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Prelude

Mitch Rapp stared through the one-way mirror into the dank, subterranean cement chamber. A man, clothed in nothing more than a pair of underwear, sat handcuffed to a small, ridiculously uncomfortable-looking chair. A naked lightbulb hung from the ceiling, dangling only a foot or so above him. The stark glare of the light combined with his state of near total exhaustion, caused the man’s head to droop forward, leaving his chin resting on his chest. He was dangerously close to losing his balance and toppling over, which was exactly what they wanted.
Rapp checked his watch. He was running out of time and patience. He’d just as soon shoot this piece of human refuse and get it over with, but the present situation was more complicated than that. He needed the man to talk, that was the point of this endeavor. They all talked eventually, of course, that wasn’t the problem. The trick was to get them to tell you the truth. This one was no exception. So far he was sticking to his story, a story Rapp knew to be an outright lie.
The CIA counterterrorism operative hated coming to this place. It literally made his skin crawl. It had all the charm of a mental hospital without the barred windows and the beefy orderlies stuffed into their white uniforms. It was a place intentionally designed to starve the human mind of stimuli. It was so secret, it didn’t even have a name. The handful of people who knew of its existence referred to it only as the Facility.
It was off the books, not even listed in the black-intelligence budget submitted in secret to Congress every year. The Facility was a relic from the Cold War. It was located near Leesburg, Virginia, and looked just like all the other horse farms dotting the countryside thereabouts. Situated on sixty-two beautiful rolling acres, the place had been purchased by the Agency in the early fifties, at a time when the CIA was given far more latitude and discretion than it was today.
This was one of several sites where the CIA debriefed Eastern Bloc defectors, and even a few of the Agency’s own who were snared in the net of James Angleton, the CIA’s notoriously paranoid genius who was in charge of rooting out spies during the height of the Cold War. Very nasty things had been done to people in this crypt. This was where the CIA would have likely taken Aldrich Ames if they had caught him before the FBI did. The men and women who were charged with protecting Langley’s secrets would have given almost anything for the chance to put the screws to that traitorous bastard, but they were unfortunately denied the opportunity.
The Facility was not a pleasant place, but it was a necessary evil in a world chock-full of sadistic deeds and misguided, brutal men. This was something Rapp was more than aware of, but that didn’t mean he had to like it. He was neither delicate nor squeamish. Rapp had killed more men than he could even attempt to count, and he’d employed his craft in a variety of imaginative ways that spoke to the sheer depth of his skill.
He was a modern-day assassin who lived in a civilized country where such a term could never be used openly. His was a nation that loved to distinguish itself from the less refined nations of the world. A democracy that celebrated individual rights and freedom. A state that would never tolerate the open recruiting, training, and use of one of its own citizens for the specific purpose of covertly killing the citizens of another country. But that was exactly who Rapp was. He was a modern-day assassin who was conveniently called an operative so as to not offend the sensibilities of the cultured people who occupied the centers of power in Washington.
If those very people knew of the existence of the Facility they would fly into an indignant rage that would result in the partial or complete destruction of the CIA. These haters of America’s capitalistic muscle wanted to analyze what we had done to evoke such hatred from the terrorists, all the while missing the point that they were using the logic of a seedy attorney defending a rapist. The woman had on a short skirt, sexy top, and high heels—maybe she was asking for it? America was a rude and arrogant country run by selfish, colonialist men who were out to exploit the resources of lesser countries—maybe we were asking for it?
Under their narrow definition the Washington elite would call this place a torture chamber. Rapp, however, knew what real torture was, and it wasn’t this. This was coercion, it was sensory deprivation, it was interrogation, but it wasn’t real torture.
Real torture was causing a person so much unthinkable pain that he or she begged to be killed. It was hooking alligator clips to a man’s testicles and sending jolts of searing electricity through his body, it was gang-raping a woman day after day until she slipped into a coma, it was forcing a man to watch as his wife and children were sodomized by a bunch of thugs, it was making a man eat his own excrement. It was monstrous, it was barbaric, and it could also be wildly ineffective. Time and time again such methods proved that most prisoners would say or do almost anything to stop the pain, sign any confession, create terrorist plots that didn’t exist, even turn on their own parents.
Rapp was a practical man, however, and the prisoner sitting cuffed to the chair on the other side of the glass knew firsthand what real torture was. The organization he worked for was notorious for its treatment of political prisoners. If anyone was deserving of a good beating it was this vile bastard, but still there were other things to consider.
Rapp didn’t like torture, not only because of its effect on the person being brutalized, but for what it did to the person who sanctioned and carried it out. He had no desire to sink to those depths unless it was a last resort, but unfortunately they were quickly approaching that point. Lives were at stake. Two CIA operatives were already dead, thanks to the duplicitous scum in the other room, and many more lives were in the balance. Something was in the works, and if Rapp didn’t find out what it was hundreds, maybe thousands, of innocent people would die.
The door to the observation room opened and a man approximately the same age as Rapp entered. He walked up to the window and with his deep-set brown eyes looked at the handcuffed man. There was a certain clinical detachment in the way the man carried himself. His hair was elegantly cut and his beard trimmed to perfection. He was dressed in a dark, well-tailored suit, white dress shirt with French cuffs, and an expensive red silk tie. He owned two identical sets of the outfit, and in an effort to keep his subject off balance, it was the only thing he had worn in front of the man since his arrival three days ago. The outfit was carefully chosen to convey a sense of superiority and importance.
Bobby Akram was one of the CIA’s best interrogators. He was a Pakistani immigrant and a Muslim, who was fluent in Urdu, Pashto, Arabic, Farsi, and, of course, English. Akram had controlled every detail of every second of his prisoner’s incarceration. Every noise, variation in temperature, morsel of food and drop of liquid had been carefully choreographed.
The goal with this specific subject, as with any subject, was to get him to talk. The first step had been to isolate him and strip him of all sense of time and place by immersing him in a world of sensory deprivation until he craved stimuli. Akram would then throw the man a life-line; he would begin a dialogue. He would get the man to talk, not even necessarily to divulge secrets, at least not at first. The secrets would come later. To do the job thoroughly and properly took a great deal of time and patience, but those were luxuries they did not possess. Intelligence was time sensitive and that meant things had to be expedited.
Turning to Rapp he said, “It shouldn’t be much longer.”
“I sure as hell hope not,” grumbled Rapp. Mitch Rapp was many things, but patient was not one of them.
Akram smiled. He had great respect for the legendary CIA operative. The two of them were on the front line of this war against terrorism, allies with a mutual enemy. For Rapp it was about protecting innocent people against the aggressions of a growing threat. For Akram it was about saving the religion he loved from a group of fanatics who had twisted the words of the great prophet so they could perpetuate hatred and fear.
Akram checked his watch and asked, “Are you ready?”
Rapp nodded and looked again at the exhausted, bound man. He mumbled a few curses to himself. If word got out about this, all of his accomplishments and connections wouldn’t be able to save him. He was way off the reservation with this little hunt, but he needed answers and running things through the proper channels was sure to get him bogged down in a quagmire of politics and diplomacy.
There were too many varying interests at play, without even getting into the issue of leaks. The man bound and drugged in the other room was Colonel Masood Haq of the dreaded Pakistani Inter-Services Intelligence or ISI. Without telling anyone at Langley, Rapp had hired a team of freelancers to snatch the man and bring him here. The brutal murders of two CIA operatives, and a growing fear that al-Qaeda had reconstituted itself, had given Rapp the impetus to take action without authorization.
Akram pointed at their prisoner as he began to nod off. “He’s going to fall over any second. Are you sure you want to go forward with your plan right now?” Akram crossed his arms. “If we wait another day or two I’m very confident I can get him to talk.”
Rapp shook his head and answered firmly. “My patience has run out. If you don’t get him to talk, I will.”
Akram nodded thoughtfully. He was not opposed to using the good cop/bad cop technique of interrogation. On the right person the results could be quite satisfactory. Akram himself, however, never resorted to violence, he was careful to leave that to others.
“All right. When I get up and leave that’s your cue.”
Rapp acknowledged the plan, and kept his eyes on the bound man as Akram left the room. The prisoner had no idea how long he had been here, how long he had been in the hands of his captors, or who his captors even were. He had no idea where he was, what country, let alone what continent. He had heard only one man speak, and that was Akram, a fellow Pakistani by birth.
He would, of course, assume that he was being held in his own country, probably by the ISI’s chief competitor, the IB, and because of that he would hold out as long as he could in the belief that the ISI would come to his rescue. He had been drugged and deprived of all sense of time and routine. He was an exhausted man awash in a sea of sensory deprivation. He was ready to break, and when he saw Rapp enter the room, his hopes would crumble.
