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Saturday, September 10, 11:35 a.m. EDT

Washington, DC

The September sun soaked into Scott Ross’s face so deeply that he could almost feel his skin browning. Yeah, baby, brush a little butter on me, and you’ll cook up a nice golden, flaky crust. The leaves around him hadn’t started to drop yet, and the breeze that rustled them smelled fresh and clean—not always a given in the nation’s capital.

The moment of peace contrasted sharply with the insanity taking place around him. For Scott, as director of the counterterrorism division’s Special Operations Group Bravo, life was always a little crazy. But whenever a credible tip came in on an impending attack, it was Katy bar the door.

Scott and his team had gotten the call less than twenty minutes after Malik Abdul-Tawwab walked into the Washington, DC, Metropolitan Police Fourth District station. Less than half an hour after that, Scott was in an interrogation room getting the scoop.

Malik Abdul-Tawwab was a young, second-generation American Muslim who had been frustrated with his life. With no work and no prospect of that situation meaningfully changing, he had become bitter toward the land of his birth. It wasn’t long before he found himself drawn to a radical group that had formed within his mosque. The talk of jihad, threats of revenge, and promises of a better life for all Muslims struck a chord with him. Gradually what he once had considered his homeland transformed into their homeland.

Then, three weeks ago, this ten-person cell received a call informing them that it was time to put their talk into action. That night, the imam asked for a volunteer who was willing to become shahid, a martyr for the sake of Allah. All ten members of the group raised their hands, including Abdul-Tawwab. All were ready to kill; all were ready to die. However, only one was needed, and the one chosen was a seventeen-year-old named Taqi Abdur-Razzaq.

Although disappointed for himself, Abdul-Tawwab was happy for his friend and proud to be part of an operation that would strike terror into the corrupt hearts of the American public.

At least, he had been proud. Then the other attacks had started happening.

The first took place eight days ago. An American-born Muslim walked into the Alamo in San Antonio, Texas, and opened fire with an assault weapon, killing eight and wounding twelve before an off-duty police officer managed to put him down with a .45 cal to the chest.

Four days after that, a young Islamic man on a helicopter tour over Gettysburg, Pennsylvania, pulled the pins on a couple of M67 grenades. According to witnesses on the ground, it looked like the pilot had yanked the chopper to the left just before the explosions. As a result, the wreckage crashed into a field rather than the intended crowd that had gathered to watch a Civil War reenactment. Even so, four were killed, and seventeen were wounded by the flying debris, including a five-year-old who was blinded by a severe head wound and a three-year-old who would never walk again.

That’s when the reality of what Abdur-Razzaq was about to do set in. And the following day Malik Abdul-Tawwab walked into the police station. That was three days ago.

“Foxtrot One, this is Foxtrot Three. You still awake?” Gilly Posada asked through Scott’s earpiece.

“Yeah, Foxtrot Three. Ready and raring to go.”

“You sure? ’Cause I’ve got you in my scope, and you look like you’re in happy, happy dreamland.” Posada was one of two snipers Scott had positioned in the vicinity of this bench.

“I told you I’m awake. Now point that thing somewhere else before you put someone’s eye out.”

Gilly Posada was one of seven “Foxtrots” Scott had scattered near the reflecting pool that stretched between the Washington Monument and the Lincoln Memorial. The Foxtrot moniker itself was Scott’s idea and had much less to do with the NATO phonetic alphabet than it did his favorite album by the band Genesis, whose 1981 Abacab Tour T-shirt he was currently sporting under a heavy, green army trench coat.

Alongside Posada was his spotter, Ted Hummel. Matt Logan was manning a second sniper rifle, with Carlos Guitiérrez spotting for him. And Kim Li and Steve Kasay were on a bench across the pool from Scott, battling away on a plastic chess set.

According to Abdul-Tawwab’s story, he had seen a map of the planned attack that showed Abdur-Razzaq coming along the reflecting pool toward the steps of the Lincoln Memorial. Once there, he would seek out a tour group, then detonate an explosive vest. That was plan A.

Abdul-Tawwab also claimed that they were having trouble putting the vest together, since none of them had done it before and they were mostly working off Internet sites. So if the vest turned out to be a no-go, plan B was to open up with an automatic weapon and take down as many people as possible—not quite as effective as the vest, but effective enough.

Back at SOG Bravo headquarters, Scott’s team of analysts had been monitoring cameras at the four key entry points of the reflecting pool plaza. Each possible suspect was quickly scanned through facial recognition software. So far, though, no hits.

Patience was not a virtue that came naturally to Scott, and his antsiness was starting to burn off the groove he was getting from the sun. Come on, hajji wannabe, show yourself. I want to get home in time to put James to bed.

It was nearly two years since Scott had sustained multiple fractures of his leg during an operation to stop an electromagnetic pulse bomb. While in the hospital, the infatuation he had for his lead analyst, Tara Walsh, soon turned into mutual admiration and, finally, love. These two examples of opposites attracting were married eight months later.

Soon after, Tara discovered she was pregnant—a fact that inspired Scott to insist for the next six weeks that everyone at the office call him Captain Testosterone, much to Tara’s chagrin. Then, six months ago today, little James Gerald Ross was born—James for Scott’s former boss, killed in the line of duty, and Gerald for the late father of Scott’s best friend, Riley Covington.

Seriously, if this waste of oxygen makes me miss my boy’s—

“Foxtrot One, this is Base. I think we’ve got him,” came the voice of analyst Evie Cline.

Scott fought hard not to react. “How sure are you?”

“I’d say 85 percent. This facial recognition software is crap.”

“I need better than that. Where is he?”

“We just got the hit, and he’s already about to pass you. Sorry, Foxy, but as I said, this facial recognition software is slower than—”

“Don’t need a metaphor, just a description,” Scott said, as, with a groan, he slowly spun his feet to the ground. As he did, a young African American man in a black jacket and a black cap turned quickly toward him. Scott stared at the ground and scratched his marriage-expanded belly.

“He’s an African American male, black jacket, tan pants, black baseball cap.”

Swell, he thought as he peripherally watched the suspect slide past. The young man was still watching him, so Scott loudly hawked up a large wad of phlegm and watched it slowly drop to the ground.

