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THIS IS CERTIFIED AS THE TRANSCRIBED ORAL PSYCHOLOGICAL INTERVIEW WITH FBI SPECIAL AGENT JAMES JACOB “JAKE” KRUSE AND IS HEREBY SUBMITTED UNDER SEAL IN ACCORD WITH FBI DIR. 32014.12 AND HIPAA REG. 7319.


PREPARED BY MICHAEL R. TWILLIGER, PHD, UNDERCOVER EMPLOYEE SAFEGUARD UNIT, NATIONAL COVERT OPERATIONS SECTION, CRIMINAL INVESTIGATIVE DIVISION, FBI


Q. Special Agent Kruse, I understand you do not want to be here.


A. That’s right.


Q. And that you’ve objected to this evaluation.


A. It doesn’t really do me any good to object. Look, I’m tired and was looking forward to a few days off before I picked up another assignment. I spent all day yesterday with OPR and I was ordered back here today. I took a red-eye and I’m here. Let’s get this over with so I can catch an afternoon flight back to L.A.


Q. I see by your file you were benched from undercover work seven years ago for a three-month period because of an adverse psychological evaluation.


A. That’s correct. I was fairly new to the undercover program, and the psychologist and I didn’t hit it off. She decided I needed a few months of desk duty. I objected and she won. I’ve learned since then. I know your evaluation will determine whether I can go back on the street, so all I’m asking you to do is check off the “approved” box and send me on my way.


Q. But you understand given what happened in Los Angeles, this is mandatory?


A. It’s mandatory every six months or when ordered by an administrator due to special circumstances. This one’s necessary because lots of bad people got killed.


Q. Would you please give me a brief description about how all this got started?


A. Sure. Every undercover case is different, but this one started out as a straightforward UC operation. Our target was an Asian organized-crime ring—of which there are dozens in L.A. Every ethnic group on the West Coast has one or two; different players, same sheet music. To the extent any undercover operation—the kind of thing the press calls a “sting”—is routine, this one should have been. It wasn’t quite the simple example you find in an FBI Academy textbook—“a one-off”—you know, nab a criminal violating a single federal law. But we didn’t expect it to take us in the directions it did. Typically, the UC meets a target dealing contraband, negotiates for the product, and when the delivery is made, the cuffs come out. Connect the dots—A to B to jail for the bad guy. In this one, the UC was targeting an organization rather than an individual.


Q. When you say “the UC” you mean . . .


A. The undercover agent. How long have you been at this?


 Q. I’m new to the unit. You’re only my second evaluation.


A. That’s not very comforting.


Q. So you were the “UC” in this operation. Do you often refer to yourself in the third person?


A. Yeah. I was the UC. I really hadn’t thought about this “third person” stuff. Does it bother you?


Q. Not really. Just wondering. People who refer to themselves in the third person—using terms like “he” or “they”—sometimes have disconnected from reality. Tell me what you think went right and what went wrong on this operation.


A. Every operation is a crapshoot. There are no guarantees of success. An experienced undercover agent can often negotiate the crooked trail and take the investigation in directions never dreamed of in the initial planning stages. But those journeys aren’t always easy to navigate and are seldom welcomed by management. Each detour requires a new level in the approval process.


Q. Do you feel frustrated by what you call the “detours” in the “approval process”?


A. Look, I’m a big boy. I’ve been doing UC work for the past eight years and before I joined the Bureau I was a Marine. I understand the chain of command. And I know in Washington, Congress demands that whenever an operation diverts from its original approved path more administrators are going to get involved. That’s what happened here.


Q. Why did you leave the Marine Corps and join the FBI?


A. I had the privilege of serving under a really great leader during the invasion of Iraq in 2003. After I was wounded he came to see me in the field hospital. . . .


Q. What was your job in Iraq?


A. I was a rifle company commander in the Third Marine Regiment. My regimental commander, a guy everybody admired, visited me in the hospital. He wanted me to stay in the Marines but he understood. I had lost a lot of men over there and the Bureau seemed like a better fit.


Q. Why?


A. Because in the Bureau I wouldn’t be responsible for the lives and safety of hundreds of other people like I had been in Iraq. That takes a toll, watching the men you command die, makes you question whether you could have done something differently . . . then, writing letters home to their loved ones . . . Death is never easy when you know the people doing the dying.


Q. How about when you don’t know the people doing the dying? How do you feel when you kill others . . . criminals . . . enemies?


A. To be quite honest, it doesn’t bother me a whole lot. Maybe that’s not healthy, I don’t know, but in every case where I’ve killed people, it was either me or them. I don’t spend a lot of time thinking about who they were before they tried to kill me or what they might have been if they had chosen a different line of work. The Marines never asked me “touchy-feely” questions about killing enemy combatants, but the Bureau gets all sensitive about it.