As Akram had predicted, the man had finally dozed off long enough to lose his balance and topple over. He hit the floor fairly hard, but didn’t bother attempting to get up. Having been in this hopeless position countless times during his incarceration, he knew it was impossible.
Akram entered the room with two assistants. While they righted the prisoner, Akram pulled up a chair and told his assistants to remove the man’s restraints. When the prisoner was free to move his arms and legs, Akram handed him a glass of water. The two assistants went and stood in the shadows by the door in case they were needed.
“Now, Masood,” Akram said in the man’s native language, “would you like to start telling me the truth?”
The man glared at his interrogator with bloodshot eyes, “I have been telling you the truth. I am not a supporter of the Taliban or al-Qaeda. I deal with them only because it is my job to keep tabs on them.”
“You know that General Musharraf has made it very clear that we are to stop supporting the Taliban and al-Qaeda.” Akram had maintained the fiction that he was a fellow Pakistani from the moment he’d met Haq.
“I keep telling you,” the man replied firmly, “the only reason I still meet with my contacts is to keep tabs on them.”
“And you’re still sympathetic to their cause, aren’t you?”
“Yes, I’m…I mean no! I’m not sympathetic to their cause.”
Akram smiled. “I am a devout Muslim, and I am sympathetic to their cause.” He tilted his head to the side. “Are you not a devout Muslim?”
The question was a slap in the intelligence officer’s face. “Of course I am a devout Muslim,” he blurted indignantly, “but I am…I am an officer in the ISI. I know where my allegiance lies.”
“I’m sure you do,” said a skeptical Akram. “The problem is that I do not know where your allegiance lies, and I’m running out of patience.” There was no malice in his voice as he said this, merely regret.
The man buried his face in his hands and shook his head. “I don’t know what to say. I am not the man you say I am.” He lifted his head and stared past the bright light at his interrogator. His eyes were glassy and pleading. “Ask my superiors. Ask General Sharif. He will tell you I was following orders.”
Akram shook his head. “Your superiors have forsaken you. You are nothing but a plague to them. They claim to know very little about what you’ve been up to.”
“You are a liar,” spat Haq.
This was exactly what Akram was after. Uncontrollable mood swings. Desperate and pleading one second and then angry and antagonistic the next. Raising his hands in surrender, Akram’s expression spoke of a sad resolve that he could do no more. “I have been very patient with you, and all you do is reward me with more lies and insults.”
“I have told you the truth!” Haq said far too quickly.
Akram gave him an almost paternal stare. “Would you say that I have been kind to you?”
The lack of sleep and drugs caused Haq to slip. He opened his arms and looked around the room. “Your hospitality leaves much to be desired.” In a defiant tone he said, “I want to speak with General Sharif immediately!”
“Let me ask you, Masood, how do you treat your prisoners?”
The Pakistani intelligence officer lowered his eyes to the floor, deciding it was better to ignore the question.
“Have I laid a hand on you since you’ve been here?”
Haq shook his head reluctantly.
“Well…all of that is about to change.” This was the first time Akram had threatened violence, either implicitly or explicitly. Their conversations up until now had consisted of Haq talking about his contacts, and going over and over the same well-rehearsed story, Haq slipping up on a few details here and there, but for the most part holding his ground.
Akram studied his subject intently and said, “There is someone here who would like to see you.”
Haq looked up, his eyes glimmering with hope.
“No.” Akram shook his head and laughed ominously. “I don’t think you want to see this man. In fact,” Akram stood, “he is probably the last person on the planet you want to see right now. He is someone who I cannot control, and someone who knows for a fact that you are a liar.”
“I am telling you the truth,” Haq shrieked and reached out for his interrogator’s arm.
Akram caught his wrist and twisted it with just enough pressure to send the man a clear signal not to touch him again. He looked down at the wide, pleading eyes and said, “You had ample opportunity to tell the truth, but chose not to. It is now out of my hands.” With that Akram released the man’s wrist and left the room.
 
RAPP DID NOT enter right away. Akram told him it was best to let the tension build. They watched through the one-way mirror as Haq began nervously pacing back and forth along the far wall. He grew more agitated by the minute, until finally the bright overhead lights came on and Rapp entered the room.
The look on Haq’s face was at first one of disbelief and then dawning horror. The arrival of the infamous American intelligence officer changed everything. Things began to fall into place, and Haq instantly knew he was in much more trouble than he could ever have imagined.
Pointing at the uncomfortable chair, Rapp barked, “Sit!”
Haq did so without hesitation. Rapp grabbed a small square table by the wall and dragged it over, placing it in front of the Pakistani. Looking up at the two guards he said in English, “I can handle him by myself.”
As the guards left, Rapp laid a letter-sized manila envelope on the table and then slowly took off his jacket revealing his holstered 9mm FNP-9. He draped the jacket over the back of the chair and began yanking at his tie.
“Do you know who I am?” Rapp placed the tie on top of his jacket.
Haq nodded and swallowed nervously.
Rapp retrieved two photos from the envelope and laid them on the table. “Do these people look familiar to you?” He began rolling up his sleeves.
The Pakistani intelligence officer looked reluctantly at the photos. He knew exactly who the two people were, but also knew it was exceedingly dangerous to admit such a thing. Haq had been on the giving end of enough interrogations to know that he had to stay the course and stick with his story. Slowly he shook his head. “No.”
Even though Rapp had anticipated the answer, it still infuriated him. He placed his right hand on the table and brought his left hand around with blinding speed, slapping Haq so hard he knocked him out of his chair and sent him sprawling across the floor.
“Wrong answer!” Rapp screamed as he stepped around the table, his closed fist raised and ready to come down on Haq like a sledgehammer.
Haq lay stunned on the floor. It was the first time one of his captors had touched him. Panic set in and he threw his hands up to block the blow. “All right! All right! I know who they are, but I had nothing to do with their deaths!”
Rapp grabbed him by the throat, and even though Haq was a good twenty pounds heavier, he yanked him off the floor and slammed him against the wall like he was a rag doll. “Do you want to live or die?”
Haq looked at him with honest confusion on his face, so Rapp repeated the question, this time screaming it directly into his ear. “Do you want to live or die?”
Haq croaked his answer. “Liiiive.”
“Then you’d better get smart fast.” Rapp threw him back toward the desk and shouted, “Sit your ass back down, and look at those photos!”
Rapp circled around behind him, his fists clenched and his face flushed with anger. “Now, Masood!” he shouted the man’s first name. “I’m only going to ask you this one time. I know more about you than you can possibly imagine.” Rapp pointed at the two black-and-white photos. Did you have any hand, either directly or indirectly, in the murder of these two CIA employees?”
This time Haq brought his hands up before he answered. “No.” His eyes were wide with terror as he scrambled to come up with an answer, any answer that would keep this animal at bay. “I don’t think so.”
I don’t think so, was better than an outright denial. “You don’t think so,” mocked Rapp. “Masood, I think you can do a whole lot better than that.”
“I don’t know…” he said nervously. “This is a dangerous part of the world. People disappear all the time.”
“Yeah…like you. You stupid piece of crap.” Rapp turned his neck toward the ceiling and yelled, “Play cut one.” A second later Haq’s voice came over the speaker system. Although Rapp was fluent in both Arabic and Farsi, he didn’t know Urdu well enough to understand what was being said. He’d read the translation enough times, though, to know it by heart. The tape was of a phone call placed by Haq to an unknown person requesting a meeting. When the short recording was over, Rapp asked for the second cut to be played. It was this second cut and its references to some sort of big event in the near future that had chilled Rapp to the bone.
Rapp grabbed another photo from the envelope and let it fall into Haq’s lap. “Recognize this?”
Haq looked at the photo of himself having coffee with Akhtar Jilani, a high-ranking member of the Taliban. He remembered the meeting well, and as he listened to the audio of their conversation he suddenly felt nauseated.
As the voices played from the speakers Rapp announced, “Pretty sloppy work for a guy who’s in the business of spying.” Rapp placed three small photos on the table in very deliberate fashion. One was of an infant and the other two were toddlers. “Any idea who they are?”
Haq shook his head nervously.
“They are the children of the two men you had killed.” Rapp let his words hang in the air uncomfortably so the reality of what Haq had done could sink in. Then in the same manner as before he placed five more photographs on the table. They were black and white surveillance photos, the cute faces of Haq’s five children framed perfectly in each one. Rapp stared down menacingly at the man and watched in silence as Haq began to weep.
Through sniffles and sobs Haq pleaded, “Please…I beg of you, don’t do anything to my children. This is my fault…not theirs.”