“Ewww,” Evie said, along with at least three of the Foxtrots.

Scott got up and stretched, then casually started following Abdur-Razzaq. The easiest thing would have been to let Posada or Logan send a 7.62 full metal jacket into this fellow’s cranium. However, he needed better than 85 percent to give that order.

Besides, I want to talk with this idiot.

“Foxtrot Six and Seven,” Scott said softly to Li and Kasay, “start arguing over the chess game. I want him looking somewhere other than back at me.”

Suddenly, a string of profanities echoed across the reflecting pool. Li was standing over Kasay and pointing at the board.

When the would-be terrorist’s head was turned toward the ruckus, Scott quickened his pace, making up quite a bit of ground.

Now, Kasay flipped the board off the bench and stood up chest-to-chest with Li.

“Careful, boys, we don’t want DC’s finest stumbling in on us.” Scott had purposely chosen not to inform the MPDC of the details of this operation as a protection against heroes and leaks—both of which could get a lot of people killed.

As they neared the end of the pool, the number of tourists began to grow. Scott quickened his pace. Abdur-Razzaq had just moved into a crowd at the base of the steps leading up to the memorial, when he turned around. His eyes locked onto Scott’s, and Scott knew he was burned.

“Put your hands up,” Scott commanded, quickly drawing his harnessed Bushmaster assault rifle from under his jacket. “Put up your hands! Now!”

But rather than surrendering, Abdur-Razzaq clenched his arm around the neck of one of the now-screaming onlookers and placed a pistol to her temple. “Drop your weapon, or I swear I’ll blow her head off,” Abdur-Razzaq yelled.

Part of Scott was relieved that this homegrown terrorist cell’s apparent incompetence in all things explosive had kept him from being diced into small morsels. The other part was ready to kill this weasel.

“You drop your weapon,” Scott yelled back for lack of a more creative option.

“You drop yours!”

“You drop yours!”

The voices of Li and Kasay joined in as they finally pushed their way through the fleeing mass of bodies. “Drop your weapon now!”

Instead, Abdur-Razzaq pushed the barrel of his pistol harder against his hostage’s head. “I’m going to put a bullet in her, man! I swear I will! On three she’s going to die! One! Two!”

“Whoa, whoa, whoa,” Scott called out, moving his weapon out perpendicular to himself. This situation was way out of hand. “No one needs to die today.”

Slowly, he lifted his rifle’s harness over his head and laid the weapon on the ground. “See, weapon’s down.”

“Now those two,” Abdur-Razzaq said, motioning toward Li and Kasay.

“Wrong-o, wingnut,” Li answered. “How about I give you until three before I put 115 grains of lead into that empty brain cavity of yours?”

Still looking at Scott, Abdur-Razzaq answered, “Tell him to drop it! I’m not messing with you!” Sweat was pouring off the young man’s face, and Scott could see scared determination in his eyes.

“Agent Li, hostile attitudes like yours don’t fully meet with our government’s new kinder, gentler policy toward whacked-out terrorist nut jobs. Put your weapons down,” Scott said, his voice growing firmer with the last sentence. “Now!”

Li and Kasay obeyed.

Turning back toward Abdur-Razzaq, Scott said, “So, the weapons are down. What now?”

“Now? Now I die a shahid, and I take you American pigs with me,” he said, still clutching the woman tightly but pointing the gun at Scott.

“Wait, wait, wait,” Scott said, lifting his hands up. “What do you mean ‘you American pigs’? Dude, you’re as American as baseball, hot dogs, apple pie, and government-owned motors! Don’t be giving me ‘you Americans.’”

“Shut your mouth! You don’t know what you’re talking about! I don’t belong to this nation of infidels! I belong to the nation of Allah’s warriors!”

“And I belong to the nation of tall, goateed fat guys,” Scott said, trying to buy time, praying for Abdur-Razzaq to make a mistake and give him an opening. “Allah’s warriors? Give me a break! I’ve seen your file, man. Your real name’s Byron, for the love of—”

Scott felt the bullet strike his chest even before he realized Abdur-Razzaq had fired. As he fell backward, two sounds echoed in his ears—the report of Abdur-Razzaq’s gun, and the thwip-pop of the head shot coming from one or both of his team’s snipers.

Scott landed with a splash in eighteen inches of water. As he lay there groaning, two thoughts played in his mind—Thank God for the inventor of Kevlar and I’m going to be hurting for a good, long time.
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Saturday, September 10, 3:40 p.m. EDT

Cleveland, Ohio

“FM, no static at all . . .” Donald Fagen sang through the earbuds. Walter Becker picked up the guitar riff, which ultimately led into Riley Covington’s favorite part of the song—Pete Christlieb’s smooth sax solo. It transported him to a warm Southern California night, the lights of the city stretched out below him, the sweet, rich smell of jasmine thick in the air. Yeah, that’s—

The sound of air brakes popped Riley back into reality.

“Cleveland,” he grumbled to himself as the team bus came to a stop in front of the Hyatt Regency, “the ‘Well, she’s got a nice personality’ of American cities.”

“What are you mumbling about over there, Pach?” tight end Don Bernier asked from across the aisle. Pach was Riley’s nickname from his time playing with the Air Force Academy Falcons and came from a comparison to the fast, hard-hitting Apache attack helicopter.

“I was just saying how thrilled I am to be back on the beautiful shores of Lake Erie.”

“Come on, buddy, it’s no different than any other city. It’s got a hotel and a stadium. Beyond that, who cares?”

“True enough,” Riley said, as he dropped his iPod into a small duffel and stood up to go. Another city, another game—maybe we win, maybe we lose—another flight back to a city that’s home but not really home, all to start another week of practice to prepare for another game. It’s all feeling so . . . what’s the word? Not monotonous . . . Meaningless. That’s it; my life is starting to feel meaningless.

Getting back into football had been a difficult decision for Riley. Two years ago, when New York City was rendered uninhabitable by an EMP attack, Riley had abandoned the rest of the football season in order to aid the refugees who were waiting their turn to be transported to safety. It had taken nearly two months to evacuate the last of those who wanted to leave the city. But finally it was time for the replanting of the Big Apple to begin.

