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      Amman, Jordan

      

      Amir’s hands were sweating. He rubbed them down the side of his jeans and looked over at Hassan. His friend did not look nervous. Hassan's disposition was calm, almost serene, with no hint of anxiety. Armir knew that the awful feeling of despair in the pit of his stomach did not mean that he was any less committed to their cause, and yet he had been unable to will it away.

      Hassan stood up from the cafe table and tossed down a twenty dinar bill. Amir stood with him and followed him down the sidewalk where two white Mitsubishi Pajeros were parked next to the curb. Hassan dug two sets of keys from his pocket and handed one to Amir. He set his free hand on Amir’s shoulder. “It will be over soon,” he said.

      “Yes, it will.”

      “We must go.” Amir nodded but didn’t move. He stared blankly down the street. “Amir.”

      Amir blinked and nodded. “Yes. Yes—I am ready.”

      “Good.” Hassan stepped into the street, opened his door, and slipped in behind the wheel. Amir got into the driver’s seat of the second car and followed Hassan as he accelerated and merged into traffic.

      It was just after one o’clock in the afternoon, and the sun beat down hard on the dry city, its rays reflecting brightly off cars windshields and windows. Hassan drove down Al-Hashemeyin Street for two kilometers before turning left onto Al-Umawyeen Street where traffick quickly thinned out. The air conditioner did not work in Amir’s car. He rolled down the windows to generate a cross breeze and swallowed hard against a dry throat. Hassan slowed and Amir switched lanes and pulled up next to him. Hassan’s window was down as well. He smiled at his friend. “God be with you,” he called out.

      “And God be with you, Hassan.”

      With that, Hassan continued down the road, turning a hundred meters later into the multi-lane entrance of the embassy of the United States. Amir pulled to the curb and waited. He rubbed his mouth with his fingers and nervously tapped the steering wheel. He took a deep breath and tried to push back a wave of nausea that threatened to bring up his final lunch.

      He noted the time on his wristwatch. It had already been two minutes. It was too long; it should have been done by now. What was taking so long? He rubbed at his mouth again just at the explosion erupted. It was loud—far louder than he anticipated—and the concussive effects hurled towards him, buffeting the air. The car rocked on its tires and Amir looked up to witness the beginning of a dark gray mushroom cloud begin to develop.

      That was his que. His ears were ringing, but he remained focused and pulled back into the road and around two cars that had come to a stop. Panicked and confused drivers were already stepping out of their vehicles and Amir had to swerve to miss one that walked mindlessly in front of him. Amir pulled in were Hassan had turned minutes before. The scene before him caused him to press his brakes. He had passed by here many times over the last several weeks. He had studied pictures of the complex; memorizing every building, structure, and defensive deterrent.

      But now he recognized nothing at the front of the complex.

      The guardhouse was no longer there. Only the blackened chassis of Hassan’s car remained. The black and white striped concrete barriers had been blown apart and now only small fragments of their bases stood at angles among the rubble. The front of the administration building, where travelers applied for visas—was completely ripped away. Above, white papers fell from the sky like wounded butterflies.

      Amir accelerated forward. His adrenaline was running high, making his arms tingle and pushing back any fear he felt just minutes earlier. The car’s tires flopped over what was left of a door and then a chunk of concrete. Amir slammed on the brakes when the rubble became too congested for him to advance any further. He reached down and pulled up on the trunk release, flung his door open and and hurried to the back of the vehicle.

      Behind him, he could hear locals yelling out from the street. Before him he could hear agonizing screams of wounded and terrified Americans. He opened the trunk and peered inside. A large black canvas bag was the only item inside, detonator sitting on top. Amir grabbed the plastic remote and flipped the switch upward. He breathing sudden accelerated and he quickened his pace. He grabbed the strap of the bag and slung it across his shoulder. It was heavy, but he bent his knees and bore up beneath the weight. He looked down at the remote in his hand. The diode was green. A red bottom was on top. He jammed his thumb into it and left it there.

      Leaving the trunk open he stepped away from the car and advanced into the complex. The main building a series of interconnect structures made out of sand color brick rose three and four stories tall. They had been untouched by Hassan’s bmob. His friend’s efforts had only cleared the way for him to get into the heart of the American complex.

      He moved around the heart of the blast site, where a shallow crater, five meters wide was still burning. Amir stayed lowed as he crossed the grass, now littered with paper, chunks of brick, glass, and a charred leg, severed at the knee. The foot was still encased in a black combat boot. One of the American guards.

      Amir knew a little English and he heard authoritative yells from up ahead. He didn’t have much time. From out in front of him someone yell for him to stop; but he skirted around a palm tree and continued forward.

      He heard another scream from behind him. It was the last thing he ever heard. On the compound’s rooftop, twenty meters ahead, a soldier had him at the other end of a Barrett M82 rifle. The soldier pressed the trigger and Amir’s head evaporated. His body jerked and fell backwards and he last physical act of Amir’s life happened without his knowledge: his thumb came off the red button, sending a signal to the detonator.

      The blast was immense; larger than the first one two minutes earlier. Thirty pounds of Semtex erupted at 8500 meters per second; a blast that would soon be heard around the world.

      There would be no need for a video to be sent to Al Jazeera broadcasting a claim of responsibility for the attacks. As the blast settled, hundreds of small pin buttons lay strewn across the embassy’s complex. Most were tiny pieces of unrecognizable aluminum. But some were still in tact. They held a circular picture of a burning American flag. Printed over the picture in large block letters was the name of the one taking credit for the attack:

      “The Apostate.”
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      El-Hara, Egypt

      

      “Here, hold that.” Ben Warner slid the needle out and pressed a piece of folded gauze over the insertion point. He tore a strip of medical tape off the dispenser and Paolo, his nurse, pulled his finger away as the tape was stretched across the lady’s arm.

      Ben handed Paolo the syringe and leaned down, raising his voice to the dark, ancient lady sitting before him. Her faced was seamed with a hundred hard lines wrought by a lifetime of hard outdoor work and, mostly recently, life in a refugee camp, hundreds of miles away from her native Sudan. “Paolo will finish taking care of you. I have to go.”

      She offered a toothless smile and nodded her thanks.

      Paolo, an Italian relief worker with the United Nations, had been here for three months now. The Dunwharte refugee camp, compared with other such camps in Chad and Kenya, was small, providing food and shelter to less than fifteen thousand inhabitants, all of them displaced by the recent tribal wars and political unrest in their native Sudan, whose northern border lay over one thousand kilometers to the south. Ben had taken three weeks off from his family medical practice in Boston to come and volunteer his time for much-needed care to these desituate refugees.

      Paolo discarded the syringe and slipped off his gloves. “Doctor Warner,” he said. “Thank you for all your help. We are most grateful.” He extended a hand and Ben shook it firmly.

      “I hope our paths cross again someday,” Ben said.

      “As do I. If you ever find yourself in Italy, come see me. We have plenty of room at our home.”

      “I would like that.”

      “Please,” Paolo said, “have a safe and restful trip back to America.”

      Bent grabbed his only suitcase from the corner of the tent and stepped out into the bright   sunlight. He plucked his sunglasses from his shirt pocket and put them on. It was early afternoon in the camp, and quiet this time of day. It was too hot even for children to come out and play. Thousand of white and brown tents filled the landscaped, providing much-desired shade from the unrelenting African sun.

      A late-model Toyota Corolla sat idling in front of Ben. He leaned down and waved to get the driver’s attention. The side window came down. “Cairo?” he asked.

      The driver removed the cigarette from his lips and nodded. “Yes.”

      Ben motioned to the rear of the vehicle. “Can you open the back?”

      The driver leaned down and pulled the latch that opened the trunk. It popped open and Ben tossed in his suitcase, shut it, and got into the rear passenger seat. “Hello,” he said, but it was only answered by a half-hearted grunt as the driver slowly accelerated down the long row of tents. He turned right at the perimeter fence and followed it until they came to the front checkpoint. Ben waved to the guard as they left the camp and merged onto the Al Wahat Al Baharia Highway. It was a four hour ride back to Cairo, with almost nothing in between but an infinite flat landscape of desert sands and blazing heat.

      The driver flicked his cigarette out the window and rolled his window back up. The older man who had picked him up from Cairo International Airport had talked nearly non-stop on the ride to the refugee camp. Ben had learned all about the man’s family history in the country and his thoughts on the imminent revolution looming on the horizon. Ben been in country for fifteen days now. His plan was to stay for another seven, but the U.S. had issued an update travel alert, changing it from orange to red and advising all Americans in Egypt to leave immediately. That was two days ago now, and after repeated pleas from his wife to return stateside and a direct email from the U.S. Embassy in Cairo, Ben had reluctantly decided to return home.

      Ben ...In an effort to be polite, Ben asked his driver, “Are you having a good day?” The driver nodded but offered no verbal answer. Okay, Ben thought, and decided that the ride was going to be a quiet one. That was alright by him. Working in a refugee camp for two weeks had been emotional trying. He was tired. Three children under the age of five had died under his care; there was nothing he could do for them. They had arrived with a caravan, having fled with their families from their war-ravished communities in Sudan. But the children were too malnourished, already stepping across death’s threshold, too far gone for him to save them.

      Ben closed his eyes and lay his head back on the headrest. He took in a deep breath and sighed. He was glad he had come. Even in the middle of the Egyptian political turmoil. Half the Arab world, it seemed was on the brink of some sort of revolution. He read online yesterday where a journalist had taken to calling it the Arab Spring.

      Ben leaned his shoulder against the door and got comfortable for the lengthy, silent drive. Within several minutes he was asleep.

      

      When he opened his eyes some time later the sun was a little lower in the sky and the car had begun to slow. He looked out the window. They were still in the middle of nowhere. He sat up and leaned forward.

      “Is everything all right?” he asked.

      The driver didn’t answer. Up ahead, sitting just off the road, was a mud hut with a wooden lean-to. It was the only man-made structure Ben saw.  The driver turned off and pulled beneath it. It wasn’t a gas station. It looked more like a deserted home from the nomadic era. Ben felt a shiver run through his stomach. Something about the situation wasn’t right. “Hey!” he snapped. “I asked you what's going on? What are we doing here?”