Rapp’s face twisted into a grimace of disgust. “I don’t kill children, you piece of shit.” Tapping the photos of the three American kids he said, “They will never see their fathers again.” Rapp began circling the table. “Look at their faces!” he screamed. “Tell me why your kids should ever see you again?”
Haq fingered the photos of his children and began sobbing uncontrollably. While Haq continued to weep, Rapp drew his 9mm FNP-9 and began screwing into place a thick black silencer. When the silencer was attached, he extended the weapon and grabbed the well-oiled slide, pulling it back and letting it slam forward with a resounding metal on metal clank.
With a hollow-tipped round in the chamber, Rapp pointed the weapon at the Pakistani intelligence officer’s head and said, “I am a man of my word, Masood. If you ever want to see your children again, you’d better give me a reason to let you live. I want to know everything you know about the Taliban and al-Qaeda. I want to know what this bold plan is that you and Jilani made reference to and if at any point I find out you’re lying to me, the deal is off, and I’ll blow your brains all over the floor.”
Rapp flicked the safety off and pulled the hammer all the way back into the cocked position. “So what’s it going to be, Masood? Do you want to go to work for me and see your children grow up, or do you want to die?”



One

FLORIDA STRAITS, INTERNATIONAL WATERS
The forty-four-foot Italian-made Riva Rivarama power yacht thundered its way through the calm morning water at twenty-five knots. The boat had left Havana at sunrise for Grand Bahama. The northeasterly heading put the boat on a course that would skirt U.S. waters for most of the journey. Thomas Scott was the captain of the vessel, and as per his days in the British Royal Navy he was dressed in starched white shorts and a matching shirt. Scott took his duties very seriously, especially when captaining a boat as expensive as the one beneath his feet. He stood behind the wheel looking out over the windscreen at the open expanse of blue water.
Scott had left his home port of George Town on Grand Cayman the day before. It was only the second time he’d captained this specific vessel, and he’d jumped at the chance when asked. The Italian-made boat was a true example of expert craftsmanship. Its lines and materials harkened back to a time when boats were made by hand rather than machines. The shape of the body and the twin 700-hp diesel engines made it look and perform more like an oversized speedboat than a luxury yacht. With a top speed of forty knots the boat was very fast for its length and beam.
On the trip from Grand Cayman over to Cuba, the water had been a little too rough for Scott to open up the twin diesels all the way, and although the seas were nice and calm this morning, he did not want to push the engines to the stops until first discussing it with his passenger. Even in calm seas forty knots could be very alarming and jarring to a person who was not used to being on the water. One small roller caught the wrong way could send a novice overboard without so much as a scream for help.
Scott had great respect for the water. Accidents by their very nature were unexpected. In a car, if you wore your seat belt and had an airbag, your chances of surviving an accident were extremely good. In a boat, if an accident occurred and you weren’t wearing a life jacket your chance for survival was low. It didn’t matter how good a swimmer you were, if you were knocked unconscious you were going to the bottom.
That’s why Scott wore a small harness around his neck and strapped across his chest. The tiny personal flotation device was no thicker than a bicycle inner tube. It was so small really that Scott often forgot he had it on. But if he went overboard, the device would inflate in less than a second and turn into a full-size life jacket. The harness also contained a small emergency beacon, which in certain respects was every bit as important as the buoyancy of the device. To the uninitiated the harness looked nothing like a life jacket.
Scott always made sure to show his passengers where the regular life jackets were stowed, but rarely did they put them on. The guy he was ferrying today was so rude he hadn’t even had the chance to give him the safety lecture. The dark-haired man had showed up at sunrise with a single bag and in clipped English told the captain to get underway. There was no greeting, no introduction, and he declined Scott’s offer to help him with his bag.
The man had gone straight down to the cabin and closed the door. Now, an hour and a half out of port, Scott was beginning to wonder if he planned to stay below for the entire voyage. The passenger was either an incredible snob, which in the world of luxury yachts was very possible, or he was so hungover he couldn’t even muster basic good manners.
Scott scanned the bright horizon. It was too nice a day, and he was captaining too fine a boat, to let the rudeness of his passenger ruin the moment. The Brit reached out with his right hand and placed his palm on the twin chrome throttles. In a tempered gradual motion he pushed them all the way forward, the diesels roaring to their full power, the wind whipping through Scott’s sun-bleached hair. He grinned to himself as he stood gripping the wheel, and thought that it might be a very nice trip indeed if his passenger stayed below.
 
MUSTAFA AL-YAMANI was prostrate, his arms stretched out in front of his head, in a near trancelike state as he supplicated himself to his Creator, asking for guidance and bravery. It had been more than a week’s time since he had prayed, and for al-Yamani, who had communed with his God at least five times a day for as long as he could remember, this self-imposed exile from Allah had been the most difficult aspect of the trip. With the boat’s engines droning and the door to the private cabin locked, this was quite possibly the last chance he would have to pray properly before he became a shaheed, a martyr for his people.
Al-Yamani had worked diligently to avoid the counterterrorism net of the United States intelligence community and its allies. He had first flown to Johannesburg, South Africa, and from there to Buenos Aires, Argentina. He stayed one day in Buenos Aires, changing his identity and making sure he wasn’t being followed, and then it was on to Caracas and a short hop to Havana. That was where the boat had been waiting for him, along with provisions and a captain whose only instructions were to ferry the passenger to Grand Bahama. As for the boat itself, a wealthy sponsor had arranged for the use of it. The owner did not know the full intent of the group he was lending it to, but he was sure to have guessed it wasn’t for a simple pleasure cruise. In the end it would be all that much better if the man was implicated.
The physical journey to this part of the world had taken only five days, but in a metaphysical sense the journey had taken a lifetime. The forty-one-year-old Saudi Arabian had been preparing himself for this mission since the age of nine when he had been sent to a madrasa in Mecca to study the Koran. By the age of fifteen he was fighting in Afghanistan against the godless Soviets and honing his skills as a mujahid, a warrior who fights for Islam. Every cause needed its fighters, its mujahideen, and for al-Yamani there was no more noble cause than that of Islam.
Al-Yamani finished his supplication and moved into a sitting position, placing his hands on his thighs. In a voice not much more than a whisper he proclaimed, “Allahu Akbar.” God is great. Al-Yamani repeated himself two more times and then rose to his feet. It was time. He walked over to the bed nestled into the prow of the boat and retrieved an object from the side pocket of his bag. Al-Yamani lifted up the tails of his loose-fitting silk shirt and slid the object into the waist of his pants. He looked every bit the wealthy vacationer, from his floral patterned shirt, to his khaki pants, to his sandals. He’d even donned a wedding ring and a fake Rolex for the trip, and the most difficult thing of all…he’d shaved his beard for the first time since puberty.
Al-Yamani took one last look at himself in the mirror to make sure nothing would tip off the captain. With a deep breath he straightened his shoulders and headed for the cabin door. He would make this quick. No games. The captain was a nonbeliever. He meant nothing. Al-Yamani unlocked the small door and slid it up into the open position. He was instantly greeted by the blinding daylight of the Caribbean.
He paused for a second, shielding his eyes from the sun with his left hand, wondering if he should give himself some time to let his eyes adjust to the brightness. He decided to press on and climbed the three steps quickly. Under his left hand he could make out the silhouette of the captain standing at the helm.
Al-Yamani could hear the man talking to him but couldn’t make out what he was saying. They were going much faster than he’d realized, and the wind was howling over the bow of the boat. Al-Yamani made no effort to try and understand the man. He had surprise on his side, and everything would be over in a few seconds. Moving past the helm, al-Yamani slid his right hand under his shirt while he brought his left hand up and placed it on the shoulder of the captain. He leaned in as if he was going to ask a question, and as his lips began to part, his left hand clamped down tightly on the captain’s shoulder. His right hand came thrusting upward, sending a six inch stainless-steel blade into the man’s back.
Thomas Scott arched his back in pain, his hands instantly gripping the wheel, his mind scrambling to comprehend what had just happened. Suddenly, he was yanked away from the helm and spun across the deck. Frantically he tried to reach behind himself to get a grip on whatever it was that was causing him such pain. Before he had time to react, he was up against the side of the boat and losing his balance. He could feel himself going overboard. Blue sky filled his vision and then he hit the water hard.
Al-Yamani watched the Brit disappear under the boat’s churning wake, and then scrambled to the helm. He looked down at the high-tech dashboard and squinted to read the dials and digital readouts. Bending close, he noted his speed, heading, and GPS location. He’d spent a week studying the owner’s manual and knew the controls well enough to do what needed to be done. After scanning the horizon quickly he began slowly turning the wheel, bringing the boat around on a new northerly heading.