Riley, his bodyguard and constant companion Skeeter Dawkins, and his friend and former teammate Keith Simmons were each faced with a decision—should I stay or should I go? There was plenty of work that could be done helping out the thousands of workers that now were descending on the city. But their hearts had really been drawn to the victims of the attack. Becoming part of the rebuilding support staff didn’t have that same sort of emotional pull.

After a few evenings of debate, the friends decided to part ways—Riley and Skeeter to Riley’s home in Kenai, Alaska, and Keith back home to Denver. As the months went on, their paths continued to diverge even further. While Riley and Skeeter took the time to collect moose and bears and very large salmon, Keith took his time to collect kids—NYC refugees, to be precise. By the time he was done, nine of the ten bedrooms in his house had little munchkins sleeping in them; he was sleeping in the tenth.

More than eight thousand children had been left parentless as a result of that terrible day. There were some whose parents had been killed, but there were also some whose parents just hadn’t been able to locate them. Sometimes it was because the kids were too young to be able to communicate who they were; others were just too traumatized. For a time, the reuniting of a parent with his or her child was almost a nightly story on the evening news—two came from Keith Simmons’s own house. But soon, the reunions trickled to weekly, then monthly, and now they had almost stopped.

Riley filed into the hotel lobby, where a team staffer handed him an envelope with his key in it. Seeing he was only on the fourth floor, he opted for the stairs instead of waiting for an elevator.

His feet echoed up the thinly carpeted stairwell as, for what seemed to be the thousandth time, he seriously questioned his decision to return to football.

Admittedly, a large part came from simple boredom. You can only shoot so many elk, and you can only dig so many clams.

The need to be challenged, to constantly be pushing himself beyond what he should be able to do, was a big part of what made Riley who he was. It was this drive that had helped him to excel in everything he had attempted—Air Force Special Ops, football, paramilitary, even bringing comfort to the hurting. “If you’re going to commit to something, give it all you’ve got,” his late father had told him many times.

I’ve got no challenge anymore, he had thought. Nothing to strive for. But if I come back to football after two years off, that would be a huge thing! And on top of that, if I made all-star? I mean, who does that?

Reaching his floor, Riley entered the hallway.

Having made the decision to reenter football, the first challenge he had faced was the Washington Warriors owner, Rick Bellefeuille. Rumor was that the two weeks Bellefeuille had spent trapped in a New York football stadium had mellowed the man. However, if that was true, it certainly wasn’t evident in the conversation Riley had with him.

A very long two hours passed while Riley struggled to keep his pride and anger in check. Finally Bellefeuille had agreed to allow him back on the team on the condition that Riley cut his salary by a third and double his required public relations appearances. So Riley had swallowed his pride and signed—and spent every day thereafter wondering what he had been thinking.

The key card slid in and out, the light turned from red to green, and Riley opened the door to his room. It looked like every other hotel room he’d been in. He dropped his duffel onto the bed—a valet would be up later with his overnight bag—grabbed a bottle of water from the mini-fridge, and fell into a chair by the window. Pulling back a corner of the curtain, he saw that the only thing outside was Cleveland, so he kept the drapes closed.

Turning the TV on to FoxNews, he saw a big ALERT banner. A senator was holding a press conference at the Lincoln Memorial. He mentally tuned it out.

Soon after the incident earlier today, a shaken Tara Ross had called Riley to say that Scott had been shot but was okay. A couple of hours later, Scott himself had called to give him a rundown of the op as only Scott could. When the laughter had finally died down and they said their good-byes, Riley was left with a feeling of relief that Scott was all right but also with a twinge of jealousy.

Hadn’t Riley always been the one who had it all together? Wasn’t he the one with the sense of purpose to his life? Now, here was Scott Ross saving the world one terrorist at a time; here was Keith Simmons saving the world one kid at a time; and here was Riley Covington saving the game one tackle at a time.

Give it this season, just to show you can come back, he thought. After that, you . . . Wait, isn’t that Senator Andrews?

Riley quickly turned the volume up. He still didn’t pay much attention to the words. Based on the story Scott had told him, the senator was probably less than a hundred yards from an active crime scene. Andrews had chosen the timing for his presser just right, so that the lights from the memorial were starting to glow in the growing dusk, while the white lights from cameras revealed him in all his congressional glory.

Media hog, Riley thought.

But the senator wasn’t the reason Riley was watching so intently. It was on the fifth question, when the camera widened to catch a view of Carl Cameron taking his turn from the front row, that he saw her. Off to the senator’s right, staring intently into the crowd, stood Khadi Faroughi. Then just that quickly, the shot tightened again, and Khadi disappeared.

Riley grabbed for the remote to rewind the picture, then realized he wasn’t at home and there was no DVR. He put the control back on the table and continued to watch. But soon the senator finished his moment of exploitative grandeur, and the shot cut back to the Fox studios, where a panel was waiting to analyze the man’s words.

Riley turned off the TV, then stretched out on the bed and stared at the darkening ceiling. Khadi looked as beautiful as ever, with her dark hair, olive skin, and sharp Persian features. And beyond just her physical appearance, there was a self-assuredness—a sense of strength and control—that only heightened her beauty and appeal.

As he lay there, his mind played through scenes of his and Khadi’s time together. There were good memories—hours spent talking through life, laughter over shared cups of coffee, accidental touches, intimate words. There were also not-so-good memories—angry prayers to God for allowing him to fall in love with a woman he couldn’t have, holding her bleeding body after she had been shot, saying good-bye.

According to Scott, Khadi said she had made the decision to leave SOG Bravo because she was tired of being a target for bad guys’ guns. But when he pressed her, she admitted that there were just too many memories of Riley there for her to stick around. She needed a clean break. She had heard of an opportunity in a firm that provided security to senators and congressmen, and she had decided to take it.

Riley had received an e-mail from her soon after she left telling him of her decision—really flowering up why this was such a great career move for her—and wishing him the best. He hadn’t responded. He hadn’t known how.

That had been eighteen months ago. Every now and then Riley found a way to get some information about her from Scott, but when he heard she had started seeing a guy from the FBI, he stopped asking.

“Not that I know of,” had been Scott’s response when asked if Khadi’s new man was a Muslim. And that’s what burns me most of all. The one thing that kept us apart—her Islam and my Christianity—doesn’t even matter to her anymore.