      The driver opened his door and stepped out. He quickly walked to the front of the car and disappeared around the corner of the hut. Ben’s heart was racing now. Something was very wrong and he found himself wishing that he had taken Paolo up on his offer to drive him back to the airport. Ben was reaching for his door handle when it flung open and strong hands grabbed his arm and yanked him from the car. He fell sprawling into the hot sand and his sunglass flew off his face. He heard a shuffle beside him and looked up, squinting in the bright sunlight. A man wearing a white dishdasha—a middle eastern robe—was standing over him, clutching a wooden stock, semi-automatic rifle. He started yelling at Ben in furiously Arabic as two additional men with guns materialized. All three wore black shemagh scarves wrapped across their faces.

      Ben’s hands were shaking as he pressed them into the dirt and tried to get up. Fine desert sand now clung to the sweat on his face. One of the men stepped in behind him, grabbed him, and yanked him back, forcing him to his knees. The first man leveled his the muzzle of his weapon down at Ben’s face and started yelling again. “Please. Please—no,” he yelled, and raise his hands in an instinctive attempt to protect himself but they were quickly grabbed and jerked hard behind his back. He felt something wrap around his wrists followed by the distinct zip of a zip tie being tightened. The men barked something at each other and Ben was forcefully brought to his feet. “What—what are you want?” he asked frantically. His gaze whipped back and forth between his accosters. Suddenly, the bright sunlight vanished as a dark hood was slipped over his head. “No! No!” He felt his feet lift off the ground as he was picked up by two men and carried away. “Please!” he screamed. “What do you want?”

      His cried were ignored and the next thing he felt was the hard metal surface of the back of the van he was thrown into. He heard both men scrambled in behind him and sit beside him as the double doors were slammed shut. The vehicle started up and Ben lay still as it pulled away.

      Beneath the hood sweat trickled into his eye and he tried blinking the sting away. He could smell his captors: foul sweat and the musty scent of cigarette smoke. Ben tried to steady his breathing in a futile attempt to gain control over a terrified imagination.

      He had heard and seen enough of these scenarios over the last decade. And he knew that were was a good chance over the next several days that his wife would be watching a video of his beheading.
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        Cairo, Egypt

        Nine Hours Later

      

      

      Gamal al-Banna held his cigarette loosely between his lips and plunged his fryer scoop into the pot of hot olive oil. When he pulled the scoop out it was loaded with perfectly cooked falafel. He tossed the small patties into a bowl and repeated the motion until the pot was empty. Setting the scoop down he turned off the heat on the burner and walked over to the refrigerator and grabbed several bunches of parsley. He tossed them on a cutting block and started to chop them with the expert skill of a man who had run the same restaurant and an unchanged menu for nearly thirty years.

      Hashset Sumaya was a favorite lunch spot deep in the heart of Old Cairo, the bustling section of Egypt's capital whose presence dated back over one thousand years. Gamal was only twenty-seven when his uncle helped front some of the money to get the small eatery up and running. Business struggled along the first few years, but eventually he made it work. Each morning he arrived before five o’clock and didn’t shut the place down until after ten at night. The hours were long, the work hot, the bills many, but he loved it. He was good at it.

      The kitchen’s traffic door swung open and a young lady walked through carrying a tray filled with dirty plates and empty glasses.” She set the tray on the counter. “Gamal, you have visitors.”

      Her boss looked over his shoulder and kept chopping. “Who?”

      “I did not get their names. It is a man and a woman. They asked to speak with you.”

      Gamal turned and looked at the clock on the wall. “Would you take the roqaq from the refrigerator and fry them?”

      “Yes,” she replied.

      Gamal tossed the parsley in a bowl and covered it. He doused his cigarette in a dirty glass ashtray and wiped his hands down the front of his apron as he shouldered the door open and stepped through it.

      The front area of the restaurant was small, with ten table pressed close to each other. Half of them were empty

      The restaurant's was situated on     Large plate glass windows looked out onto the street and nine tables were positioned on the concrete floor. Half of them were currently occupied and Gamal looked across the room and spotted a man and women near the door. They were both Anglo. He recognized the man immediately: tall, wide shoulders, and short hair. His beard had grown out in it was a few shades darker then the light brown color adorning his scalp. Gamal did not recognize the women standing next to him. And he would have remembered her. She was stunning. She wore jeans and a white blouse and her short black hair curved just beneath her jawline.

      A large smile grew over his face as Gamal navigated the tables and made his way to the front. He threw out his hands. “Nick, my friend.” He stepped up to the man and gave him an endearing hug. He pulled back and assessed his guest. “You look good, my friend. How are you? It is been a long time. A couple of years, I think.”

      “Yes,” Nick replied. “It’s been a while. It’s good to see you Gamal.”

      Gamal looked to the lady who offered a courteous smile. “And who is this beautiful lady?” Your wife?”

      Nick smiled. “No. This is Lisa, an associate of mine. Lisa, this is Gamal.”

      “Ah,” Gamal said. Lisa offered her hand and Gamal took it gently into his like it was a baby bird. He leaned down and kissed the top of it. “Lovely to have you here Miss Lisa.”

      “Thank you,” she said.

      Gamal turned his attention back to his Nick. “So, my friend. What brings you here?”

      “Can we talk, Gamal? In private.”

      “Yes. Yes of course.” A waiter was passing by. Gamal snapped at him and barked something in Arabic. The man nodded quickly and disappeared into the kitchen. Gamal motioned towards the back of the room where a floor-to-ceiling curtain formed a barrier to the back of the restaurant. “Come with me.” They followed him to the curtain which he pulled back enough for them to pass through. “We use this area only for lunch,” he said, and slid the curtain back against the wall.

      A dozen empty tables and chairs filled the floor and the back wall was lined with booths. The lighting was dim, provided by flush lights mounted along the wall. Their host directed them a corner booth. They slid in and he sat down across from them.

      The curtain shuffled open and the waiter appeared with a tray. He stopped at the table and set three tea cups, a ceramic teapot, and a small bowl of pitted dates on the table. He dipped his head courteously before disappearing again behind the curtain.

      Gamal grabbed the teapot and filled the cups, and pushed the dates into the center of the table. “Please,” he said. “Enjoy.”

      Ask his guests sipped their tea he asked, “Are you still living in Dubai, Nick?”

      “Yes.”

      “And you are still doing consulting for governments?”

      “I am. I see the restaurant business is still treating you well.”

      Gamal nodded. “Yes. Very good. Long hours but it hard work is good. So, what is it that you need, my friend?”

      Nick set his cup down. He reached into his shirt pocket and pulled out a picture. He laid it on the table and turned it towards Gamal. “An American doctor has been in county for two weeks. He’s been volunteering at the Dunwharte refugee camp in El-Hara.”

      “Ah, yes. I know the place.”

      “He left the camp this morning and was headed here to Cairo to catch a flight home. He never made it to the airport and he hasn’t made contact with anyone.”

      Gamal frowned and crossed his arms over his chest. “He couldn’t have changed plans?”

      “No. He was last seen leaving the camp. A taxi driver picked him up and they were heading to Cairo. He doesn’t know the country. I need to find him.”

      Gamal reached out and picked a date out of the bowl. He tossed it in his mouth and worked it between his teeth as he thought. This doctor,” he said, “he must be a very important man.”

      Lisa spoke up. “It so happens that he is the son of a United States senator.”

      Gamal arched an eyebrow. “Ah. I see. That is a big problem.” He shook his head. “The timing is very bad. You know that our country is on the verge of revolution. Mubarak had long promised constitutional reform. But we have seen nothing like that. An uprising has begun in Tunisia. Bahrain they say is soon to follow. Here, people are already starting to gather in Tahrir Square.” He tossed his hands out and waved them around. “You can felt the unrest in the air.”

      “Yes,” Nick said. “Which is why I need your help. If Mubarak’s government is overturned Ciario will be chaos.” He jammed his finger into the picture. “We need to find him and get him out of country. You have a son, don’t you Gamal?”

      Gamal beamed proudly. “Yes. He is medical student at Ain Shams University.”

      “And what would you be willing to do to get him back? What would you be willing to do if you had the authority of the United States government behind you?”

      Nick’s hand disappeared into his pants pocket. When he brought it back it his fingers were clutching a small brown envelope. He placed it on the table and slid it across. Gamal smiled knowingly. “What is his name?”

      “Ben Warner. He’s thirty-seven years old. His father is Dell Warner, a Colorado Senator.”

      “Alright, my friend. Let me see what I can do. I will ask around. Leave me a number. I will call you tomorrow.”

      “Tonight.”

      “Ah, you are asking a hard thing.”

      “Tonight, Gamal.” Nick’s eyes went towards the brown envelope. “Or I return for my deposit.”

      Gamal held up his hands in a defensive posture. “Okay. Tonight, then.”

      Lisa slid a business card across the table. “After the city code the number is written backwards.”

      Gamal nodded and slipped out of the booth. He produced a large smile. “I will call you tonight.”

      “Don’t bother unless you have what I need.”

      Gamal’s eyes suddenly filled with tempered concern. “I will get your information, old friend. Please, finish your tea.” He slipped out of the booth. “Lisa, a delight to meet you.” And then he gave a slight bow of the head and quickly disappeared behind the curtain.
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      The late afternoon sun pulsed over the the ancient city like a white hot laser, its merciless rays baking everything in its path. Ellie O’Conner followed Voltaire out of Gamal’s restaurant and into the busy Cairo street. Her blonde hair was sweltering beneath her black wig, but she paid it no mind. They each donned sunglasses and made their down Ali Abd Allah before turing east at the corner of Al Fostat and making their way back to their hotel.

      Along the route men were hosing down areas of the street and dipping labels into buckets before flinging them out and sprinkling the area around them; a feeble effort to introduce some humidity into the air and bring down the blazing temperature a few degrees. A butcher shop was showing off leg of lamb that hung from a wire outside and whole fish were on display in wooden crates packed packed with shaved ice.

      Ellie had been in Cairo once before, a year earlier, and she remembered the locals to be some of the most hospitable and friendly she had ever met. They would gather around her and offer to carry her things, ask her if she needed help to her destination or if they could buy her a meal. And it wasn’t just because she was an attractive Western lady or because they were trying to pull one over on her. The locals did not discriminate in their hospitality; they were gracious, considerate, and eager to assist in some way.

      But this time around, Ellie noted that things were different. She and Voltaire were hardly noticed as they made their way towards their hotel on El-Amir Sarif. Everywhere they turned men and women were clustered together, speaking in animated fashion as they discussed the sudden surge of unity in the country’s political dissatisfaction. Most people looked excited, some fearful, and several shops were in the process of closing early, many vendors now busy moving their products back inside. There was a charge of energy in the air; an excited optimism born out of a decades-long frustrain with the current president and his stifling regime. Revolution was in the air, as was the belief that some immanent change was on the horizon. Something was about to begin. Or end.