With the vessel pointed in the right direction al-Yamani relaxed a bit. He turned around and looked at the boat’s long curving white wake. Bringing his hand up to shield his eyes from the bright sun, he strained to see any sign of the man whose life he had just taken. He thought he saw something for a second, but then it vanished. Al-Yamani wasn’t worried. They were thirty miles from the nearest piece of land, and he had stabbed his victim in the heart. If by some miracle he wasn’t already dead, he would be shortly.
Al-Yamani turned his attention to what lay ahead, a confident look of anticipation on his face. He had waited his entire life for this opportunity. It was his destiny to come to America, and it was his providence to strike a blow for Allah. Al-Yamani was not alone. There were others, and they were at this very moment converging on America from all points of the compass. Before the week was over, the arrogant and hedonistic Americans would be dealt a crippling blow.



Two

WASHINGTON, D.C.
The new Joint Counterterrorism Center, or JCTC, was located near Tyson’s Corner west of downtown D.C. The facility housed the CIA’s Counterterrorism Center, the FBI’s Counterterrorism Division, and the newly created Terrorist Threat Integration Center, or TTIC. The reason for putting all three under one roof was to create better analysis of the information collected on terrorists. On paper many people in Washington thought it was a great idea, but in reality it was proving a bit more difficult, at least from Rapp’s perspective.
Rapp slid into the high-tech conference room and tried to keep a low profile, which was not easy considering his reputation. He did not plan on staying. The long table was ringed with directors, deputy directors, and assistant directors from various key federal agencies and departments. Every single one of them knew of Rapp’s exploits to one degree or another, and he made many of them nervous.
The conference room had opened only in the last week, and it was Rapp’s first time inside. The first thing he noticed were the photographs that dominated the wall directly across from him. Twenty-two faces stared back at him. He knew their names by heart, as well as where they’d grown up and where they’d received their training. They were the twenty-two terrorists that the FBI and the Department of Justice would most like to apprehend, put on trial, and incarcerate. Rapp simply wanted to hunt them down and put a bullet in each one of their heads.
That more than anything summed up the problem Rapp had with the Joint Counterterrorism Center. They had too many rules, and they were in a war against an enemy who had none. He understood why they had to operate within the confines of the law and the courts. The Bill of Rights was not something to be taken lightly, but there were times when expediency saved lives.
Rapp was only marginally surprised to hear that this was the exact topic being discussed. Some woman from the Department of Justice was railing against the Patriot Act, and warning everyone that it was only going to cause them problems down the line. He caught his boss’s eye and gestured for her to step into the hallway with him.
When Director Kennedy had joined him in the hallway, she asked, “What’s up?”
Rapp looked around suspiciously. “I don’t want to talk about it out here.”
“Understood.” Kennedy led him to the elevator where they went up several floors to the CIA’s portion of the building. After passing through several cipher locks, they entered a vacant conference room and closed the door.
Rapp handed Kennedy a file. “I think you’re going to find this very interesting.”
Without saying a word, Kennedy took the file and sat. She undid the red string and opened the top secret folder as if she had done it thousands of times before, which she had.
She skimmed the first page, and based on the thickness of the file said, “Why don’t you take a seat?”
“Don’t feel like it.” Rapp clasped his hands behind his back and flexed his knees. He was in no mood to sit. “I’ve got a plane waiting to take me to Kandahar.”
The director of the CIA continued reading and said, “Aren’t you getting a little ahead of yourself?”
“That’s what I’m paid for.”
She looked up at him over the top of her glasses and shook her head. Rapp was like a brother to her, which at times could be a problem.
Impatiently, Rapp watched her read the hastily compiled file. His mind was already racing ahead, going over what he would need to pull off an operation of this magnitude.
Colonel Haq had given Rapp the information he was looking for and then some. The man had proved himself a virtual fountain of intelligence, and for that reason alone he was still alive. If he continued to cooperate, Rapp would keep his promise, and the Pakistani would see his children again. Haq had turned on his fellow ISI members who were Taliban sympathizers, and he’d given them crucial information on al-Qaeda and its reconstituted leadership. But most importantly, he had given them the location of al-Qaeda’s base of operations.
In a sense, for Rapp, the planning and execution of his next step were easy. But getting permission for that next step in a town like Washington, with all of its competing interests, was a bit trickier. He usually preferred to limit involvement to the Agency and a few highly trained special forces’ outfits, but this one was going to have to go all the way to the top. The operation was complicated. It involved snubbing a very important ally, and it wasn’t “black,” meaning the international community and the press would find out about it five minutes after it was over.
Whether the mission was a success or a failure, Rapp and the CIA would need the cover of the Oval Office, and that meant the president would have to be brought into the loop. Rapp was woefully inept at reading the constantly shifting political landscape of Washington, but Kennedy excelled at interpreting the wants and desires of America’s most insatiable egos.
Kennedy continued to read. Rapp watched her flip through the pages in half the time it had taken him to read the report, and he’d written most of it. A near photographic memory was one of her many assets. When she finished the last page she flipped it over and closed the file.
With a pensive look on her face she leaned back and removed her reading glasses. She glanced up at her prized recruit with a thoughtful frown, almost spoke, but then decided against it.
Rapp, lacking his boss’s well-known patience, said, “It’s a no-brainer.”
She didn’t answer right away. As she’d already noted, Rapp was getting ahead of himself. Kennedy was privy to the most sensitive intelligence one could imagine, yet Rapp’s report was filled with details she had never seen before, and none of them was attributed to a source. There was a saying in the spy business that information was only as good as its source.
“Where did you get this?”
“You don’t want to know,” answered Rapp in a flat tone.
Kennedy raised a questioning brow. “Is that so?”
Rapp held his ground. He knew she would press him on this point, but for her own good he had to keep her in the dark. “Irene, trust me when I tell you this…you don’t want to know how I got my hands on this intel.”
Kennedy stared at him, trying to guess where he could have come up with such vital information. There were several possibilities, and they all pointed in a direction that was fraught with danger. She glanced down with the report and said, “You’re convinced this is accurate?”
“Yes. You could say I obtained it firsthand.”
She believed him, but wanted to make sure he’d thought this through all the way. “If this doesn’t work, people are going to demand answers…and not just the press. We’re talking Congressional hearings, cameras, grandstanding politicians, careers destroyed…you’ve seen it all before.”
“Yeah, and I’m not afraid. That’s why I’m not going to tell you where or how I got this information. If they ever call me up to testify, I’ll fall on my sword like a good soldier.”
Kennedy knew Rapp would never implicate her or the president, but she also knew he would never go quietly. He would be a formidable adversary for any congressman or senator who chose to lock horns with him. “Well…your timing is interesting.”
“How so?”
“There are some other things going on…” She paused briefly. “Some things that have me concerned.”
“Is any of it related to this?”
Kennedy shrugged. “I’m not sure.”
“Well,” stated a sarcastic Rapp, “we sure as hell aren’t going to find out sitting here.” He pointed at the file and said, “That’s just a start. Give me the green light and I’ll tell you within seventy-two hours exactly what they’re up to.”
It was a familiar refrain from the director’s top counterterrorism advisor. Action! Rapp had spent twelve rough years in the field operating without official cover in some of the most inhospitable places in the Middle East and Southwest Asia. Despite his relative youth, at thirty-four he was a throwback, a believer in putting boots on the ground and taking risks. That was what her job ultimately came down to—weighing the risks versus the rewards.
“Irene,” Rapp pressed, “opportunities like this don’t come along very often.”
“I know.”
“Then let’s do it,” he pleaded.
“And your role in this?”
He knew where she was going, and took a half step back. “It’s all right there in the report.”
“I’ve heard that before,” Kennedy said in a cynical voice.
“I’m going to be monitoring this thing from high in the sky. The Task Force boys will get to have all the fun. I’m just there to make sure no one screws up, and ask a few pointed questions when it’s over.”
Kennedy nodded. Many of the president’s fears would be allayed by Rapp’s involvement. “And your wife?”
Rapp almost told Kennedy that was none of her business, but managed to resist the impulse. “She left yesterday for her family’s cabin in Wisconsin.”
“I know that, and I also know about the promises you’ve made her…as well as the ones you’ve given me.” Kennedy locked eyes with him to make sure there would be no misunderstanding on this point. “So no more cowboy crap this time. All right?”
“Yes, ma’am,” Rapp replied with a healthy bit of aggravation in his voice.
Kennedy ignored his tone and his intentional use of the word ma’am. At forty-two she was only eight years older than Rapp.
It was time to take some risks. The director of the CIA stood and grabbed the file. “You have my approval. Get moving, and please bring yourself back unscathed.”
“And the president?”