Riley lay there a long time brooding in the slowly deepening darkness until someone pounded on his door and announced, “Team meeting in ten” before continuing down the hall.

“Another night, another meeting,” Riley said to no one as he grabbed his notebook and headed out of his room.
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Saturday, September 10, 4:20 p.m. EDT

Washington, DC

“And I’m calling for a top-down investigation into these events. Everyone needs to be examined. Why should Homeland Security Secretary Stanley Porter feel safe in his position when the American people don’t feel safe in their own homes?”

Khadi Faroughi did her best not to roll her eyes. Mr. Opportunity was the nickname given to Senator Clayson Andrews by all but his most senior staff members, because he never missed a chance to get his face on camera. Now he was calling out Stanley Porter, her old boss at the counterterrorism division—a man who had probably over the years had a hand in saving more lives than the number of votes this blowhard had received in his last election.

“Does this mean you’re calling for Secretary Porter’s resignation?” asked an MSNBC reporter who was known for being especially dim.

“Certainly not . . . yet,” Andrews answered, letting his trademark smile creep onto his face—the smile that had helped him win three terms in the Senate and bed somewhere around half the female lobbyists in town. “Seriously, I’m not calling for anyone’s head. All I’m doing is calling for an investigation. These attacks have to stop. And if this current crew at Homeland Security can’t do it, then we need to get some people in there who can. The lives of the American people are too valuable to worry about tramping on anyone’s feelings or whether or not somebody loses their job.

“Next, let’s go to . . .”

Tyson Bryson, Andrews’s chief of staff and a man whose parents had apparently hated him since birth, leaned forward and whispered something into the senator’s ear. Khadi immediately went on alert.

“Actually, ladies and gentlemen, it looks like my time is up. Thank you for your time, and may God bless America.”

As the senator backed away from the podium, Khadi stepped to his right side, while J.D. Little, the second member of the senator’s two-person security detail, flanked his left. They didn’t expect any trouble, but on a night like tonight, you never knew.

Khadi had argued vehemently against holding the press conference right next to where the thwarted attack had taken place. Not only was there the usual danger of the random wacko, but there was also the very real possibility of a secondary strike—a second gunman or an explosive device set to detonate on the first responders and the crowds that had gathered to watch. But the lure of the photo op was too great for Mr. Opportunity. So he went, putting himself, his staff, and his security detail at risk. All so he could get those pearly whites on the network news.

“Guess you were wrong, Faroughi,” Andrews said as they walked toward the waiting limo.

“We’re not to the car yet, sir,” Khadi replied, using the word sir to replace the one she really had in mind.

“You worry too much,” he said with a wink.

“And you worry too little. Besides, worrying is my job.”

“I’ve told you before, Khadi, if you want a job with a little less worry and a lot more fun, all you’ve got to do is—”

“Please duck your head, sir,” Little said to the senator as he opened the door for him.

“What? Oh, yes. Thanks, Little,” Andrews said as he climbed into the vehicle.

Thank you, Khadi mouthed to Little.

Little shook his head and rolled his eyes in response.

It had taken the senator exactly six hours from the time Khadi first began her position in his security detail to make a pass at her.

She had been sent to his house by Congressional Protection, Inc., a small, very specialized, and very solid security firm. She arrived at 5:00 p.m. for an overnight shift. All was quiet until 11:00 p.m. She was standing in front of a bank of television monitors when she heard someone enter the security office. She watched the senator’s approaching reflection in the glass of the screens. He was wearing magenta silk pajamas and he carried a drink. The smell of the alcohol arrived well before he did.

“Care for a little drinky-winky, my lovely Persian queen?” With one hand he held the glass in front of her, while his free hand slowly slid down her side from rib to thigh.

Never taking her eyes off the monitors, Khadi said, “I’ll give you three seconds to take your hand off me before I shoot you in the kneecap. Then I’ll go upstairs and tell your wife why you’re down here bleeding.”

“Oh, my . . . I guess I should have expected the infamous Khadijah Faroughi to be a fighter,” an undeterred Andrews said with a laugh and a squeeze to Khadi’s backside.

Before the senator had time to react, Khadi whipped her pistol out and pressed it to his forehead. His glass dropped to the ground and the front of his silk pajamas darkened.

Through gritted teeth, Khadi said, “Senator, I will watch over you and protect you. You can call me at all hours of the day or night, and I will come running. I will fight for you and I will die for you, because that is my job. But one thing I will not do is allow you to disrespect me. Do we have an understanding?”

The senator didn’t respond. He just stared with terrified eyes.

Realizing that holding a gun to a US senator’s head probably wasn’t a great career advancement move, she lowered her weapon and turned toward the monitors.

When she heard the door to the office latch closed, she dropped into a chair, put her head in her hands, and cried. What have you done? she thought. You left the one job you’ve ever had that you absolutely loved. You were born for SOG! Why would you do such a stupid thing?

But she knew why she had done it. There was never a real question. The fact was that Riley Covington’s ghost was all over that office. Everywhere she looked, she saw him—laughing with Scott, looking over Evie Cline’s shoulder, sharing a Gatorade with herself out in the courtyard.

She couldn’t do it. She had to move beyond Riley, and the only way to do that was to get away from the Special Operations Group.

Now here she was, crying in an office, the stench of urine and bourbon in the air, having been groped by a senator, and quite possibly facing charges for assault with a deadly weapon.

But surprisingly, the next morning the senator came down like nothing had ever happened. The incident was never mentioned then or since. He still made verbal passes at her almost daily, but he never again touched her.

After that initial horror, Khadi’s life had developed a routine. She found new friendships. She was even spending some time with a real up-and-comer in the FBI. Sweet guy, hardworking, great looking, treated her like a princess; he was everything a girl would want, but . . . but he’s not Riley Covington. There was still just something missing.

As she slid into the limo and sat across from Andrews, who was clearly only half listening to Bryson’s ramblings, she wondered what Riley was doing. She knew he was in Cleveland. But it’s not like I’m following his every move. Everyone knows the Warriors are playing an away game against the Bulldogs this weekend.

Poor guy’s got to be worried sick about Scott. Even with all the junk Scott put him through, Riley was always such a good friend to him. But that’s just the kind of guy Riley is.

