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SEPARATION OF POWER


PRELUDE

Dr. Irene Kennedy stood over the fresh mound of dirt and wept. It had been a small funeral; relatives and a few close friends. The others had already left the windswept cemetery, and were on their way back into town for a light lunch at an aunt’s house. The forty-year-old director of the CIA’s Counterterrorism Center wanted to spend a few moments alone at the grave of her mentor. Kennedy lifted her head and wiped the tears from her eyes as she took in the landscape. She ignored the biting chill of western South Dakota and let it all out. This would be her last chance to grieve so openly for the loss of the man who had taught her so much. After this it was back to Washington, and perhaps the greatest test of her life. During Stansfield’s final days the director of the CIA had told her not to worry. He had made all the proper arrangements. She would take his place as the next director of the Central Intelligence Agency. Kennedy did not relish the confirmation process that awaited her, but what really had her worried was measuring up to her old boss. He was the greatest man she had ever known.

Thomas Stansfield died on a cool fall morning surrounded by his children, grandchildren and Irene Kennedy. It was exactly as he’d wanted it to be. Just two weeks before his eightieth year, he wanted to go no further. Those last few days he had sat in his leather chair, a calm haze of morphine dulling both his mind and the stabbing pain of the cancer that was ravaging his insides. He stared out the window as the last of fall’s leaves fell. This was the final autumn of his life.

Thomas Stansfield’s rise to the top of the Central Intelligence Agency was the stuff that legends were made of. Born near the town of Stoneville, South Dakota, in 1920, he came of age during two of his country’s most difficult decades. The carefree days of his youth had been squelched by dry hot summers and apocalyptic dust storms that rose up from the southern plains and turned day into night. The Great Depression had taken its toll on the Stansfield family. One of his brothers, an uncle and several cousins had been lost along with two of the four grandparents.

Stansfield’s parents had met in their teens, both fresh off the cattle cars that had sprinkled countless European immigrants across America in the years that followed World War I. His father was from Germany; his mother from Norway. Thomas Stansfield grew up mesmerized by the stories his parents and grandparents told of their homelands. He learned English in school, but at night by the fire it was the native languages of his parents and grandparents that was spoken. He excelled in school, and from an early age showed far less interest in farming than his brothers. He knew that someday he would return to Europe and explore his family’s history. When he was given the chance at the age of seventeen to attend South Dakota State University on a full academic scholarship, he didn’t hesitate.

College was not difficult for Stansfield. He majored in engineering and history and graduated at the top of his class. As the hot and hungry days of the thirties wound to a close Stansfield recognized something far more ominous on the horizon. While most of his classmates and professors were turned inward, obsessed with America’s problems, Stansfield kept an eye on the rise of fascism in Europe. His intellect told him that something foreboding was on the horizon.

Franklin Delano Roosevelt also knew that something innately evil was occurring in Europe and the Far East. But there was nothing Roosevelt could do in the late thirties. The political will to intervene was not there. America had lost too many of her sons in the first World War, and its citizens weren’t about to jump into another so quickly. It was Europe’s problem. So Roosevelt, always the keen politician, bided his time and prepared for war as best he could. One of the things he did was to call on his close friend Colonel Wild Bill Donovan. Donovan, a New York lawyer, had been awarded the Medal of Honor for leading the Fighting 69th infantry regiment in France during World War I and was one of Roosevelt’s most keen and intense advisors. At the urging of Donovan, Roosevelt authorized the formation of the Office of Strategic Services. One of the first things Donovan did was to scour the armed forces and American universities for young men with the language skills that would aid the OSS in analyzing intercepted Axis power messages. Donovan also had something else in mind. He knew it wasn’t a question of if America would enter the war but a question of when. And when it did he wanted to be ready to insert Americans behind German lines to organize resistance forces, gather intelligence and if called on, assassinate the enemy.

Thomas Stansfield was one of Wild Bill Donovan’s greatest recruits. The thin farm boy from the western steppes of South Dakota was fluent in German, Nor wegian and spoke decent French. During the war Stansfield was parachuted into both Norway and later, France. Still in his early twenties, he was the leader of what was to become one of the OSS’s most effective Jedburgh Teams. After the war General Eisenhower would say that the invasion of France would not have been possible if it were not for the efforts of the courageous Jedburgh Teams to organize French resistance, provide detailed intelligence reports and ultimately disrupt and confuse German troop movement during the first days of the invasion. Thomas Stansfield had been one of those brave men who had operated behind enemy lines for months preparing the way for the invasion force. In the predawn hours of D-Day Stansfield and his Jedburgh Team demolished a major rail line and a phone junction box.