“I’ll take care of the president. Just make sure you get what we’re after, and then get the hell out of there.”
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The corner office she was heading for was perhaps the most impressive in all of Washington, even more impressive than the oval-shaped one just up the street. The tall blonde walked right past two administrative assistants and the security detail and entered without asking permission. Once inside she closed the heavy wood door and approached her boss’s aircraft carrier–sized desk. The woman had a definite air of confidence about her, a sense of purpose in each step. She was as aware of her surroundings as she was of herself.
There was no middle ground for Peggy Stealey. She’d graduated from the University of Washington’s Law School thirteen years ago, and she’d been fighting ever since. One case and one cause after another. Some of them she’d been less passionate about than others, but she’d given every one of them her all. Peggy Stealey hated to lose more than she liked to win, and that more than anything was the key to understanding how she ticked.
While some men found her irresistible, there were perhaps an equal number who found her harsh and a bit intimidating. She was a statuesque six feet tall with the legs of an all-American 400-meter hurdler, and the cheekbones of a Nordic goddess. She tended to dress conservatively; lots of pants suits and skirts that stopped just above the knee, and she almost always wore her blond hair pulled back in a low ponytail, but when she wanted to, when she felt it would give her an advantage, she was not afraid to sex up her look. That was as far as she went, though.
She’d slept with only one coworker since graduating from law school and that had been back in Seattle more than twelve years ago. She hated to admit it, but she’d been naïve. Only a few months out of school, she was overworked, lonely, and sleep deprived. She’d let down her guard and slept with the law firm’s rising star, a partner sixteen years her senior. The affair had been torrid, some of the best sex she’d ever had, and definitely the best sex he’d ever had.
It had ended abruptly when he’d been tagged by several of Seattle’s business leaders, and the party’s chief power broker, to be the next U.S. senator from the state of Washington. Her entire image of him changed almost overnight when the wimp didn’t even have the guts to break it off with her himself.
He’d scheduled a lunch with her and in his place his mother, of all people, showed up. He was married, of course, with two children. Important people had already ponied up large sums of money, the announcement had already been made, the race was underway, and the party needed to win. The old dragon had told her that she was not the first and probably wouldn’t be the last woman her son would have a dalliance with. It seemed that her son, like his grandfather, which was where all the money came from, had a problem keeping his organ in his pants. The matriarch of the family had hinted at some sort of financial compensation while she picked at her salad. Peggy had dismissed the offer without hesitation. She may have been naïve at the time, but she still had her pride.
By the time their main course was served, Peggy had recovered enough to state assuredly that she had no desire to see herself dragged down in a scandal that might ruin her career. No one, other than her son’s opponent, would gain by the information being made public, so a deal of a different kind was made, a deal to ensure that Peggy Stealey’s star would continue to rise.
And it had. Still in her thirties, Stealey was now the deputy assistant attorney general in charge of counterterrorism, and she was standing before the man whose job she planned on someday having. She listened to the attorney general’s phone conversation long enough to ascertain that he was talking to neither the president nor his wife, and then made a very stern gesture for him to hang up the phone.
Attorney General Martin Stokes frowned at his subordinate, but did as she wished and cut the director of the FBI off in mid-sentence. Stokes knew Stealey well enough to know that it would not be out of character for her to reach across his desk and end the call herself. He sometimes wondered why he put up with her, but he already knew the answer. Stealey was smart and motivated, and she got things done. She’d given him great advice over the years, whether he wanted to hear it or not, and for that she was invaluable.
Sycophants were as common in politics as lawyers, and in that sense Peggy Stealey’s straightforward approach was refreshing. She was like a violent spring thunderstorm: You could see her coming, your excitement and fear growing with the anticipation of the awesome spectacle that was about to commence. If the storm blew through quickly, it was a rather enjoyable experience. The brief downpour cleaned things up and the lightning turned the grass that rich shade of green. But if it hovered or stalled, basements were flooded, trees were toppled, and personal property was damaged.
That was Peggy Stealey. If she dispensed her insightful opinions with brevity, it could be a rather pleasant thing to experience, but if she decided to really unload, it was like a destructive storm; at some point it was a good idea to stop watching and go hide in the basement.
Stokes put the handset back in the cradle and hoped this would be brief. Before he could ask what was on her mind, she started in.
“This Patriot Act is a fucking disaster!” She chopped her hand through the air as if she was about to cut his desk in half. “And if you’re still holding on to that fantasy of yours that you’re going to occupy the White House someday, you’d better get your shit together and figure out that it makes you look like a Goddamn fascist. And in case you haven’t noticed, Americans don’t elect fascists…at least not Democratic fascists.”
There it was. She’d got it all out in one breath. On the surface he agreed with much of what she said, except the last part. With the exclusion of the nationalistic component, the Democrats had their fair share of fascist tendencies, but right now that wasn’t important. Tropical storm Peggy was in his office and she looked like she could grow into a hurricane any second if he didn’t do something.
Nodding he said, “Your timing couldn’t be better. I’ve been sweating over what’s going to happen when one of these cases gets kicked up to the Supreme Court.”
“Happen?” She scoffed. “They’re going to pull down our pants and spank our asses until our butt cheeks are fire engine red, and then the entire legal community is going to stand up and cheer, and then you can kiss the White House good-bye.”
She liked to beat him over the head with the White House thing. She knew it got his attention. Stokes didn’t bother asking her to sit. In a calm but firm voice he asked, “What do you think we should do?”
With that, she was off again, a six-foot-tall blond-haired, blue-eyed Teutonic goddess, karate-chopping the air with one hand and then the other, expressing herself with efficient, forceful, clipped precision. This was when she really turned him on, when his thoughts returned to having sex with her, but it was not to be. He’d made one foolish effort to try and rekindle their affair after he’d been safely elected senator. Her response had been swift and definite. She’d delivered a blow to his solar plexus that had left him curled up on the floor like an infant.
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Dr. Irene Kennedy stood off to the side and watched as the photographers clicked away. It was a beautiful spring day in the capital. Normally she would have enjoyed the ride into the city from McLean, but not this morning. Her crack of dawn meeting with Rapp, combined with some other things she knew, had her worried. Waiting idly for the president to finish his photo op wasn’t helping, but there wasn’t much she could do. An antsy, stressed-out director of the CIA was not the type of thing the White House Press Corps should see.
The official start of summer was a week away, and the president was in an extremely good mood. He was posing for a photo with WWII veterans, members of the Congressional leadership, and two of Hollywood’s most influential stars. They were all gathered in the Rose Garden to kick off a week of festivities that would lead up to the dedication of the new WWII memorial on the National Mall on Saturday.
Veterans groups had been struggling for decades to get the monument built, and they’d had almost no success until the big hitters from Hollywood had gotten on board. With star power attached to the cause, the politicians in D.C. lined up to get on board, and now they were marching in a very patriotic lockstep toward the dedication ceremony.
The cheerful weather and festive mood only served to heighten Kennedy’s sense of foreboding. As the director of the Central Intelligence Agency, Kennedy was always privy to information that made it difficult for her to take a joyous outlook on life. And now something was about to happen, and she and her people didn’t have a clue as to what it was. The warning bells started to go off on Friday of the previous week. At first there was a spike in phone and e-mail intercepts hinting that something big was in the works, and then there were some strange trends in the financial and currency markets, and then Rapp showed up in her office confirming her worst fears—that al-Qaeda had something in the works. Something that involved a bomb. How big a bomb they didn’t know, but they needed to find out quick.
Kennedy had been tracking terrorists for over twenty years. She had developed a sense for when things were about to happen, and this was one of those times. It had been too quiet for the last six months. The remnants of al-Qaeda had been regrouping and were on the move. What they were up to specifically, Kennedy did not know, but she feared the worst. Her team needed more to go on and they needed it quick, or she and the rest of the country would find out the hard way.
The director of the CIA checked her watch and kept her composure. The photo op was already fifteen minutes over schedule, and although Kennedy didn’t show it, her nerves were frayed. If her deepest fears were true, they needed to move quickly. More than anything, though, they needed additional information and a lucky break, and they weren’t going to get either sitting in Washington collecting satellite intercepts. She needed to get the president alone so he could sign off on Rapp’s plan and get the Pentagon involved.
Kennedy relaxed slightly as the president’s press secretary stepped in and told the photographers that the event was over. She stood patiently while the president shook some hands and thanked everybody for coming out. Like almost all politicians at this level President Hayes was very good at making people feel appreciated. He laughed, slapped a few shoulders, and then waved good-bye as he walked up the lawn toward the Oval Office.
As he approached Kennedy his expression turned a bit more serious. Not wanting to discuss anything outside, he simply said, “Aren’t you a little early this morning, Irene?”