“So, Khadi, about this other job,” the senator said with a wink.

Khadi shook her head, stared out the window, and dreamed of what her life could have been.
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Saturday, September 10, 4:35 p.m. EDT

Dearborn, Michigan

The building shook with the sound. Even above the din of the machinery—and the voices struggling to be heard over that machinery—it was clear what was happening outside. Another Michigan thunderstorm.

Majid Alavi shook his head angrily. He knew what this meant. After nine hours of making sure the Visteon’s transmission control modules would actually shift Ford vehicles when Ford vehicles need to be shifted, he would get to go home to his third-floor apartment to clean up the puddle that would inevitably have formed somewhere in his bedroom or hallway.

“Never on the tile,” he grumbled, “always on carpet.” His temporary home was permanently musty and, depending on the level of humidity outside, carried a varying level of odor reminiscent of teenage locker room.

As he was about to curse under his breath, a thought hit him. But wait, tonight is different. What do I care what happens to that dump? Let the roof cave in and the apartment flood. It’s not my problem anymore.

Another blast caused Alavi to look up toward the factory’s high windows. He noticed several others doing the same thing, slipping their earphones back to see if they could catch the next strike. His eye caught that of his cousin, Kaliq, who smiled and used his hands to imitate a missile striking the ground and the subsequent explosion.

Alavi grinned and nodded, then turned back to his work. Kaliq would be one of the few that he would actually miss. His cousin understood the stakes. He hadn’t caved in to the lure of American decadence.

Although born twenty-two years ago in Mishawaka, Indiana, Alavi considered himself no more an American than Osama bin Laden. He was a Muslim first and foremost, and the followers of Allah were not limited by man-made borders. Allah was his president and almighty king, and the domain of his king was worldwide.

Ninety minutes later, Alavi was dodging puddles left behind by the afternoon squall. The parking lot hadn’t been repaved in what seemed like decades, part of a Chapter 11 cost-cutting decision. The result was an enormous stretch of asphalt that contained more lakes than Minnesota and Manitoba combined. As Alavi and the other employees made their way to their cars, he imagined the view from high above must resemble that of a mass of small frogs hopping their way through bumper-to-bumper traffic.

The lingering humidity from the warm storm caused his shirt to cling to his torso. He knew his physique was surprisingly muscular for his seemingly wiry frame. From the time he was a teenager, Alavi had considered his body a tool for Allah. He constantly exercised and was very careful about what he ate. He took care of himself the same way he was so meticulous about cleaning his guns, and for the same reasons. You never knew when Allah would call you up for service, so you had to be ready.

“Majid, wait up!”

Alavi turned to see Kaliq splashing toward him. When he reached his cousin, Kaliq put an arm around his shoulder.

As they walked, Kaliq said, “So, you’re really going through with it.”

The sentence came off more as a question than a statement, and Alavi at first wasn’t sure how to answer him.

“Allah has called us to serve him in the name of jihad. Do you doubt that what we’re doing is right?” Alavi asked defensively.

“Of course not, cousin,” Kaliq answered quickly, steering them both around an old white and rusty Taurus in order to avoid a particularly expansive lake. “You know better than that. You saw how desperately I begged the imam to let me participate.”

“You’re right. I’m sorry. I would have loved to have you alongside me. But you know as well as I that the correct decision was made. You have a family at home to take care of.”

“Bah,” Kaliq said with a dismissive wave of his free hand.

As they walked, they took less and less notice of the puddles. Once shoes and pant legs reached a certain level of soaked, it just didn’t matter anymore.

Alavi knew that it was hard for Kaliq to see him go. Kaliq’s family had pushed him into a marriage when he was just eighteen to a girl that he didn’t love and hardly even knew. In the four years since then, she had only managed to give him two daughters, no sons, and a lot of headaches.

As the cousins had spent their teen years with just two houses separating them, they had always talked about fighting together. They had dreamed up plots to strike devastating blows upon the Great Satan. Often their ideas would become bigger and bigger and the results more and more ridiculous until they would both end up losing themselves in laughter the rest of the night.

Through it all, there was one thing they knew. They were going to fight for Allah, and they were going to do it together.

But now that the time had actually come, one cousin was going while the other was staying behind.

“There are other ways to carry out jihad than becoming shahid, dear cousin,” Alavi said.

“True. But none so glorious.” The disappointment in Kaliq’s voice put Alavi at a loss for words. They continued walking in silence.

The cousins came to a stop next to Kaliq’s Jeep Cherokee.

Alavi was surprised to see tears in his cousin’s eyes as Kaliq said to him, “Go with God, my brother. Take courage from the righteousness of your actions. And may al-Malaikah guard your every move.”

“And may the angels watch over you, too,” Alavi said, pulling Kaliq into an embrace.

After a moment, Alavi let go and walked away without saying another word. As much as he loved Kaliq, his cousin was now of the past. And as he was trained to remember, the past is past. All family, all relationships, everything was now in Allah’s hands. From here on, nothing mattered except the future, the mission, the calling.

Alavi threaded through two more rows of cars before he came to his little black Focus. Suddenly, a thought struck him, and he began to laugh as he looked around the parking lot. How is it that we can despise this capitalistic system so much, yet when it comes to cars, we all still buy American? Shaking his head, he got into his tiny Ford.

With one last look to confirm that he had, in fact, put his bag on the backseat this morning—trainings past echoed in his brain: Stupid, little mistakes are the ones that get you killed before you accomplish your mission—he started the car, backed out, and headed south.
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Sunday, September 11, 12:40 p.m. EDT

Cleveland, Ohio

“Okay, Riley, now tell me how you’re feeling right now—I mean, really feeling.”

“Angry.”

“Good, good. Now, try putting that into a sentence. Like, ‘I’m really feeling angry right now because . . .’ You know, then you can fill in the blank with whatever. Just remember to make it real, make it raw! Go!”

Riley stared at the producer—Narbinger? Narvinger? Novinger—that’s it, Mike Novinger—trying to keep control. Come on, watch what you say! Don’t forget you’ve got a mic on! Think about it before you open your mouth! WWJD, buddy!