After the war Stansfield continued to serve his country. When the CIA was formed in 1947 he became one of its first employees. He stayed in Europe for much of the next four decades, almost all of it behind the Iron Curtain. He was one of the Agency’s most effective recruiters of foreign agents. In the eighties President Reagan was so impressed with the man’s steely demeanor he made him the Moscow Station Chief because he knew Stansfield would drive the Russians nuts. After Moscow he was brought home to become the deputy director of operations and then finally director of Central Intelligence. He had served his country well and had sought no recognition. On his deathbed President Hayes had come to visit him. The president told Stansfield that preparations were under way for a full military burial at Arlington National Cemetery. The president also expressed his interest in eulogizing Stansfield himself. It was the least the country could do for a man who had given so much. Stansfield in his typical humble way declined, and told the president that he wanted to be buried where he’d been born. No pomp and circumstance, just a simple private ceremony for a very private man.

Kennedy brushed a moist strand of brown hair from her face. She missed him. Standing in the cold wind, the gray bleak sky overhead, she felt alone and isolated, more so than at any other time in her life. When she lost her father to a car bombing in Beirut it had been extremely painful, but there was one major difference. Back then nothing was expected of her. It was all right to check out for six months and travel the world in search of answers. This time she had no such luxury. First there was Tommy, her extremely inquisitive six-year-old son. There was no running from that responsibility. Tommy’s father had already done that and Kennedy wasn’t about to disappoint the most important person in her life for a second time. If it were only Tommy, she could handle it. But it wasn’t. There was Washington.

Kennedy looked to the west, at the rise of the Black Hills and their strange ominous beauty. For a moment the thought of running flashed across her mind. Take Tommy, quit the CIA and run. Never look back, and avoid the whole mess. Let the self-serving vultures go after someone else. She lowered her eyes to the grave of Thomas Stansfield and knew she could never do it. She owed him too much. She knew he had counted on her to keep the CIA politically neutral. Kennedy could think of no one she admired more than Thomas Stansfield. The man had given close to sixty years of his life to his agency, his belief in democracy and his country. And she had given him her word. She would return to Washington.

Kennedy sighed heavily and took one last look at the grave. She let the rose in her hand fall to the mound of black dirt, and she wiped the last of her tears from her face. A final silent good-bye was uttered and a simple request; that he would guide her through the difficult months to come. Kennedy turned and started for the car.


1

BAHAMAS, FRIDAY EVENING

Williams Island was one of hundreds of tiny land masses that made up the Bahamas. But unlike other similar islands in the Bahamas, it had a new landing strip capable of handling executive jets. This was due to a prominent inhabitant who owned a private compound on the island’s western end. With the sun less than an hour away from setting, the distinctive whine of turbine engines could be heard in the distance. A gleaming Gulfstream personal jet suddenly appeared with the bright orange orb of the Caribbean sun as its backdrop. The plane steadily descended, its approach looking like a mirage as the heat shimmered off the runway. With barely a noise, the wheels gently touched down and rolled along the runway. There was no control tower at the small airport, just a hangar and maintenance shed. The plane came to a stop in front of the hangar and the engines were silenced.

A shiny new Range Rover was parked by the hangar, the driver standing next to the vehicle, hands clasped in front of him in kind of a nonmilitary version of parade rest. The native Bahamian had been sent by Senator Hank Clark, the man who owned the compound at the other end of the island. He was also the man who had helped to secure financing and donations for the new runway.

The door of the glistening jet opened and out stepped a man and woman in business attire, both of them in their early thirties, both of them with black leather Tumi laptop bags over their shoulders. The two were barely on the tarmac and out came the phones. They punched the numbers in as fast as they could and waited impatiently for the phones to connect with the nearest satellite. After a moment a third individual appeared in the plane’s doorway. This man was not dressed in standard business attire.