Q. So what’s easier for you to deal with: the FBI structure or the Marines?


A. It’s not a matter of easier or even better but as an undercover agent it’s usually just me. I answer to myself unless the operation changes. Then I deal with the bureaucracy. A UC gets approval to buy illegal drugs but guns show up . . . a new approval’s needed ASAP. You’re authorized to buy stolen cars and your targets now want to launder money . . . new approvals. If the investigation implicates a judge, a politician, a member of the incumbent administration—expect FBI HQ and DOJ to go ballistic and demand lots of new approvals, which can take weeks, even months—while the UC’s butt is on the line.


 Q. Did you ever talk about these frustrations with your wife, Katie?


A. Let’s come to an understanding real quickly. We’re not going to talk about my wife.


Q. Okay. So what happened on this investigation? Did the FBI “approval process,” as you call it, cause so many people to get killed?


A. We knew going in it would take more than L.A. Field Office approval to authorize the operation. Because it involved smuggling goods across the Mexican border, we had a “sensitive” circumstance from Jump Street. But we were trying to contain the violations to the L.A. Division just to avoid more Headquarters or DOJ involvement. Nobody in Washington gave a damn about counterfeit jeans and cigarettes. It seemed pretty simple at the time.


Q. So what changed? Why do you think HQ and DOJ got involved? Do you think it was personal?


A. Personal? Only so far as what they did could have gotten me—and some real innocents—killed. Look, this isn’t my first rodeo. In an operation a few years ago, we were targeting a Chinese national we knew to be the biggest importer of counterfeit cigarettes on the West Coast. I took possession of a forty-foot container of counterfeit Marlboros, about ten million cigarettes. Our guy wanted them delivered to a Russian Mafia crew operating out of Allentown, Pennsylvania. I personally delivered the container to their warehouse, which the FBI didn’t even know existed, and I watched Russian thugs affix counterfeit New York tax stamps to packs of fake cigarettes destined for New York City. It all went smoothly and I returned to L.A.


The Chinese kingpin now knew I could deliver the goods—and he ordered five more containers from his pals in Beijing. But then some genius at Headquarters, concerned this whole thing could disrupt our “relationship” with the Chinese communists, suddenly declared the operation to be “sensitive”—requiring Headquarters and DOJ authorization.


I was ordered to “cease and desist” all undercover operations until DOJ approval paperwork arrived . . . a process that usually takes weeks. I sent an email to the L.A. SAC reminding him that I was “dealing with Chinese and Russian crime bosses who routinely ‘off’ people in L.A. but had, to date, never killed any Bureau humps in Washington.” It took a month for the approval to come down. Meanwhile, I had to tap-dance because these guys would have killed me if they had figured out what was going on.


The SAC never offered a solution to my problem of blowing off meetings with the Chinese, but he did call me in for counseling and placed a notation in my personnel file that I had been admonished to use more professional language when communicating with Headquarters.


Q. I notice you’re gripping both arms of the chair. Does it distress you to discuss Bureau hierarchy?


A. It’s a coping mechanism. I’m okay. Next question.


Q. So have you always questioned authority?


A. No. Remember, I told you I was a Marine. I know how to follow orders. I also know the difference between a real leader and a politically motivated, butt-kissing, flagpole-hugging bureaucrat.


Q. And can you give me an example of a good leader?


A. Sure, Peter Newman. He was my regimental commander when we liberated Iraq from Saddam in 2003. He was the one who came to see me in the hospital after I was wounded. He’s the kind of leader who knows how to accomplish the mission and take care of his men. Everyone who served with him knew he always cared more about us than he did about himself. Whether he was commanding a regular Marine unit or conducting special operations, as he did later on, we all loved him for it.


Q. Interesting term, “loved.” Would you describe one of those special operations so I have a context?


A. Sure, but then I’ll have to kill you. You’re not cleared for it. . . . Just joking, Doc.


Q. I’ll take your word for it, Agent Kruse. But tell me, is this the same Peter Newman you called in the midst of this operation?


A. Yep.


Q. And did the two of you talk about Gabe Chong?


A. Yeah.


Q. Did you have authorization to talk to someone outside the government about this operation?


A. No.


Q. So how did you contact each other? As you undoubtedly know, none of the cell phones provided to you by the FBI for this operation have any record of the calls between you and this Peter Newman. . . .


A. I have already answered that question for the slugs from OPR. . . . But if it makes any difference to you, I still have a personal cell phone. . . .


Q. And according to NSA, that phone is registered in the name of your wife. . . .


A. I’ve already told you, we’re not going to talk about Katie and I’ve told OPR all they need to know about how General Newman and I communicated during this operation.


Q. Let me rephrase the question. Do you think it was wise to call this General Newman?


A. Look, Gabe and I were both Marines. We both served with Peter Newman, just not at the same time. After the Marines, I went to the FBI and Gabe joined the Agency. General Newman retired from the Marines in 2011, but we’ve stayed in touch. Last December he became the CEO of a company called Centurion Solutions Group. CSG has contracts with all kinds of government agencies—including the Bureau and the CIA. I’m pretty sure his security clearances are far above yours and mine. So, yeah, I think it was wise to talk to him, don’t you?