Typically, with a little bit of mental reasoning and a few deep breaths, Riley was able to maintain a solid handle on his words and actions. Unfortunately, this time his inner monologue didn’t quite have the desired effect on his outer response.

Slowly standing from his bench in the Cleveland Bulldogs’ visitors’ locker room, he leaned into Novinger’s personal space. He could feel his face reddening, and he fought to control the volume of his words. “You want to know what I’m feeling? Really? Then how’s this? I’m really feeling angry right now because I’ve had a camera in my face since 7:30 this morning!”

“But that’s just part of—” the producer sputtered.

“And . . . I’m really, really feeling angry right now because some obnoxious little Chris Berman wannabe keeps asking me every five minutes what I’m feeling and why it is that I’m feeling the way I’m feeling! Comprende? That clear enough for you?”

“Sure, Riley,” Novinger stammered. “You know, I don’t mean to be such a pain. I’m just trying to do my job the best I know how.”

Riley sighed deeply and looked toward the ground. It was true that, ultimately, this guy wasn’t to blame. Instead, his anger should be directed toward the owner, Rick Bellefeuille. He was the one who contacted HBO and offered up the ultimate subject for their new PFL series, Sunday Warriors.

He could imagine Bellefeuille’s pitch: “Who better to follow around the entire day of the game with three cameras, multiple mics, and a producer/sports psychologist who could really get into the mind of the player than the ultimate Sunday Warrior—Captain America himself, Riley Covington?”

Great plan, Bellefeuille, and if you get your team a little more publicity and yourself some extra spending cash in the bargain, well then that’s just bully for everyone around. Everyone except for the zoo animal you’re putting on exhibit!

Lifting his head so that his mouth was right next to Novinger’s ear, Riley put his hand around the back of the man’s head and said, “Listen, I know you’re only doing your job. It’s just that I don’t like your job. And I don’t like that I’ve been forced to be part of your job. So I’ll tell you what: I’m going to go hit the head. While I’m gone, I’ll see if I can get myself back into the ‘It’s okay, Riley, you’re only going to be exploited for one day’ frame of mind. Deal?”

“Sure, Riley. It’s a deal.”

Riley could feel his hand dampening with the man’s perspiration. He started to let go, but then clamped his hand tighter. “One more thing. I’d consider it a great favor if you muted my mic for the next five minutes. Some things are just personal, and if anything like that made it into your little show, well, let’s just say you’ve read my bio—you don’t want to have Captain America out gunning for you, do you?”

“Of course not. I mean, of course so,” Novinger grunted as Riley gave his neck a final squeeze. “I mean, no problem; we’ll mute the mic.”

Riley released the man, then walked past two of the cameramen. As he did, he heard Novinger whisper, “Did you get all that?”

He turned his head in time to see one of the boom mic operators holding a thumb up. “Frickin’ awesome,” the operator whispered back.

Shaking his head, Riley continued onto the sticky tiles of the bathroom and shower area. Immediately, the stench hit him—a miasma of odors emanating from years of opponents’ nervous stomachs combining with this week’s new offerings.

Swallowing back a gag, Riley found an empty stall and closed the door behind him. Thankfully, he didn’t really have to go—the thought of any part of his anatomy actually coming into contact with that chipped, semi-whitish fixture caused another wave of revulsion. He was just looking for a place to get away for a few moments, and this was the one place he hoped he could get at least a semblance of privacy.

Well done, he chided himself. You lost your cool and gave them exactly what they wanted. He punched the metal divider with his taped and gloved hand, rattling the whole rickety stall system and causing groans of protest from a few of the players who were leaning against it trying to regain their composure.

“Sorry, guys,” Riley called out. Then the picture flashed in his mind of all these huge, tough guys sprawled on this disgusting floor leaning against these just-as-disgusting dividers, and he began to laugh. It started small but quickly grew. Soon he had tears pouring out his eyes, and he was having a hard time standing up.

Meanwhile, the door slammed on the stall next to him, and someone noisily barked out the contents of his stomach. This sent Riley over the edge, and he dropped onto the seat of the toilet.

“It ain’t funny, Pach,” a voice grumbled from next door.

“Sure it is, Panda,” Riley answered merrily, recognizing the voice. “Every week, you sound like you’re giving birth to a baby through your esophagus.”

“Bite me,” Panda answered, starting to laugh himself. “By the way, this week it’s a boy.”

Five minutes later, Riley emerged from the bathroom. He and Panda had gone back and forth about the newly arrived baby, covering topics from his name to his skin tone to his future college education.

The protests from the other stalls finally shut them up, and they quietly stepped from their stalls. It was a respect thing. Each player got ready for a game in his own way. The one element that was typically honored by all was quietness. The two apologized to their teammates, then snickered on their way out.

Riley arrived back at his locker and the waiting crew. But not before deciding that he was taking himself way too seriously. His pride was getting in the way again—an affliction that he constantly found himself battling. It wasn’t easy keeping a small head when there seemed to be a television, newspaper, or magazine story every other day that talked about how he was America’s hero and the greatest thing since frozen waffles.

The worst thing he could do would be to start believing his own press. Chasing down glory eventually turned into a losing proposition—it always did. Ultimately, why should he care what people thought of him? Whose affirmation was he trying to gain, after all?

He remembered the apostle Paul writing, “For to me, to live is Christ and to die is gain.” So his life wasn’t really about himself anyway. Just be yourself and try to show Jesus in how you’re living. Beyond that, who really gives a flying flip?

As he sat down at his locker prepared to apologize to Novinger, he could see that the producer had tears in his downturned eyes and was desperately trying to suppress a grin. Riley looked around and saw that the rest of the crew were in various failing stages of laughter suppression.

“So I’m assuming you didn’t mute the mic,” Riley said to Novinger, causing a brief snigger from two of the cameramen.

The producer tried a couple of times to answer, but each time ended up looking at the bench again—his shoulders silently bouncing up and down.

Riley could see that they were beginning to attract attention, which could mean trouble. He was about to tell Novinger that he and his crew better cool it, when he saw defensive coordinator Mick Fields come stomping through the locker room.

Too late.