“Yes, sir.”
Hayes frowned. He doubted she was here to report good news. He continued up the slight slope and waved for her to join him.
Kennedy hesitated for a second and looked past the president in search of his chief of staff. She was pleased to see her hanging back in order to bask a while longer in the aura of two Hollywood big hitters. Valerie Jones and Rapp couldn’t stand each other. Kennedy had little doubt that, given the opportunity, Jones would use every ounce of influence to dissuade her boss from signing off on the operative’s aggressive plan.
Kennedy followed the president into his office past the Secret Service agent standing post by the door. Hayes walked straight to his desk and looked at his schedule. After a moment he asked, “How much time do you need?”
“Fifteen minutes…uninterrupted.”
Hayes nodded thoughtfully. Kennedy was not the type of person to waste his time. He pressed the intercom button on his phone and said, “Betty, I need fifteen minutes.”
“Yes, Mr. President.”
Hayes came out from behind his desk and walked across the office. He unbuttoned his suit coat and sat on one of the couches by the fireplace. Looking up at the director of the Central Intelligence Agency he said, “Let’s hear the bad news.”
Kennedy sat next to him and brushed a strand of brown hair behind her ear. “As you know since 9/11 we’ve developed some fairly elaborate statistical models for tracking certain economic indicators. We’ve identified key banks, brokerage houses, and financial services institutions that handle money we have reason to believe is linked to terrorism. In addition to that our Echelon system tracks millions of e-mails and phone calls on a daily basis. Due to the sheer volume of data that we’re talking about, and the fact that much of it is encrypted, we’re not able to track these trends real-time.”
“What’s the lag?” asked the president.
“The financial trends we usually have a pretty good handle on by the end of the business day, but Echelon intercepts can sometime take a week to decipher, and then up to a month to translate. Although if we’re targeting a specific e-mail account or phone number, the information can be decrypted and translated in near real-time.”
“So what have you noticed that has given you cause to worry?”
“It started at the end of Friday with the financials. The first trend we picked up on was the price of gold closing up four dollars and twenty-six cents. This by itself is nothing to get alarmed about, but the next trend we noticed was that the dollar closed down eight cents. The Dow was off by fifty-six and the Nasdaq closed down sixteen. None of this on the face of it is an unusual day in the financial markets, but when we began to look at the specific institutions that we think have ties to terrorism…some unsettling trends showed up.”
Kennedy pulled a piece of paper from a folder and handed it to the president. She pointed to the first line with her pen. “The jump in gold was started by a bank in Kuwait that sold two hundred eighty million dollars in U.S. stocks and bonds and dumped all of it into Swiss gold. Over the weekend we discovered four other accounts at various institutions that had liquidated their U.S. investments and purchased gold. Those accounts represented nearly two hundred million dollars.”
The president studied the sheet of paper. “What are the chances that all five of these accounts are getting the same financial advice?”
“It is a remote possibility, but it assumes that there is a respected financial advisor out there who would suggest a wholesale conversion of assets at a time when there are no economic indicators that would necessitate such a drastic move. My people tell me the chance of this is extremely unlikely.”
Hayes frowned at the sheet of paper. “So that gets us back to the fact that five flagged accounts all placed bets last Friday that the U.S. economy is about to take a hit.”
“Correct,” nodded Kennedy. “In addition, we also discovered another handful of smaller flagged accounts that made similar but less drastic moves.”
Hayes stared at the sheet of paper, reading the various names and countries. “Anything else?”
“Yes.” She cleared her throat. “Mitch has come across some very valuable intel.” From her bag Kennedy retrieved the file that Rapp had given her only hours ago. She laid it on the glass coffee table that sat between the two couches and opened it to display a sheet with the faces of five bearded men on it. “I know you’ve been shown these photos before, but to refresh your memory they are all on the FBI’s most wanted list. They represent what we think is the reconstituted leadership of al-Qaeda.”
Kennedy flipped the page, revealing a map of the Afghanistan-Pakistan border. “For the last six months we have been tracking several of these individuals as they’ve traveled through the mountainous region of Pakistan. A few weeks ago two of them met up in Gulistan.” Kennedy pointed to the city on the map. “From there they were tracked to a small village eighteen miles to the west.”
She turned the page again, to a satellite photo that showed a village of approximately one hundred dwellings plus outbuildings. The town was spread out along the base of the mountain with one main road leading in and several cutting across the axis. “The village has been watched day and night for the last five days. Yesterday this convoy pulled into town.”
A new image appeared, showing eight pickup trucks and several SUVs. Four of the pickups had large antiaircraft guns mounted in the beds, and all of them were overflowing with heavily armed men. “Four hours ago we had a high-altitude reconnaissance drone circling at forty thousand feet, and we were lucky enough to get the following pictures. These three individuals getting out of the trucks we believe to be Hassan Izz-al-Din, Abdullah Ahmed Abdullah, and Ali Saed al-Houri.”
The president picked up the black-and-white photograph and stared at the three faces circled in red. These reconnaissance photos were rarely completely clear to him, but he knew there was a small army of analysts and a supercomputer that somehow made sense of it all.
“All of them had a hand in 9/11,” Kennedy added.
The president took a second hard look at the photograph. “You’re sure these are the same men?”
“Mitch has an asset in the region who told him this meeting would be taking place.”
Hayes set the photo down and took off his reading glasses. “They’re in this village right now?”
“Yes, sir.”
The president grinned. “So I assume you want me to call General Musharraf and get him to go clean out this rat’s nest.”
Kennedy shook her head emphatically. “Absolutely not, sir. General Musharraf is a good man, but he has too many radical fundamentalists in his government…especially up in the tribal areas, to trust with something this important. Mitch thinks that the second we bring the Pakistanis in, these men will be alerted and disappear into the mountains.”
The president suddenly saw where she was going and his demeanor turned cautious. “Are you suggesting we handle this without talking to the Pakistanis?”
“That’s correct, sir.”
“And what am I to tell General Musharraf when he calls to find out what American troops are doing conducting operations in his country without his permission?”
“I’m hoping it won’t come to that, sir,” answered Kennedy with more optimism than she honestly felt. “Mitch thinks we can conduct the bulk of the operation without being noticed, but at some point the Pakistanis will certainly find out. And when the general calls I’m sure that if you explain the circumstances, and possibly offer him a little more economic aid, he’ll understand.”
Hayes grinned and shook his head. “You know, you’re probably right, but there’s a couple of thousand people over at the State Department who would disagree pretty vehemently with you.”
“The State Department has different, less immediate, concerns than I do.”
The president turned his attention to the photograph and the three red circles. He could handle Musharraf if things got ugly. In fact, the general would probably thank him for keeping him out of it. “Irene, is there any direct link between these men and the financial stuff you were talking about earlier?”
“No…that is, no direct link, sir, but we do think these accounts are controlled by either al-Qaeda sympathizers or supporters.”
“Saudis?”
“Most of them.”
The president’s expression turned sour. The Saudis were the furthest thing in the world from a good ally, but nothing could be said publicly, and very little could be done privately, to get them to crack down on members of the royal family who funded terrorism.
“So you want to go in and grab these guys?” asked Hayes.
“That’s correct, sir.”
“What’s your time frame?”
“Mitch is already on his way over, and he’s in contact with the task force commander on the ground. The plan is to hit the village in thirty-six hours.”
The president’s mood remained pensive as he thought about it. “I don’t know, Irene. This thing is a big gamble. A lot of people in this town will be upset that they were left out of the decision-making process.”
Kennedy had intentionally held back one card. “There is something else you need to know, sir. Mitch has an asset that says these men are meeting to discuss what to do after the bomb is detonated.”
Hayes didn’t speak at first. The word bomb could mean many things. “What type of bomb?”
She shook her head. “We don’t know. That’s why Mitch wants to go in with the task force and see what he can find out.”
Hayes took a deep breath and then exhaled slowly. “I suppose you want my approval immediately.”
“That would help,” answered Kennedy.
“This isn’t the first time I’ve been told an attack may be imminent.”
“I know,” Kennedy agreed, “but I have a feeling that something very serious is about to happen, sir, and I think that whatever it is, it will be crippling enough to send our economy into a major recession.” She had intentionally chosen to emphasize the economic aspect of the situation. “I think we need to do something decisive. We need to make our own luck, and we need to do it quickly.”
With Hayes’s reelection campaign starting in a few months, none of this was anything he wanted to hear. A little flap with the Pakistanis over a border raid, he could survive. A major terrorist attack and an economy in the toilet, he couldn’t. In the three years since President Hayes had known Kennedy, though, he’d never heard her talk like this.