Q. Do you feel that Peter Newman or you are responsible in any way for what happened to Gabe?


A. Responsible? Sure, I’m responsible because I was inside the operation. Gabe had my back. I should have had his. General Newman may be a civilian now but he’s very aware how the Iranians and North Koreans are working on nuclear weapons and ICBMs. He knows how counterfeit U.S. currency is being used to pay for R&D, the research and development, and the nuclear enrichment Pyongyang is doing for the ayatollahs in Tehran. The general tried to get the power brokers in D.C. to pay attention but the potentates on the Potomac wanted their “deal” with Iran to work—and nothing else mattered. Gabe’s blood is on the hands of the clowns here in Washington—they betrayed us all.


Q. And how does that make you feel?


A. How does it make me feel? Like I want to puke. I really think we’re done here. Do me a favor, put this in the report: “The agent conducted himself in a professional manner. He has not overadapted nor is he attached to his undercover persona. Neither is he detached from reality nor displaying an exaggerated sense of importance. He is adequately coping and not in need of withdrawal support.” I’ve been through enough of these to know the verbiage. Check off the box clearing me to go back to UC work. Let me catch my plane and you and I can get together for my next session on the couch.


INTERVIEW TERMINATED WHEN SUBJECT SPECIAL AGENT ABRUPTLY DEPARTED.


PSYCHOLOGICAL EVALUATION: SEALED


SIGNED ____________________


MICHAEL R. TWILLIGER, PHD, UNDERCOVER EMPLOYEE SAFEGUARD UNIT, NATIONAL COVERT OPERATIONS SECTION, CRIMINAL INVESTIGATIVE DIVISION, FBI
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DAY 1


MONDAY, APRIL 28


“TEN DAYS PRIOR TO SPECIAL AGENT JAKE KRUSE’S MOST RECENT PSYCHOLOGICAL EVALUATION”


The sounds of mariachi music blasting from the run-down bar just north of the Otay Mesa border crossing were met by the rumblings of the Cummins diesel engine. The two men in the cab of the 2009 International 9200i weren’t going to surprise anyone if stealth were important. Only the darkness provided a modicum of cover for the evening’s criminal endeavor. Pulling off the pockmarked blacktop road, the driver slowly made his way past a half-dozen trailers parked in the dirt lot.


“There it is,” said Jake Kruse with a late-night attitude as he pulled in front of the burnt-orange twenty-footer. The indefinable graffiti spray-painted on most of the side panels matched the description his border contact had provided. He threw the big rig in reverse and backed toward the trailer, stopping a few feet from the tongue hitch. Shutting down the engine, he and Tommy Hwan jumped out of the cab and headed to the back of the cargo container.


The two men had performed this ritual several times over the past two months, but this was the first time they would dance in the dark. A reluctant trust had been built but cautious doubt lingered.


Jake pulled a mini SureFire from a side pocket of his worn khaki cargo pants. Illuminating the thin metal surety wires intertwined between the latches on the steel doors of the shipping box, he said, “It hasn’t been tampered with since it left China. You can check the serial number on the seal with what’s on the bill of lading, if you want.”


“I believe you. Let’s just get out of here. Too many wets hanging out across the street,” said Tommy, pointing to a half-dozen noisy men sharing beers in front of the bar.


“An Asian racist. I love it,” said Jake as he handed the flashlight to Tommy. “I can’t do this blindfolded, so light up the back as I hook up the trailer.”


Jake climbed back into the cab and began to slowly ease the tractor in reverse, seeking to couple the tractor and trailer. He’d been to the CDL short course and could do this in daylight, but darkness added a degree of difficulty the six-week commercial truck driver’s school failed to include in its curriculum. Apparently, the instructor for Trucking 101 didn’t anticipate his graduates engaging in nocturnal crimes. Jake took a couple of stabs at lining up the kingpin and the strike plate before he heard the distinctive sound of the lockjaws engaging.


He jumped down from the cab, worked some late-night magic, and within minutes completed the final hookup, attaching the service, supply, and electrical lines. “It looks good. I think we’re ready to get out of here.”


Tommy was only too happy to return to the security of the semi and get as far north of Mexico as he could. Not only Customs, but border bandits would love to seize a rig of counterfeit Rolex watches smuggled into the United States.


As Jake started to climb into the cab, two men, both “stupid brave” on oxy washed down with a six-pack of cerveza, jumped out from behind one of the parked trailers. In the darkness it was impossible to identify the exact make and model of the semi-automatics they were carrying, but both men were waving their weapons like B-list actors in a cheap Hollywood movie.


“Manos arriba!” shouted one of the men as Jake and Tommy threw up their hands.


“Give me the keys, jefe,” said the taller of the two in slurred, heavily accented English. The attacker was only about five foot seven but the gun he was holding made him seem bigger and his Corona-induced courage made him a bit more unpredictable.


Jake was slow in responding to the command as he assessed the situation. The only exit was to his left, retreating to an open field, leaving Tommy to fend for himself. As with most confrontations, and Jake had been in his share, this was more than flight-or-fight. Two other variables entered the calculus: posturing and submission. Without their guns, Jake would have beaten both men like cheap piñatas, but it was one thing to be cocky and another to be sloppy.