      Revolution seemed imminent, and that made the four members of TEAM 99 who had come to rescue Ben Warner wanted to complete their mission as soon as possible and leave. In was in the very nature of wayward governments that they did not take well to uprisings; they did not accommodate their people rising up, exerting their voices, and making clear demands. Hosni Mubarak had oppressed his people for far too long. They had had enough. But no one knew how it would all shake out.

      Ten minutes after leaving Gamal’s restaurant Ellie and Voltaire arrived at a non-descript two-story building. The first floor held a small meighbnrhod grocery store and above it, a small flat that looked over the street. They left the boisterous street behind and worked their way down the alley until they came to a metal staircase. They took it up the the next floor and walked down a short, dark hallway until they reached a door. Voltaire withdrew a key from his pocket, slipped it into the lock, and opened the door. Ellie stepped inside and she heard the door shut behind her. “God, this heat,” Voltaire said. “Can we open a window?”

      Across the room Cicero was seated at a small desk positioned against the wall. He was clicking away on his laptop and beads of sweat were gather across his forehead. Without taking his eyes off his screen he said, “Can’t. Looks like some bozo decided to screw a clamp on the outside of all the windows. They’re all like that.” Above, an old tired fan oscillated slowly, stirring the musty heat but doing nothing to cool the air.

      There were two double beds in the room. Both were strewn with semi-automatic weapons, loaded magazines, night vision goggles, load-bearing vests, and additional gear. A hardshell case sat next to a pillow, its contents a dozen fragmentation grenades.

      The American operatives had been at their compound in Brussels, Belgium just six hours ago. Their mission was clear: find Ben Warner and bring him home.

      Ellie walked to the corner of the room and sat into a small armchair. “Have you heard from Virgil?” she asked Cicero. Virgil was four streets over, on Ibn Mansour, inquiring with a local florist who, like Gamal, maintained deep connections with the local criminal underworld.

      “Nope. Not yet.” The team’s technology operative didn’t take his attention of his computer screen.  “I just got off the phone with the palace,” he said. The palace was code for Langley. “Satellite feeds shows a white Toyota Corolla leaving the refugee camp at oh-eight-twenty-eight this morning. Three witness at the camp confirm Ben was in the car when it left. The car took the Al Wahat Al Baharia Highway on route to Cairo for an hour before the satellite moved on.

      Voltaire was in the bathroom, splashing cool water on his face. He turned the water off and grabbed a towel, ran it down his face. “License plate?” he asked.

      “No. The palace has already tried cleaning the images. The sat wasn’t focused in on the car so there isn’t enough to get the plate number.”

      A distinct knock came at the door. Voltaire tossed the towel over the shower bar and went to the door. There was no peep hole. “Yes?” he said.

      “I have three suitcases and a pizza,” the strong voice said. Hearing the code phrase Voltaire slid the lock back and opened the door. Virgil walked through shaking his head. “Man, pizza sounds so good right now. Anybody else hungry?”

      Everyone shook their heads. Virgil was always hungry. Someone once quipped that he was the only person who could spend an hour at Golden Corral and still leave hungry.

      “What did you find out?” Voltaire asked him.

      “Well, I don’t know if you heard or not but about half this city wants to get their hands around Mubarak’s throat. The florist wasn’t there. His shop is locked up, as is nearly every other storefront down his street. Everyone's on their way to the Square.” Virgil slipped a large hand across his forehead. “Why couldn’t Mortimer put us up in a joint were the air actually circulates?” His t-shirt had a large wet spot slowly blooming in the center of his chest.

      Ellie looked at Voltaire. “So what now?”

      “Now we wait. We wait and hope that Gamal comes through or the palace gets us more more intel.”
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        * * *

      

      They waited for nearly three hours, spending the time watching local television while Voltaire translated much of the commentary. He was the only one among them who knew Arabic. Nearly every channel was covering the throngs of people continuing to gather in Tahrir Square. Estimates had the figure at twenty thousand, with more pouring in each minute. Tents had been erected and a stage set up. The protestors had no plans to leave until their demands were met. The Egyptian political scene was a bomb ready to explode. With each passing hour the streets grew louder and threatened to erupt into all-out revolution.

      It was the worst possible time for the American’s operatives to be in the city.

      Outside their window, down in the street came a steady chant that grew louder with each passing second. Ellie pulled back the sheer curtains and looked down into the street. The sunlight had nearly faded and the sky was lit by a dim orange glow out of the west. A large group of young adults were moving briskly down the street, yelling in unison and raising homemade signs that their discontents. Voltaire stepped up to the window and followed Ellie’s gaze. “What are they saying?” she asked.

      “No Mubarak. End the corruption.” He continued listening. “No Mubarak. No more injustice.” The voices faded as the crowd continued to move on.

      A phone rang in Voltaire's pocket. He pulled it out and slid his finger across the glass before setting it to his ear.

      “Hello.”

      “Nick, my friend.”

      “Gamal. I hope you have good news.”

      “Yes, my friend. Good news. I made calls. Many calls. There are whispers about your American doctor who went missing. Someone said they know where he is.”

      Voltaire did not reply. He knew there was more then simply asking who the source was or asking were Ben was located. “This man,” Gamal continued, “I do not know him, he is a friend of someone else. But h is willing to meet with you.” Gamal paused. “For a fee, of course.”

      “I’ll meet with him,” Voltaire said. “I’ll bring you the money and you can confirm receipt with him. After we’ve met he can come to you and get it.”

      “Yes. Okay. I will tell him.”

      “Where does he want to meet?”

      “There is an old cafe. Cafe Beggat, near the Scientific Academy. In one hour he will be there.”

      “Okay.”

      “He will be wearing a green hat. I think you call it a...baseball hat.”

      “I’ll be back at your place in fifteen minutes with the money, “Voltaire said.

      “Very good, my friend.”

      They disconnected and Voltaire pocketed the phone, then looked at Cicero. “Cafe Beggat, near the Scientific Academy.”

      Cicero’s fingers clicked over the keys and a map appeared on the screen. He zoomed in. Ellie stood up and she looked over his shoulder. Cicero pinched at the bridge of his nose. “Oh, man. You’re not going to like this,” he said. “This cafe, it’s like right off Tahrir Square.”

      Voltaire's face darkened. He cursed. The room was silent. Tonight, Tahrir Square was the last place on the planet any of them wanted to be. The incumbent government had the military on their side. Violence could erupt at any second. Entire squadrons of police were already in the streets, dressed in full riot gear and blocking the way to Heliopolis Palace—the presidential palace—and The Mogamma, the fifteen-story government building at the south end of the square.

      “You could dictate a different location,” Cicero said.

      “No. I don’t want to stir the pot and have to wait on another lead to surface.” Voltaire looked to Ellie. “Pascal, you and Virgil are with me. Cicero, what’s the time on foot?”

      Cicero leaned into the screen. “On foot...just over half an hour. “But,” he piped up, “It’s only a quarter mile east of the U.S. Embassy. Worst case is you get chased by a crazed mob and don’t have to foot it very far.

      Voltaire nodded thoughtfully. He looked at his watch. “Two minutes.”

      Ellie stood and went to the bed, grabbed a small black bag, and went into the bathroom. She changed quickly, swapping her close-fitting jeans for a pair with more give at the waist. She removed her blouse and slipped on a New York Yankees T-shirt. The articles of clothing were provided by Langley. Personally, Ellie had a healthy distaste for the Yankees; her team was the Tampa Bay Rays. She slipped on a pair of socks and then put on a pair of sneakers. After tying the laces she stood up, placed her former articles of clothing in the bag, and then made a couple last second adjustments to her wig before puckering her lips and applying a thin layer of lipstick. She set the small tube back on the sink and looked at herself. She was hardly recognizable. Her eye-shadow was dark, and she wore thick lashes. She stepped back into the room to see Voltaire unzipping a side pocket on one of the duffle bags on the bed. He withdrew another envelope of cash and slipped it into his pants pocket. Ellie set the bag down and grabbed up a concealed carry holster from the bed. She slipped the hook over the band of her jeans and lowered it against her skin. Surveying the small armory before her she selected a SIG Sauer P238 from the bed, then checked the loads and slid the weapon into the holster and flipping her T-shirt over it.

      Voltaire adjusted the hidden mic in his ear and checked it against Ellie’s and Virgil’s. “One, check.”

      “Three, check,” Virgil said.

      “Two, clear,” Ellie replied.

      Voltaire looked to Cicero. “Four, I’m good,” Cicero replied, and then kicked his feet up on the desk and laced his fingers behind his head as he leaned back in the chair. “I’ll just be right right here watching reruns of Egyptian soaps. Virgil hand me that remote.”

      Virgil shook his head. “You’re ridiculous.” He and Ellie followed Voltaire to the door. “You three stay out of trouble.” Cicero called after them.

      And then they were gone.
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      After leaving the room the three operatives made their way back down Al Fostat.    Halfway down the street Ellie and Virgil hung back while Voltaire went the rest of the way himself. They listened through their ear mics as their team leader handed over the cash to the restaurant owner, exchanged a few more pleasantries, and left. He was back in five minutes and they followed him back up the street, where they turned onto   and taking Hassan El Anware north towards the square.

      And all around them protestors were marching, yelling, and chanting slogans intended to set their disillusionment and impatience on full display. The Nile River was fifty yards to their left, the Great Pyramid ten kilometers to the west. Ellie couldn’t help but feel like she was spinning inside some great vortex of history. Thousands of years of history rested here in the cradle of civilization. Pharaohs and     myth and legend, and her she was walking alongside protestors looking to bring down yet another incarnation of Egyptian government.

      A young man approached and tore her from her contemplations. He pointed at Ellie’s shirt and looked her over. She didn’t stop walking and her teammates tensed as they     The young man He did a double take and then took note of her T-shirt. “Hey! You American?”

      “Yes,” Ellie said, and continued walking.

      “Crazy night to be in Cairo, yes? You will tell your grandchildren about this one day!”

      Don’t I know it.

      And with a final, excited whoop the man darted down the street, disappearing into the thickening crowd.

      Voltaire maintained a brisk pace as they passed up the Ministry of Internal Trading and the massive, white-domed building that was home to the Egyptian Parliament. As they reached the Scientific Academy a roar rose into the night and filled the air: the voices of twenty thousand disgruntled people chanting for Hosni Mubarak to step down and relinquish his steely grip on the nation.

      They were approaching the square.

