton. “You’re obstructing a federal agent in the performance of his duty,” the short man snarled. His identically dressed partner, a taller, younger man who looked like a former college quarterback, stepped forward as if to intercede.

Fulton half-smiled as he met the younger man chest to chest. “Yeah, and you’re in New York City, which makes it an NYPD investigation until I say it ain’t.”

Everybody in the room turned when Karp walked out of the bedroom. “Mind telling me what this is about?” he asked the short man.

“Mr. Karp. I’m Special Agent Jack Robbins and this is Special Agent Ricardo Fuentes, FBI. This is now a federal case. I want that computer and I want everybody out of here, and that includes the big guy.”

“On what grounds?” Karp inquired mildly.

“National security. I’m sure you’re aware of the identity of the deceased. The president has asked the FBI to investigate and that computer may contain sensitive materials that require classified clearance to view,” Robbins replied curtly. “And I’m sure your techno-geek there doesn’t have that clearance.”

Karp’s eyes narrowed. “The president asked you to investigate? I just heard about this thirty minutes ago. How’d the president know and get you guys involved so quickly?”

The agent frowned. “I’m not at liberty to discuss that.”

“In other words, you don’t know because they don’t tell guys at your level those sorts of things,” Karp said, walking over until he was towering over the smaller man. “Whatever that computer may or may not contain, regarding national security, it may also hold evidence relevant to the cause and manner of the death of the deceased.”

“Evidence? Investigation? This isn’t a homicide.”

“We’re in the preliminary stages of determining precisely what has occurred, and your presence is, quite frankly, highly suspect. Nevertheless, since I’m the chief law enforcement officer in New York County everything remains under my jurisdiction and authority. So until I determine otherwise, NYPD will be the custodians of all the evidence, particularly the computer.”

Robbins glared up at Karp. “I’ll get a federal court order,” he said through clenched teeth.

“You do what you think you have to do, and I’ll see you in court,” Karp responded. “In the meantime, Detective Fulton, I want that computer locked up at the DAO. I’ll make it available for these gentlemen to look at there in your presence after you and the fine young computer savant behind you have had an opportunity to examine it. I’m sure the two of you will disregard any alleged sensitive materials bearing on national security.”

“You’ll regret this, Karp,” Robbins hissed.

“I doubt it,” Karp replied nonchalantly. “Now you’re obstructing the NYPD and DAO from performing their duties. So either remove yourselves, or I’ll ask Detective Fulton to escort you out of here in handcuffs and deliver you to the Tombs, where you can call your bosses to come bail you out.”

The agent started to reply but then looked at Fulton, who was grinning, and decided against it. “Let’s go, Fuentes, let the local yokels have their day,” he sneered. “We’ll be back, and with a federal SWAT team if we need it. Then we’ll see who ends up behind bars.”

When the agents stormed out, the others in the room broke into a loud cheer. “Way to go, Mr. DA,” Manning shouted.

“Yeah, kicked a little fed behind,” the technician at the computer added. “My mom’s the only one who gets to call me a techno-geek. Computer savant, I like that.”

“All right everybody, back to work,” Fulton said. He turned to Karp. “That was fun.”

“Enjoyed it, but they will be back. Work fast and like I said, get that computer down to the evidence vault and make sure you put in place a security team. No outside agency looks at that computer without my written authorization. I’m going into the office now; I’ve got some catching up to do.”

Fulton followed him into the hall where Karp paused for a moment. “I wonder who called those guys?”

Fulton shrugged. “Some young cop who wants to join the bureau and play G-man so he tipped them off hoping it would be noted on his resume.”

“Yeah, perhaps,” Karp said, then gave his friend a sideways look. “But, Clay, I share your initial instincts; this whole thing is wrong. I can feel it in my bones.”

“Yeah? Me, too. I was hoping it wasn’t something I was coming down with.”

Karp smiled. “The intuition flu, maybe. Anyway, let’s make sure we run this thing to the ground. Talk to the neighbors, check out the employees yourself. Maybe I am coming down with a bug but something about this has made me queasy.”
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Eight days earlier . . .

The fat man in the light blue jogging suit lit a cigar as he sat back behind a desk in the office of his palatial home outside of Washington, D.C. After a few puffs to get the Mancuso going, he turned his attention to the enormous television mounted on the wall across the darkened room.

Beyond the heavy drapes pulled across the windows, it was midafternoon on a sunny day in wealthy Loudoun County. But halfway around the world, it was nighttime where a Predator drone circled three thousand feet above the scene displayed in black and white infrared images on the television. Only seconds behind real time, ghostly figures of human beings showed up clearly as they ran across open spaces or ducked behind corners of a dark cluster of buildings and vehicles. Several fires also blazed away in white-hot pixels—one clearly a truck, another on a roof—and bursts of brilliant ellipses he knew were tracer rounds raced back and forth across the screen.

A half hour earlier when he was rudely interrupted during an afternoon quickie with his mistress to watch the events as they unfolded, the firefight between the attackers on the outside and the besieged defenders inside the buildings had been intense. But the defenders were clearly outnumbered and outgunned; without help the outcome had been inevitable. Now almost all of the sporadic shooting was coming from the attackers, including shots apparently fired at figures lying on the ground. Executing the wounded, he guessed. Good, this is FUBAR enough already, we don’t need any witnesses.

“How long ago did you say this started?” the fat man asked. A short, neat man in black-rimmed glasses, wearing a three-piece vested suit, standing off to the side of his desk and also watching the screen, looked at his watch. “Almost three hours ago,” he replied. “State Department got an encoded radio transmission about 1300 hours our time, 0300 Sunday there, from the compound stating that they were under attack and requesting help. State called me and scrambled an NSA drone from the airbase in Turkey. I called you after that.”

“Good,” the fat man said as he studied the cigar. “Then what?”

The neat man pushed his glasses up his nose and looked over at a very large, hard-looking younger man sitting in a chair in a dark corner of the room watching the television intently, seemingly oblivious to their conversation. “More calls for assistance but those stopped right before I got here. The drone was over the target and could have fired on the hostiles, but I did what you said and told them to stand down.”

“A necessary evil,” the fat man replied with a shrug. “We aren’t supposed to be there, right? At least not doing whatever it was in the hell you were doing. We don’t know who we would have been shooting at and that’s not our airspace. We need to keep this under wraps if at all possible. . . . What about the Russians?”

The neat man shrugged. “Somebody in the compound also sent a general distress call to the Russian army base near Grozny, but . . . um . . . there was no response,” he replied. “I finally got through to the Russian embassy and told them that our ‘trade mission’ in Zandaq had been attacked. One of their undersecretaries got back to me on my way over here and said that apparently the post’s communication system had been down for repairs, but they were sending a counterterrorism team to ‘investigate.’ It’s a pretty good hop to the compound, and they won’t be there for at least another hour and by that time . . .” He stopped and looked at the television. There were no more signs of resistance from the buildings; some of the attackers were still running about, but others appeared to be just milling around. “It’s over,” he concluded simply.