“Don’t be stupid, weddo. Give me the keys!” screamed the leader.


“Give him the keys, Jake,” said Tommy, fear evaporating what little mettle remained.


Jake slowly reached into his pocket with his right hand, keeping his left hand high in the air. He held up the keys, jiggling them at about eye level.


“Toss ’em, jefe!”


Jake did as instructed, the border thug snatching the keys in midair.


“You guys had to wait until I got my hands dirty hooking up the trailer. At least let me grab a towel out of the cab to wipe off the grease,” said Jake with the bravado reserved for the truly brave or the really stupid.


“Quieto!” shouted the boss as he handed the keys to his partner.


The smaller of the two slipped his semi-auto in the front of his pants and fumbled with the keys as he prepared to climb into the cab.


“No need for any violence. It’s just a tractor and a trailer. You can have it. You keep the truck and we keep our lives. Seems like a fair exchange,” said Jake.


The predator seemed pleased his prey wasn’t going to put up a fight.


“You guys are going to need a bill of lading in case you get stopped,” said Jake.


Tommy threw him a confused look.


“Huh?” asked the spokesman for the two-man Latino criminal conspiracy.


“I’m just going to reach in my back pocket and pull out the shipping paperwork. This way if you get stopped they’ll know what you’re carrying. It makes you look legit to the cops.”


Keeping his left hand high in the air Jake slowly reached toward his back pocket; no sudden moves, no quick jerks, just slipping his free hand behind him. He had a quiet confidence the late-night hijackers failed to grasp. . . . Control the adrenaline and manage the chaos.


In an instant everything changed!


With lightning speed and a practiced precision, Jake pulled a Glock 19 from the small of his back and fired two quick shots at the taller of the two, who dropped immediately; one round hit just below the right eye and the second through the throat. There was a slight gurgle and gasp but death was maximized; suffering minimal.


Jake pivoted as the smaller man, whose senses were dulled by alcohol and drugs, was reaching into his waistband for his weapon. The semi-auto never cleared the belt and Jake fired three times from only a few feet, all three center mass. The tight grouping of hollow-point rounds, expanding upon impact, ensured massive destruction of the internal organs. The thief was dead before his body folded to the dusty ground.


The two Mexican felons never had a chance; their criminal careers ended in a matter of seconds. It was quick, dirty, and ugly, but it was done.


“Are they dead?” asked a shaken Tommy.


Jake didn’t answer as he did a quick search of the smaller gangster, grabbing the keys to the rig, a worn leather wallet, and the weapon, which he stuffed in the front of his pants. “Might need a throw-down someday,” said Jake with a slight smile. From the other thief he took the wallet and semi-automatic.


Before jumping into the cab Jake kicked at both bloodied bodies, moving them from the path of the big rig.


The sideshow was complete.


With the music still blasting from the squalid tavern across the street, the five gunshots had failed to arouse the attention of those partying on the porch. Within seconds, Jake and Tommy were out of the lot and on the road, heading north toward Los Angeles.





CHAPTER TWO
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Jake maintained a safe speed keeping in the far right lane. The traffic was minimal on the I-15, so he could have opened it up without arousing any suspicion, but he had no intention of alerting some chippie trying to make his monthly quota. He checked his mirrors often but saw nothing unusual. Their escape had gone unnoticed.


Tommy Hwan, a third-generation Korean-American with a criminal record dating back to his juvenile days, was in the passenger seat. Just twenty-four, the small-time street thug, what the Koreans called a kkangpae, had no idea Jake was anything but another member of L.A.’s criminal underworld.


Forty minutes of silence was interrupted by Tommy’s plea, “You need to pull over. I gotta take a leak.”


Jake smirked. “I thought you peed your pants back there.”


“I wasn’t expecting you to pull a gun. I thought you were giving him the bill of lading and couldn’t figure out why.”


“We’ve got too much unfinished business to let a couple of jackers get in the way.”


“They didn’t get in our way for long,” said Tommy.


“What did you want me to do, give them your twenty-foot container of fake watches?” said Jake.


Tommy laughed. “They aren’t mine till you get ’em to the warehouse. The deal includes safe delivery to L.A.”


“Yeah, I guess it does say something like that in the fine print,” said Jake with a brief grin.


“You showed me something back there.”


“Yeah, so did you,” sneered Jake.


“No, seriously. A gun ups the ante on any jail time, so I don’t carry. I’m a lover, not a fighter. But you’re not afraid to pull the trigger.”


Jake merely nodded, questioning whether he’d become too comfortable with the violence that had become a part of his life.


“Killing comes easy to you,” said Tommy.


With a slight shrug, Jake said, “I wouldn’t say easy but it kept us aboveground tonight.”


“Something came up the other day and you just might have the stones to pull it off.”


“You want to give me a clue.”


“After I pee.”