Mark Ellis stood perched in the doorway for a moment and surveyed the scene through a pair of black Revo sunglasses. He had a well-trimmed brown beard that helped hide the acne scars of his youth. Ellis was dressed from head to toe in expensive Tommy Bahama casual wear. Silk tan pants, a short-sleeved silk shirt with a tropical design and a blue blazer. With the shoes the outfit cost close to a thousand dollars. His personal shopper from Semi Valley purchased the entire ensemble. The woman brought Ellis racks of clothes to look at each month. He never perused the bill and never asked if the items were on sale. Ellis usually listened to the woman’s suggestions and the entire affair was almost always over in fifteen minutes or less. The woman would clip the tags and hang the clothes in his 1,200 square foot master bedroom closet. On the surface the closet might seem a little large, but in relation to the rest of the 36,000 square foot home, it was fitting.

Mark Ellis was a billionaire. At the height of the dot-com craze Fortune magazine had put Ellis’s net worth at twenty-one billion dollars. With the recent dot-com bust the number was now half that and it was driving him nuts. The recent downturn in his portfolio was why he was visiting the tiny island. Ellis was one of the biggest hitters in Silicon Valley, but unlike many of his neighbors Ellis made nothing. He didn’t develop hardware, software or cutting edge technology; Mark Ellis was a professional gambler. Venture capital was his game. He bet on companies, preferably startups that no one else knew anything about. Fast approaching the age of fifty, Ellis had been in the VC game since the age of twenty-eight. Supremely confident, and sometimes competitive to a fault, he worked long hours and expected those around him to work even longer ones. Mark Ellis had a temper, and nothing could bring it out quicker than failure. Failure meant losing, and he hated to lose with a passion that surpassed even his zest for wealth.

There had been a lot of failures of late and Ellis was literally losing his mind, allowing it to be taken over by anger instead of rational calculation, which was what he needed. The only good news for him was that he recognized the problem. The bigger issue, however, was the solution, and there was only one, to reverse the trend of losses.

Ellis stroked the edges of his brown beard as he started for the Range Rover. Despite his reputation as a gambler, he hadn’t been to the track or a casino in well over a decade. As far as legal gambling was concerned, he had two big problems; he didn’t like the odds, and he didn’t like playing by their rules. Mark Ellis didn’t like playing by other people’s rules—period. Whether it was the Catholic Church, the Securities and Exchange Commission, the Internal Revenue Service, or the government in general. Mark Ellis, born in Buffalo, New York, to the son of a steel worker, believed that rules were designed to keep you down. They were designed to keep the masses in check. From an early age he had understood this, and he had made it his personal goal in life to never live by their rules.

SENATOR HANK CLARK was a large man who inside the Beltway was affectionately referred to by some as John Wayne. Clark had the size, the swagger, and most notable, the gift of making people feel important when they were around him. Not to say that Hank Clark was altruistic. He wasn’t. Clark had no aversion to making enemies in life; he just found it suited his needs much better when the other person thought he was a friend. He was, after all, a politician. Like a well-schooled assassin, he knew that it was much easier to slit someone’s throat when they allowed you to get close. That was why, in an increasingly divided Washington, the Republican senator from Arizona was one of the few politicians left who could truly reach across the aisle. Clark made no public enemies, and he made very few in private. He was a likable man, and he used his amiable style to find people’s weaknesses. Senator Henry Thomas Clark was a truly dangerous man.

Clark looked out over the beautiful blue water of the Caribbean and smiled. He had done very well for himself. His private compound on the tip of the island had its own lagoon and over fifty acres of lush privacy. Inside the compound were a gatekeeper’s house, a guesthouse that overlooked the quaint lagoon and the grand main house with commanding views of the ocean. All three were done in a tasteful Mediterranean style. Clark was standing on the terrace of the main house. Thirty feet below the surf pounded into the sheer rock cliff. Standing as he was, leaning out over the water, was like being on the bow of ship. The bright orange sun was slipping over the horizon. It was another day in paradise.

He’d gone from trailer trash to the U.S. Senate. Clark smiled, took a drink and thought, Only in America could a kid grow up in poverty with a father and mother who were drunks and go on to become a multimillionaire and a U.S. senator. Clark knew there were those who would find the line pat, but he doubted they had started out so low in life and risen so high. Not Clark though. Not a day passed when he didn’t think of how far he had come, and how far he still intended to go.

