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			PROLOGUE

			“OYEZ, OYEZ, OYEZ, ALL RISE. All those having business in Supreme Court Part 42, State of New York, New York County, draw near and ye shall be heard.”

			Pausing his litany, Chief Administrative Court Clerk Duffy McIntyre glared balefully out at the packed courtroom as if daring those in attendance to show the slightest inclination toward unruliness. Having ensured their silence, he continued, “The Honorable Supreme Court Justice Vince Dermondy presiding.”

			Short and somewhat pugnacious-looking, Judge Dermondy immediately entered through the door leading from the judge’s robing room and took his seat up on his dais before he, too, turned his attention to those in attendance. He glanced with his intense gray-blue eyes first at the defense table, then the prosecution, and finally beyond them to the gallery.

			“Good afternoon,” he said. “It’s my understanding that we have a verdict, and I want to take a moment before the jury is brought in to warn each and every one of you that I will not tolerate any outbursts, demonstrations, or statements directed at anyone present. I understand full well the implications of this verdict whatever the jury has decided, but I expect—no, demand—that the decorum of this courtroom and these proceedings be respected. Am . . . I . . . clear?”

			Under his glower, the audience nodded as one. Most had already seen this judge in action after a group of protesters managed to find seats in the courtroom on the first day of the trial and began hurling politically charged invectives when the People’s case was introduced. Then partway through the trial, Dermondy had a reporter for one of the Washington newspapers taken into custody after the journalist approached a juror for a quote, which the judge followed with the dismissal of another juror when it came to light that she had contacted a book publisher and offered to sell her story.

			No one had taken any chances with the judge since. Dermondy nodded. “Good, you may be seated.” He turned to ­McIntyre. “Please inform the jurors that we’re ready for them.”

			Of all the people in the courtroom, the only one not intimidated by the judge was Roger “Butch” Karp, who stood at his customary place behind the prosecution table. As the district attorney of New York County, he was a firm believer in the sanctity of court proceedings and appreciated a judge who felt the same way. He’d inherited that view from his first boss, the legendary DA Francis Garrahy.

			As such, he didn’t see the proceedings as a game or contest between attorneys jockeying for unfair advantages and pulling out all stops to “win” a conviction. He believed that as a prosecutor, his job entailed a solemn, sacred search for the truth.

			Truth. Karp thought about how little that word meant to the three men standing across the aisle from him behind the defense table. Two attorneys and the defendant, a man who was on trial not just for murder, but metaphorically for murdering the truth. In Karp’s book that was the same as committing treason.

			Karp looked down at the omnipresent yellow legal pad on the table. On its lined sheets was his outline of the People’s case—witness by witness, evidence connected to more evidence—with notes in the margins as issues or thoughts arose so that he forgot nothing, missed no detail from his opening statement to his final summation.

			As he moved through the trial, each page served its purpose and was then folded over and paper-clipped to the cardboard backing. All that was left now was the final page of his summation. Or rather, the last two notes he’d made to remind himself of what he’d wanted to end the case on.

			At the top of the page was the word “infamy” and a series of other terms that to him defined the word as it applied to this case. It had come to him the evening before closing summations as he’d pondered how to get the jurors to understand the full implications of this crime, this criminal. “End result . . . ­unbridled ambition . . . weak character . . . duplicitous . . . their own enrichment politically and otherwise.”

			The last line of the page, as well as of his summation, was a partial quote from Mark Twain. “A truth is not hard to kill . . . a lie well told is immortal.”

			Karp looked over at the defense team and their client. They lived in a world of well-told lies. It was the whole reason they were all in the courtroom on a summer day in New York City waiting for a jury to render its verdict. The entire defense had been composed of more well-told lies. And the infamy of it was that these lies cut to the very heart of the nation’s security, all so that a few corrupt men and women could consolidate power, gain enormous wealth, and promote their worldview.

			The defense attorney kept his eyes focused on the door leading from the jury deliberation room. He’d try to read the jurors as they entered for the telltale signs of which way the vote had gone. The defendant also was watching the door but felt Karp’s eyes and turned toward him.

			Up to this moment, the defendant had acted as if the trial hardly mattered to him. It was at worst an inconvenience, an irritation; at best, a joke. Although he was polite to the judge and charming to the jurors, he laughed and joked with his attorney during the breaks, and smiled or even smirked during the People’s case. Then he’d been the picture of aggrieved and unjustly accused when he took the stand—at least until Karp had cross-examined him. But even though he’d been knocked up against the ropes, he’d remained arrogant and smug in his invincibility.

			However, now as the jurors shuffled to their assigned seats, most with their heads down, the smirk had disappeared, leaving only a thin sheen of the arrogance. His face was pale, and he licked his thin lips as if suddenly parched. Something else was in his eyes, something different.

			Doubt, Karp thought. But then the defendant’s dark eyes narrowed and filled with hate as he sneered and gave his attention back to the jurors.