Jake pulled off the freeway at State Highway 76, stopping in front of the Circle K–Mobil station. “You can run in there. Grab me a Coke on your way out. I’ll turn this puppy around, then we’ll head back north.”


As soon as Tommy exited the cab, Jake was on his cell phone. He punched in a number and after three rings a sleepy voice answered, “Yeah.”


“It’s me. We need a cleanup on aisle four,” said Jake with a slight smile in his voice.


“Jake, don’t tell me that. I don’t need any more paperwork.”


“Hey, I removed two more idiots from the gene pool.”


“What happened?” asked Trey Bennett, his case agent.


“At our usual off-loading spot in Otay Mesa, Tommy and I got hit by a couple of thieves. They’re both dead. I’ve got their wallets and weapons. You better get somebody from the San Diego office involved. I don’t think there were any wits. I didn’t have much of a choice but it was righteous. I’m not sure if the video from the cab picked it up but the audio should have grabbed it.”


“Is Tommy okay?”


“Yeah,” and then with sarcasm, Jake added, “So am I. Thanks for asking.”


Science-fiction author Robert Heinlein claimed fulfillment in life came from loving a good woman and killing a bad man. Veteran FBI undercover agent Jake Kruse had done both, but lately the killing came easier than the loving.
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Jake wasn’t the only person spilling blood in Southern California this evening. An honor graduate of the state’s prison system was about to pull a trigger as well. Within days the lives of the assassin and the undercover FBI agent would intersect violently.





CHAPTER THREE
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As the assassin threaded his way through the Wilshire Boulevard traffic, the female in the passenger seat rolled up her window and motioned for him to do the same. He gave her a sideways glance, sulking at the directive, but reluctantly complied. She offered an unassuming smile, then lowered the volume on B. B. King, who was soulfully singing through the sound system of the 2008 Honda Pilot LX. He playfully slapped her hand for touching his radio but knew the real business of the evening was about to begin.


In a matter of minutes sweat rained down the assassin’s face, more heat than nerves. The evening was unusually humid and even though the sound system worked, the air-conditioning didn’t.


They couldn’t afford to roll with the windows down; the dark tint obscured faces and features. He would have preferred the accompanying breeze of opened windows, but the sealed-up Honda was the safe move for the short term.


To placate the driver, the female passenger unwrapped two pieces of Korean ginseng candy, popped one in her mouth, and placed the second to his lips as they both savored the momentary pleasure.


He turned left off Wilshire, heading south. A few cars were parked on the street but traffic was minimal in the quiet upscale community. He slowed as he entered the block where the target lived. In the darkness it was hard to discern the house numbers and they both strained to find the residence. With her hands, the female motioned for him to slow down and then she pointed to a home on the right in the middle of the block.


As he edged the vehicle to the curb, stopping two houses past the target’s location, he wiped his thick dark brow with his right hand before turning off the ignition and pocketing the keys. Rubbing his hand dry on his pants leg, he popped the center console and removed the German-made Heckler & Koch Mk 23 SOCOM. With his left hand he attached a sound suppressor, then racked a .45-caliber round into the chamber. The weapon was bulky but its stopping power made it a favorite of special forces worldwide. Second place in a gunfight meant death and the assassin was taking no chances with tonight’s mission.


Though he never served in the military, he knew what it was like to take a life. He had done so on the streets of Los Angeles with a gun and in prison with his hands. It wasn’t as hard as most people believed. He was nervous the first time he pulled the trigger in a drive-by shooting, but after watching his victim fall and receiving accolades from his “homies,” the nerves quickly dissipated and he welcomed the attention.


In prison it was a matter of survival. Death to others meant life for him, and he wasn’t about to forfeit his life to some convicted felon seeking to establish his bona fides on the yard. More than one prisoner felt the assassin’s powerful hands around the throat, crushing the windpipe and snapping the neck. Few were willing to challenge his strength and no one was willing to discuss with prison authorities the killer’s propensity for resolving conflicts through violence.


Each time he killed it became easier. Now it was a part of him. The prison psychiatrist was wrong. He really wasn’t a sociopath, but another man’s death meant nothing to him. He didn’t necessarily kill for thrills but he admitted to enjoying the rush. He loved the adrenaline racing through his veins as he gripped the weapon and anticipated pulling the trigger. When he held his breath and squeezed the index finger, it was as pleasurable as anything he experienced, especially when he watched his intended victim collapse. He found a cause that welcomed his skills and now he justified his work because killing had purpose . . . tonight he would kill for preemptive protection.


He had been recruited in prison, where he had spent most of his adult life. At thirty-three, Kareem Abdul, the name he chose to honor his grandmother’s favorite basketball player, was converted through the efforts of a prison imam. He found a different kind of fellowship with “followers of the Prophet.” Kareem learned the ways of the faith but also learned the game many in prison played. Following his conversion, the strict discipline he evidenced while incarcerated served him well when the parole board met. They observed the changed man, his unblemished prison record since his conversion, and his willingness to admit to previous wrongs. Though still morally elastic, he sold the board on his sincerity and was given an early release on the armed-robbery conviction. With his demonstrated continued devotion to the faith after his prison stint and as part of a state cost-cutting move, he was also released early from parole. Islam served him well and as in prison, he was willing to exploit the religion to his advantage.