The fat man looked at the screen. In some ways he looked like just another overweight limousine liberal; the sort who sat around in coffee shops in Birkenstock sandals over white socks and tie-dyed rock concert T-shirts while talking to their stockbrokers on their smartphones. He wore his hair, which he dyed ash blond, swept back and longish, and his well-scrubbed, hairless face with its round pink cheeks and full lips looked almost boyish. He was sixty years old and with the toadying press liked coming off as an affable political geek holdover from the late sixties. But he was shrewd, ruthless, and committed to his far left of center politics, and right now, his weak blue eyes glinted with anger behind the round wire-rim glasses he wore.

“It may be over in fucking Chechnya,” he growled as he stabbed his cigar at the screen, “but it’s not fucking over here. In fact, the shitstorm hasn’t even started here, but it will if we don’t keep a lid on this and know what we’re going to do to distract the voters if anything does get out.” He took a long drag and blew the smoke at the ceiling. “So tell me again what the fuck we were doing there?”

The neat man, Tucker Lindsey, cleared his throat. He didn’t like the fat man, detested him as a matter of fact. A crude, obese, arrogant asshole from the Midwest, he’d described him to his former colleagues at the State Department. Certainly not a member of “The Club” that permeated the entourage around the president, as well as his cabinet and appointed posts, particularly at State. Not an Ivy League man, he thought with disdain.

In a world that made any sense, there would have been no way that he, a Harvard Law grad and the president’s national security adviser, should have to answer to the boorish tub of goo. But Rod Fauhomme was the president’s re-election campaign manager, probably the best in his dirty business, and with the election only three weeks away, orders from the top were that the corpulent politico was calling the shots on anything that might affect the president’s run at a second term.

“Officially, it’s a trade mission,” Lindsey said. “A deputy chief of mission from the U.S. consulate in Grozny, the capital of Chechnya, reaching out to the locals. In reality, DCM David Huff and a small security detail drove to Zandaq, a small, out-of-the-way town in southeastern Chechnya, to meet with one of the leaders of the Chechen separatist movement.” He nodded at the television screen. “What you’re looking at there is a small gated compound about five miles from town that we lease as part of an agricultural and cultural outreach program run by State.”

“And why are we meeting with this Chechen separatist?”

“To work out a quid pro quo deal,” Lindsey said. “He helps us get arms to the rebels in Syria; in exchange he keeps some to get rid of foreign fighters—mostly Islamic extremists—and the Russians; we also agree to support their bid for independence from Russia at the United Nations.”

“Do we care about their independence?”

“To some extent where it meets our foreign policy goals; but it’s a dangerous world out there, a constant juggling act. These Chechen separatists are Muslim but they’re secular and moderate; they’re a better counterbalance to extremist Islamic states than any government we could have created on our own. Plus they hate the Russians with a passion, and anything that distracts the Kremlin can’t be all bad.”

“Why not just give the guns to the Syrian rebels openly? Everybody knows we want Assad out of there; nobody likes the guy.”

Again, Lindsey shrugged. “The usual walking a tightrope when it comes to the Middle East. We don’t want to be seen as toppling yet another government in a Muslim country. And if the weapons wind up in the wrong hands after Assad’s out—i.e., killing U.S. soldiers in some other place or bringing down an airliner in Munich—we need to be able to deny it was the administration.”

“Then why Chechens? Why not just tell the Israelis to do it?”

“The Israelis have the same concern about where the arms will eventually wind up and also don’t want them being traced back to them. Imagine how it would go over in Tehran or Cairo if the Arab press got wind of the Israelis’ providing arms to rebels to topple Muslim governments. . . . To be honest, we’re also yanking the Russians’ chain a little bit. They’re not helping us out with Syria, or with the damn Iranians, so we’re stirring the pot in their backyard.”

Fauhomme shook his head. “Jesus, don’t you spooks ever get tired of ‘stirring the pot’? It never seems to pan out, or is Iran-Contra such a distant memory that the lesson has been forgotten?”

Stung, Lindsey countered. “No more than you get tired of manipulating voters.”

“Yeah,” Fauhomme snorted. “But I get results.”

“No offense,” Lindsey replied tersely, “but you have no idea what has worked and what hasn’t. All you hear about is the occasional foul-up that is bound to happen now and again, but believe it or not, we have reasons for doing what we do that might not be apparent to someone who isn’t in the loop.”

Lindsey made his last comment pointedly, but Fauhomme just brushed it off with a wave of his cigar. “If I want in the loop, I’ll get in the loop,” he replied. “But we have experts, like yourself, to muck it up just fine on your own.”

The fat man rubbed his face with his pudgy fingers. He had been in the political game for most of his adult life. The son of an auto worker and avowed communist, he’d joined Students for a Democratic Society when he arrived on a college campus in Illinois in the late sixties. But when the SDS wasn’t radical enough in its plans to topple the Establishment, he’d signed on with the violent Weathermen faction, hoping to plant bombs and kill cops.

However, times changed and he and his fellow “revolutionaries” decided that they would have a better chance of bringing down the corrupt capitalist system if they worked insidiously from the inside. So he turned to the political party most closely aligned with his politics, even though the party leadership was far too close to the middle and away from the left for his tastes. Then he made a name for himself as a “community organizer.” That was where he’d met the president, a kindred spirit, and a few years later ran his first political campaign for alderman.

Fauhomme had gone on to run other campaigns for candidates who fit his left-wing profile, but always dropped whatever else he was doing if the then-future president called asking for help as he climbed the ladder from state to federal offices. He was a true believer, and what he believed in was a socialist America, whether its population chose to identify itself that way or not. The men and women he helped elect were those he thought would push the United States further to the left with every election cycle.

Over the past few years, it had helped that the opposition party seemed bent on self-destruction, trotting out pathetic candidates who seemed to relish snatching defeat from the jaws of victory. It went hand-in-hand with his favorite campaign ploy, which was to attack the candidate on a personal level and avoid talking about the real issues whenever possible. With the economy in shambles, two foreign wars, and massive debt, the opposition should have run away with the upcoming election. But instead, the other party selected a candidate who fit the stereotype Fauhomme himself had worked to convince the low-information masses was their biggest enemy—wealthy, out of touch with working people, and part of the good old white boys’ club that was “holding them back” and unfairly hoarding all the wealth. Toss in a few Neanderthal candidates to spew insults at minorities and women—which the opposition party had not countered successfully while Fauhomme, with the help of a willing media, used to paint the entire party with the same broad “mean-spirited” brush—and that runaway victory was instead a double-digit lead in the polls for the president.