His father was an abject failure in every sense of the word. So much so that he blew his head off when Hank Clark was a boy. The memories of his youth were a constant reminder of how bad things could be. No father, a mother who was drunk every day of the week and the stigma of living in a trailer park. Fortunately for Hank Clark his parents had unwittingly given him one true gift: a 90-mph fastball and a wicked curve. That was his ticket out: a full ride to Arizona State University. After school Clark had gone into commercial real estate and development in a fledgling suburb of Phoenix called Scottsdale. Clark’s life from that point forward had been one success after another. By thirty he had made his first million. By thirty-five he was set for life and decided to go into politics. He served one term in the U.S. House of Representatives and then it was on to the Senate, where he was now in the middle of his fourth term. One would think that this would be enough for most people, but not Hank Clark. He wasn’t done achieving yet. There was one more job he wanted.

Unfortunately, several people in Washington weren’t cooperating at the moment. That, Clark knew, was why Mark Ellis had decided to make his unscheduled trip to the tiny island. Clark was a wealthy man, but he had no intention of throwing away all of that hard-won money. That was why he needed Ellis and his friends. They had serious money, they weren’t simple millionaires, they were billionaires, and they weren’t shy about doling some of their billions out for access and information.

Clark sighed and shook his head at the tedious road ahead. Information, that’s what this whole mess was about. Knowledge truly was power, and men like Ellis understood that Clark could help give them the knowledge they needed to grow their billions and protect their kingdoms. Even over the roar of the surf Clark heard Ellis enter the house. Clark and Ellis shared a thirst for power and that was about it. Where Clark was calm and discerning, Ellis was volatile and brash. The man had a way of wearing people out through frontal assault after frontal assault. Nothing tricky, no feints, he just hammered you into submission. Clark found it all very interesting. He was a true tactician, and often relished outmaneuvering people like Ellis, but tonight, in the warm Caribbean air he would prefer drinks, some light fare and the smooth skin of a young woman flown in from Miami.

Ellis strode out onto the terrace at full speed like an impetuous prince delivering bad news from some far-off front. His demeanor was very out of place in the laid back atmosphere of Clark’s private retreat, and the senator made an effort not to let his irritation show.

There was no hello, no comment on the weather or the beauty of the setting sun. Ellis forcefully slapped down a copy of the San Francisco Chronicle on the small wrought iron table near Clark and kept his eyes focused on the man. “What in the hell is this all about?”

“Good evening, Mark. How was your flight?”

“Never mind my flight,” barked Ellis as he looked up at the much taller and more substantial Clark. “Explain this to me.” Ellis pointed at the paper, but kept his eyes on the senator.

Clark glanced down at the paper and said, “Mark, you’ll have to read it to me. I don’t have my glasses with me.” Clark smiled as Ellis snatched the paper off the table. This might be enjoyable after all: the bull and the matador.

“The headline reads, New CIA Director. Sources close to the president say that next week he will nominate Dr. Irene Kennedy to become the next director of the CIA. If Kennedy is confirmed she will become the first woman to head the spy agency.” Ellis threw the paper back down on the table in disgust. “You told me you would take care of this mess.”

“Yes, I did tell you that, and, yes, I am taking care of it.”

“How, just how in God’s name are you taking care of this, Hank? You are not my only source in Washington,” spat Ellis. “I’m hearing things.”

Clark took a drink and gauged the sincerity of the thinly veiled threat. “What are you hearing?”

“I’m hearing Kennedy won’t play ball. I’m hearing if she finds out about our little arrangement she will blow us out of the water.”

Shaking his head, Clark replied, “As for your first point, I’m not entirely convinced she won’t play ball, and as for your second point, she would never go public with our business dealings.”

“How can you be so sure?”

With absolute sincerity, Clark replied, “She’d probably have you killed instead.”

Taking half a step back Ellis gave the senator a questioning look. “You can’t be serious?”

“Oh, I’m very serious. I don’t know who your other sources are, but I will guarantee you they don’t know Dr. Kennedy as well as I do. She was taught by the best. That agency has never seen anyone as competent, efficient and lethal as Thomas Stansfield, and I doubt they ever will . . . but Kennedy will be the next best thing. I have no doubt that Stansfield has left her with his files.” Clark turned and looked out over the water. “All the secrets he compiled during his fifty-plus years of service in the intelligence business. I know some very powerful men in Washington who are very nervous about her nomination.”

Ellis clenched his fists in a show of frustration. “Then why in the hell don’t you guys tell the president to withdraw his nomination and get someone in there who we can manage?”

“It’s not that easy, Mark. These men are afraid of her. They are afraid of what she knows, and they would prefer not to draw any attention to themselves.”