			Unperturbed, Karp half turned and glanced over his shoulder at the bench full of people immediately behind the prosecution table. It was quite the eclectic assembly of characters: his wife, Marlene; his daughter, Lucy; her fiancé, Ned Blanchett; as well as the Taos Indian tracker John Jojola; Vietnamese gangster Tran Van Do; federal antiterrorism agent Espey Jaxon; journalist Ariadne Stupenagel; Richie Bryers, his close high school friend and, as it turned out, a star prose­cution witness; and Detective Clay Fulton of the NYPD. They’d all come to witness the final act of an epic tragedy they’d unknowingly played a part in during the opening scenes nearly a year earlier.

			Smiling slightly at his family and friends, Karp then looked out over the rest of the audience in the gallery. Most of the hard wooden benches were crammed with media types attracted to the high-profile case like hyenas to a lion kill and just as excited at the smell of blood in the air. A grim-faced collection of defense supporters, many of them well known in political and show business circles, stared up at the ceiling or glared at Karp from the benches behind the defense table.

			He was just about to turn around to face the judge when his eyes fastened on a woman sitting in the second row from the back of the courtroom next to the aisle. She was wearing a short dark wig and sunglasses, but he recognized the oval-shaped face and, more than that, the way she carried herself. Like a supremely confident predator, he thought, as he had for many years whenever their paths had crossed. Something told him she’d been watching him, but she was now just looking straight ahead at the judge, the slightest smile on her face.

			Karp frowned at the sudden dilemma her presence created. Sitting in the back of a New York County trial court was a woman who’d committed more felonies in and around Manhattan than there were taxicabs in Times Square at rush hour. She was a paid assassin and terrorist for hire. He was the top law enforcement official in New York City, sworn to uphold the law; she was “officially” on escaped status, but there she was in the flesh.

			Still, he hesitated. He knew that he should alert Fulton and court security to apprehend her. And yet, he owed her. So did many people who would never know it. Nor would anyone be aware if he chose not to do anything.

			“Please be seated,” Judge Dermondy commanded. He then faced the jury foreman, who sat closest to his dais. “Ladies and gentlemen of the jury, have you reached a verdict?”

			The jurors all nodded. “We have, Your Honor,” the foreman said, holding up the verdict forms.

			“Mr. McIntyre, if you please,” Dermondy said, indicating that the chief clerk should retrieve the documents and hand them to him. The judge looked down at the documents and after a moment nodded. He turned and addressed the defense table. “Will the defendant rise.”
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			Eleven months earlier

			THE TWO MEN STANDING IN the shadows of the gate watched as a woman dressed head to toe in flowing black robes walked toward them. They’d been following her progress since she’d left the village road a mile away and started down a long dirt path to the compound. But night was falling, and concealed by the loose clothing and veil, there was little they could see of her or what she might be carrying.

			“Halt,” said one of the men, stepping into the middle of the road and pointing his AK-47 at her. “What do you want, woman?” he demanded nervously in Arabic.

			Startled by the man’s sudden appearance and threatening gesture, the woman stepped back with a small cry. “I am sent from Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi,” she replied, also in Arabic but in a dialect more in keeping with northern Iraq. “I bring a message for Ghareeb al Taizi.”

			The second man now stepped out onto the road. “What did she say?”

			The first man frowned and turned to his companion. “What? Speak Arabic. I don’t understand Persian. Besides, it is an infidel language and grates on my ears.”

			“And I have a hard time understanding your old-fashioned babbling,” the second man retorted in a halting Arabic. “You Saudis are full of goat shit, so high and mighty when if it wasn’t for oil, you’d all still be wandering the desert on camels. But watch your tongue, sand flea, or did you forget you’re speaking to a VAJA officer?”

			“Ah, yes, VAJA, the vaunted Iranian intelligence agency. How could I forget? You are constantly reminding me,” the Arabian scoffed. “But I’m not afraid of you. I’ve fought in Libya, Yemen, Chechnya, and now here with the Islamic State of Iraq and Syria, where nobody gives a shit who you are. I’m a jihadi, not some spy sneaking around like a snake.”

			The two men glared at each other for a moment before turning back to the woman. “Never mind your ignorant insults, what does she want? I don’t understand her dialect,” the Iranian said, pointing his own gun at her.

			“She said she is from the Commander of the Believers, ­al-Baghdadi, and that she has a message for al Taizi.”

			“How do we know she is not a spy?” the Iranian asked. “I don’t trust women. Like that Chechen whore the Russian brought as his bodyguard; there’s something funny about her.”

			The Arabian laughed. “Watch what you say around her, and even how you look at her. I agree, she has no shame and won’t cover her hair and face, and those tight-fitting clothes are an affront to Allah. But I’ve heard stories from Chechnya about Ajmaani that would curl your hair. That ‘whore’ could cut out your heart and show it to you with a smile while it was still beating. She’s no village cow like this one here.” He gestured to the woman, who waited quietly for them to finish their argument.

			“As I said, how do we know she is telling the truth?”

			The Saudi wrinkled his nose. “Well, she’s definitely from this region; I can tell by her peasant Iraqi Arabic and the way she smells like a goat.” He addressed the woman. “You would have been told our password. Say it now, and I’ll take you to al Taizi.”

			The woman’s brow knitted and she hesitated. The two men gripped their weapons and began to walk toward her. “ ‘Who dies today is safe from tomorrow’s sin,’ ” she blurted out, and fell to the ground groveling as if in fear. “Please, do not hurt me.”

			The Saudi kicked at the woman. “Get up. That was correct.”