Still, not everyone in the country was buying the bullshit he was spreading. Many were paying attention to a stagnant economy, trillion-dollar deficits, runaway entitlement programs, the haphazard and dangerous foreign policy, and a steady encroachment on rights and traditional values. Not everyone believed that the government could spend its way out of a deep recession or trusted the manipulated employment numbers. Thus the election was not a shoo-in for Fauhomme’s man either.

In fact, three weeks earlier, the normally wooden opposition candidate had delivered a surprisingly passionate performance in the first debate that had centered on the economy and had the president up against the ropes by its end. The drubbing had shown up immediately in the polls with the opposition closing that double-digit lead to mid-single digit. Reeling from the disaster, Fauhomme immediately fired the team appointed to prepare the president for the debate, even though the real problem had been the candidate’s arrogance.

As a result, two nights earlier the president had rebounded with a strong showing in the second debate, which had centered on foreign policy and terrorism. For reasons even Fauhomme couldn’t fathom, the opposition candidate backed off attacking the weaknesses in the president’s policies, saying that “in these dangerous times, we need to come together and present a united front to America’s enemies.” Bullshit, he’d thought when he heard that, you are the enemy.

The president’s performance had for the moment stopped the opposition’s momentum, but the losses in the polls had not been regained. The one thing the campaign did not need now was a debacle like the one playing out on the television screen.

“Okay, so we’re playing games with the Russians and trying to clandestinely get weapons into the hands of God-knows-who to get rid of Assad, probably in violation of U.S. and maybe even international law . . . business as usual for you national ‘insecurity’ types, I get it,” Fauhomme said. “But I got an election hanging in the balance, and if we lose, not only is it over for the president, it’s over for you.”

He let his warning sink in as he stared at Lindsey until the little man looked away. He smiled slightly and stole a glance at the younger man in the corner, a former Marine named “Big Ray” Baum who’d been drummed out of the Corps for brutal acts against civilians in Afghanistan. Baum was smirking, having listened to the exchange.

“Do you think the Russians could be behind the attack?” he asked, turning back to Lindsey.

“I wouldn’t put it past them. The attack looked pretty organized, but some of it was haphazard and took a long time considering their superior numbers and firepower, not the discipline you’d expect to see from Russian special forces masquerading as insurgents. But the Russians certainly wouldn’t have been happy if they found out what our ‘trade mission’ was really about and could have got someone else to do their dirty work for them.”

“So what will they do now after their ‘investigation’ turns up dead Americans?” Fauhomme asked.

“They’ll blame it on the separatists,” Lindsey replied. “The more they can link the separatists with terrorism, the more they can crack down on the movement. Officially we’d have to go along with it; we don’t say anything about the brutal things they do to ‘terrorists’ in Chechnya, and they don’t say anything when we take out someone with a drone strike. This little incident is going to give them a free pass to go to town on those poor bastards.”

Fauhomme nodded at the television screen. “So I take it you don’t think these were the separatists?”

“Doubtful,” Lindsey replied. “We were there to make arrangements to give them weapons and back them up at the UN. They had nothing to win by attacking us and everything to lose, especially when the Russians let loose on them with our blessing. The bad guys are more likely foreign fighters—Islamic extremists from other countries who flock anywhere Muslims are fighting a secular government or infidels. They’re probably Al Qaeda or linked . . .”

“WRONG!” the fat man shouted as he sat up suddenly in his seat. “They’re not fucking Al Qaeda!”

Lindsey furrowed his brow. “What do you mean? There’s a good chance that they are. One of the reasons we assigned this to Huff was we’ve been getting reports about Al Qaeda increasing their activities in the area, coming over the border from Dagestan, and . . .” He was interrupted again when Fauhomme slammed a meaty palm down on his desk and pointed his cigar at Lindsey. “Al Qaeda doesn’t exist as an effective terrorist organization anymore,” he hissed. “The president said so on national television two days ago. Or don’t you remember the last debate? That’s when he told John and Susie Q. Public and 300-plus million of their fellow citizens that one of the finest moments of his administration was eradicating Public Enemy Number One, fucking Al Qaeda. Therefore, Al Qaeda doesn’t exist.”

“We warned the president against making too broad a statement . . .”

“I don’t give a rat’s ass about your warning . . . we needed to give the masses something after the first debate debacle, so we gave them the death of Al Qaeda and now we can all sleep safe in our beds tonight thanks to this administration.”

There was a knock at the door of his office, which opened before he could reply. A beautiful young brunette woman in a silk dressing gown poked her head in. “Is everything okay, honey?” she asked the fat man. “I heard a bang and I . . .”

“Get the fuck out!” Fauhomme exclaimed. “Jesus, Connie, how many fucking times do I have to tell you to stay out of my office when I’m in a meeting!”

The young woman’s face crumpled and it looked for a moment like she might cry, but she quickly ducked back out. Fauhomme continued to look at the door for a moment as if she might try to come in again, and then shook his head. “Jesus, what a ditz,” he exclaimed. “Great in the sack, but that plane’s flying without a pilot.”

“Uh-oh, what have we got here?” Baum interrupted.

The other two turned to look back at the television. Although the images were small and grainy, they were clear enough; a crowd of armed men were pushing and shoving three prisoners toward the open area between the main building and the compound’s outer fence. They could see that one of the captives appeared to be a slightly built woman; the others were definitely larger males. One of the men suddenly turned on his captors and began to fight, but he was quickly clubbed to his knees and then dragged forward to where they were all forced to line up side by side.

A man, apparently the terrorist leader, stepped in front of the prisoners. He then turned and looked up and appeared to be staring right at the Predator. Holding up a finger, he tracked the circling drone that he could hear but not see as though to say he knew he was being watched. He then turned back to the captives.

Walking over to the prisoner on his left, a tall man, he pointed his gun as if he was going to execute him. But then he lowered the gun and stepped over to the female captive, where he seemed to say something to her. He then reached out and appeared to touch her face before moving on to the last male prisoner, who was still on his knees. The leader pointed his gun at the prisoner, who looked steadily up at him; there was a flash and the prisoner pitched sideways and lay still.

“Jesus,” Lindsey muttered.

“Better for us if those sons of bitches kill all of them,” Fauhomme replied.

Lindsey frowned. “What the hell kind of man are you? Those are Americans.”

“What kind of a man am I?” Fauhomme repeated rhetorically. “I’m a man who sees the big picture, and sometimes sacrifices need to be made for the greater good. I’m the man who cleans up everybody else’s fuckups, including you James Bond wannabes. And I’m a man trying to win an important election that could determine the course of this country for the next century.”

Suddenly there was another knock at the door. “Yeah, what is it?” Fauhomme shouted.

When the door opened a clean-cut young man poked his head in and looked at Lindsey. “Excuse, sir, but you said to let you know if there were any more communications from Chechnya,” he said as he walked in and shut the door behind him. “We just learned that a call was placed to the U.S. embassy in Moscow about ten minutes ago. The caller left a message.” He held up a small digital recorder. “Want to hear it?”