They paused briefly as he and his passenger assessed the situation, scanned their surroundings, and listened for the unusual. They nodded in agreement and quietly opened the doors to the Honda. In addition to switching license plates, Kareem had already removed the dome light, preventing a quick flash of the interior light, which would have alerted a neighbor when the car doors opened.


As she exited the car, the passenger tossed the candy wrappers on the ground as if in defiance of the community’s wealth. Each carefully shut their door and padded down the sidewalk.


A large, powerful man, Kareem Abdul moved with commando-like stealth up the short driveway. She followed in trace. Dressed in black, he was easily concealed in the shadows on the darkest night of the month. She too was dressed in black and her slight build served as sufficient camouflage for the evening.


Though the streetlights illuminated the road, the mature thick trees in the front yard shaded the house. It was nearing eleven o’clock but they knew bedtime for the middle-aged Asian was immediately following the news. Tomorrow he will make the news but miss the broadcast. As they suspected, a flickering light from the living room creeping through the bamboo curtains signaled the target was watching television.


By Beverly Hills standards the residence was small, but as any real estate agent will tell you, “location, location, location.” The diminutive home commanded a multimillion-dollar price tag merely because it had a coveted zip code.


While cautious, the intruders weren’t really worried about nosy neighbors making a 9-1-1 call. The assassin would follow the motto of the military sniper: one shot, one kill. A single suppressed gunshot might draw someone’s attention, but like most people, the listener would wait to hear a second sound. Failing that, he would dismiss the noise and go on about his business. Since few residents in this elite community exercised their Second Amendment rights, most knew the sounds of gunfire only from those provided by Hollywood. A quick subdued pop was hardly what any resident would expect. Stealth and speed would accomplish this evening’s task.


The woman slipped behind a large crepe myrtle bush and spied into the living room through a small divide between the window and the curtain. The target was alone, resting comfortably, his feet propped up on a brown leather footstool as he watched TV in an exquisitely furnished home, antiques complementing the utilitarian furniture.


The man was guilty of betrayal, an offense worthy of death. His offhand comments at the bar and his inquisitive nature seemed more than just trying to impress a beautiful woman. When he bragged to her in private of his association with law enforcement authorities, his treachery was confirmed. But he was no government-sanctioned spy . . . he was a snitch, a rat. The law of the street prevailed. Cheese-eaters must die!


Some at the mosque objected to tonight’s mission but the complaint was never about murder. Their concern was drawing undue attention to the “cause.” Kareem assured everyone that what needed to be done would never be linked to them. When the cell leader concurred and the followers realized they wouldn’t be participating, the men easily acceded to their leader’s decision.


Kareem rang the doorbell, then flattened his body against the darkened wall, concealing himself should the quarry decide to peer out the living-room window.


The target was fighting to stay awake, his eyes growing heavy. He wasn’t expecting company at this hour and was startled by the sound of the doorbell playing the first few notes of a traditional Korean ballad. Rising slowly from his wingback chair, the man shouted, “Who is it?” as he approached the door.


There was no response.


“Who is it?” he asked again, perhaps thinking it was a delivery of some kind. From surveilling the block over the past few days Kareem knew FedEx or UPS sometimes dropped off a package and rang the doorbell without waiting for a reply, but never this late.


With still no answer to his third inquiry, the target peered out the window, scanning in all directions, and saw nothing.


The assassin moved directly in front of the door, his focus straight ahead, his weapon just below the eyepiece. He rang the doorbell a second time. When the porch light came on, the assassin didn’t flinch, remaining steady, prepared to strike.


The target hollered, “Yes!” then made the final mistake of his life. He put his eye to the security peephole.


When Kareem spotted the resident peering through the tiny opening, he raised the semi-automatic two inches and fired a single round. The suppressor minimized the muzzle flash, but the sound of the .45-caliber echoed against the heavy wooden door. It was louder than the assassin expected and he hoped he hadn’t attracted a neighbor’s curiosity. The gunman casually picked up the spent shell casing and put it in his pocket.


A wicked smile covered the woman’s face as she watched a pink spatter flood the living room and the man crumble to the floor, his life extinguished in an instant, his account closed.


Kareem and his companion retreated down the driveway toward the Honda. They entered the vehicle, holding the doors closed, but waited until they were down the block before slamming the front doors shut.


The woman gave the assassin a congratulatory stroke of his thigh, and when he glanced over at her, she provided an approving smile. Turning right at Olympic Boulevard, the murderers disappeared into a steady late-evening stream of Los Angeles traffic.