			“What kind of a password is that?” the Iranian scoffed.

			“It’s an old proverb that al-Baghdadi likes. No one else would think to use it.” The Saudi bent over to look at the prostrated woman. “What is this message you have for al Taizi?”

			The woman looked up. He expected to see fear, but there was none. Just a sort of sad reluctance for what was about to happen. “Only that may Allah have mercy on your souls.”

			The Saudi stepped back and began to bring his weapon to bear on her. “Her eyes,” he said to the confused Iranian.

			“What about them?”

			The woman answered for him. “They’re gray.”

			There was no time for any more questions. Death arrived for the Saudi with an angry whiz followed by a heavy thud, and a grunt escaped his lips like he’d been punched. The bullet struck him in the center of his chest, deconstructed his heart, tumbled, and then exited out his lower back, creating a much larger hole coming out than going in. He was already dead as he looked down in bewilderment. He sighed and crumpled to the ground.

			The Iranian was still trying to understand what had just happened when the sound of a muffled gunshot arrived a moment later. By then it was too late for him as well; a second 7.62 caliber bullet from an M40A5 sniper’s rifle struck him in the temple, and half of his head disintegrated into a fine red mist.

			Lucy Karp lay still. The shots had come only seconds apart, but she knew they were from the same rifle fired by a single sniper. In fact, the shooter was Ned Blanchett. And she also knew that the footsteps of two men running in her direction from the desert belonged to John Jojola and Tran Van Do.

			While she’d walked openly from the village and down the path toward the mud-walled compound to draw the attention of the now dead guards, the two old guerrilla fighters had worked their way carefully up a small ravine and then waited for her to fall to the ground. That was her signal that the target was present in the compound and the mission should go forward, beginning with Ned taking out the guards she’d drawn into the open. She’d also ascertained that the target, al Taizi, was present before she gave the signal to attack into the microphone hidden behind her veil.

			“You okay, Lucy?” Jojola asked as he ran past.

			“Yeah, I’m good,” Lucy replied, quickly pushing herself up off the ground. She slipped into the shadows beneath the gate as her two friends dragged the bodies of the dead men next to the outside wall. Then they joined her.

			“You see anyone else?” Jojola asked, turning his craggy bronze face toward her, his dark eyes seeming to gleam with adrenaline, even in the shadows. A former Army Ranger who had served in Vietnam, Jojola was a member of the Taos Indian Pueblo in New Mexico. He had, in fact, been the pueblo’s police chief trying to catch a child killer until a chance encounter with Lucy and her mother, Marlene Ciampi, resolved the case and somehow many years later led to this small isolated village in Syria.

			“I couldn’t see much beyond the gate,” Lucy replied. “But I think our spy in Ramadi was right. These guys might be afraid of drones, but they’re so far off the beaten path here, they’re not too worried about boots on the ground. The guard was minimal and careless.”

			“There’ll be others in the compound,” Jojola said, “including the targets.”

			“We have to go set up,” Tran, a former member of the Vietcong and once the mortal enemy of Jojola, interjected. “Espey and the others will be here in less than a minute.”

			The two men split up and moved quickly to take up positions covering the largest of the buildings inside the compound. They’d hardly melted into the shadows before the MH-60 Black Hawk helicopter appeared overhead and four men rappelled down a rope. The last of these was S. P. “Espey” Jaxon, the federal anti­terrorism agent who led the team. He made his way to where Lucy waited, while the others, on a signal from Jojola, moved ­toward the building, advancing one at a time across the open space.

			About the same time, someone from one of the other buildings shouted in Arabic and opened fire. He missed, but the member of Jaxon’s team who turned to deal with the threat did not. Even so, the element of surprise was gone.

			There was a flash and a bang as the team blew open the main door of the large building and entered. The sound of gunfire and hand grenades erupted from inside, then it stopped abruptly. Someone whistled. “Let’s go,” Jaxon said to Lucy, and they ran for the building.

			The lighting inside was dim but enough for Lucy to see bodies lying in doorways and sitting against blood-spattered walls. They were all “bad guys” and none from the team, who were searching the rooms and removing equipment and papers like high-speed burglars.

			Up a flight of stairs, past four more bodies, and at the end of the hallway, Jaxon and Lucy entered what appeared to be a mission-planning room with several laptop computers on a large table and maps on the walls, including a big one of Yemen on the southern coast of the Arabian Peninsula and others of countries in the Middle East and Africa. A chill ran down Lucy’s spine as she noted maps of Europe and the United States with colored pins stuck in some cities. Members of the team were taking photographs of the maps before rolling them up and sticking them in aluminum tubes.

			However, it wasn’t the maps that drew Lucy’s attention but the bodies near, and in some cases slumped over, the large table. She hadn’t expected so many of them. A neatly coifed, dark-haired middle-aged man with a small mustache sat in a leather chair staring up at the ceiling through dead eyes, a neat bullet hole centered in his forehead. He was dressed like a wealthy businessman, in a tailored dark suit with a starched white shirt and black tie. Next to him, an immensely fat man with a swarthy face, also in a business suit, though his was ill fitting, slumped in his chair with both hands pressed against his chest. A large stain spread out through his fingers. His breath came in ragged gasps and then stopped altogether. Two younger men in leisure suits lay on the floor behind them, clutching semiautomatic handguns they’d had no chance to shoot before bullets caught them in the face.