“Yeah, Augie, go ahead, play it,” Lindsey replied.

Augie pressed a button and a young woman’s voice, cracking with strain and fear, entered the room. “This is codename Wallflower. We are at the compound in Zandaq. We’ve been attacked and overrun. They’re trying to get in. I don’t think it will be much longer. They are not Chechen; they’re speaking Arabic, several native Saudi speakers, a Yemeni, not sure of the others, but I repeat, they are not Chechen. . . . I’m with David Huff.” The woman’s voice paused and a loud pounding could be heard. “They’re here,” she said, then the phone went dead.

Lindsey motioned for Augie to leave. “Let me know if anything else comes in.”

“Who the hell is Wallflower?” Fauhomme demanded.

Lindsey shook his head. “Couldn’t tell you. There was no one with our people using that codename. In fact, I didn’t think there were any women on the mission.”

“Well apparently there is, and it’s somebody who knows the difference between a Saudi and a Yemeni speaking Arabic,” Fauhomme retorted. “She sounded American.”

“I’ll have to ask around, see if some other agency was in the area,” Lindsey said. “So what now?”

“I want every copy of that fucking tape. And nobody, I mean nobody, says anything about it; it doesn’t exist.” Fauhomme stopped talking and looked at the television screen, where the remaining two hostages were being herded onto a flatbed truck. “Tell the drone operator to light ’em up,” he said.

“Light who up?” Lindsey asked.

“The hostages, who the hell do you think?” Fauhomme said. “We’ve got a hostage situation, and I won’t have this administration’s chances of re-election pulling a Jimmy Carter on me. They need to go!”

Lindsey punched a number into his cell phone. “Take out the truck with the friendlies,” he said quietly. “Yeah, you heard me right, the friendlies; in fact, take them all out, as many as you can, but make sure you get that truck. Am I clear?” He put his cell phone down and looked back at Fauhomme. “Then what’s our story?”

“Our story is that our peaceful trade mission was attacked by Chechen separatist terrorists, a cowardly betrayal of heroic Deputy Chief of Mission Huff and his brave security team, who were trying to offer the hand of friendship and instead were stabbed in the back,” Fauhomme said. “There were no survivors. I’ll bet the Russians will back us on this, but they’ll be bending us over a barrel for the next decade as payback.”

“Something’s happening with the drone,” Baum said.

They all looked at the television screen just as it wavered and then went to black. At the same time, Lindsey’s phone buzzed. “Yeah?” he answered, then cursed. “What the hell do you mean you lost contact? Get it back!”

A minute later, the screen blinked on again but all that could be seen were the buildings and vehicles, as well as a couple of bodies, now only slightly warmer than their surroundings, according to the drone’s infrared electro-optical sensor. There was no sign of life.

“Where in the hell did they go?” Lindsey asked and got back on his phone. “Goddammit, expand the search area,” he yelled. “Do I have to tell you everything?” He ended the call with an angry push of a button and looked at Fauhomme. “They’re gone,” he said.

“And you, my friend, are a master of the obvious,” Fauhomme said and stubbed his cigar out. “Just make sure they stay gone.”
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“ON TWO, GO OUT ABOUT five yards, stop, wait for my fake, then take off and hook around the lady with the baby carriage . . . after that go long.”

“You’ve had me go long the last two plays,” Giancarlo complained, “and Zak had me covered both times.”

“That’s why he won’t expect it again,” his dad, Butch Karp, said with a wink. “Sell the short route; then when he bites, use the baby carriage to brush him off. We’ll burn him, baby.”

Giancarlo rolled his eyes and shook his head. He and his dad were down 28–0 to his mom, Marlene, and his twin brother, Isaac, better known as “Zak” or, as he was referring to himself during this Saturday afternoon family game of touch football in Central Park, “The Glue-meister.”

Zak was the main reason for the lopsided score. Although born only a few minutes before Giancarlo, the “older” sibling was bigger, stronger, faster. In fact, Zak was one of the better athletes in the New York City school system, the starting running back and middle linebacker on their high school football team and starting pitcher and center fielder for the baseball team.

All in all, Giancarlo didn’t mind the accolades Zak garnered for his physical prowess. In fact, when they weren’t battling over the things teen-aged brothers squabble about, he was proud of his sibling. Early in their boyhoods, Giancarlo had seen the writing on the wall when it came to who was going to be the superior athlete, and he was cool with it. Not that Giancarlo was terrible, by any means—he’d made the varsity baseball team, though most of his game-day participation was spent riding the pine. Still, his brother was college athletic scholarship material and he clearly was not. However, Giancarlo more than compensated with his musical abilities on a half-dozen instruments and superiority in academics. Zak struggled with his grades, mostly because of inattention rooted in a firm belief that he was headed for a pro football or baseball career.

Both boys were movie-star handsome with the soulful brown eyes and black curly hair from their Italian mother’s side of the family. Zak was a little more rugged and already waking up with a five o’clock shadow, while Giancarlo’s features were more delicate. Neither had their father’s height, or his Slavic facial characteristics and gray, gold-flecked eyes. There was even a long-running and mostly good-natured argument between their parents about whose athletic genes Zak inherited.

Back in the day, their father was a highly recruited high school basketball player who’d been compared to former Celtic great Bob Cousy when he starred in his freshman year at the University of California–Berkeley. However, a freak knee injury during practice ended his college, and potential pro, playing careers, relegating him from then on to pickup basketball games and first base for the New York County District Attorney’s Office softball team. He worked out on weights and swam when his busy schedule allowed, which wasn’t often, and tried to get in quick-paced walks when his bum knee cooperated. But even he admitted that his cardio conditioning wasn’t all it should be.

Meanwhile, the boys’ mother, Marlene Ciampi, was no slouch as an athlete. A fit, lithe woman even into middle age, she’d grown up wrestling and boxing with her brothers, as well as running track and playing basketball and tennis for the women’s teams at Sacred Heart High School in Queens and then in college at Smith. After quitting the District Attorney’s Office, she kept herself in shape throughout motherhood and beyond, when her career path led to creating a security firm for VIP clients, as well as working as a sometimes confrontational advocate for abused women. Now as a defense attorney and private investigator, she still put in fifteen to twenty miles of running per week, swam, and played tennis and racquetball. Several times this afternoon she’d easily sidestepped her husband’s rush attempts (after he’d counted “one Mississippi, two Mississippi, three Mississippi”) and passed the ball to Zak, who did the rest by eluding his brother on his way to four touchdowns.

Giancarlo had resigned himself to there being no hope of winning the game, which meant listening to his brother gloat for the rest of the afternoon and evening. Still, Zak was so competitive that one score would dampen his enthusiasm for rubbing it in, and he might even take it so hard that he’d go into a sulk and not speak for hours. So with that one small hope to cling to, Giancarlo turned back to where the football lay on the grass waiting for him to hike it to his dad.