He took in a deep breath and then said, “You have my approval, but tell Mitch to get in and out as quickly as possible. I’d like to be able to play this off as a border skirmish rather than a full-blown operation.”



Five

LOS ANGELES
The Qantas 747-400 floated downward, flaps extended, its four powerful General Electric engines throttled almost all the way back. The tarmac at LAX shimmered in the May heat as planes maneuvered to and from the gates picking up and disgorging passengers. From the air it looked like absolute chaos to Imtaz Zubair. In the upper business-class cabin he closed his eyes and silently muttered the word Alhumdulillah over and over to himself. The phrase meant, Praise be to God, and was part of a tasbihs, or Muslim rosary. They had taken his beads away from him, so he rubbed his thumb and forefinger together as if he was holding the well-worn, dark wooden instrument of prayer in his hand. They had told him to show no signs of his faith in public until he had completed his mission, but he could not help himself.
Zubair was a wreck, a ball of frayed nerves with a stomach full of bubbling acid that had resulted in a scorching pyrosis. Even though he was a man of science, he hated flying. His education was rooted in the comforting, ordered logic of mathematics and physics, but it failed him here. Wing mass created lift, engines provided thrust, and planes flew. It was all proven theory, and it was applied thousands of times all over the world every day, but the scientist still fretted. He couldn’t accept it, and so he tucked it away deep down with all of his other phobias.
When one of his bosses had told him once that he needed to seek therapy, Zubair had been deeply offended. He was a genius; he knew things, sensed things that very few people could even attempt to grasp. Who was to say that his phobias weren’t simply caused by a heightened sense of awareness and a deep understanding of the universe and his relationship with Allah? Zubair suspected things. He talked to God and looked into the future. His role in the battle for his religion was one of great importance. He’d never discussed this with his fellow scientists, for they were too one-dimensional. Religion was a farce to them, a way for simple people to cope with their mundane lives. But not to Zubair; science was proof to him that his God existed. Such magnificence could only have been created by his God.
The touchdown was so gentle that Zubair didn’t even realize they were on the ground until the front landing gear was rolling along the tarmac, and the large plane began to slow. He opened his eyes and looked out the window, relieved they were out of the sky. With a smile on his face he muttered a quick prayer of thanks. Unfortunately, his calm didn’t last long. As the plane neared its gate, Zubair’s smile vanished and his thoughts turned to his next obstacle.
Imtaz Zubair’s native country had forsaken him, so he had returned the favor. A math prodigy, Zubair was educated at Pakistan’s finest schools and then sent on to Canada and China for his postgraduate work. He was on the path to greatness. Even Dr. A. Q. Khan, the man who had developed and tested Pakistan’s first nuclear bomb, had told him that he was the brightest star of his generation of Pakistani scientists. Zubair thought his skills alone would carry him to his chosen field, but they had not.
He found that politics and family connections were more important, and that his deep devotion to his religion created jealousy among his peers. He did not deny the fact that he lacked even the most basic social skills, but to his mind genius was what mattered, not one’s ability to politic. Still, they had all turned against him and conspired to deny him his dream of working with Dr. Khan.
He’d still held out hope that his personal relationship with Dr. Khan would carry the day, but those hopes died the day General Musharraf and his band of military officers seized power in a bloodless coup. Musharraf was a secular pig and a lapdog of the Americans. Bowing to pressure from his patrons, Musharraf set about to cleanse true believers from the Pakistani nuclear scientific community.
Zubair had been one of the first to go, exiled to the dreadful Chasnupp nuclear power plant in Central Pakistan, where he was worked like a dog seventy, sometimes eighty hours a week. With his dreams dashed he grew increasingly bitter. He was near his breaking point when providence intervened. A messenger from Allah traveled to the remote region for the sole purpose of contacting him. He was leaving his ramshackle mosque one Friday afternoon when the robed visitor had come to him as if he were the angel Gabriel himself. Allah had a mission of great importance for Zubair, and he was to leave with the stranger immediately.
It had been the beginning of a pilgrimage that had taken him to Iran and the Caspian Sea, Kazakhstan, and a poisonous desert, and then on to Southeast Asia, Australia, and now America. He was not a worldly man, but as with all of the difficulties in his life, the stresses of travel had brought him closer to Allah. He had witnessed firsthand the decadence of the secular world, and it comforted him that his cause was just.
The plane rolled to a stop, and almost instantly Zubair felt the resumption of his stomach’s volcanic action. A film of sweat appeared on his forehead and upper lip. The scientist mopped his brow and then his upper lip with a handkerchief. He felt naked without his mustache, but they had made him shave that also. They wanted him to assimilate, to blend in as much as possible. His hair was cut short and styled for the first time in his life. His glasses had been replaced with contacts, and they had purchased for him a new set of clothes and expensive Tumi luggage in Australia.
The passengers began standing, opening compartments and gathering their things. Afraid to move and give away his nervousness, Zubair was in no hurry. Once most of the other passengers were gone, he retrieved his computer bag and made his way down the narrow stairs to the main body of the plane. He half expected to see a group of men in suits waiting for him, but thankfully there were none. He’d been warned that the Americans had gotten much better at intercepting people who were trying to illegally enter their country.
Two female flight attendants with whorish makeup and skirts that were far too short stood by the door. They thanked him for flying Qantas. Despite what his trainers had told him, Zubair ignored the women, refusing to look them in the eye. Fortunately for him his diminutive stature made him seem shy rather than hostile. Zubair was just five and a half feet tall, and weighed a svelte 142 pounds. With his mustache shaved he easily passed for someone five to ten years younger than his twenty-nine years.
He stepped into the Jetway, joining the stampede for baggage claim and customs and sandwiched between the business-class and economy customers. The stress of the situation and the heat of the enclosed Jetway triggered the scientist’s sweat glands, sending them into overdrive. Within seconds salty perspiration dampened every inch of his skin.
Zubair felt trapped, as if he was on a conveyor belt headed toward his own execution. There was no turning back. Passengers continued to pour off the plane, pushing forward, moving through the confined tunnel toward U.S. Customs agents who would ask probing questions. Zubair suddenly wished he had taken the sedative that they had given him to calm his nerves. He had thrown the pills away at the Sydney airport. Allah would never approve of him taking a mood-altering drug. Now he desperately wished he’d kept the little pills, just to get him through this part.
They left the Jetway and at least for a moment things got better. The extra space and cooler air of the terminal felt less confining. The stampede of people continued down a set of stairs to a boxed-in area where they began to cue up in multiple lines to present passports and port of entry/declaration forms to U.S. Customs agents. Zubair got in one of the lines being handled by a man. As long as he had the choice he would not deal with a woman.
When it was his turn he stepped up to the counter, his wheeled black carry-on bag in tow, and handed the agent his passport and paperwork. The man eyed the passport first, flipping through several pages to see where the visitor had been over the past few years.
“First time to America?”
“Yes,” Zubair answered with his accented English.
“How long have you been an Australian citizen?”
“Three years.”
“And your occupation?” The agent flipped through the paperwork for verification.
“I’m a computer programmer.”
“Purpose of your visit?” the man asked in a no-nonsense tone.
Zubair couldn’t believe his luck. So far the man hadn’t even bothered to look at him. “I’m here for business.”
“Traveling alone?”
“Yes.”
The agent stamped the passport and handed it back to Zubair, for the first time giving him a good look and noticing the beads of perspiration on his upper lip and forehead. “Are you feeling all right?”
“Ah…yes,” answered Zubair, mopping his brow with his handkerchief. “I just don’t like to travel.”
The Customs agent studied him for a moment longer. He then handed Zubair his passport and paperwork with his right hand, and with his left, he pressed a button letting his colleagues in the watch room know that he had someone they should run through the facial recognition system. It was nothing alarming. Just a standard precaution.
Zubair took his documents and proceeded to the baggage carousel where his one piece of luggage with its bright orange business-class tag was already waiting for him. He grabbed the bag and went to the next checkpoint where he was met by a woman several inches taller than him.
She gestured for him to go the right and said, “Please place your bags on the table and remove any locks.”
Zubair did as he was told, with the sickening feeling that he was about to be discovered. He’d been told there was a good chance that they would ask him to open his bags, but there were others who were being allowed to pass by this checkpoint without any inspection at all. Why couldn’t he be one of them?
He stood nervously as the woman began looking through each compartment of his two cases. He reminded himself that there was nothing for her to find. The only items that could implicate him were several encrypted files on his laptop, but they would need someone from their notorious National Security Agency to decipher those. After several minutes the woman closed the bags and told Zubair he was free to go.