			Across from them, a large, florid older man with an enormous belly, short silver hair, and wearing a camouflage shirt and coat lay on the table with a knife protruding from his back. His head was turned to the side and his sightless blue eyes registered surprise. He seemed to be looking at the head of the table, where the last dead man sat upright; he’d been shot in the mouth, and a trickle of blood ran from his lips. He was dressed in a black sweatshirt, baggy black pants, and a black turban.

			Sheik Ghareeb al Taizi, Lucy thought. One of the targets, except we’d hoped to capture him. But who are all these other guys? Who killed them? Her eyes shifted to the other target, a strikingly beautiful woman sitting calmly in a chair at the other end of the table. She was looking at Lucy and smiled when their eyes met. “Lucy Karp,” she purred in heavily accented English. “Good to see you again.”

			“Nadya,” Lucy replied without emotion. “Or are you Ajmaani this evening?”

			Nadya Malovo shrugged. “I’m whoever I need to be when I need to be someone. But I prefer Nadya among old friends. Isn’t that right, Ivgeny?” she asked in Russian as she turned to a tall man with a scarred face and a patch over one eye who stood next to her with a gun pointed at her head.

			Listening to Malovo talk, Lucy understood how she could pass herself off as Ajmaani, a supposedly Muslim terrorist from Chechnya. Even speaking English or Russian she has a touch of a Chechen accent; almost perfect, Lucy thought. However, she could still discern that underneath it all Nadya Malovo was a native Russian speaker from the area around Moscow. Lucy was a “super-polyglot,” a savant fluent in more than six dozen languages, as well as several dialects.

			As such, Lucy had immediately identified the first guard at the gate as being a native of Medina in Saudi Arabia. She’d been surprised that the second guard spoke Persian. “Educated, upper middle class, said he was with VAJA,” she’d told Jaxon while they waited for the firefight to be over.

			“Iranian intelligence,” he’d replied, his eyebrows scrunched together. “What was he doing here? We were looking for Malovo and al Taizi. We’ll make sure we get his fingerprints when we leave.”

			Now Jaxon looked at the man with the eye patch and nodded to the dead men in the room whose faces were being photographed and their fingerprints taken by other members of the team. “They all resist, Ivgeny?”

			Ivgeny Karchovski shook his head and replied in his own heavy Russian accent. “They were all dead when we got here. Every one of them, except the one who just died.” He looked at Malovo. “Only one other person was alive.”

			Jaxon walked over to Malovo. “The guy at the end of the table is al Taizi,” he said to her. “Who are all the rest of these guys?”

			Malovo shrugged. “Dead men.”

			“Why did you kill them?”

			Malovo smiled as though she’d just been complimented on her clothing choice, which was a tight-fitting T-shirt and camouflage shorts. “I heard the shooting and thought it was probably American special ops,” she said. “These fools might have tried to go out in a blaze of glory, and I didn’t want to get caught in the crossfire. So I took care of the problem and waited to surrender quietly. Imagine my surprise when the first man through the door was my old flame from Afghanistan, Ivgeny Karchovski.”

			“Are you sure that’s the only reason you killed all of them?” Jaxon asked, his eyes narrowing. “Or is it that dead men tell no tales?”

			Malovo laughed, then winked. “We may need to talk, but shouldn’t we be going? There’s a large ISIS presence here, as I’m sure you know, and they’re bound to have heard the shooting.” She glanced at Karchovski. “You don’t seem happy to see me, darling.”

			Karchovski shook his head. “On the contrary, I’m glad you’re here; we came to arrest you and bring you back to the U.S.” He looked down at the dead man on the floor. “And this piece of trash.”

			“Sorry about that,” Malovo answered. “But I think that between the computers and documents you’ll find here, and what I might be able to help you with in the future, your trip won’t have been wasted.”

			At that moment, one of the young men who’d rappelled from the helicopter entered the room. Unlike the rather eclectic members of the team like Lucy, Jojola, Tran, and Blanchett, the other agents were elite former Special Forces and all business in a war zone. “The locals will be swarming this place like ants at a picnic in a few minutes. I think we’d all rather hitch a ride out of here on a Black Hawk than hoof it across the desert with a bunch of angry ISIS members after us.”

			“Agreed,” Jaxon replied. “You got what we need?”

			“We’ve grabbed all the hard drives from the desktop computers, laptops, cell phones, and any documents we could find,” the young man replied. “There’s a safe we’ll blow and clean out as we’re leaving.”

			“Then let’s call in the bird and get the hell out of here,” Jaxon said. He looked at Malovo. “Cuff her.”

			Karchovski pulled plastic ties out of a pocket and put them on the assassin’s outstretched wrists. “How romantic,” Malovo said with a sardonic smile. “Reminds me of that night in Kabul when we were oh so much younger.”

			“I wouldn’t remember,” Karchovski said.

			“Nonsense. You could never forget, darling,” Malovo said with a laugh, and stood up.

			Outside the compound walls, Lucy saw that Ned Blanchett had arrived. She walked up and hugged him. “Good shooting, cowboy,” she said.