“Come on over here, Butta-fingas,” Zak taunted his brother in his best faux Bronx accent.

“Yeah, let’s see whatcha got there, Noodle Arm!” Marlene yelled at Karp.

The boys squared off. Marlene got into a sprinter’s pose, ready to run her husband down like a dog as soon as she counted off her third Mississippi. Karp looked around as if he was Joe Namath looking over the Baltimore Colts defense. He noticed the plainclothes cop, J. P. Murphy, an unwanted but necessary accoutrement of being the district attorney of New York County, standing over on the sideline, watchful but enjoying the warmth of an Indian Summer day. All around the edges of the Central Park meadow, elms, maples, and oaks were hitting their stride with the season’s vibrant display of reds, yellows, oranges, purples, and golds. But the grass was still green and slightly in need of mowing, and the temperature beneath the bright blue sky was more reminiscent of early summer than the chill gray of approaching winter.

This was Karp’s favorite time of year, especially when playing a game of touch football with his family in the park. The October games had been a tradition since the twins were young boys, and the only thing missing was his daughter, Lucy. But she was a grown woman living in New Mexico with her fiancé, Ned Blanchett, both of them working for a covert antiterrorism agency. They hadn’t heard from her in a while but that wasn’t unusual when she was on assignment, and all he knew was that her family missed her.

“You’re mine, Karp,” Marlene snarled.

“Don’t bet on it, Ciampi,” Karp growled back. “By the way, next score wins.”

“What! No way,” yelled Zak. “You’re down twenty-eight–zip.”

“Oh, let the babies have their way, Zak,” Marlene said. “We’ll shut these pansies out, then run the ball down their throats. The taste of victory will be that much sweeter.”

Zak laughed. “Yeah, you’re right, Mom. Go ahead, losers; we’ll spot you the twenty-eight points!”

“Down, set, hut one, hut two . . .” Karp barked out the signals.

Giancarlo snapped the ball and began his route with Zak backpedaling to stay with him. Marlene began her count. “One Mississippi, two Mississippi . . .”

Karp cocked his arm as Giancarlo stopped and turned to face him. Smiling, Zak began to move to get in front of his brother to intercept the throw. At the same time, Marlene reached her third Mississippi, and with a primal scream, ran for her husband.

Anticipating the fast but undisciplined attack of his opponents, and using it against them, Karp faked the throw to Giancarlo. Marlene stopped charging and jumped in the air with both arms up to block it; meanwhile, with a shout of triumph, Zak cut under Giancarlo’s route. But instead Karp held on to the ball and took two steps forward while his wife’s momentum carried her past him.

Giancarlo then turned and streaked toward where a young woman was sitting on the grass next to a baby carriage and texting on her cell phone. Yelling in surprise, Zak turned to follow his brother, who waited until the last moment before cutting hard to the right and around the woman and her infant. Zak suddenly found himself facing the choice of either running through or leaping over the baby carriage. When the young woman looked up, surprised to see a nearly two-hundred-pound teen-aged boy bearing down on her precious infant, she screamed, which brought Zak to a complete halt while his brother ran on.

With the proverbial eye in the back of his head, Karp knew that his wife was bearing down on him. He lofted the ball toward what, in his best estimation, was the point Giancarlo would reach on the other end of the trajectory; a moment later, he felt Marlene’s hands push him just below the waist. They both stood watching as the ball sailed in a perfect arc to settle into Giancarlo’s outstretched hands as he raced on to the end zone; he crossed it with the ball held aloft in celebration.

“TOUCHDOWN!” Karp and Giancarlo shouted at the same time. “WE WIN!”

“PENALTY!” Zak protested. “Not fair! You can’t use a lady and her baby to set a pick!”

“Really, Butch, what kind of a human being uses a baby . . . a baby, for God’s sake . . . just to score in a football game?” scolded Marlene.

“I was sure Zak would stop in time,” Karp said with a smile and a shrug. “Besides, all’s fair in love and football. Now let’s see, what did we bet on the game?”

“Win or lose you were going to treat us all to cherry cheese coffeecake at Il Buon Pane,” Marlene answered.

Karp’s response was interrupted by the approach of their quarreling sons. “That was pass interference!” Zak complained.

“The lady and her baby weren’t on our team, I had to go around them, too,” Giancarlo countered. “Face it, you lost, we won.”

“No way, we get a chance to tie you!”

Giancarlo shook his head. “I believe the rule was ‘Next score wins.’ It was sudden death. Game over.”

Zak turned to his mother. “Mom!”

Marlene shrugged. “Sorry, Zak, but we agreed. It was pretty low and they’ll have to live with the shame, and besides, we know who really won this game.”

The answer didn’t satisfy Zak. He frowned at his dad. “Aren’t you supposed to be a role model or something?”

Karp smiled. “Consider that a good life lesson. Don’t let your ego get in the way of making smart decisions. And once you got your opponent on the ropes, keep him there until he goes down; let him off and all it takes is one lucky punch.”

“Doesn’t sound like much of a role model speech to me,” Zak grumbled.

Laughing, Karp was about to goad his son some more when Officer Murphy shouted and waved, “Uh, Mr. Karp! I have a call, says it’s urgent!”

“Who is it, J.P.?” Karp asked. Rare were the calls that weren’t “urgent,” though in reality most could wait for him to enjoy a couple of uninterrupted hours with his family.

“It’s Mr. Jaxon,” Murphy replied, walking toward them.

Karp and Marlene stared at each other with frowns. S. P. “Espy” Jaxon was an old family friend and had once been an assistant district attorney with the New York office, which was where they’d met. But Jaxon had grown tired of dealing with criminals on that end of the justice system and, saying he wanted to be “more proactive,” joined the FBI. He’d eventually risen to the rank of special agent in charge of the New York City office, where he’d been when the World Trade Center was attacked on 9/11. Soon after, he’d been asked by someone apparently so high up in the federal government that Jaxon reported only to him, or her—Karp had never asked or been told who—to head up a small, covert antiterrorism group whose main objective was rooting out sleeper cells that had infiltrated the nation’s major law enforcement and intelligence agencies. Unlike those agencies, Jaxon’s had not been placed under the umbrella of the United States National Security Agency, created in the aftermath of 9/11, and operated quietly behind the scenes.

Given a free hand to form his team, Jaxon had been careful to choose men and women from the FBI and other agencies that he knew personally and trusted implicitly. He was also looking for “outsiders” who didn’t have a federal “jacket” and therefore were below the radar of enemies foreign and domestic. These had included several friends of Karp and Marlene, as well as their daughter, Lucy, a “polyglot” capable of fluently speaking more than sixty languages, and her fiancé, Ned Blanchett, a simple ranch hand when he met Lucy but whose natural abilities as a sharpshooter and cool head in perilous situations had made him a perfect fit for Jaxon’s team. It was a dangerous job, and the mention of Jaxon’s name in the context of an “urgent” message wasn’t something Karp and Marlene wanted to hear.