“What’s the matter with you people? Are you a bunch of amateurs? Aren’t you supposed to be from HBO, the big leagues? In case you haven’t noticed, I’ve got a team here trying to get ready for a PFL game—that’s the Professional Football League, the big show—and you’re all here tittering like a bunch of schoolgirls reading a Tiger Beat magazine! Well, I’m not having it! Get out of my locker room—all of you!”

Novinger began to pull out a piece of paper from his back pocket. “But we’ve got permission from Mr. Bellefeuille to—”

“Save it! I don’t care if you’ve got a signed affidavit from the Almighty executed by seven flaming archangels; I won’t have you disturbing my locker room. Now get out! You can catch up with Mr. Superstar on the field!”

As the crew gathered up their equipment and headed toward the doors, the crimson-faced coach swung around to Riley. “And you—don’t think I won’t throw you out with them!”

“Sorry,” Riley said sheepishly. “My bad. Seriously, Coach Fields, it won’t happen again.”

Fields glared at him for a time. Seeing the sorry look on Riley’s face mollified him somewhat. Grunting, he turned to go.

“Oh, Coach, one more thing,” Riley called after a few steps. Fields stopped and slowly turned, fire in his eyes. “If you happen to see a little kid named Ralph back in the bathrooms, would you mind sending him my way?”

Originating from just beyond the doors of the locker room, the sound of the HBO crew completely losing it echoed through the tunnels of the stadium.
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Sunday, September 11, 2:35 p.m. EDT

Cleveland, Ohio

The eyes—watch the eyes! Riley backpedaled, staring hard at the Bulldog tight end. He felt his cleats tightly gripping the turf. A salty bead of sweat slipped into the corner of his mouth.

He’s gonna break! Keep with him! There!

The tight end’s eyes glanced right. It was just a flicker, barely noticeable, but that was all Riley needed. Sorry, son, this is the big time!

But as soon as Riley committed to the right, the tight end bolted left. Riley tried to cut back, but it was too late. He had already lost two steps and the advantage.

All he could do now was chase as the tight end pulled in the pass and tacked on another fifteen after-catch yards. Sammy Newman, the Warriors’ free safety, was the one who finally managed to trip the Bulldog up, sending him sprawling. As the tight end flew toward the ground, Riley launched himself into the man to finish off the play.

Unfortunately, the collision happened a fraction of a second too late for the referee. Riley groaned as he watched the yellow flag drop to the grass inches from his face.

The tight end—Lendell . . . no Temple, second-year guy out of Penn State—rolled out from under Riley, then turned and offered him a hand up. Riley grabbed it, feeling a bit like an old man being offered help up a flight of stairs.

“Nice juke,” Riley said after he was on his feet.

Lendell just grinned at him, then jogged back to his huddle.

As the ref announced to the world Riley’s late hit, a hand tapped his back. Turning, he saw second-string linebacker Noah Keaton standing next to him.

“Coach sent me in, Pach,” Keaton said.

Riley looked toward the sideline and saw Mick Fields waiting for him. Ten yards to Fields’s right, he saw head coach Scott Medley glaring at him. He was about to ask which coach, when Medley lifted a clipboard to his face and turned away. Fields, on the other hand, had not taken his eyes off of him.

This should be fun, Riley thought as he jogged toward the sideline.

Fields didn’t wait for Riley to reach him. Running onto the field, he launched in. “Really, Covington? Is that really all you’ve got? Because that second-year boy just schooled you! Seriously, what were you thinking? Crap play like that just ain’t going to fly—especially not from you! Because I know your salary, son! I know how much Bellefeuille is dishing out for you each year!”

I’m not in the mood for this. I’m truly not in the mood.

Riley didn’t bother to look at Fields. Instead, he just kept walking, forcing the coach to follow next to him. As Fields screamed, Riley led him on a maze through the players standing along the sideline, circling around the benches, and edging between the phone bank and the Gatorade table. All the while, though, Fields never left him and he never shut up.

I’ll grant him one thing—he is persistent. He’s like a little yappy terrier that you just can’t shake off.

“In fact, I can tell you your salary per game—per play, even! The way I figure it, Mr. Bellefeuille and the fans of the much-storied Washington Warriors just dished over right around $10,000 for you to miss that coverage. Or we could say it was approximately $350 for every yard you just gave Cleveland!”

He’s good with the numbers, too! Very impressive, Riley thought as he gave an embarrassed nod to one of the Bulldog cheerleaders who had been intently watching the whole incident. He did an about-face and headed back toward the team. I’ve got to find a way to lose him before I end up saying something I’m going to regret.

“Don’t think you’re getting rid of me, Covington! You’re going to hear what I have to say!”

Finally, Riley saw his salvation. Moving toward the field, he made a quick right in front of a Fox Sports tech holding a parabolic audio dish. Fields, who was cut off, stumbled into the man, and then in turn was rammed by the HBO Steadicam operator who had been marching behind the two-man parade.

Seizing the opportunity, Riley ducked into the mass of players. Behind him, the crowd roared their approval for something that was happening on the field. Good to know I’m not the only one stinking rocks today!

Sliding his helmet off, he fought the urge to throw it at . . . what? A bench? Coach Fields? Bellefeuille’s private box?

I got it! How about those obnoxious Dog Pound fans with their Bulldog masks and their creative speculations into my lineage? Riley made the mistake of looking in the direction he was thinking. This sent the Dog Pound into a barking and howling frenzy.

Ultimately, none of the options seemed practical or productive, so he settled for sitting down by himself and sulking. To say that Riley was having a bad game today would be like saying the Titanic was suffering from minor structural damage. His game was going down fast and it was going down hard—a fact that was as obvious to him as it was to the coaches. This was the first time that he could remember ever being pulled from a defensive series.

The crowd behind him roared again as the stadium announcer proclaimed another Bulldog first down.

A hand landed hard on Riley’s shoulder. He looked down at it. Dirt formed a black crescent on the tips of the fingers, and three of the green-stained joints were oozing blood at varied rates. Following the arm up, he saw Don Bernier scowling at him.

Suddenly, the scowl transformed into a grin. “Well, Mr. Covington, I would venture to say that it truly sucks to be you!”

Riley chuckled in spite of himself. “Yeah, how many people hate me right now? I think I’ve got fantasy team owners all over the nation cursing my name.”