			“Thanks, sweetheart,” Blanchett replied. “Just like we planned.” He looked at Malovo and frowned. “Where’s al Taizi?”

			“Dead,” Lucy replied. “Nadya killed him, along with a half dozen other guys, before we got there.”

			“We got company,” Jojola shouted. He pointed in the direction of the village, where the headlights of a convoy of vehicles had suddenly appeared and were racing toward them.

			“Where’s the Black Hawk?” Jaxon asked.

			As if summoned at his command, the helicopter materialized out of the night, hovering just a few feet off the ground. There was a small explosion from inside the main building, then the rest of the team came running, one of them carrying a black bag with what Lucy assumed were the contents of the safe.

			Less than a minute later, the team was back on board the helicopter as it climbed up and away from the onrushing vehicles. Looking down, Lucy saw red flashes from guns, but they were soon left behind. She turned to find Nadya Malovo watching her. The beautiful assassin sat between two of the younger members of the team, who looked like teenagers who’d suddenly found themselves sitting on either side of a Playboy bunny. How can one woman—especially such a dangerous woman—exude so much animal sensuality? she wondered.

			As if reading her mind, Malovo winked. “Just like old times,” she said. “Be sure to give my love to your father when you see him. Tell him I’ll be in touch.”
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			ARIADNE STUPENAGEL CURSED AS THE spike of one of her high-heeled black boots sank into the soft grass of Central Park and nearly pitched her to the ground. Without losing her shoe or her pride, she quickly managed to right the ship and continued walking toward the Sunday-afternoon gathering near the Boat House.

			Should have worn more practical shoes to a picnic, she thought, but then quickly reversed herself. To hell with that . . . If I can’t wear heels, what’s the point of living?

			The day was stupefyingly hot and humid, even for New York in July, and Stupenagel was annoyed by the rivulets of sweat trickling through various crevasses of her curvaceous body. She reached up to pat her bottle-blond hair into place and then down to release another button of the sheer red blouse she wore over a well-filled black bra. She’d finished off the outfit with a very tight, very short black skirt.

			Pressing her lips together, she assured herself that they were sufficiently covered by her trademark cherry red lip gloss. She then turned up the wattage of her smile and covered the last thirty yards to the men and women milling around a group of tables, one of which displayed a banner proclaiming Welcome 148th Battlefield Surveillance Brigade Reunion Sign-in. As she approached, she was aware of the appreciative glances of the men in the crowd, and the corresponding disapproval of many of the women.

			Bold, brassy, and tall even without the heels, Stupenagel stood out in any crowd, and that was the way the hard-driving journalist liked it. At times her in-your-face attitude got her into trouble, and she’d seen her share of jail cells, third world police stations, and various other dangerous situations. In pursuit of her stories, she’d narrowly escaped run-ins with a bevy of psychopaths, hit men, gangsters, dirty cops, tin-pot dictators, and terrorists. But that bravado, and on occasion her over-the-top sexuality, also got her into the offices, bedrooms, and confidences of the rich, the powerful, and the famous. She knew when to resort to guile over confrontation, but if the situation called for a full frontal assault to overwhelm the enemy’s ­defenses, she was the right gal for the job.

			She’d toned the libido down in the past few years, especially after her engagement to Gilbert Murrow, a mild-mannered assistant district attorney who was the aide-de-camp for Butch Karp. But she could still work the feminine charm and turn men’s heads when needed. The picnic she was about to invade seemed to be just the right situation.

			The majority of the fifty or so people gathered were young men with a sprinkling of middle-aged males among them. Of the women, most seemed to be attached to the men—girlfriends and wives—though some appeared to be members of Troop D. A few of both the men and women were in Army uniforms displaying the Ranger patch, though most were dressed in civies of loud aloha shirts and tattered T-shirts. She glanced at the chests of those in uniform and noted the ribbons indicating tours in Afghanistan and Iraq.

			Stupenagel also knew that LRS stood for Long Range Surveillance. As the Army’s surveillance units in the field, the LRS teams operated behind enemy lines for as long as thirty days at a time. They primarily conducted reconnaissance, target acquisition, battle information, and damage assessment missions. A few of the units, however, specialized in capturing and interrogating prisoners, sabotage, and field assassinations.

			Company D was one of those and apparently had carte blanche to do whatever dirty work needed doing, according to one of her sources in the Pentagon. “They have a reputation for being a bunch of cowboys even for a black ops LRS unit,” he’d told her.

			I like cowboys, Stupenagel thought as she sauntered past one group of young admirers. But today she only had eyes for one of the older men. He was tall, and though dressed casually, everything about his bearing said career military. Even the word “older” was relative because except for the lines in his deeply tanned, movie-star-handsome face and a little silver in the crew cut hair above his ears, there was nothing old about him.

			The man was talking to an attractive young woman in uniform, standing apart and out of earshot of the others at the gathering. They both turned and frowned as Stupenagel walked up. She wondered if they were lovers.

			It had started a few days earlier with a call from Lucy Karp, who asked if she wanted to go out to lunch. There was nothing unusual about the invitation; she and Lucy’s mother, Marlene Ciampi, had met as freshmen at Smith College when fate had made them roommates. They soon became best friends, and even when their careers and lives had taken them down separate roads, they’d ­remained as close as sisters. So close that when Marlene and Butch had Lucy she’d been honored to be their first child’s godmother.