      People, it seemed now, were pouring out of the cracks; stepping from doorways and side streets, all of them converging to create a river of people all heading in the same northerly direction. The American operatives moved to the far left side and stayed along the edge of the buildings.

      And suddenly they were there. All three Americans stopped in their tracks as the scene opened up before them. Tall apartment buildings formed the perimeter of the east side of the square and Egyptian Museum, the Folklore Arts House, and buildings belonging to Cairo University. But there were no cars whipping around the massive turnabout. There were no blarings cars horns or the squeal of brakes. The plaza, unusual traffic-choked with vehicles, was now  a sea of people.

      All across Tahrir Square makeshift tents formed from tarps and blankets were strewn across the entire area: revolutionary hopefuls prepared for a sit-in of unknown duration. Among the sea of tents and people men and women were grasping their country’s flag and singing as fireworks shot into the air and explode over a massive crowd whose premature celebrations were nearly contagious.

      “Unbeelievable,” Virgil said. “Good for them.”

      Ellie smiled as she watched a group of men laughing together. “Yeah,” she said. “Good for them.”

      Voltaire starting moving again, keeping to the outer edge of the square a fresh-faced college student took to a makeshift stage and began leading his fellow revolutionaries in a new antham. As nearly fifty thousand people lifted their voices in unison the square sounded like something taken from the pages of dystopian fiction or old footage of Hitler’s Nuremberg Rallies. It was the voice of tens of thousands speaking as one.

      Voltaire drew up next to the base of Omar Makram’s statue, and listened. He spoke loudly so his operatives could hear through their mics. “The people demand the fall of the regime. Will will be heard. The people demand the fall of the regime.”

      As they listened a middle-aged man noticed the foreigners and pointed at Virgil. “You journalist?” The Americans smiled curtly, asid nothing, and continued on. “You journalist?” he called after them. “Tell the world that democracy has come to Egypt!” He continued yelling but his voice was drowned out in the din of voices.

      The team navigated a cluster of towering doum palms and kept to the perimeter as they tried to keep a low profile and move ahead unnoticed. Voltaire turned down a nearly empty side street lines with small shops; all but of of them closed. Further down a blue and white sign advertised Cafe Beggat. Ellie and Virgil stopped just before the cafe’s plate glass windows. Virgil continued walking. When he arrived at the end of the block he circled back behind the cafe. Ellie and Volatie’s ear mics lit up with the sound of rusty hinges creaking open as Virgil opened the rear door in the alley. Then they heard the sound of dishes clanking as he passed through the kitchen. Someone yelled to him. Ellie looked to Voatire for a translation but Virgil whispered, “I don’t think they appreciate other people in their kitchen.” A few moments later Virgil gave them the all clear: the location was secure. “Contact is sitting at the third table as you come in. Otherwise the place is empty.” Voltaire opened the front door and went inside. Ellie remained outside the front door, keeping watch.

      At a small table near the sidewall sat a clean-shaven man looking to be in his late twenties. He was wearing a plain green baseball hat and looking down, pecking at his phone. He was smoking. His body language said he was nervous; tight jaw, wide eyes, and a foot that would not stop bouncing his knee beneath the table. “Excuse me,” Voltaire said.

      The man’s head snapped up and as soon as he saw Voltaire he came to his feet. “Hello,” he said. He extended a hand and Voltaire took it and gave a brief shake before letting it go. Both men took a seat and Voltaire got right to business. “I understand you know where Ben Warner is?”

      “Yes,” the man said, but offered nothing more.

      “Gamal got back in touch with you? He has your money.”

      “Yes. He texted me.”

      Voltaire nodded slightly. “Now what do you have for me?”

      The man looked nervously around the cafe and then leaned in and lowered his voice. “Your American friend, he is not in the city. But he is still in Egypt, west of Cairo.” He paused, as if choosing his next words. “You Americans, you have a saying, I think. You call it remaining off the…” he searched for the right word. “The grill.”

      Voltaire frowned slightly as he fished for understanding. “You mean the grid? Staying off the grid?”

      The man leaned back and snapped his fingers. “Yes. Off of the grid. That is what they are doing.” He shrugged. “They have electricity, but they are far away from everyone. I do not know who they are but they are not from Egypt. Saudi Arabia maybe. Or Pakistan. I do not know.”

      “Do you know why he was abducted?” Voltaire asked.

      He shook his head. “No. But I don’t think it is for money. Not terrorist. I think they needed doctor. With this revolution in Cairo right now many doctors have left until things settle down. Those that have stayed are overworked because of the protesters clashes with the police. Many people have been hurt. Some have been killed.” The young man’s features suddenly bristled with anger. He took another drag off his cigarette before jamming it angrily it into the ashtray. “Mubarak. He needs to go. We are done with him.” His eyes lifted and he paused as he listened to the chants flowing down the street from the square.. “Freedom, freedom, freedom.” he smiled. “It is beautiful. So beautiful to my ears. You are American, are you not?”

      “I’m an expat. I live in Dubai,” Voltaire lied.

      “Ah, but you were American.”

      “Yes.”

      “So you know what freedom is.” He leaned across the table and slapped his chest with an open palm. “We do not know freedom. Only a leader who has taken and kept his foot on our necks for three generations.”

      “I hope you get that freedom,” Voltaire said. “Right now I’m trying to get an Dr. Warner his freedom.”

      The man slipped his fingers into his jacket pocket. He produced a small scrap of paper and set it in front of Voltaire. An address was scribbled on it, along with a crude handwritten map. “He is there. That is where your American is. El Sadat City. Do you know where that is?”

      “No.”

      “It is”—he shook his hand—”about one hundred kilometers to the west.”

      “Who took him?” Voltaire asked.

      “I cannot say.” He shook his head forcefully, as if trying to convince himself. “It is not for me to say.”

      “But you know.”

      “Have I given you what you asked.”

      “I need to know—”

      The man’s body straightened. “I will not say! You want to know where he is.” He spread his hands. “I have told you this. But I am done.” Chair legs scraped against the floor as he pushed it back and stood up. He looked into the direction of the square. “I have a revolution to get back to. Good evening and good luck.” And with that he stepped out into the street and was gone.

      As Voltaire pulled out his phone and took a picture of the address Virgil came over and stood silently. Voltaire sent the photo to an encrypted cell phone. It would go straight to Moritmeter, who would gather any and all intelligence on the location.

      They would be there in three hours.
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      It was eerily quiet, and the full moon set the craggy, barren landscape in a silvery glow that threatened to reveal any movement disrupting the desert stillness.

      All four members of TEAM 99 were in full gear, clutching their Heckler & Koch 417 rifles  as they moved forward and slipped into a shallow ravine full of sand and rocks. The ravine was at the bottom of a gently sloping hill where, at the top, sat the object of their focus. Satellite photos reviewed on the way here showed a single-unit structure—a cinder block compound with five rooms, a kitchen, two bathrooms, and small courtyard that opened up to a driveway currently absent of any vehicles.

      Langley had been unable to uncover any information on the property; so sales or ownership details. It wasn’t surprising. The land out here, west of the Nile delta, was ancient. There was nothing; only gritty sand and sunbaked rocks that stretched on as far as the eye could see, the landscape virtually unchanging over the next forty-five hundred miles as it stretched into a half dozen desserts before finally reaching the edge of the continent and giving way to the Atlantic Ocean.

      The CIA had no way of knowing who was inside the compound, and the only confirmation that the man might be telling the truth came from reconnicense images taken just an hour ago showing the perimeter being guarded by three armed men.

      What, or who, they were guarding remained to be seen. TEAM 99’s only intelligence for this mission had originated from a chain-smoking Egyptian wearing a green ball cap and crying for revolution. But they had gotten to him through Gamal. Over the years Gamal had become a trusted source of information. There was no reason to start doubting him now.

      In the distance a pair of headlights roamed the Al Dabba Corridor, a lonely vehicle heading to an unknown destination in the earliest hours of the morning. The sound of its tires running across asphalt whispered across the desert until it faded altogether as the car faded into the darkness.

      The Americans surveyed the compound through their night vision goggles, a green monochrome film coloring everything. Their rules of engagement were clear: fire only if fired upon.

      Cicero swiped two fingers across the horizon and then curled his fingers to form a zero: no cameras detected. Voltaire stepped up out of the ravine and Ellie, Virgil, and Cicero followed, crouching low as they worked their way up the easy hill and approached the south side of the compound, the one with no windows.

      Stealthily, they moved down the length of the exterior wall and stopped at the corner. With his weapon on his shoulder Voltaire peered around it. A man was seated in a plastic chair near the open entrance to the courtyard. The front two legs of the chair were up and he was leaning against the wall, a rifle laying across his lap. He was asleep.

      Voltaire skirted the corner and silently made his way to the inept watchman. Ellie was directly behind her team leader and as he slipped a gloved hand over the guard's mouth she grabbed the man’s his weapon and jerked it off his lap. The man jerked awake and his cry went no further than Voltaire hand. Voltaire jerked the man up and got in behind him. Reaching around with his free arm he wrapped it around the man’s neck and put him in a choke hold. The man fought, bucking and trying to reach back with eager hands. But as the blood flow was to his brain was inhibited his entire body relaxed, finally sagging altogether as he dove into unconsciousness.

      Voltaire laid him on the ground and Ellie quickly zip-tied his hands behind his back and gagged him. Voltaire checked the man’s pockets for a key; all he found was a half-empty pack of cigarettes and a lighter.

      Cicero drug the man into the courtyard and stepped back outside, keeping watch as the others turned their focus to entering the building.

      Virgil wrapped his fingers around the door handle and turned. It was locked. Moving quickly, he placed a knee on the ground and swung off his pack. Removing a breaching charge he peeled off the adhesive backing and pressed it next to the lock plate. He turned the dial to activate the charge and moved five meters down the wall, Ellie and Voltaire following.  “Four, team,” he whispered. “ Explosives hot in three,” he whispered.

      The explosion rattled through the courtyard, sending chunks of wood and concrete in every direction. Cicero’s voice came through everyone’s comms loud and clear. “Ding-dong. Anybody home?” The dust was minimal and Voltaire stepped back and dropped to a knee as he trained his weapon where the door had been. He was now looking down a long hallway lit by a weary bulb. At the far end a bright fluorescent glow spilled from an adjoining room. The operatives flipped up their NVGs and Voltaire motioned for Ellie and Virgil to proceed.