Karp trotted over to meet Murphy, who handed him his cell phone. “Thanks, J.P.,” he said. “Hey, Espy, what’s up?”

“Where are you?”

The abruptness of the response warned Karp that this was not a social call. “In Central Park with Marlene and the boys.”

“I need to see you, and Marlene, right away.”

Karp felt a chill run down his spine. Over the years, his family had been the target of a wide assortment of violent criminals, from sociopathic serial killers to paid assassins to vicious terrorists of many persuasions. “Does this have to do with Lucy?”

The pause on the other end of the line told him all he needed to know. “Yes,” Jaxon replied. “But I don’t want you to assume the worst. I do need to tell you some things that are best said in person. When will you be home?”

“Can we meet at the loft in twenty?” Karp asked. He glanced over at Marlene, who was standing thirty feet away studying his face while the boys continued to argue about the game.

“I’ll see you then,” Jaxon replied. “And, Butch, it might be best if the twins were doing something outside of the apartment. What I have to say is for you and Marlene only, and you might want a chance to process it all after I leave before the boys start asking questions.”

“I understand. See you in twenty,” Karp replied, and pressed the button to end the call. Marlene’s serious expression hadn’t changed but the boys were used to their dad getting urgent calls and hardly noticed. He called them over and said, “Duty calls; your mom and I need to meet Espy back at the loft. Apparently, he wants to go over an old case and it can’t wait.”

“But I thought we were going to get cherry cheese coffeecake and see the Sobelmans at Il Buon Pane,” Zak complained.

Golda and Moishe Sobelman, the proprietors of Il Buon Pane bakery on 29th and Third, made the best cherry cheese coffeecake in the Five Boroughs, and quite possibly the world. So good, as was the conversation with the Sobelmans, that it wasn’t something Karp passed up lightly. “Sorry, guys,” he said with genuine regret while getting into the daypack they’d brought and fishing out his wallet. “Tell you what, how about you guys grab a cab over to Il Buon Pane and gorge yourselves on me. And take in a movie afterward.”

Zak pouted. “Nah, I think I’ll just go home and raid the fridge. Maybe play some Xbox.”

However, Giancarlo, the more perceptive of the two, had been studying the interplay between his parents’ faces and nudged his brother. “C’mon, it’ll be fun. And we can go to a movie or a museum.”

Zak started to grouse again but he looked from his brother’s face to his dad’s and nodded. “But I’m not going to the stupid Museum of Modern Art again. I don’t get how most of that stuff got in a museum in the first place.”

“I love you, bro.” Giancarlo laughed. “The best stuff’s on the top floors of MOMA but it wouldn’t hurt you to see something new. If it’s not a painting of some guys hacking at each other with swords, it’s not art to you.”

“We all have our own tastes,” Zak sniffed, and snatched the cash his dad was offering. “There’s a new Die Hard movie playing at the Turtle Bay Theater. So how about some cherry cheese coffeecake and a little Bruce Willis ‘yippee-ki-yay’?”

With that the boys were off and running for a taxi. Marlene waited until they were out of earshot and turned back to her husband. “Okay, what gives?”

“Espy wants to talk to us, alone. It’s about Lucy, but he said not to worry,” Karp said, fudging a little bit on the difference between “don’t assume” and “don’t worry.”

Marlene blinked back the fear he’d seen leap into her eyes and nodded. “Let’s go.”

At Karp’s request, Officer Murphy hit the lights and siren and they made it back to the old brick warehouse building on the corner of Grand and Crosby Street in ten minutes. But they still didn’t beat a black sedan already parked across the street and the man who got out of the front passenger seat.

For the most part, Jaxon looked his usual secret agent self, with his crew-cut pewter-gray hair, tan, chiseled face, and icy blue eyes. But the customary perfect smile was missing and the silver stubble on his face and dark circles beneath those eyes suggested that he hadn’t had much sleep or time to freshen up when he awoke.

Seeing the grim look on his friend’s face, Karp didn’t wait for him but turned and stepped up on the landing outside the steel security door on the building’s Crosby Street side and punched in the entry code. The bottom floor of the building was allegedly occupied by a Chinese import-export business, though there rarely seemed to be any customers, or workers, for that matter. And they knew that it was actually owned by Tran Vinh Do, a former Viet Cong leader and Vietnamese gangster who had befriended Marlene and due to a few odd twists of fate now worked with Jaxon and his agency.

The Karp-Ciampi family loft was on the top floor of the building, accessible strictly by a keyed elevator that ran from the secure entryway inside the steel outside door only to their floor. There was a fire escape on the outside of the building, but it was only accessible from a small deck off their living room.

Jaxon caught up with Karp and Marlene at the elevator and they rode it to the fourth-floor loft without saying anything beyond a quick greeting. They stepped into a small vestibule outside the front door while Butch fumbled at his keys as he tried to calm himself for whatever he was about to hear from Jaxon.

During the car ride over, he and Marlene had held hands but otherwise didn’t talk much and looked out of their respective windows lost in thought. They knew Lucy’s job held risks that had nearly cost her her life before, and that someday they might receive a call that no parent with a child in harm’s way wanted to hear. But Lucy was a patriot and when asked by Jaxon to join his team as an interpreter, believed that she was doing her part for her country and that in some way was also tied to the larger apocalyptic struggle against evil.

When the key finally slid home, Karp opened the door and led the way into the apartment that opened up into one large area that comprised the living room and a kitchen, exposed brick walls, and hardwood floors, obstructed only by big wooden posts that ran eighteen feet between the floor and the rough wooden beams across the ceiling. On the far side of the room was a hallway leading to three bedrooms—the master, another large room with bunks occupied by the twins since birth, and Lucy’s room, painted pink and populated by dolls as if a little girl still lived there.

Karp walked into the living room area and sat down near the window in the overstuffed leather chair the kids referred to as “dad’s throne” and pointed to a large matching couch around the corner of a glass coffee table. “Have a seat, Espy, you look like you could use a nap.”

Meanwhile, Marlene had walked into the kitchen. “Can I get you something to drink?” she called over.

“Water would be great,” Jaxon replied.

Marlene returned with three glasses of water and placed them on the coffee table as she sat down on the couch next to Jaxon. She tried to smile but her hand trembled as she picked up a glass and took a small nervous sip.

“I’ll get right to the point,” Jaxon said, leaning forward and looking at each of his friends. “Last night, a U.S. State Department compound in Chechnya was overrun by a heavily armed force in what was apparently a fast-moving, well-coordinated attack.”

Karp furrowed his brow. “I didn’t see anything on the television this morning,” he said, pointing to the large flatscreen attached to a wall opposite the couch.