“Bullshit! I don’t care how many of them are afraid of her. I don’t care how many of them lose their jobs or their wives or whatever it is they are afraid of losing—”

“How about their freedom?” Clark asked with an arched brow.

“What do you mean, freedom?”

“Some of them would like to stay out of jail.”

“Oh, come on.”

“You’d better get some new sources in Washington, Mark.” Clark started back toward the house. “I’m going to get another drink. Would you like one?”

Ellis hesitated for a moment and then followed. “My sources are fine.” He stared skeptically at Clark’s broad back and concluded, “I see what you’re trying to do. You’re trying to scare me into backing down. And I’m telling you right now I’m not going to.”

Clark stepped behind the simple granite bar with two large bay windows behind it. The bottles were kept on a speed rail beneath the bar. Reaching for the Scotch, he said, “Your little investigative firm that you use in Washington”—Clark allowed himself a slight chuckle—“I suppose they’re fine if you’re looking for a little dirty laundry on one of my colleagues or a reporter you don’t like . . . or if you want to look through the garbage of one of your competitors.” Clark stopped. “Oh, I’m sorry, I forgot, they got caught doing that.” Grabbing a glass for Ellis, he poured him some tequila. “That was rather embarrassing for you, wasn’t it?” Clark flashed his guest a smile, and then raised his glass in a salute before touching it to his lips.

Ellis muttered several swear words under his breath and took a drink. The situation the senator was referring to was a disaster for the billionaire. He had hired a private investigative firm in Washington to spy on the lobbying office of one of his chief competitors. The sleuths attempted to bribe the night cleaning crew by giving them cash for garbage. The cleaning crew reported this to their employer and the cops stepped in and busted the employees of Leiser Security. It was later learned that Ellis had hired the firm. Ellis hid behind a shield of lawyers and no charges were ever filed, but on a personal level the incident was the talk of Silicon Valley. Ellis avoided the social scene for months and was on the wrong end of some very scathing jokes.

Knowing no other style, Ellis refused to be deterred by the senator’s embarrassing reference. “That has nothing to do with what we’re talking about. I don’t buy this crap that a bunch of senators are scared of Kennedy, and if they are, that’s all the more reason to block her. You’re not making any sense.” Ellis shook his head and frowned.

“Mark, it’s basic risk reward,” intoned Clark as if he were speaking to a teenager. “Not everyone in Washing ton wants to raid the CIA like you do. Most of them think that Kennedy will do just fine, in fact probably better than anyone else we could find. To them there is no reward in blocking her nomination.” He took a drink of Scotch and added, “Only risk.”

“I’ll offer them some reward. I’ll fill their reelection coffers with cash.”

The senator thought about this for a second. “That might work on a few of them, but not enough to make it happen. The only way to stop her nomination at this point is to find something damaging in her past. The senators on my committee will not vote against her over differences of opinion. She has too good of a reputation for the work she’s done as the head of Counterterrorism.”

“Then we’d better find something in her past and end this thing before it gets started.”

“I’ve looked, and there isn’t anything.”

“Bullshit. You don’t get to where she is without breaking some of your stupid oversight rules.”

Clark knew in fact that Kennedy had trampled all over those rules, but she had done so because Clark and several other very important senators had asked Thomas Stansfield to do something about the increase in terrorist attacks against the U.S. The result was the formation of the Orion Team. An organization supported by the Agency but outside the Agency. Their job in a nutshell was to take the war to the terrorists. The hunters became the hunted. To use the Orion Team against Kennedy would be a very risky proposition. If she decided to take others down with her, it could get very ugly indeed. That particular information was far too valuable to trust Ellis with, though, so Clark just shook his head and said, “There is nothing. Believe me, I’ve looked.”

“Maybe your sources aren’t as good as you thought,” replied Ellis, who was very proud of himself for using Clark’s own retort against him.

Unflappable as ever, Clark flashed a big grin and said, “I am my own source.”

“Well, I’m going to have some people check her out.”

“Be my guest, but be very careful.”

“Why? What in the hell do I have to fear from her?”

“Oh, Mark, you don’t know where you tread. Do you know anything about this woman’s mentor?”

“Stansfield?”

“Yes.” Clark grinned in admiration for the old spymaster. “Thomas Stansfield was not afraid to have people eliminated.”

“You mean killed.”

“Of course, but only those who were stupid enough to plot against him and let their identities be known.”

“So you think Kennedy has the same ruthless side that her boss did.”