      Men’s frantic voices were heard coming from the back of the building as Virgil led the way across the threshold. There was an open doorway on the right and the room it gave access to was dark. Virgil stepped back and shined his rifle light into the room, clearing it section by section before stepping in and quickly turning to survey the entire room. Except for a couple cardboard boxes and a small table the room was empty. He stepped back into the hallway and continued leading the way forward.

      The next open point was the bright area at the end of the hallway. On approach, Virgil slid to the left and began clearing the room, finally clearing the corner before stepping into room. Ellie was on his heels and save for a small kitchen—a refrigerator, stove, and a square table that sat four—it was empty. The team moved through the kitchen and into the next part of the house, where they heard soft whispers coming from a room on the left. Another hallway was up ahead and Virgil motioned for Ellie to take it while he and Voltaire continued clearing the rest of the house.

      Ellie slipped past, her turn to momentary take the lead. She stop at an open doorway on her left. It was dark and she

      Ellie approached the corner and heard someone breathing down the hall on her left in loud, nervous breathes. Whoever was there was nervous, waiting for someone to skirt the corner so they could shoot. Ellie plucked an M84 stun grenade into from her gear vest, pulled the pin she flung it around the corner. The grenade clattered along the concrete and exploded a second later, emitting a loud bang of 170 decibels and a blinding flash of more than one million candela within a five foot radius radius. Ellie moved around the corner with her gun ready to fire. A man was on his knees squinting painfully with both eyes and his hands over his ears, temporarily blinded and deaf. His rifle was on the floor behind him.

      Ellie quickly approached him, grabbed a handful of his hair and sent his head in the concrete wall. The man’s body went limp and crimped to the floor.

      From the back of the house came the chatter of semi-automatic weapons, frantic yells as commands were given. Then came the distinct response from Virgil and VOltaire's HK’s as they fired off short bursts.

      A woman screamed.

      Then, everything went silent.

      Ellie dropped to a knee and reached out and grabbed the door handle. It would open to her left. With her rifle leveled in front of her she flung it open and scanned for threats.

      A hospital bed lay against the far wall. A man in khakis and a blue button down shirt was leaned over it, as if protecting someone. Ellie rose and entered the room as the man yelled over his shoulder. “Don’t shoot! Don’t shoot!” He was English.

      “Hand’s up!” Ellie barked. “Hands up now!” She quickly cleared the her sectors. There was no one else in the room. Now windows and no other access points.

      The man at the bed man stood erect and raised his hands. His torso lifted away from the bed to reveal a young girl laying there. Her eyes were closed and her skin a yellowish gray. Ellie’s first thought was that she was dying. Ellie looked to the man and blanched. His face was haggard and full of stubble. She recognized him.

      It was Ben Warner.

      Voltaire’s voice came through her earpiece. “Location secure. Two, report.”

      “Dr. Warner is secure,” she replied. “At the end of the second hall. Tango lights out at doorway.”

      “Have a tango,” Voltaire said. “Coming to you. She’s riding in front.”

      Ellie moved towards the bed while keeping her weapon trained on the open doorway. “Dr. Warner. Are you okay?”

      He looked dazed. “Y—yes. You’re American?”

      “Yes sir. We’re here to get you out.”

      “How did you find me?”

      “We can discuss that later. Let’s go.”

      Ben straighned, his eyes suddenly darkening. He shook his head. “No,” he said. “No, I’m not leaving.”
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      Ellie blinked, stunned by Ben’s last statement and the stony expression on his face. “I’m sorry?” she said.

      Footsteps sounded down the hallway and a lady appeared in the doorway and stepped into the room. Voltaire and Virgil came in behind her, their weapons trained on her. The lady had olive skin and was wearing a flowing skirt. A brown hijab covered her head. She took in the room; the three operatives, Ben, and the girl. Her hands were clasped in front of her, trembling.

      “Where was she?” Ellie asked.

      “Huddled in a closet.”

      The lady looked toward Ben. “You have come for him?”

      “Yes,” Voltaire said. “What’s your name?”

      “Amina.”

      “And Amina, who kidnapped Dr. Warner?”

      “I did. I—I paid men to bring him to me.”

      “And why did you do that?”

      Ben interjected. “Her daughter, she’s sick.” He looked back to the bed. “She has a rare blood condition. Amina has the proper drugs but there’s a specific way they have to be administered.”

      Voltaire looked incredulous. “You kidnapped Dr. Warner for his expertise?”

      “Yes. That is all. We meant him no harm.”

      “Why couldn’t you just get a doctor to come from Cairo?” Virgil asked.

      “It...it is not that simple—my situation.”

      “And what situation is that?”

      “I cannot say.”

      “Ma’am,” Voltaire said, “you’re in very big trouble with the United States government. I suggest you start talking.”

      “I cannot say,” she repeated.

      “Unbelievable,” Virgil muttered.

      Voltaire stepped to her and pointed to Ben. “Do you know who that is? You kidnapped the son of a United States senator.”

      She swung her gaze back to Ben. “You did not tell me this,” she barked.

      “I wasn’t going to offer it up ma’am. I didn’t want you getting ideas of ransom money if you knew the stock I come from.”

      “I would not have done that,” she sharply. “We do not want you for money.”

      “I wasn’t going to take that chance.” Ben looked back to Voltaire. “I need to stay. If this young lady doesn’t continue to get her medicine properly administered and on time she’ll die.”

      Voltaire shook his head. “I’m sorry Dr. Warner. My directive is to get you out. We can’t stay here.”

      Ben’s voice was horse with anger. “You want this girl’s blood on your hands? Then find someone to replace me.”

      “How did you find us?” Amina interrupted.

      “That’s not important,” Voltaire said. “And I’m not hanging around here like a nesting chicken. Virgil placed two strong hands on Ben’s shoulders and started pulling him away from the bed.

      “Wait!” Amina called out. “What...what if I can give you someone your government would have great interest in.”

      “I have no authority to negotiate,” Voltaire said. “We’re here to bring Dr. Warner home. That’s all.”

      Her curiosity peaked, Ellie asked, “Who do you have in mind, Amina?”

      Amina closed her eyes and brought in a deep breath. She exhaled slowly, as if she were carefully considering her next words; as though there was a silent, tumultuous debate raging inside her. She opened her eyes. “You will know him as The Apostate.”

      Ellie’s gaze shot over to Voltaire. He looked as monetary stunned as she did.

      The Apostate had claimed the bombing of the U.S. Embassy in Jordan two months ago, resulting in the loss of eighteen American and fourteen Jordanian lives. Many others who lived through the explosions had lost entire limbs and suffered severe burns, blindness, and permanent loss of hearing. More recently, the Apostate had taken credit for the attempted assassination of John Eisenberg, the United States Ambassador to Saudi Arabia. Ambassador Eisenberg was still in the hospital recovering from his wounds. His motorcade had been assaulted, leaving two Suburbans demolished and four security guards dead. Pin buttons of a burning American flag had been found strewn across the wrecehage with “the Apostate” written across.

      

      Beyond the attacks The Apostate had produced tens of thousands of pamphlets distributed across Jordan, Syria, and Audi Arabia, decrying the American political machine and

      

      Voltaire was unable to suppress a smirk. “You want me to believe that you can give us America’s most wanted terrorist?”

      “Yes,” she said camly. “I do.”

      “And why is that?” Voltaire asked.

      “Because,” she said, “he is my brother.”
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      Ellie felt the back of her neck prickle at Amina’s words.

      “Your brother?” Voltaire repeated.

      “Yes.”

      “And why would you give up your brother?”

      Amina’s face darkened and she looked to a folding chair against the wall. “May I sit down?”

      “No.”

      She nodded unsurely. “My brother, he used to be a good man. He had a great love for America. He was exchange student in Philadelphia for one year, just before the Taliban took over our government.”

      “Afghanistan?” Voltaire asked.

      “Yes. When he returned home he had Eagles jersey and Michael Jordan shoes. When the Taliban came to power they would not allow for such clothing to be worn or even owned. So he hid them in his closet. America, it changed my brother. After seeing Philadelphia and Boston and New York he returned home wanting to be architect.” Amina paused as tears began to cloud her eyes. She wiped them away. “He was going to find a way to go to college in America. That was soon before your 9/11.”

      The four Americans in the room were silent, all of them amazed that, if Amina was telling the truth, that they were hearing the personal history of The Apostate from his own sister. Before today, the U.S. intelligence community had come up short with any concrete identity for the man hiding behind the cryptic facade.

      She continued. “When your President Bush sent your Army into our country they freed us from the oppression of the Taliban. Our family was very much full of joy. It was very hard living under their rule. But my brother, he was even more happy.” She indicated towards Voltaire's gear. “He worshiped you, all of your army.”

      “So what changed?”

      She huffed indignantly. “Your army, they started to see all of us as terrorist. They see man with beard and think he must hate democracy and love to kill people in Allah's name. But this is not true. My father, he had a home at the edge of Kabul. One night, we were sleeping your and Army comes into the house. They pulled us all out of bed started yelling at my father and brother, accusing them of wanting to kill American soldiers; of being terrorist. One of the soldiers, they became frightened by something and started shooting. They killed my father and shot by brother in the leg. Then they threatened my brother not to talk about it or they would come back and kill us all. Then they left. Left us with my brother bleeding on the floor and my mother wailing over my father’s body. My brother, he still walks with limp.” Amina glared at Voltaire. “Your soldiers, they were not good men. My brother a good man before you all came into our country and destroyed everything we loved.” Her tone was not aquisorty. It was resigned; a bland statement of fact.

      “I’m sorry ma’am,” Voltaire said. “I really am. Sometimes a few bad apples get in the bunch.”

      “It is all done,” she replied. “I cannot change anything. I do not love America but I do not hate America. I only want my daughter to get better. I want her to have good life.”

      “We would need proof,” Voltaire said. “That your brother is the Apostate.”

      “I can give you proof. He calls me each night after evening prayers.”

      “Do you know where he is?” Ellie asked.

      “Yes.” She looked towards Ben. “If he stays here with me. If my daughter continues to get his help then I will tell you where he is.”

      “Amina,” Voltaire said. “If the Apostate really is your brother, if you give him up, I can promise you that you won’t need Ben. We’ll get your daughter to the best doctors.” Ellie saw a mother’s hope wash over Amina’s expression. But it quickly vanished beneath a veneer of sadness.

      Voltaire looked to Virgil while speaking to Cicero over his mic. “Three, I’m sending four to you. I need the sat phone.”

      Virgil left the room, stepping over the man still laying dazed on the floor. The man began to stir, and as they waited for Virgil to return Ellie produced several zip ties and bound his hands and feet. When she was done she walked over to Voltaire and spoke quietly. “How many did you find at the back of the house?”