Jaxon rubbed his eyes and face tiredly before nodding. “We just got word a few hours ago; not much detail, and what we’re hearing is all over the board. We got a quick briefing, but if State and the CIA know more than I just told you, they’re not telling us, which wouldn’t be unheard of. The White House is expected to make some sort of announcement in a couple of hours. I’m told it will be short and won’t have a lot of details . . .”

“So what’s this got to do with Lucy?” Marlene interjected, unable to control her fear.

Jaxon reached over and placed a hand on her shoulder. “We think she and Ned were in the compound when it was overrun.”
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“ARE YOU READY?”

Lucy Karp picked up her head at the sound of the woman’s voice in front of her. She could not see who spoke but knew her. Even if she hadn’t worn a heavy cloth sack over her head, the woman wasn’t . . . she groped for the right word in her foggy mind . . . “real” isn’t the right word, she’s real enough, maybe “corporeal” would be better.

“Have you prepared yourself for what’s ahead?”

Taking a series of rapid breaths in and out, Lucy tried to clear her head. She was exhausted—physically, mentally, emotionally. She couldn’t remember the last thing she’d eaten or, as she licked her parched lips, her last drink of water. She hadn’t slept in . . . How long has it been? More than one night. Two? . . . The bare lightbulb that hung above the chair to which she was tied had not been turned off since she was first brought to the room from the compound outside Zandaq.

Trying to recall the events that led to her current predicament, she was reminded of a terrible loss. “Ned,” she croaked. “What happened to Ned?”

“He’s in the hands of God now,” the woman in the room with her replied, “and no longer your concern.”

Lucy sobbed. “No . . . please.”

“Lucy!” the woman snapped. “Focus! It’s important that you listen, remember, and survive what’s to come.”

“Please forgive me, St. Teresa, but I don’t want to survive,” Lucy cried quietly. “If he’s gone, there’s no point.” She tried to remember what happened, searching for any reason to hope.

She and Ned, along with a four-man team, all former military and hand-selected by Espy Jaxon, had surreptitiously crossed the border into Chechnya from Dagestan more than a week earlier. The plan was to meet with a Chechen separatist leader named Lom Daudov to enlist his aid in hunting down an Al Qaeda terrorist mastermind named Amir Al-Sistani, otherwise known to his followers as The Sheik.

Daudov had no great love for Americans; it didn’t help that they looked the other way when Russia sent tanks and troops into Chechnya to stamp out the republic. However, according to Jaxon’s sources, Daudov hated the Islamic extremists who’d come to Chechnya to fight for their own reasons and saw them as trying to usurp the nationalist movement for a theocracy, to say nothing of their brutal acts against civilians, which hurt the separatist cause in the court of world opinion.

In Dagestan, the country to the east of Chechnya, the team had been met by a young woman, Deshi Zakayev, who said she would be their guide in Chechnya. However, the first week after they crossed the border had been spent moving from place to place only to learn that when they arrived at each new destination Daudov had already been there and gone, or had never showed up at all. Zakayev explained that “Lom” was one of the most wanted men in Chechnya and being difficult to track was what kept him safe.

“The Russians have a large price on his head,” she said. “But being a ghost is also part of his strategy, by convincing spies that he will be in one place when he is striking in another. Did you know that his name, Lom, translates to ‘lion’? He is the lion and the hope of a free Chechnya. Don’t worry, he will meet with us, but we must keep moving until he feels it is safe.”

Traveling mostly at night, always on little-used rural back roads or even trails through the heavily wooded, mountainous region, sometimes on horseback, as well as on foot and in the occasional borrowed truck, they continued the game of cat and mouse. Then on Thursday evening, a week after they first crossed the border, the team assembled in a clearing where they’d camped to discuss whether to declare the mission a failure and return to the States. Lucy, as the team’s interpreter, had gone to Zakayev with their decision to pack it in.

“Not yet, please. I was just about to tell you,” Zakayev, who had been to a nearby town to get her next instructions, said. “Tomorrow we will be taken by a lorry to a location where in two days’ time, on Saturday evening, Lom Daudov will meet with you.”

“Why two days?” Lucy asked.

Zakayev shrugged. “Because that is how long it will be.”

Lucy reported back to the others, who decided to make one more attempt to rendezvous with the separatist guerilla leader. “If he doesn’t show, we’re done,” she went back and told the young woman.

Riding in an old Russian transport, the team arrived the next night at a walled and gated compound near the town of Zandaq. Hustled inside, out of sight of any prying eyes, they’d been surprised to learn that another group of Americans was already there, Deputy Chief of Mission David Huff from the U.S. embassy in Grozny and his security detachment. The tall, middle-aged diplomat had not been particularly forthcoming about his purpose other than to say he was there on a “trade mission to better our relations with the locals and help them normalize relations with Moscow and the West.”

“I must say, we’ve been waiting here for more than a day but so far the man we’re trying to meet with hasn’t showed,” Huff complained. “Now we’re told it’s going to be Saturday evening.” He said he was just as surprised to see them but seemed to know enough to not ask questions, and Lucy didn’t volunteer any information.

So they waited, risking discovery. The Russians were apparently aware of Huff’s presence and purported reason for his visit to the region. But Lucy, Ned, and the rest of their team were in Chechnya without permission, even if their purpose was to apprehend, or kill, a terrorist. Like some old Mission: Impossible episode, Jaxon had told the team that if they were caught by the Russians, the American government would deny sending them. And all for one man, Lucy thought, Amir Al-Sistani.

The situation was shaky. After their arrival, the other members of Lucy’s team had met with Huff’s men and weren’t happy about the security situation. For one thing, they were surprised that the men traveling with Huff were so lightly armed—nothing heavier than M4 carbines—in such a dangerous part of the world. The U.S. State Department had long ago warned American citizens against visiting the region. There were a multitude of factions fighting the Russians in Chechnya. Some were no more than organized crime syndicates and warlords intent on plundering the country; others fought to create an Islamic state; and still others were Chechen patriots who wanted a secular government that wasn’t under the control of Moscow, though even they came in many guises, from socialists, to moderate Muslims, to republicans. When the factions weren’t battling the Russians, they were often warring among themselves. The wisdom of traveling about such a country with only a small, lightly armed security team was questionable.

Relying more on stealth, Lucy’s team wasn’t much better armed. Ned carried an M24, bolt-action sniper’s rifle, just in case they found Al-Sistani and there was no way to capture him, but the other men carried Russian-made AK-47s so that wearing native clothing, they might pass as locals without close inspection. But they had to travel light and sought to avoid confrontations.

Although she was sure that Ned kept some of his reservations to himself so as not to frighten her, he did tell her that the ex-military men on both security teams weren’t happy about their position from a tactical standpoint. The compound was enclosed by a thick, eight-foot-high stone wall with only one iron gate leading in or out; however, it was surrounded on three sides by thickly wooded hills from which an enemy could move close and then fire down into the complex. While sufficient, perhaps, to deter ill-equipped and poorly led brigands, the compound had clearly not been built to turn back a determined assault.