			Stupenagel suggested that they meet at the White Horse Tavern, a historic watering hole in Greenwich Village, long known as a hangout for artists, musicians, bohemians, and jour­nalists, everyone from Dylan Thomas to Jack Kerouac. The tavern was a favorite of hers, but as soon as she saw Lucy sitting outside at one of the sidewalk tables she knew this wasn’t a social meeting.

			Lucy stood as Stupenagel walked up and kissed her on the cheek. As they sat down, she looked her goddaughter over and thought about how she’d changed both physically and mentally. Lucy had her father’s unusual gold-flecked gray eyes and her ­mother’s dark hair and olive coloring. She’d been something of an ugly duckling growing up—a skinny, precocious child, then a gangly, awkward teenager with a large nose and a stunning talent for learning languages. However, the duckling had blossomed into a swan several years after she moved to New Mexico, where she’d fallen in love with a genuine cowboy—a ranch hand named Ned Blanchett. Since then she’d filled out nicely, though there was no extra fat on her lithe frame; she looked tan and fit due to her outdoor lifestyle and what Stupenagel thought of as “the bloom of love.”

			Yet there was more to Lucy than met the eye. Several years earlier, fate and circumstances led Lucy, because of her language skills, and Ned, a dead-eye rifleman, to being asked to join a small federal antiterrorism agency headed by former FBI agent Espey Jaxon. “The kids,” as well as their boss, were not generally forthcoming with details—everything was “highly classified and hush-hush.” But there’d been occasions when they deemed it appropriate, or necessary, to share information with Ariadne—often a quid pro quo for something she dug up. At such times, they trusted her to do the right thing with the information.

			In some ways, holding back or embargoing information bothered Stupenagel. As a muckraking, take-no-prisoners journalist, she was much more comfortable throwing everything against the proverbial wall and seeing what stuck. Having to use her discretion and “act responsibly”—instead of writing it all down and letting the chips fall where they may—made her want to break out in journalistic hives.

			Sitting across the table from Lucy, Stupenagel recalled with sadness one of the last times she’d been at the White Horse Tavern. She’d gone there to meet Lieutenant General Sam Allen, a decorated war hero, the interim director of the CIA, and a former lover. He’d called her out of the blue—it had been many years since they’d shared hot, passionate nights or even a cocktail—but although they reminisced a bit, it wasn’t old times in the sack he wanted to talk about.

			Disguised in an old Yankees ball cap and ratty sweatshirt, he told her that he had reason to believe that people close to the president were “aware in real time” of an attack on a U.S. consulate in Chechnya. And that rather than provide requested assistance, they had allowed the consulate to be overrun to cover up a foreign policy gaffe. Exactly why, he didn’t know.

			Allen said he planned to testify before Congress and spill the beans, but added that he was being blackmailed by powerful people who threatened to expose an affair he’d been having. He explained that he was telling her this in case something happened to him and asked her to try to protect the young woman if it did. Unfortunately, Sam Allen was prescient. He’d been murdered the night before he was due to appear before the congressional subcommittee.

			The murder of Sam Allen and the cover-up of the debacle in Chechnya was one of those instances in which not wanting to interfere with the pursuit of justice for Sam and those who died in the consulate caused her to hold off writing her story until the men who’d plotted his death were caught, and subsequently convicted by Butch Karp. After that, however, the story had taken on a life of its own, first with her exposé of the murder of Allen and the involvement of the president’s ­political cronies. Inevitably more sources came out of the woodwork, and she’d written a series of stories tied to the administration’s feckless foreign policy, especially when it came to dealing with Islamic extremism. Eventually, she ran out of new material, but she ­believed that she’d hardly scratched the surface of the exact moti­vation for the major players. Even some of their identities had remained in the shadows.

			Lucy confirmed that there was more to the story this day at the White Horse. She wasn’t at liberty to reveal everything about the mission but asked the journalist if she recalled the story about the death of Ghareeb al Taizi, an ISIS leader in Syria.

			“Sure. The White House took credit for ordering the mission,” Stupenagel said. “But I’ve never been able to get much of anything out of my sources about it.”

			“That’s because very few people know anything, including the military brass,” Lucy told her. “But it wasn’t a Special Forces operation, nor did the administration know anything about it until it was over. It was one of ours, and the target wasn’t just al Taizi.”

			“I don’t understand,” Stupenagel said.

			“A few weeks before the mission, we got word that Nadya Malovo was back working for her Russian bosses and up to some mischief,” Lucy went on. “We’d been trying to find her since that little incident in Chechnya and Dagestan, but she disappeared. Then she popped up back in Moscow, not hiding at all but in the company of a Russian gangster named Ivan Nikitin. The next thing we knew, she was on the move. She got a little careless in Istanbul, and we picked up her trail; we lost it again in Damascus, but then a reliable source in Ramadi spotted her, apparently working as a bodyguard and interpreter for Nikitin. We got round-the-clock drone surveillance on her and watched her drive her boss to a compound outside a village north of Ramadi on the Syrian border. It’s the heart of ISIS country, and that alone was curious considering Russia is supposed to be helping us destroy ISIS.”