      “Two. They’re dead.” He dipped his head towards the man she had just secured. “With him and the one outside that makes two still breathing.” Virgil returned with the phone and handed it to Voltaire, who walked to the far corner of the room. He dialed the phone and set it to his ear, speaking in low, hushed tones.

      Ellie kept her gaze on Amina, who was standing at her daugther’s bed, clasping the girl’s limp hand in hers, stroking her clamy forehead with another. They could get help for Amain’s daughter. But when they treatment was over and they were released, it would take no time at all for them to be killed. The Apostate's men would have gotten wind of what she did and put out a hit order on them both. In this line of work Ellie didn’t have the luxury of sympathy. People often got dealt a bad hand, and it wasn’t her team’s job to right all the ills on this dark planet. But she did, right now, have a small window to show some empathy.

      Ellie walked over to her team leader, leaned in, and whispered in his ear. “You need to get them citizenship.” Volaire held up a finger and nodded. Ellie stepped back.

      Ellie left him alone to speak with Mortimer and went over to the bed. The young girl looked no older than twelve. Her skin had an abnormally yellowish hue and the flesh around her eyes was puffy.

      “What’s wrong with her?” she asked.

      Amina didn’t seem to hear. She was still stroking her daughter’s forehead, tears filling her eyes. “She has a rare blood disease,” Ben answered. He motioned toward the side table where several glass vials were perched next to several syringes. “I’m guessing the medicine is stolen. It has to be mixed properly before its admistaeted. The smallest mistake would put her into a coma that she most likely wouldn’t come out of.”

      Across the room Voltaire finished his phone call.

      Voltaire motioned for Ellie to followed him down the hallway. When they reach the kitchen he said, “Mortimer is fine with getting Amina immunity from prosecution. But he can’t guarantee citizenship and some form of witness protection until she’s cleared. They’re going to watch her while she’s in Germany and make sure she’s not involved     For all we know she could have the same ideology as her brother. It’s going to take some time to vet her from the sidelines.”

      “Of course,” Ellie said.

      “That said, “Volatire placed a hand on her shoulder, “that was a good ask on your part.”

      “Thanks.” They returned to the room.

      “Okay, Amina.” She looked up and wiped at her eyes. “You have a deal. You give us your brother and you get uminity from kidnapping Dr. Ward and any affiliation with your brother. We’ll airlift your daughter to a hospital in Germany and get her the treatment she needs.”

      Amina bore down on her lower lip to keep fresh tears at bay. “Thank you,” she said, and the hint of a smile appeared at the corners of her mouth. “Thank you very much.”

      “And another thing.” Voltiate glanced to Ellie before turning his gaze back to Amina. “We’re working on getting you both a green card. I can’t make any promises at this time but we’re going to try and get you set up permanently in the United States with new identities.

      

      You and your daughter will both be taken to the U.S. and given newspapers that reflect your new citizenship.”

      Suddenly, Amani looked distraught, as though a horrible thought accorded to her that had not surfaced until this moment. “The United States has lied many times before. How do I know you are telling the truth. If give you my brother you might leave us here.”

      Voltaire did not hesitate. “I’m sorry, ma’am, but I think trusting us right now is about the only option you have.”

      Ellie rested a hand on Amina’s shoulder. “He means that, Amina. We’ll get your daughter the medical care she needs. Most likely in Germany or England. When she’s well enough to travel again you’ll go to America and get new identities. You’ll have a new life.”

      Amina looked to the small, sickly body laying on the bed. A rebel tear slid down her check and he brushed it away. She closed her eyes, taking a final moment to remember her brother for who he used to be, not the monster he had become. Her eyes opened and her words came blandly, absence of any emotion. “My brother. His name is Nasir. Nasir Haqqani.”

      “And where is he?” Voltaire asked.

      “Syria,” she said resolutely. “He is in Syria.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Nine

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Jabal al-Druze Mountains,

        Southeast Syria

      

      

      He touched his forehead to the floor a final time before leaning back up and opening his eyes. He folded over the front corner of his janamaz—his prayer rug—and came to his feet. He walked out of the room and the wooden stairs creaked beneath him as he took them down to the first floor of the compound and entered his office; a small room with a desk, a half-empty bookshelf, and two rifle racks filled with AK-47s and AKMs.

      Nasir sat into the chair behind his desk and swiveled around so he could look out the small window. The landscape was covered in a blanket of snow, the pristine white broken only by rock fragments and clusters of boulders the snow had yet to cover over. In the distance Tell Qeni mountain rose gently above the horizon, arching into the sky like the back of a monstrous polar bear. To the east, hundreds of rows of olive trees sat bare-branched and dormant in the moonlight as they waited for spring to arrive.

      The floor creaked outside his office and a tall, broad-shouldered man stepped through the open door. He had a strong, hooked nose and a long, brushed-out beard. “Babrak needs the cookbook,” he said. Nasir turned and grabbed a large three-ring binder off his bookshelf. He handed it to Janir and asked. “I will have the detonators ready soon.”

      “When do we leave?” ___ asked.

      “Two days. In the morning. Babrak should be finished by then. Is his heart prepared?”

      “Yes. He is still praying. He will be a good martyr, Nasir. He will be ready.”

      Nasir nodded. “Good.”

      Janir stepped out of the room and Nasir picked up his wire cutters. His desktop was littered with wires, plastic and metal components, and a jar full of ball bearings. He plugged the soldering iron into an outlet and then opened the bottom drawer and withdrew a fresh burner phone. He had dozens more; each time he used one he destroyed it immediately after the call. He knew the number by heart. He flipped open the old phone and dialed. It was answered on the fourth ring.

      “Amina,” he said. “How are you?”
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        * * *

      

      “I am well,” Amina replied. “And you, brother?”

      “Very cold. The snows returned last night. How is Fatima today?”

      “No better. She has not opened her eyes today. She needs a doctor, Nasir.”

      There was a prolonged silence on the other end. “I know. I am trying to arrange something.” More silence. “Let me speak to Moquat.”

      Aminia glanced nervously at Voltaire, her eyes wide. “He is not here.”

      “What do you mean? Of course he is there.”

      “Nasir,” she said. “Moquat, Humat and the others...they left several hours ago and said they would be back soon. But they have not returned.”

      “They would not do such a thing!”

      “And yet they are not here, Nasir. I can let you speak to the wind.”

      “So you are alone? You and Fatima?”

      “Yes.”

      “Where did they go?”

      “I asked. They would not tell me. He was angry about something. I do not know what.”

      Nasir’s voice erupted in anger. “I will send others to you. Moquat will pay with blood for this. Do you have food? Water?”

      “Yes. But when will you send for us? I do not like being here alone.”

      “Soon. Soon. I promise. I have one thing I must do first. I will send for you after.” Then Nasir said goodbye and hung up.

      Amina handed the phone back to Cicero, who had his laptop on his knees as he coordinated with Landley as they attempted to triangulate Nasir’s location. He shook his head. “We couldn’t get it,” he said.

      “Nasir,” Amina said, “he will know something it wrong.” She nodded thoughtfully. “He will know. Moquat is a faithful man. He would not simply leave me us by ourselves.”

      “Does he know that you kidnapped Ben?”

      “No. If knew this he would not risk sending for us.” Amina looked over at her daughter. “But I could not wait any longer.”

      “Why are you here, in Egypt?”  Ellie asked. “Why aren’t you with your brother?”

      “Nasir does not want us close to his work,” Amina replied. “He moves us every two or three months so that we are not found. Last month we were in northern Saudi Arabia. The time before that in southern Afghanistan.”

      “That must be very lonely,” Voltaire said, trying to stokes the fires of dissatisfaction were clearly blazing inside her.

      “Yes,” she replied. “It is lonely.” She shrugged weakly. “But what am I to do? Nasi, he takes care of us.”

      Voltaire retrieved a cell phone from his pocket, typed in a passcode and navigated to his pictures. He found the one that Ellie had taken through the cafe window early the night before. He held it up to Amina. “Do you recognize this man?”

      She squinted as her eyes roved over the photo. “No. I have not seen this man before.”

      Voltaire turned it to Ben. “How about you? Did you ever see him in the refugee camp?”

      Ben’s eyes immediately brightened with recognition. “That’s the idiot taxi driver that picked me up from the camp and detoured me to the guys who grabbed me.”

      Voltaire looked back to Amini. He spoke sharply. “You said you didn’t know this man.”

      “I—I do not. I only know Fahted. He must have hired him. Fahted’s men are the ones who brought Dr. Warner back here.”

      Virgil chuckled. “Looks like Mr. Taxi driver was double dipping. Got paid to pick Ben up and then got paid by us to give up where he was.”

      

      Shazia

      

      “We can’t stay here. I’m not going to have by team be a sitting duck while we wait on our intelligence to come through. We’ll need to move you, your daughter, and Dr. Warner.”

      “But I cannot—”

      Voltaire cut her off. “That is not negotiable Amani. To be frank you’re lucky we’re not dragging you back to the US for trial.

      

      “Here,” Ellie said, gesturing towards the chairs. “Have a seat.”

      “Thank you.” She sat, and Ellie took the chair next to her, her rifle still clutched between her fingers.

      “Why is he called The Apostate?” Ellie asked.

      “It is a good question.” Amina said. Do you know what the word means?”

      “Apostate?”

      “Yes.”

      “It means someone who falls away from their religion,” Ellie said. “Like a heretic.”

      “Yes. Yes. That is right.” Amina frowned as she mentally reviewed painful footage from her past. “Our imam, our mosque leader, he was a good man. He interpreted the Koran and the Hadith in such a way that he believed violence was wrong. He told Nasir he had to let it go. That Allah would deal with the men who killed out father. He said that Allah would deal with the soldiers in his anger. But Nasir… he could not do that. His outrage and his hate had already grown very strong. Over time he talked of getting revenge and hurting America. And he burned all his belongings that reminded him of America in our small courtyard.” Amina shook her head. “He is like all the rest of them now. He is angry at the West and thinks that it must be destroyed. He is the same as Bin Laden and all the other in this way.”

      Virgil had been listening intently. Now he spoke up. “A lot of Muslims are terrorists and hate everything about America. Hell, a lot of Muslims who aren’t terrorists still hate America. What makes your brother some kind of heretic?”

      “Our imam, he did not know any radicals. You Americans think that radicals are everywhere. They do grown in number the longer you stay in our country. But our imam, he did not preach this way. He did not preach hate. Nasir spent many, many hours arguring with him. One day Nasir     The imam called after him and called him an apoasate to Islam.”