“Who are these separatist guys anyway?” Ned complained.

“Well, they’d describe themselves to you as patriots, like George Washington,” she said. “After the Soviet Union fell apart, the separatists declared Chechnya an independent republic. But the Russians—who don’t want to lose Chechen oil refineries and pipelines—weren’t having it. The Russians claim Chechnya is a state in their Russian federation and doesn’t have the right to secede and they’ve fought two wars over it. The Chechens actually won the first one in 1996, though the Russians essentially destroyed the country’s infrastructure and economy, and even after the peace treaty was signed they stationed two brigades here. Then in 1999, the Russians attacked again, using the pretext that it was necessary to stop Chechen terrorism and organized crime. There was a series of bombings in Moscow that killed about three hundred civilians; the Russian government blamed separatists, but there’s pretty good evidence the bombs were planted by the Russian Secret Police to justify the military campaign. This time they were able to gain control over most of the territory and cities, and set up a pro-Moscow regime. They were brutal on the civilian population and most of the best-known separatist leaders were killed, including a former president of the republic. But the separatists keep waging a guerilla war that the Russians haven’t been able to break.”

Never one for politics, Ned accepted the explanation and went off to scout the area around the compound with other members of the security team. As she waited, Lucy tried to get to know the two Chechens in the compound. One was her guide and the other was a small, thin man, Bula Umarov, who Zakayev said was one of Daudov’s advisers. He’d been sent ahead to begin the discussions with Huff’s “trade mission,” which Lucy suspected was more than it seemed.

Zakayev introduced Lucy to Umarov when they found him sitting alone in an interior courtyard of the main house, and she’d taken an almost immediate dislike to him. He had a pockmarked face and feral, shifty eyes—“like a Harlem rat,” she later told Ned—and wouldn’t look directly at her. That in itself wasn’t unusual in a Muslim country where men were often uncomfortable around Western women, and he was polite enough. But something about him made her skin crawl, and she’d noted a quirk about his way of speaking that troubled her as well.

Lucy not only spoke flawless Chechen, she also had an ear for local dialects and couldn’t quite place his. “What part of Chechnya are you from?” she asked after speaking to him for a few minutes.

Something had flashed briefly in those rodent eyes. Alarm or fear, she wasn’t sure, but something that put him on alert before he smiled slightly and nodded. “I am from Mozdok, on the northwest side of the country,” he said.

“Ah, I see,” Lucy replied. “I’d like to visit there sometime to expand my knowledge of Chechen regional differences; there is an ever so slight variation in how you speak that I’ve not heard before.”

Umarov had just stared at her for a moment, during which time Lucy noticed how Zakayev turned her head ever so slightly to study his face. She doesn’t trust, or like, him either, Lucy thought.

“Perhaps, I can explain that,” the man said. “I was raised in an orphanage with children who mostly spoke Russian. Maybe I picked something up from them, though no one has ever remarked on it before.”

“Yes, that could explain it,” Lucy said. “It is very slight. I doubt anyone else would notice, but languages are sort of my thing.”

Saying that he needed to get back to his talks with Huff, Umarov had quickly excused himself and then avoided Lucy for the rest of the evening and the next day. However, several times she’d caught him looking at her, though he’d quickly averted his eyes.

On the other hand, Lucy had enjoyed having some quiet time to talk to Zakayev, a beautiful young woman whose facial features were a fine mix of the many different ethnicities that at one time or another called Chechnya home. Russians. Mongols. Turks. Cossacks. She had a slight Asian tilt to her sea-green eyes, widely spaced in a round, bronzed Slavic face, and long silky black hair that most of the time she covered with a scarf. When they’d been traveling from place to place there hadn’t been much of an opportunity to get to know her, but the two young women hit it off now that there was time to relax.

Zakayev described herself as a Chechen patriot and vehemently contended that the Russians were the terrorists, not the separatists, “Though we have been guilty of allowing extremists into the movement that cost us world opinion with their acts. That is why Lom is so adamant about cleansing our ranks of those who fight for their own ends, not our country.” She described seeing Russian tanks roll through, and sometimes right over the top of villages, and watching as Chechen men “and sometimes women” were lined up and shot “as a warning” to others.

“Our women are raped, and our men are executed or rounded up and sent away never to be heard from again. Meanwhile, the Russian government is in league with crime syndicates to rob us of our wealth,” she said angrily. “Yet the West does nothing except go along with the Russians, who call us the terrorists when we try to carry the fight to their cities and their populations as they have done to us. But we are not so different from you Americans when you fought for independence against a larger, more powerful army that tried to put down your desire for freedom with brutality. Back then it was the British who broke down your doors without justification, arrested your men, abused your women, burned your crops, razed your towns, and hung your patriots in an attempt to terrorize you into submission.”

Zakayev burned with the zeal of a partisan. But she was also a young woman, only a few years older than Lucy, and she had many questions about what life was like for an Amercian woman. “Someday I would like to see America,” she told Lucy after dinner Saturday night. “But Chechnya is my home and we will build a democracy here that will show you Americans a thing or two about freedom when you have to fight for it.”

They all waited up Saturday night for Daudov, but he didn’t appear. Zakayev had apologized profusely. “I was assured he would be here,” she said. “I never would have sworn such a thing to Allah if I had not believed it. To be honest, I am worried. I am going to the town to see if I can get word.”

Lucy heard the concern and fear in the young woman’s voice and wondered if it was a product of hero worship or something more . . . womanly. “We can’t wait any longer,” she told the young woman. “Perhaps he had other, more pressing matters. If you’re not back by morning, we’ll have to leave.” Zakayev nodded and left the compound, after which Lucy went to bed.

The best part about being in the compound was that she and Ned got to share a room, and a bed. They’d fallen asleep in each other’s arms, as was their habit, but only slept a few hours before he suddenly sat up in bed, waking her.

“What’s the matter?” she asked sleepily. But he didn’t get a chance to answer before what sounded like a fierce gun battle erupted outside.

Ned jumped from the bed, pulled on his pants, and strapped a sidearm to his waist. He then flung open the carrying case for his rifle and quickly assembled the parts, not bothering with the scope. “Stay here,” he ordered, and started to run from the room. He stopped and turned to look at her. “I love you, Lucy. No matter what, I’ll be back for you.” Then he was gone.

Soon she heard the regular, paced booming of Ned’s gun—louder and deeper than the other rifles. He seemed to be on the roof of the building but moving from position to position. Meanwhile, bursts of automatic fire and explosions filled in the blanks around his shooting.

The battle raged for nearly two hours. Then there was a knock on the door of her room and Jason, a former Navy SEAL on her team, hurried in. He was wounded in the side of his chest, she could see the blood soaking into his shirt, but he seemed not to take any notice as he yelled to her. “Come on, Lucy, I’m getting you out of here!”
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