“Oh, I never said it was ruthless. Thomas Stansfield was not a ruthless man. He was very calculating. If you tried to do this country harm, or his agency, or him personally,” Clark shook his head, “you were apt to end up dead.”

“You didn’t answer my question,” Ellis stated with irritation in his voice. “Is Kennedy capable of having someone killed?”

“I’m not sure, but I sure as hell don’t want to find out.”

The billionaire stomped his foot on the ground like a petulant child. “Dammit, I am getting killed! My portfolio is down forty percent! My investors are down over fifty percent! It’s bad enough that the market is in the tank, but it’s unacceptable that I’m flying blind! I spent way too much fucking money on Echelon!” Ellis pointed to himself and shouted, “I want a return on my fucking investment!”

Clark was about to tell Ellis to calm down, but thought better of it. The man was beyond recovery at the moment. His thoughts turned to Echelon, the supersecret program started by the National Security Agency back in the seventies. Through a series of ground stations located around the globe and satellites in space the agency began intercepting telexes, faxes and phone calls. Using supercomputers and highly advanced voice recognition software the NSA was able to sift through millions of calls daily, and sort out the ones that were interesting. Somewhere along the way some people got the bright idea of targeting certain foreign companies that were direct competitors of U.S. firms. The information was then passed along to, for example, a certain U.S. telecommunications company that was up against a French company for a lucrative bid. Echelon continued to morph into the nineties. Worried about the spread of U.S. technology, the supersnoops at the NSA began to monitor communications in and out of Silicon Valley. Senator Clark, as Chairman of the Senate Select Committee on Intelligence, got to see what was being discovered firsthand. The information he got was valuable to men like Mark Ellis. Who was working on what? How close were they to bringing their product to market? Who wanted to buy whom? Ellis had made a killing on the information. Clark had helped to create a monster, and now he was forced to deal with it.

After the long moment of thought Clark said, “It is not my fault that Echelon was shut down.”

“Well, you guys should have killed that bitch when she went to the press and blew the whistle.”

The “bitch” Ellis was referring to was an employee of the NSA who had heard one too many intercepted phone calls and decided it was a bad thing for the U.S. government to be spying on its own people. “Mark, we like to avoid killing people after they’ve gone to the press. It looks rather bad.”

“Don’t patronize me. There are ways.”

“And we tried all of them.” Ellis was actually getting under Clark’s skin. “We made her look like an absolute nut and scared everybody with the exception of 60 Minutes away. You aren’t in jail; I’m not in jail . . . no one is in jail. No one has even been brought up on charges, Mark. I’d say we did a pretty good job of handling what was very close to being a disaster.”

“This is a disaster!” snapped Ellis. “Didn’t you hear me? My portfolio is down forty percent. My clients are getting killed and some of them are threatening to walk.”

Clark breathed a heavy sigh and placed a hand on Ellis’s shoulder. Leading him back toward the terrace he said, “Two years from now, your portfolio will be back up. Ten years from now it will be double what it was before this whole mess started. Everybody is getting killed right now.”

“I’m not everybody,” moaned a frustrated but slightly calmer Ellis. “I want Echelon back. I want a CIA director who will play ball. I need that information.”

Clark kept his hand on the billionaire’s shoulder as they stopped near the edge of the terrace. “Mark, I will get you the information you need. I promise.”

“What about Kennedy? You’ve told me before we have no chance of controlling her.”

“I said it would be difficult, not impossible.” While squeezing Ellis’s shoulder Clark looked out across the water and thought of a possible solution. The trick was to get someone else to do his dirty work. He had to stay above it all. He had to stay close to the president and maintain his confidence. Then when everything was right he would strike.


2

MARYLAND, MONDAY MORNING

Mitch Rapp woke up on his stomach. He reached over to find Anna but she wasn’t there. He had no desire to move so he simply lay there, thinking about how tired he was. His left shoulder was painfully stiff. He would have liked to think it was from the time he dislocated it playing lacrosse for his alma mater Syracuse University, but he knew it was something a little more serious. The real damage had been done by a bullet. At thirty-two Rapp was a beat-up old man. He had barely taken a break since graduating from college. For years he had been obsessed with the fight against Islamic terrorists, obsessed with killing as many of them as he could before they had the chance to do the same to innocent people whose only crime was that they disagreed with the zealots’ bastardization of Islam.