      “And you,” Ellie said. “Who do you agree with?”

      Amani’s gaze fell towards the floor. He answer came slowly, but with conviction. “What your soldiers did, I know that Allah will judge them. But it is true that peace can only come from leaving their judgemnt in his hands. Nasir’s hate towards America has only left many of your people dead in his attacks. Innocatent poeple who, like me, are only trying to live their lives well.” She looked up and her eyes were awash with tears. She wiped them away with the backs of her hands. “Nasir is wrong in what he does. I am sorry he has hurt your people. It is not right. I am not terrorist.”

      At that moment Voltaire stepped back into the room. He looked at Amina. “We’re working on cross-checking the intelligence you gave us on your brother’s location. That could take a few hours or a few days. In the meantime we’ll have to relocate the both of you. We’re leaving here. Where we eDuring that time you can’t be alone. Not even to use the restroom.” He indicated towards Ellie. “She’ll have to be with you at all time. You won’t be allowed to make an attempts at outside communication.”

      Amaina nodded weakly. The weight of the entire ordeal with her daughter and her brother  “I understand.” She looked to her daughter. “I need her to get better. She must be all right.”

      “As soon we can get your intelligence confirmed we’ll get you and your daughter out of here.”
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        * * *

      

      Nasir hung up with his sister felt the anger rise in his chest like bad indigestion. He dialed Moquat’s phone number and set the phone back to his ear. It rang once, twice—seven times before it went to a generic voicemail. He tried again. Still, nothing. Nasir slapped the phone on his desk and ran a hand down his beard.

      Moquat had been with him since the beginning. He was one of his most trusted friends; there was no one as like-minded as he. They shared the same convictions with equal vervor. It was why Nasir had left him to watch over his sister and niece. Moquat would not simply abandon them.

      Something wasn’t right.

      Nasir set his elbows on his desk and clasped his hands together. “Basir!” Hard squeeky footfalls once flowed down the hall gain and Basir re-appeared. “Tell Babrak he must move faster. I cannot reach Moquat. Amina said he has left her and __ alone.”

      Basir frowned. “Alone? What do you mean?”

      Nasir threw up his hands. “Amina said he has left. Left! That he is gone. She does not know where.”

      “His brother lives in Cario,” Basir said. “Perhaps he has gone to check on him. The protests are growing strong there.”

      Nasir stroked his beard. “No. If he did, the others would not have accompanied him.”

      “You think he will betray us?” Basir asked, his tone now less sure than it was a minute earlier.

      “I do not know. I did not think he would ever leave Amina alone.” Nasir stood quickly and snapped his fingers. “Tell Babrak to work faster. We leave tomorrow night once darkness falls. No later.”

      “But Babrak will need more time to cook the–”

      “We cannot stay here. I will not risk exposure. Not unless I hear from Moquat and am satisfied.” Nasir looked at the clock on the wall. “The Americans will have to get their next surprise a little early.”
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        Fifteen Hours Later

        Jordanian/Syrian Border

        9:37 pm

      

      

      All seven members of TEAM 99 were present as the C-130 aircraft’s wheels lifted off the tarmac at Jordan’s Al-Azraq Air Base. They sat silently with their backs against the thin walls of cargo plane, their bodies shifting as the fulasage trembled through several turbulence patches and crept closer to the Syrian border.

      They were flying just above 30,000 feet and equipped for a High-Altitude, Low Opening jump. Ellie wore googles, a ski mask pulled down past her collarbone and a full-face oxygan mask. At this altitude there was only half the atmosphere as at sea level and it was crucial for all the nitrogen be gone from their system before they made the jump. If some nitrogen remained in their bloodstream they would suffer hypoxia–the bends—and experience effects akin to a scuba diver surfacing too fast.

      Beneath their parkas they wore wool-lined thermals that would serve to protect them from the -60 degrees temperatures outside of the aircraft and the snow covered terrain the aircraft. On the ground below the snow-covered desert was seven degrees below freezing.

      The yellow jumplight flicked on above the airplane’s side door. Ellie grabbed the hand grips on the inside wall of the plane and came to her feet, then began a silent, pre-jump check. Volatiare, acting as jumpmaster, stepped to the door and pressed a button and the side door opened up. Freezing air rushed across the threshold at one-hundred and fifty miles per hour. The operatives fell in line and as soon as soon as Volatire gave the singal they began their exit into the void. Ellie brought up the back on the line and fell out face first and entered a slow roll into the void. Volatiore jumped immediately after her, bringing up the rear. They entered a freefall descent through the freezing darkness; dark ants sliding down the black curtain of night.

      The mission was simple. An insertion point just over the southwestern edge of the Sryian border. Upon landing they would hike eight kilometers to the location Amina identified as her brother’s compound, an un-walled two-story building that sat at the bottom of the __ foothills and looked down over the valley.

      American satellites and drones had taken up a hawkish reconnaissance of the entire area. Seven hours ago two men had left out the front door of the main house and walked to a small barn twenty meters away. An hour later they returned to the house. There had been movement on the property since; only a couple lights in the house being switched on or off as someone entered or exited a room. No vehicles were detected and there appeared to be no internet connection not a landline to the house. Save for electricity the entire compound was off-grid, not unusual for a remote building in a middle-eastern desert.

      The operatives would have to enter swiftly, but with no assurance that they were at the hideout of the Apostate. The rules of engagement were clear: fire only if fired upon. The Apostate, should he be there, was not to be taken alive. Everyone invovled knew there was a good chance the Apostate woulnd’t be there, that they would only find a goat herder’s family who had never heard the name of Nasir __.  simply run onto a small goat herder’s farmhouse.

      

      The echo of Ellie’s breathing sounded in her ears as she fell at terminal velocity and the freezing air whistled by. HALO jumps took advantage of high downward speed and minimal forward airspeed to ensure that the operatives could slip easily past radar. reduce the amount of time a parachute might be visible to ground observers, enabling a stealthy insertion.

      Ellie free-fell for eighty-one seconds before her altimeter gave her a reading of 2,800 feet. She yanked the hakey and the parachuate canopy slipped off her back and billowed out, catching the wind and spreading open like an enourous bed sheet. Her harness tightended into her body and as her speed slowed. Ellie’s night vision goggles were attached to a rail mount on her helmet and as she dirfted closer to the landing zone she flipped them down over her eyes, backing everything in a haunted green glow. Her boots punched through two inches on snow as they made contact with the ground and she landed on her feet.

      All seven team members hit the LZ within thirty meters of each other, touching down  in a close tactical grouping. They removed their harnesses, quickly rolled up the chutes, and placed them all on the ground in a tight pattern. They removed their masks and oxygen systems, then flipped their parkas inside out, switching them from black to white.

      Darwin removed a white polyester sheet from his pack, shook it out, and the team moved efficenly to spread it across the parachutes. In a more accommodating landscape they would simply bag and bury their chutes, dig a hole in the soft ground or toss them into a copse of thick trees. But in this part of the desert there were only small rocks covering the harpan. The team set several rocks on the corners of the sheet and covered them with snow before setting off. Their exfiltration route out of the country would take them back by here, where they would pack and re-shoulder the chutes for the trek over the border into Jordan.

      The temperature was a fridged twenty-nine degrees fahrenheit, a full ten degrees colder than was average for this time of year, and Ellie could easily make out the cloud of her breath as they made their way deeper into Syria and to the cover of an upward slope ahead.

      Mortimer’s voice cut through their earpieces. “No tangos in route. Remain on course.” An MQ-9 Reaper drone was cruising five miles above them, it's thermographic cameras scanning the area for any movement or imaging that would indicate that a nearby human that could threaten to notice their presence on the open terrain.

      The winter night was calm and eerily quiet, the only sound the muffled crunch of their boots packing down the thin layer of snow. They approached a dormant olive orchard and moved single file down a row of bare-branched trees that offered a modicum of cover as they approached the top of the hill and the view that would give them a view of the valley Nasir’s temporary home.

      The hour would reveal wether or not Amina had told the truth about her brother and, if she had, whether or not tonight was the night The Apostats’s terror finally came to an end.

      The Americans walked on, fueled by a deep hunger for revenge.

      

      CHAPTER

      

      _ nodded quickly and stepped backwards out the doorway, disappeared down the hall. Nasir rubbed a thoughtful hand down his beard. For the first time since taking on the personage of the Apostate he felt a sense of unease. The entire ordeal with Moquat and the others had compromised his plans and quite possibly, his identity. He knew there was a good chance now that his deserters had abandoned ideology for profit; that they were in the process of selling him out for money. It was

      Nasir turned gazed out the window. Towards the west. Towards America.

      He smiled; a cold, proud smile reflecting a heart fully committed to revenge. The time for his greatest response had come. It would be a glorious; heard the world over.

      He heard footsteps coming from down the hall and turned to see Afif entering with a cardboard box in his arms. He set it gently on the desk. Nasir leaned forward in his chair and came to his feet. He looked into the box and nodded satisfactorily. He reached in and touched the metal plate. It was smooth beneath his fingertips. Nasir ran them gracefully over the top of the bomb as a mother might across the back of her infant child. He smiled again, and felt a tingle of adrenaline rush through him. “This is very good, Basir. Very good.”

      “Thank you, Nasir.”

      Nasir looked into the older man’s face. His pupils were tiny dots, set into eyes that were weary from lack of sleep. ”You both have become very tired.” Nasir noted. “You are sure there have been no mistakes?”

      “No. No Mistakes. I was with Basir as he built it. I checked each step as we proceeded.”

      “Very good.” Nasir indicated towards the bomb. “Give this back to Afif and tell him to go to the truck. He and I will leave now.”

      “Yes, Nasir.” Afif hesitated. “Will you come back here when it is finished?”

      “No. Not here. Wait for my instruction and I will let you know where to meet me. Begin to gather everything. If you have not heard from me by tomorrow evening then take the other truck and leave. Go north to Manbij. I will get word to you there.”

      Nasir snatched a leather sachel from a shelf and shoved in some papers from off the desk and a photo of his late father. He stepped to the gun rack and selected two AK-47s. He slung them over his shoulder before grabbing four loaded magazines and stuffing them into the satchel. He turned to __, set a hand on his shoulder. “You have been a loyal friend, Afif. We will see each other again soon.”

      “May God be with you, Nasir. And Omar, too”

      “Yes. And with you.”