“Not if they drafted Lendell,” Bernier responded, just before dancing back to avoid a rapidly swinging forearm.

“Dude, I don’t know what’s wrong with me today,” Riley said when Bernier came around to the front of the bench. A groan sounded from the crowd—Finally, a good sign!

“It’s easy,” Bernier said as he grabbed a water bottle from a passing trainer. He squeezed the contents all over his face, only aiming into his mouth for the last four seconds. After shaking the water off, he continued, “You’re thinking too much. You’re overanalyzing. You’re forgetting the fundamentals. You’re letting your outside life affect your inside game. You’re putting matter over mind. You’re letting your form determine your function. You’re not dancing with the one who brung you. You’re putting on the Eminence Front. You’re black and white, but you’re not red all over. You’re—”

“All right, all right, you’ve made your point—I think,” Riley interrupted, laughing again. “Now, please, can’t you just go away and let me self-loathe in peace?”

Bernier leaned in close to Riley. “And most of all, mi amigo, you’re forgetting that when it’s all said and done, this is just a stupid—”

Riley cleared his throat hard, cutting off Bernier’s final word and causing the HBO audio guy to curse and snatch the earphones off his head.

Don’t forget . . . Riley mouthed, then pointed to where the mic was tucked in his pads. “Don’t say anything near me you don’t want Bellefeuille and millions of others to hear,” Riley had warned his teammates in a meeting last night.

You could say a lot of things about football, your team, even the coaches. But you never let them hear you say it’s just a game. Because then they start questioning your heart.

After a moment, recognition showed in Bernier’s eyes. Standing up, he stuck his finger in Riley’s face and, starting out slowly but building up steam, shouted, “What I meant to say is this is just a stupid way for you to be playing the game. Yeah, that’s it. You get with the program, mister! Because, by gum, if my beautiful children, Ryan, Emma, and Leah, and my enchanting wife, Heather, could hear me now, I’d tell them that I love them and that I have too much pride in my profession to be playing as poorly as you are today!”

By now, Bernier was starting to draw a crowd. “And besides that, you slacker, you good-for-nothing ne’er-do-well, our beloved Mr. Bellefeuille deserves better! He is without doubt the greatest owner the PFL has ever seen. Not only is he wise and gifted and a paragon of virtue, but he is also kind and, I’m not afraid to say it, remarkably handsome! So you give him your all! He deserves it! You hear me? You give him your all!” Bernier’s voice cracked in the final words of his speech. Then, giving Riley a quick wink, he turned and stomped away.

Most of the players who had gathered followed Bernier, laughing and slapping his back. When the crowd finally thinned, there stood Coach Fields. Not surprisingly, he didn’t look pleased.

“Phone,” was all he said; then he walked away.

That’s just great, Riley thought. With Coach Medley and all the defensive staff currently on the sidelines, there was only one person left for him to talk to by phone.

Riley crossed behind the benches. That route took him a little closer to the stands than he wanted to get, and he had to endure the Bulldog fans’ analysis of his play. Finally, he reached the phone bank, and there, lying on a table, was a single handset off its cradle. Before reaching for it, he quickly downed a cup of Gatorade from the next table over and threw the cup to the ground. He could feel Rick Bellefeuille’s eyes on him from above.

Heaving a deep sigh, he picked up the receiver.

“Covington here.”

There was silence on the other end.

Another groan came from the crowd, and Riley saw the field goal squad head out onto the field. He waited.

“Hello, this is Covington.”

Still he waited.

Looking up, he tried to spot Bellefeuille’s box. After a few seconds, he saw him. He was presently occupied yelling at the Warriors’ director of player personnel. Riley turned back to the field in time to see the Bulldogs’ kick go through the uprights. The stadium erupted in cheers and music.

I’ll give him a couple more—

“You’re doing this on purpose, aren’t you, Covington?”

Riley spun around to see Bellefeuille with the phone in his hand, staring down at him from three stories up.

“Excuse me?”

“You’re doing this on purpose! You’re pissed because I forced you to have that HBO crew tailing you all day! So you’re tanking it!”

Riley felt his temper rising. You could question a lot of things about him, but don’t you dare go attacking his integrity or his work ethic. “Listen, Mr. Bellefeuille, if you think—”

“No, you listen, Covington! I let you back on my team because you asked me nicely! Because you came with your little sob story about how you needed to try to make your comeback to prove to yourself and to the world that you could still do it!”

“That’s not exactly how—” Riley tried to counter.

But Bellefeuille was in talking mode—not listening. “And what did I do? I said yes! Sure, Riley, we’ll give you another chance! You’ve been there for us; we want to be there for you!”

Riley shook his head. Bellefeuille was twisting the whole situation around. “That’s not at all what—”

“And all I ask in return for your chance at recapturing your stardom, not to mention millions of dollars of my money, is that you play hard on the field and you do some interviews! Is that asking too much? Is it?”

Feeling that maybe Bellefeuille was actually wanting an answer, Riley ventured, “Well . . . no, sir, but—”

“But instead what I get is a frickin’ prima donna—”

“Listen, I’m no prima donna!”

But Bellefeuille hadn’t paused long enough to hear Riley’s protest. “—who’s gonna play hard when he wants and tank it when he wants! Well, listen to me, Covington, this is no game—”

“Well, technically—”

Bellefeuille’s voice somehow increased an octave and multiple decibels. “You want to be a smart guy? You want to be funny? This is not a game; this is business! This is all about dollars and cents! And when something no longer is bringing me dollars, it stops making sense!”

On and on Bellefeuille went, while Riley looked up at him. This is ridiculous, Riley thought as he moved the phone away from his ear and let it cradle horizontally in his hand. He was pleased to see Bellefeuille’s rage hit an all new level.

Then Riley’s eye caught something on a table next to him. No, man, you can’t do that! That would just be so wrong! So wonderfully, wonderfully wrong!

He quickly glanced at the HBO cameras around him, which had been joined by a Fox Sports handheld. Come on, remember—what would Jesus do?

Actually, in this situation, that’s fairly debatable. The question I should be asking instead is what would Scott Ross do? And as far as the answer to that question goes, there is no debate.

While Bellefeuille’s voice echoed through the handset, Riley stretched out the phone cord and walked to the table.
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