There were days when Rapp wondered if he had really made a difference. After all, the crazies were still out there threatening to bring Armageddon to America. In his rare moments of self-pity, he thought it was all for naught. He knew deep down inside, though, that he’d made a huge difference. He had never bothered to count each and every person he’d killed. The obvious reason was that he preferred not to know, and the more practical one was that there was no way he could ascertain the actual number. Machine guns and explosives, the indiscriminate weapons of war, made the tally impossible, but the number was large. Rapp knew it was well over fifty and possibly one hundred, and those were only by his hand alone. If he counted the times he’d helped lead Special Forces units on takedowns, or the times he painted a target so U.S. jets could drop laser-guided bombs, the number was easily double if not triple.

Those days were behind him, or at least he hoped they were. It was not going to be easy to walk away from the action after all these years. He was extremely good at what he did. And what he did when you stripped everything away was kill. Yes, he had great intelligence. He spoke Arabic, French and Italian fluently. He had keen analytical abilities and organizational skills, but when you stripped it all away he was an assassin. He was America’s assassin, though. He was the very tip of the U.S. spear, the man on the ground getting things done, taking the battle to the very enemy who had sworn to bring a reign of terror and death to the people of the United States. Mitch Rapp was the front line soldier in the most singular sense of the word. In this era of laser-guided bombs, cruise missiles and surgical strikes, he was a neurosurgeon, operating in countries like Iran and Iraq for months at a time with virtually no aid from his handlers in Washington. He stalked his prey carefully, got in close and then when the time was right, he eliminated them. Despite all of his success, only a handful of people knew of his existence. The Orion Team and its members were one of the closest held secrets in Washington, and fewer than ten people even knew the name of the organization.

Rapp knew there were those in Washington who would absolutely lose their minds if they found out what he had been up to for the last decade. Part of him was sensitive to the problem. God knows he had seen some abuses of power during his tenure, but not by himself or Kennedy. There was a definite need for congressional oversight, but there was also a need for black operations. Politicians were politicians after all, and throughout the history of governments they had proven themselves incapable of keeping secrets. By virtue of their need to talk, raise money and peddle influence, all but a few were simply unable to keep their mouths shut. This was the standard feeling among the intelligence and military types in Washington, while on the other side of the issue the politicians looked at the people at the CIA and the Pentagon as a bunch of crazy cowboys who needed to be kept on a short leash lest they shoot themselves in the foot.

In a way Rapp agreed with both of them. There was enough blame to go around on both sides. The Agency had certainly launched some harebrained schemes with almost no chance of success, schemes that flew in the face of congressional oversight and more importantly to Rapp, common sense. There were also those on the Hill who had intentionally leaked classified information to the media to embarrass political enemies. This was how Washington worked, and had worked for years.

Americans had grown soft with all of their rights and personal freedom. They had no idea how harsh the rest of the world was. On the surface most Americans would be shocked by the things he had done. But they would be shocked from the comfort of their homes, having no idea what things were like in the Middle East. Women would judge him the harshest, and they would do so without thinking how they would be treated by the men he killed. Women in these fundamentalist Islamic communities weren’t even treated as second-class citizens. They were property owned by their fathers, and then by their husbands once a marriage was arranged. No, America didn’t have the stomach to be confronted with what he had done. That was why secrecy was essential.

Rapp stood and looked out the window of his small Cape Cod-style home. Down below, the water of the Chesapeake Bay looked cold. All of the leaves were off the trees and the cold gray skies of November had settled in. Standing in only his boxers, Rapp shivered briefly and then headed downstairs. There wasn’t much enthusiasm in his step as he descended. He had a ten o’clock meeting at Langley that he had some serious reservations about. When he reached the first floor his new best friend Shirley the mutt was waiting for him. The dog was incredibly smart and obedient. Rapp patted her on the head and said hello. He had picked her up at the Humane Society one night several weeks earlier. Rapp had needed the canine to give him a little cover for some lurking that he had to do. Due to his normal unreliable schedule owning a pet was out of the question, but things were about to change. His days of globe- trotting were over. Or at least he hoped.

Rapp entered the kitchen to find the love of his life sitting at the table eating a bowl of cereal and reading the Post. He walked over and kissed Anna on the forehead. Without saying anything he went straight for the coffeepot and poured himself a cup. No sugar, no cream, just straight black coffee.

Anna Rielly swallowed a mouthful of cereal and looked up at Rapp with sparkling green eyes. “How are you feeling this morning?”