			Stupenagel shrugged. “Gangsters aren’t usually patriots. They’re trying to make a buck and don’t care who they’re dealing with so long as they can pay. Let me guess, this Russian gangster is an arms dealer?”

			Lucy nodded. “Yes, that and black-market oil. However, this particular gangster is also a former Russian general known for his brutality during the Russia-Chechnya wars—mass murders of entire villages suspected of sympathizing with Chechen separatists, men, women, and children. He was appropriately nicknamed ‘Ivan the Terrible.’ He’s not just any gangster but one with direct ties to the Kremlin.”

			Stupenagel raised her eyebrows. “Now, that’s interesting. So I take it they were meeting this al Taizi, perhaps with the approval of the Russian muckety-mucks?”

			“Yes. So Espey got the go-ahead for a raid. We wanted Malovo and al Taizi, and a chance to question Nikitin, too.”

			“But al Taizi got killed?”

			“Yep, and he wasn’t the only one. By the time our guys got to al Taizi, he and Nikitin were already dead, and so were four other men. The only one alive was Malovo. Just sitting there, cool as a cucumber.”

			Stupenagel whistled. “So much for her bodyguard duties. Who were the other guys?”

			Lucy looked at Stupenagel for a long moment, then leaned close. “You have to promise me that this doesn’t show up in a newspaper article until Espey says it’s okay.”

			Stupenagel narrowed her eyes but nodded. “Same rules. I get the exclusive and I get to put it out there first.”

			“Deal,” Lucy said, and looked around to see if anyone seemed to be watching or listening. “This is where it gets really interesting. It was easy to identify al Taizi, and one of our team members recognized Nikitin from Afghanistan.”

			“That would be Ivgeny Karchovski. . . .”

			“You said it, I didn’t. Anyway, the others took longer while we ran their photographs and fingerprints. Two of the dead guys were just foot soldiers there for security, not that they stood a chance with Malovo. The other two, however, were real somebodies: one, Farid Al Halbi, was a very wealthy businessman from Syria and tied at the hip to the Assad regime; the other, Feroze Kirmani, was one of the top agents with VAJA, the Iranian equivalent of the CIA.”

			“So let me get this straight. They’re all making nice with ISIS and al Taizi? And Malovo kills them all without breaking a sweat?”

			“That’s about the size of it.”

			“Malovo say why she killed them?”

			Lucy shook her head. “Claimed she didn’t want to die in a crossfire if her companions resisted. But to be honest, we think she intended to kill them all along.”

			“Why?”

			Another shrug. “She didn’t say much on the way back to the base in Saudi Arabia, except that she was keeping some information to herself. Maybe as a bartering chip. She did tell Espey that the men she killed were waiting for one more important player, someone representing somebody very wealthy, very powerful. Said she didn’t have a name but knows it was an American. But the guy never showed; she thinks he got tipped off about us.”

			“Anything to back that up?”

			“Well, we were supposed to be a top secret, need-to-know-basis mission, which means not many people knew what we were doing. But there was a ‘welcoming’ party when we got back to the Riyadh Air Force Base in Saudi. ‘They’ were waiting for us, and ‘they’ took everything, including Nadya Malovo.”

			Stupenagel frowned. “First, who is ‘they’? And second, I can’t believe that Espey Jaxon would sit still while some goons nabbed his goodies, especially if it involved national security.”

			“He didn’t,” Lucy replied. “In fact, there was a pretty tense standoff. Espey wasn’t giving them what they wanted, and they weren’t letting us go anywhere. So there we were sitting in a helicopter with the sun coming up on what would be a rather unpleasant 120-degree day in Saudi Arabia with neither side budging.”

			“Who blinked first?”

			“Wasn’t a matter of blinking,” Lucy said. “We got word from higher up—in fact, about as high up as you can get—that we were to stand down and turn everything over. Espey stalled as long as he could to buy time so that we could get a look at what we had, but it wasn’t enough time.”

			“So what did you see?”

			Lucy shrugged. “The documents were in Arabic, which was easy enough for me to read. Some of it might have been useful, with names and locations associated with ISIS operations. But there was a flash drive that had a number of files in it that also were in Arabic but complete gibberish, obviously encrypted. I couldn’t make heads or tails of it, but I did pick up one word that was used several times: sarab. It’s Arabic for ‘mirage.’ ”

			“Doesn’t seem unusual for a desert,” Stupenagel remarked.

			“Yeah, but it was repeated several times throughout a few of the files. How many times does ‘mirage’ by the normal definition come into a conversation?”

			“A code name?”

			“Maybe. But we didn’t have enough time to be certain.”

			Stupenagel frowned. “So back to my first question: Who are ‘they’ who took the stuff and Malovo?”

			“Officially, Company D, a Long Range Surveillance unit with the 148th Battalion. But apparently no one knows much about them, except that they report only to their immediate command and from there directly to the president’s national security adviser. I’m told they even bypass the Agency.”

			Stupenagel sipped her wine silently for a moment before speaking again. “This is all fascinating, and I’d love to know what’s so important about those files and documents that these ‘higher-ups’ are willing to intercede between military intelligence and an antiterrorism agency, particularly one with the sort of clout Jaxon’s apparently has. However, I still don’t see what this has to do with me.”