CHAPTER FOUR
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DAY 2


TUESDAY, APRIL 29


The mosque on Olympic Boulevard was in a run-down strip mall tucked away in the far corner of the complex between a bakery and a dry cleaners. It was no mega-mosque or Islamic cultural center like those being funded by Saudi oil money. In fact, most, including nonpracticing Muslims, didn’t know the facility existed. The call to prayer didn’t echo throughout the business district signaling believers of the hour. Most worshippers came and went without much fanfare.


The space had been a used clothing store, which should have benefited by the economic downturn, but like many businesses in the area it too failed. Even the secondhand-clothing market was impacted by the double-dip recession, and the Korean property owner was only too happy to find a new tenant.


Now the building answered the religious needs of those practicing Islam and living in the immediate neighborhood. The tiny facility consisted of three rooms and a single restroom: the larger area was used for prayers; the smaller area, meetings; the third room, a tiny office, doubled as a storage facility.


Though there was an authentic air of legitimacy to the mosque, it served a greater purpose for those members wishing to impose their own brand of sharia law upon America. Not every one of the several dozen in regular attendance sought self-segregation nor desired to participate in violent jihad. They evidenced no pent-up hostility toward the United States and had assimilated into Los Angeles’s multicultural society. Many loved America and the freedoms and opportunities this country provided, but among those worshipping at the religious institution was a group of men who supported the pro-jihad, anti-America, anti-Jewish rhetoric flooding the terrorist websites. They believed in an ideology of hatred, demeaning all religions while extolling Islam.


These men viewed jihad as a violent, offensive confrontation against the enemies of a global ummah, a unified Islamic state. The Koran imposed such an obligation: “And fight them until there is no more dissent and the religion will be for Allah alone.” It was their duty to pursue the infidels throughout the world, killing those who refused to submit to the will of Allah. “Fight and slay the pagans wherever you find them. Seize them and beleaguer them, and lie in wait for them in every stratagem.”


The men were sleeper activists who would not be seduced by the infidel’s culture.


The mosque provided a safe haven, serving as a staging area for terrorist activities. It birthed plans to destroy the kafirs, nonbelievers who were not worthy of an earthly life and were destined for hell.


Thanks to political correctness and the First Amendment, it was almost impossible for the FBI to monitor the happenings at any mosque. Since 9/11, government officials at all levels had gone out of their way to appear tolerant, inclusive, and accommodating. Politicians obscured the origins of violence, twisting uncomfortably in public hearings, and refusing to attribute terrorist acts to any one belief system. Whenever possible they blamed a lone wolf acting outside the religious norm or misguided social outcasts seeking a perverted meaning to life. America’s tolerance and self-imposed social engineering fueled the cause of those at the mosque. Presidents called Islam a religion of peace, with Muslim outreach a top priority for successive administrations. Christians opened dialogue while educators and politicians sought to answer the question “Why do they hate us?” and came up essentially empty, offering feckless concessions and indefensible appeasements.


More than a decade after 9/11, the efforts of law enforcement were mostly ignored or criticized. Several dozen terrorist attacks had been disrupted. Yet when a plot was discovered and a terrorist act prevented, the media quickly found fault, dismissing the investigation as government-inspired entrapment, blaming informants or paid operatives. “Experts” described the “root causes” of “extremism” to be inadequate education or limited economic opportunities and unemployment. Rarely would an academic or journalist acknowledge that radical Islamic terrorists frequently used children, the mentally challenged, and the infirm to do much of their bidding.


When Army major Nidal Hasan murdered thirteen at Fort Hood while shouting “Allahu Akhbar!” it was called “workplace violence”—not terrorism. When two young “students” from Chechnya killed three and wounded more than two hundred at the Boston Marathon, it was a “failure” for law enforcement. After alert civilians stopped Richard Reid and Umar Farouk Abdulmutallab from setting off bombs aboard aircraft headed for U.S. cities from overseas, the media described the events as intelligence failures. Those in the stands love to hurl epithets at those on the field.


[image: Images]


The six men arrived at the tiny mosque for sunrise prayers and stood around outside before entering. They were convinced their terror cell, operating in plain sight in one of America’s largest cities, remained off the government’s radar. . . . And they were right.


As the sun began to creep above the horizon, the heavy traffic on one of Los Angeles’s busiest streets provided the cover they needed for a dangerously open conversation.


“Where is he?” asked one.


“Have you heard from him?” asked the smallest of the six men, looking around for Kareem.


“He called me last night. The deed is done,” said Mohammed, the leader of the cell, who wore his leathery and scarred face as a badge of honor.


“That is good.”


Mohammed smiled. “It is better to be the hunter than the hunted. Before peace there must always be war . . . or surrender. Although I wish to one day destroy this godless nation in its entirety, we must never forget that our ability to cripple the Great Satan can also rest in the small victories that go unnoticed and are not linked to the cause. We shall discuss this further after sunrise prayers. Let us go in and give thanks to Allah for last night’s victory.”


The words of Mohammed bound the men to the terror pact; they collectively basked in this most recent, yet seemingly inconsequential, success as they followed their leader into the mosque.





CHAPTER FIVE
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Jake Kruse and Trey Bennett were sitting in Trey’s Ford Fusion just down the street from the entrance to the CBS Studio City lot. Those walking past, more concerned with midmorning auditions, paid no attention to the two men.