“Like shit.” He moved his shoulder around in an effort to loosen it.

“What’s wrong?”

“I’m getting old. That’s what’s wrong.” Rapp took his first sip of the hot black liquid.

Rielly grinned. “What are you talking about? You’re only thirty-two.”

“I might as well be sixty-three with the life I’ve lived.”

Rielly studied her man for a second. They had met under the strangest of circumstances, and at the time she didn’t realize how ruggedly handsome he was. But she’d had ample time to notice since. She looked at Mitch’s olive-skinned body. There wasn’t an inch of fat on the man. He was one lean muscle from his broad shoulders to his sleek calves. There were some flaws, although Rielly never thought of them that way. Mitch liked to refer to these flaws as the chinks in his armor. Rapp had three visible bullet holes: one on his leg and two more on his stomach. There was a fourth, she knew, but that one was covered up by a thick scar on his shoulder where the doctors had torn him open to get at the bullet, pull out the bone fragments and reconstruct his shoulder socket. Besides that there was a scar left by a knife that had skewered his right side. And there was one more scar that he was particularly proud of. It was a constant reminder of the man he had sworn he would kill when he started on his crazy journey ten years ago. It ran along the left side of his face, from his ear down to his jawline. The plastic surgeons had done a great job minimizing the mark to a thin line, but more important to Rapp, the man who had given him the scar was now dead.

Rielly smiled at Rapp and stuck out her arms. “I think you look great.”

“I still feel like shit.” Rapp stayed where he was, leaning against the kitchen counter.

“My, you’re in a sour mood this morning.” Rielly let her arms drop. She studied Mitch briefly and then it dawned on her what was bothering him. “You don’t want to go see Irene today, do you?” Rapp mumbled into his coffee cup and Rielly said, “I knew it.”

“It’s not Irene. I don’t mind Irene . . . I look forward to seeing Irene.”

“Then it’s going to Langley?”

“Yeah . . . I don’t know . . . I suppose.”

Rielly had worried about this, but had kept it to herself. Rielly was a reporter and her job was to observe things . . . people, really. From what she observed as NBC’s White House correspondent, she had serious doubts as to whether Mitch could make the transition from undercover operative to bureaucratic employee. He was too used to calling the shots and working on his own. At Langley he would have to be part of a team, and he would have to take orders. But worst of all, Rielly knew, was that he would have to watch what he said. Washington was a town where people often wanted to hear anything but the truth.

Rielly stood and went over to him, kissing him on the cheek. “Whatever you decide to do, honey, I will support you. If you want to stay at home and raise the kids I would think that’s just great.”

Rapp set his mug down and held up his hands, forming a “T” like a basketball referee. “Technical foul. No overt discussion of marriage, weddings or children until you have a ring on your finger.”

Rielly scoffed at him. “That’s your stupid rule, not mine. You know we’re going to get married, and I know we’re going to get married.” She pinched his waist and with a playful smile said, “So let’s get the show on the road.”

Rapp grabbed her by the shoulders. “I’ve been just a little busy lately.” He glanced over at a spot on the other side of the kitchen where just two weeks earlier he’d shot and killed a man. “I’d like to get some things straightened out before we take the big step.”

Rielly waved off his caution saying, “Yeah . . . yeah, there’s always something.” She turned to leave. “I have to get to the White House. I’ll call you later.”

Rapp followed her to the front door. “You’re not mad, are you?”

“No,” Rielly said in a light voice. “I really do have to get to work, and you,” she grabbed him by the chin, “have to get ready for your meeting.” He rolled his eyes, and she kissed him on the lips. “It won’t be that bad. Try to go into it with an open mind. Now I really have to get going. Call me and let me know how it goes.”

“Unless you have access to the president’s secure phone I think we’ll have to wait until tonight to discuss my job offer.”

“Oh, that’s right. I always forget how paranoid you people are.” Rielly opened the door.

“Hey, what do I always tell you? Just because you’re paranoid—”

Rielly was halfway across the porch. Without turning around she yelled, “I know . . . I know . . . just because you’re paranoid doesn’t mean someone isn’t following you.”

Rapp smiled as he watched Anna open her car door. Shirley followed her and did a quick lap around the car. “I love you,” he yelled.

Rielly stopped, and with a genuine smile, she looked at Mitch in his white boxer briefs and said, “I love you, too. Now get back in the house and put some clothes on before the neighbors see you.”
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