Astonished, Zubair grabbed his bags and handed his paperwork to another agent. The man then gestured for him to leave the secure area. Zubair placed his passport in his pocket, and looked down the long hallway in front of him. Up ahead he could see daylight. As he wheeled his bags down the hallway he could barely believe he’d made it through customs. Giddy with excitement he quickened his pace. He’d defeated the gauntlet of American security, and there was nothing they could do to stop him now. He was free to roam America and do his work. Youmud Deen, the day of judgment, was fast approaching, and Zubair would strike a mighty blow for Islam.



Six

PAKISTAN
Four super-quiet MH-6 Little Bird helicopters wound their way through the craggy canyon at seventy miles per hour in near total darkness. Sixteen of the most highly trained and seasoned soldiers the world had ever seen rode two on each side of the small agile helicopters, their scuffed and worn combat boots dangling in the cool mountain air, their eyes protected by clear goggles. The uniforms varied slightly; some wore flight suits, while others had chosen the desert camouflage version of the U.S. army’s standard battle dress, or BDUs. They all wore body armor, knee and elbow pads, and a specialized cut-down helmet with night-vision goggles affixed in a pop-down pop-up mode.
They carried an arsenal of weapons, ranging from pistols, to shotguns, to sniping rifles, to light and heavy machine guns. None of them had bothered to bring silencers. Their presence would be known within seconds of their arrival, and once they hit the ground there was a chance they’d need every extra bullet and grenade they could carry. They were heading directly into the thick of things.
The nimble helicopters ducked and bucked their way through the cool mountain air like some sadistic amusement park ride, but the men sitting on the specially designed platforms were used to it. They were miles away from civilization in a foreign land that was among the most desolate and inhospitable places on earth, and every last one of them was eagerly anticipating the battle that lay ahead.
A voice crackled over their earpieces announcing that they were one minute out from the target. In the resulting flurry of activity, optic rifle sights, red laser dot pointers, and night-vision goggles, or NVGs, were turned on, gear was shifted, and those who weren’t already cocked and locked did so.
The pilots had warned all the men in the premission briefing what would happen next. The helicopters banked sharply around a turn in the mountain pass and accelerated into a steep dive, hugging the terrain as the face of the mountain gave way to a valley approximately 3,000 feet below.
The isolated village rushed up to meet them. There was no sign of life at this early hour. The pilot in the lead chopper marked the target and began to pull up while the other three Little Birds continued their ground-hugging ride in a race against the clock to deliver their deadly warriors before the enemy could respond and put up a fight.
 
GENERAL KEVIN HARLEY focused intently on the grainy screen before him. He had three to choose from, but for now his attention was on the middle one. The other two screens wouldn’t have anything important on them for another minute or so. The four helicopters came into view at precisely the expected moment. Harley watched as the Little Birds decreased speed and broke formation. Three of them hugged the deck while the fourth gained altitude. It was hard to tell from looking at his screen since the image was being shot by a small reconnaissance drone circling 10,000 feet above the village, but it was Harley’s battle plan and he knew every minute detail.
General Harley was wearing a bulky in-flight headset so he could communicate with his people over the loud General Electric engines growling just a few feet above his head. In the thin mountain air the engines had to work extra hard to keep the command-and-control bird from dropping like the 12,000-pound stone that it was. The UH-60 Blackhawk was aglow in a wash of modern circuitry and flat-screen monitors. The floor of the bird was covered with bulletproof Kevlar panels, and each man wore a flak vest, even though their intent was to stay out of the action in order to orchestrate the modern military ballet from above. The advanced airborne command-and-control bird had become a second home to five of the six men strapped into the troop compartment.
Several of them had been stationed in Afghanistan for nearly two years logging countless hours at their airborne consoles. They’d hunted al-Qaeda members, the Taliban, drug dealers, and bandits—anyone who tried to undermine the authority of the new U.S.-backed government, but most of all they hunted al-Qaeda.
Members of al-Qaeda were at the top of these soldiers’ lists, the rightful targets of genuine retribution and hatred. To a man, their reasons were both personal and patriotic. While their fellow Americans went on with their lives, these Special Forces operators were on the other side of the planet stoically settling a score. To refer to them as simple vigilantes would be an insult to their level of sophistication and training, but even they would admit that they were on a mission of revenge. They were here to send a very clear message that America would not tolerate the slaughter of 3,000 of its citizens.
The sixth passenger in the troop compartment was an outsider, but a welcome one, and a man they all respected. Mitch Rapp had heard of this outfit before. Men and women from the CIA’s Directorate of Operations (DO) would return from Afghanistan and tell stories about Task Force 11, an amalgamation of Special Forces bad-asses from the various branches of the U.S. military. They were well funded, well equipped, exquisitely trained, highly motivated, and feared by anyone with enough sense to understand that they were quite possibly the most seasoned, potent, mobile fighting force in action today.
The DO operatives, no shrinking violets themselves, were in awe of the bravado and skill this group brought to bear against the enemy. Their fighting spirit was buoyed by the knowledge that their abilities as a unit were unmatched, they feared no one, and held nothing back, for their enemy only understood one thing—brute force. Their kill ratio was off the charts. Having lost only a handful of men since their deployment, they had done serious damage to their enemies, inflicting casualties in the thousands.
The task force had operated in relative anonymity until someone in Washington decided the PR was too much to pass up. Their accomplishments were leaked, and after that the job had gotten a little more difficult. Reporters began nosing around, wanting to know how the group operated. Politicians and Pentagon officials wanted briefings, and a few even made the effort to travel to Afghanistan.
All of it was a distraction from Task Force 11’s mission. Fortunately for the group, everyone’s attention soon shifted to Iraq. Shortly after the war started an innocuous statement was released by the Pentagon stating that Task Force 11 was being disbanded. A few of their assets were actually transferred to the new theater of war, enough to give credibility to the story but not enough to harm the group’s effectiveness. With the attention of the world focused elsewhere, Afghanistan turned into the perfect place for the Special Forces to hone their skills—and General Harley and his men had done exactly that.
Rapp had never met the general before, but the two clicked almost immediately. As soon as Kennedy had given him the go-ahead, Rapp was on the phone to the Joint Special Operations Command telling them what he needed. By the time he landed in Afghanistan, Harley and his men were ready to go. Harley was skeptical of Rapp’s plans at first. He’d been in Southwest Asia for the better part of two years and had been rebuffed so many times for asking to cross the border into Pakistan that his superiors back at MacDill Air Force Base told him to cease and desist, or he’d be reassigned.
Rapp suspected that sometime between his departure from Washington and arrival in Kandahar, Harley had realized that this was probably going to be his one and only chance to set foot in Pakistan. The operation that Harley had drawn up for him was far more than a simple snatch and grab—it was a full-blown assault. Rapp had been involved in enough of these types of operations to understand that it was never a bad idea to take into account what the military commander thought was the best way to crack a nut, but he’d been thinking of something smaller, something less complex. Harley’s plan was neither. It involved a force five times what Rapp had imagined and it was absolutely ballsy.
The Special Forces community, more than any other asset in the American military, was forced to constantly refine their abilities and strategies. They looked for ways to either avoid repeating mistakes or to minimize the effect of things they could not control. This zeal to avoid repeating the mistakes of those who had gone into battle before them meant that no single modern engagement had been analyzed more thoroughly than the incident in Somalia in 1993 where nineteen Army Rangers and Delta Force operators were killed in a daytime raid that had spun disastrously out of control. There wasn’t a special forces commander on active duty who hadn’t studied every last detail of that Mogadishu operation, and they’d all come away with the same conclusion: never operate during daylight if you don’t have to, and if you’re not sure what you’re up against, don’t go in without close air support, or armor, or both.
For political reasons the close air support that Harley wanted to bring along wasn’t an option. They were supposed to get in and out without alerting the Pakistanis, and if Harley brought in an AC-130U Spooky gunship it would immediately be picked up by radar. The mountainous terrain and the brevity of the mission dictated that armor also was not an option. That left General Harley in the difficult position of trying to launch a helicopter assault into a hostile village numbering approximately 1,000 people without armor and without fixed-wing close air support. And this wasn’t just any village. According to intelligence reports from the CIA and the Defense Intelligence Agency, this was an al-Qaeda stronghold. These people were not going to simply hide in their huts and wait for the Americans to leave. They would put up a serious fight.
General Harley’s solution to the problem at first seemed a bit much to Rapp, but as the general walked him through each element of his plan, Rapp began to see the true tactical genius behind it. Kennedy had gone to the president and received permission to launch a covert strike across the border into Pakistan. General Harley had decided to use the broadest definition of the word strike, looking at this operation as his one and only chance to clean out a vipers’ nest, and Rapp wasn’t about to stand in his way.
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