Jake smiled at the question and answered with bureaucratic perfection, “I used a force-multiplying instrument to successfully stop the lethal threat.”


“You shot them,” said Trey.


“Okay, I shot them.”


“You’ve been in so many shootings, you’re beginning to sound like OPR,” said Trey, referring to the FBI’s dreaded Office of Professional Responsibility.


“It’s all how you write up the paperwork,” said Jake, offering a lopsided grin before passing a worn pillowcase to Trey. “This has the wallets and weapons from the two hijackers last night. I cleared both weapons and there isn’t much in the wallets, but maybe you can come up with something.”


Trey set his coffee in the cup holder before peering into the bag. “San Diego got an agent down there right after you called. The locals didn’t seem too concerned and welcomed the Bureau’s help. The agent called me this morning and said it didn’t even make the paper.”


“Those guys weren’t virgins. I’m sure once they do some digging a few open investigations get closed. The video and audio tapes from the cab are also in the pillowcase. After you listen to it you’ll see it was righteous.”


“I didn’t doubt that it was.”


“I dropped the container off at their warehouse about two this morning.”


As Trey was poking through the pillowcase, he said, “We should be able to pick up the delivery schedule from the phone traffic. We’ll let a couple of small loads get through but then intercept the bigger deliveries with a traffic stop en route to the ultimate destination. It’s worked so far and they haven’t linked it back to you.”


“I’m still golden with Tommy. How do you want to handle this latest issue?”


“We have to play it out.”


Jake smiled. “I was hoping you’d say that. I always enjoy the chance to take down a lawyer. I’ll set up a meet for tomorrow.”





CHAPTER SIX
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Through the window Kareem spied Mohammed sitting near the back and strained to look at ease as he entered the tiny diner across the street from the mosque. The prison convert suspected by the look on Mohammed’s face he was in for another subdued tongue-lashing. Kareem had missed sunrise prayers . . . again. He had been admonished before about his lack of submission, which some saw as a lack of faith, but self-discipline and punctuality were never his strongest characteristics, even prior to his conversion.


He debated lying to Mohammed, telling him he had gone to another mosque or performed the ritual at home. The fifth-century Chinese author Sun Tzu, in The Art of War, stated, “All warfare is based on deception.” Kareem was at war on an urban battlefield, and this morning might be a time to hone his skills, exercise deceit, and practice the art. Besides, Muslims believed in taqiyya, lying to safeguard oneself or to protect Islam. Kareem anticipated his pride was about to be attacked and might demand protection.


For months Kareem questioned whether he should move to another mosque, maybe one where more African-Americans attended. If not for Mohammed, he would have left shortly after he first began worshipping at the strip mall facility, which had been recommended by a visiting imam at the prison. Kareem was the only homegrown convert. The others, born in the faith, emigrated from Iran, West Beirut in Lebanon, or Syria’s Shiite community.


He heard the rumors and backstabbing. Many recent failed terrorist plots were the actions of converts; men and women radicalized through the Internet, who brought too much attention to the jihadist agenda. Kareem had been lumped into this pot of offenders and for all his bravado, his ego was fragile. He sought acceptance and never felt welcomed, except by Mohammed, who nurtured him, praising his skills and devotion.


Mohammed clearly articulated the cell’s mission: impose Allah’s word on America so Islam would reign supreme. The means of accomplishing that goal seemed clear to a man of Kareem’s limited religious background, yet for some, even those in the cell, it was not as defined as Kareem would have liked. The ex-con had an all-or-nothing vision of jihad.


Kareem had studied enough in prison to know Israel was not the problem, as many who were ignorant of the cause’s true mission espoused. The Koran demanded all nations submit to Allah. The nation of Israel served as a fashionable excuse, a convenient scapegoat, for the current call to arms, but Israel wasn’t even a recognized state when Muslims conquered the Middle East, North Africa, and most of southern Europe centuries earlier. As Kareem recognized from his readings, a homeland for the Palestinians wouldn’t halt the efforts to implement sharia in America or worldwide.


Since he was taking risks others in the cell were unwilling or unable to take, maybe this morning was the time to be assertive. Kareem prided himself on never backing down from anyone in prison or on the street, so why was he fearful of the cell’s leader? Kareem towered over Mohammed and outweighed him by at least fifty pounds. Even larger OGs, or Original Gangsters, as the gang members in the hood referred to them, never instilled this much apprehension in the convicted felon. Though Kareem was still questioning his own religious foundations, he believed Mohammed had been ordained by Allah.


The ex-con had heard whispers of Mohammed’s heroics in Lebanon during the most recent battle with the Israelis in 2006. It was rumored Mohammed was a member of Hezbollah, the Party of God, and trained by Iran’s Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps—the IRGC. Each time Kareem broached the subject, Mohammed dismissed the inquiry, reminding the novice jihadi that only through Allah could the cause succeed, and no one should seek individual glory.
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