			“Well, that depends,” Lucy said. “After we got back, Espey went on the warpath and found out that Malovo was being held incommunicado at Guantánamo. He raised a stink and on the sly got her a big-shot lawyer who got her transferred to the Varick Federal Detention Center here in Manhattan. He hasn’t been allowed to see her yet, but she got him a message through her lawyer. Only one word.”

			“Let me guess. Sarab.”

			“Yep. But there’s something else, something she didn’t write down. The lawyer told us instead. He said we needed to talk to one of the senior officers with the 148th Battalion who just so happens to be an old friend of Sam Allen,” Lucy said quietly. “Apparently they were classmates at West Point, though Sam was a couple of years older; both were Rangers, had several tours in the same places, including Vietnam. This guy also served under Sam in Iraq during the first Gulf War and then in Afghanistan after nine-eleven before getting into Long Range Surveillance.”

			Stupenagel wiped at a stray tear and cleared her throat. “What’s his name?”

			“Colonel Michael Swindells. We were hoping—”

			“Mick Swindells! Heck yeah, I know him,” Stupenagel exclaimed. “Sam, me, and Mick probably hit most of the bars from Saigon to Panama City and everything in between. Good man, better soldier, straight arrow . . . surprised he’d be involved with black ops. More of a John Wayne in She Wore a Yellow Ribbon type than The Bourne Identity . . . Why doesn’t Espey give him a call?”

			“For one thing, he isn’t sure how Swindells would react,” Lucy said, “though he’ll feel better about it when I tell him what you said. But more important, all these other intelligence agencies don’t know what to make of us—they can’t get much information but know Espey has juice from somebody high up. They may be watching, and direct contact between Espey and Swindells might raise more than eyebrows.”

			Stupenagel smiled. “So you thought the personal touch from a certain charming and, I might add, outrageously gorgeous journalist might be better?”

			“A visit from an ‘old friend,’ ” Lucy said with a laugh. “We were hoping that you might at least know him because of the connection to General Allen. Drinking buddies is even better.”

			“Okay, I’ll give him a call. Got a number?” Stupenagel asked.

			“We prefer you don’t use phone lines. He’s been lying low, so he may be a little paranoid, too. But there’s a reunion picnic in Central Park for Troop D. We have reason to believe that Colonel Swindells will make an appearance there.”

			“And I’m just supposed to show up out of the blue and chat up someone I haven’t seen or spoken to in more than twenty years about some top secret information?”

			“We know it’s a stretch, but it’s what we’ve got at the moment. Besides, you’re the famous Ariadne Stupenagel, investigative journalist extraordinaire; you have more secret ways of getting information than the Kremlin, da, comrade? So what do you think?”

			Stupenagel thought about it for a moment, then chuckled. “Looks like I’m going to a picnic.”

			Which is how she found herself trying to navigate Central Park turf in high heels as she walked toward Colonel Mick Swindells and the young woman. Suddenly, the man’s frown changed to a grin. “Well, I’ll be damned if it isn’t Ariadne Stupenagel!”

			The journalist smiled right back as she crossed the last ten feet and kissed him on the cheek. “Mick Swindells, you’re still a dreamboat.”

			“Other than your eyesight, you don’t seem to have aged yourself,” Swindells said, grinning.

			“Liar, but I choose to remember that every lie contains a grain of truth,” Stupenagel said. “So thank you.”

			Swindells laughed and turned toward the young woman, who was watching them with a perplexed look on her face. “Ariadne, I’d like to introduce you to Lieutenant Sasha Swindells, my daughter.”

			“Your daughter? I didn’t know you were married.”

			“Twenty-two years ago,” Swindells replied. “Not long after the last time I saw you.”

			The young woman extended her hand. “Pleased to meet you.”

			“The pleasure’s mine. I see you have your father’s eyes and that you’ve chosen to join the family business.”

			Sasha Swindells smiled. “Yes, the Army was always Dad’s first love, so I thought I’d find out why. How do you know my dad?”

			Stupenagel thought she detected a trace of bitterness in the young woman’s voice but chose to ignore it. “Well, I’m sure he’s very proud,” she said as she looked back fondly at the man she’d come to see. “We were friends a long time ago; he was best friends with someone I was very close to.”

			The smile left Mick Swindells’s face. “I still can’t believe Sam’s gone,” he said. “Best man I ever met, and I know the two of you had something special, too.”

			Stupenagel felt the grief grab her by the throat for a moment before she was able to speak. “Yes, he was quite a man. A great friend and a true hero who didn’t think twice about putting himself in danger for his country. But he didn’t expect the danger to come from within.”

			Swindells’s face flushed with anger. “No, and that’s the most dangerous kind,” he said, then tilted his head and looked quizzically at her. “So what brings you to a reunion picnic for an LRS unit? I take it you weren’t just wandering around in Central Park in four-inch heels looking for soldiers? Or does this have something to do with Sam?”

			Stupenagel nodded toward Sasha. “In a way it does. I don’t mean to be rude, but could I speak to you alone for a few minutes?”

			The younger woman patted her dad’s arm. “I can take a hint,” she said. “Are we still on for dinner—that is, unless you and your friend want that time to catch up?”
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