      Nasir left his office for the last time and walked to the rear of the home he entered a small bedroom where Omar was waiting. His fellow terrorist was clutching a leather bag that was sagging towards the floor. The bomb inside was heavy. He gently laid the bag on the floor, reached in, and pulled something out. He handed it to Nasir. The detonator, Nasir.

      Nasir nodded silently as he took it, then put one knee on the floor and reached for the   corner of the area rug. He pulled it back from the concrete floor to reveal a wooden door set into the foundation and lying flush to the floor. Nasir wiggled his fingers beneath the latch, flipped it up, and pulled back the door. A dry, musty smell filled his nostrils and he motioned for Omar to enter first. The leather bag had a rope attached to the handle, which Omar used to slowly lower it into the tunnel, then quickly made his way down the ladder. Nasir descended after him, the AKs clacking on the edge of the floor, and once his sandals found the dirt he flipped on the flashlight as the door above was secured shut once again. Beside him, Omar picked up the leather bag and carefully hoisted it up as Nasir shined the light down the corridor of darkness and started forward.
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        * * *

      

      The hike that brought the American’s further into Sryia took nearly two hours. Three miles behind them the landscape had begun to change, with hills rising out of the darkness like broad waves on a trubulent ocean. Their earpieces came alive with Mortimer’s voice. “The crest of the next hill is your lookout point. No external guards have been confirmed. The Apostate, if he was here, was apparently confident that he had not yet been identified. Apparently he had misjudged his sister’s commitment to her daughter over him.

      “Voltaire, mission is yours.” And with that, Mortimter signed off as he gave all future directives over to the team leader. The operatives followed Volatire up the hill’s rugged spine and lowered themselves onto the ground as they crested the rise on their stomachs. They peered over to see a two-story mud brick house sitting on the desert’s level plain a hundred meters from the bottom of the hill. There were no disruptions in the pure blanket of snow that might indicate a road somewhere beneath the icy covering. And there were no automobiles. A tired old barn sat some thirty meters to the west of the house, its doors shut. If there were any vehicles, that was the only place they could be.

      The house itself had no wall; no fence or gate around it that would qualify it to be a compound of sorts. The only fencing was on the side of the house, deformed chicken wire that formed the perimtere of an abanoded goat pen.

      Their route down the hill would be under the cover of a barren olive orchard.

      Since Amaina has spoken with her brother the night before        Nasir had since broken with his       Volatire had given her clear instruction that she was not to ask her brother where he was, that in no way was she to attempt for Masir to confirm his location. Nasir would already be

      

      Beyond the house, the desert floor was littered with boulders and rock formations that seemed to     mountain three miles to the north.

      

      Each operative’s night vision goggles sent a live video feed back to CIA leadership in Langley, the White House, the Pentagon, and Mortimer in Brussels. The feed would run through facial recognition software and compare who the team was coming in contact with against known terrorists.

      Over the last fifteen hours only one confirmed photo of Nasir Haqqani had surfaced. The image was nearly twenty years old, taken when Nasir applied for his green card to enter the US as an exchange student. At the time he was a clean-shaven, fresh-faced young man. His eyes held a glimmer, an excitement over the chance to come to the country he so idolized. There were no known photos of him in the time since he returned home to Afghanistan. Nothing since his new personalized religion was conceived in tragedy and hardened through nearly a decade of bitterness.

      Langley had provided a mission brief to TEAM 99 that included several variations on a time lapse, and Amina indicated that he now sported a full beard typical of so many Muslim radicals. He also said that he had a long scar running down his left cheek, the result of a car accident in the Pshar mountains of Pakistan several years ago.

      

      Langley was scrambling, trying to explain why Nasir __ had been completely unknown to them. Nasir’s name and identity had not even been heard in so much as a whisper. He was, in every sense of the word, unknown.

      

      The operatives checked their weapons a final time and Voltaire raised his right fist and drew an outward swoop with two fingers. Ellie, Virgil, and Faraday slowly descended the hill. Volatire repeated the motion with his left hand and Cicero, Dante, and Darwin moved to his left and entered the orchard. Voltaire, as the top marksmen among them, would take the eagle position. He brought out his rifle, fitting the suppressor and bipod to the weapon as his team moved silently towards the house like ghosts in a bad dream. The olive orchard stopped its ascent ten yards below, so there was nothing to obstruct his view of the house, the property, or the open desert beyond. Voltaire sighted through his scope, made his initial adjustments, and slipped his finger onto the trigger.
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        * * *

      

      Ellie’s squad moved with practiced east down the hill, taking a knee when they finally reach the bottom and used the trees as a modicum of cover as they assessed the property up close. The front door was forty meters in front of them. No outside lights were on and   no security cameras.  Only a dim yellow glow coming from an upstairs bedroom. It was nearly midnight. Ellie clicked her mic once and watched as Darwin’s squad emerged from the trees and silently routed towards the opposite side side of the house.

      Ellie slipped out of cover and quickly led her squad to the front porch. She scanned for threats as Virgil moved past her and approached the door with a blasting charge ready. He pressed it into the door just beneath the lock and stepped retreat.

      Voltaire, watching from above said, “One, team. Breach ready. Squad one, report.

      Ellie clicked her mic.

      “Squad two, report.”

      One click.

      “Team ready. Procede. Let’s get his ass.”

      All anonymity the American’s possessed up to this point vanquished as Virgil detonated the charge and the door exploded, hundreds of fragments of wood whizzing through the air before coming to rest in the snow.

      Loud, urgent voices came from upstairs but quickly receded before ceasing altogether. Ellie was the first to step across what was left of the threshold and the rest of the team stepped in behind her, and moved together down the hall like an enormous centipede. They quickly cleared each room, the monochrome of their night vision coloring everything an eerie green as it is gave them  the edge in the darkness. They passed through the small kitchen and heard a scuffle in the adjoining room and then the crisp, distant sound of a slide racking on a semi-automatic rifle and a round entering the steel chamber. Ellie held up a fist and, three fingers, and swept them towards the right wall. Darwin, Cicero, and   retreated back through the kitchen, silently circumnavigating the kitchen as they approached the room from the other side.

      Ellie plucked a smoke grenade from her utility belt, pulled the pin, and tossed it around the corner. It clattered loudly on the bare concrete floor and hissed as smoke hissed from the pressurized can.

      The grenade was to serve as a distraction rather than additional cover. It had its desired effect. No sooner had Elile tossed it out then a chatter of gunfire erupted from the other room, scared insurgents shooting at anything that moved, the rounds scarring the wall just feet in front Ellie’s face. The gunfire was answered by the succinct bursts from three HK416s as Darwin's squad returned fire from behind. Seconds later, “Clear!”

      Ellie swooped around the corner to see three figures lying on the ground, their clothing riddled with bullet holes, blood oozing through and onto the floor. At the other end of the room three bed rolls lay against the wall.

      Ellie’s squad worked to clear the rest of the floor as Darwin’s squad grouped at the foot of the stairs and made their way up. As Ellie stepped out of the southwest bedroom and made her way back to the room at the back where the dead men lay. Faraday took up station near the back door. The first floor was clear, but from her position she could subdue anyone attempting to enter through the front or rear doors. Virgil’s spoke up from across the house. “I’ve got an explosives lab in here.” Ellie left Faraday and moved down the hallway running beneath the stairs. Virgil was in the room at the far end. Ellie entered and surveyed the room through her goggles. Beakers and glass mixers were strewn across a high table. A soldering iron sat unplugged on the table amid wire cuttings, tools, and metal shavings. A soup can was half full of ball bearings.

      Gunfire reported from upstairs as Ellie and Virgil carefully opened cabinets and drawers. Virgil carefully lifted a small cardboard box and set it on the table, pulled back the flaps. “Damn,” he whispered. The box was filled with gray blocks of C-4 wrapped in a transparent plastic wrap.

      More gun chatter from upstairs, followed by the explosion of an Aermicah stun grenade, before a final sunburst and everything going quiet.

      Ellie looked at Virgil. He was the explosives expert on the team. “What do you think?” she asked.

      Virgil removed his glove and tapped the soldering iron with his finger. “Still warm,” he said. “But I don’t see anything in here th

      

      “Second floor secure. Three tangos down. Zero in tow.” Above them the floor creaked as Darwin’s squad moved back towards the stairs.

      

      Volaire’s spoke over the comms: “Squad One, I have a vehicle retreating away from the house. Heading east. Follow.”

      Looks like it was hidden    Could be a hidden cave    Proceed.

      Virgil whipped his gaze toward Ellie. “Let’s go,” she said. He followed her out of the room and to the back door where Faraday was keeping watch. Ellie motioned towards Faraday. “You’re with me. Virgil, you have watch.” He nodded and stepped up as Ellie and Faraday disappeared out the back door and into the night.
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        * * *

      

      The vehicle was a Toyota Hilux it rode across the snow as though the driver knew where the invisible road was, riding past small lumps in the snow where rocks and stones lay. Volaitre sighted his rifle and made the necessary adjustments for the shot. The truck was , he guessed at only thirty miles-an-hour.

      They did not seem to be in a hurry and, unless they had seen him team coming down through the olive orached, which was highly unlikely, they must have just missed

      Voliaire slipped his finger over the trigger. He breath was already steady. He fired.

      The bullet hit low, pinging off the truck’s undercarriage before dying in the sand. The truck’s brake lights momentarily glowed into the night, briefly slowing the truck before the driver changed his mind and fed it more gas. The truck suddenly shot forward and quickly accelerated to over sixty miles an hour.

      Volatire took aim again and fired.

      The bullet punched through the rear window and carved a back through the driver seat before entering the man behind the wheel. The truck immiedarl slowed.

      Ellie got the man clear in her NVGs and when his gaze swung around she was given a perfect glisme of his features.

      

      Volatir’s bullt had entered the driver’s neck and exicted through his throat. His chest lay on the steering wheel and his lifeless face was turned toward Ellie, his head slumping down towards the dash.  was

      The driver was slumped over the steering wheel, unmoving. Someone was in the seat across from him. “Freeze!” Ellie yelled. “La tataharak! Don’t move! La tataharak!” She saw a flash of movement on the other side of the passenger window. She sent two short bursts through the window and door. Faraday approached the door and ducked low as she grabbed the handle, stepped back, and flung it open. Ellie stepped in, her weapon trained on the inside of the truck, still barking for the passenger, if he was still alive, to freeze.

      The tactical light mounted to her rifle rail illuminated the inside of the cab. A man was sitting there, his empty hands lay in his lap.  He had a large black beard, wet with blood that was trickling out past his lips and dribbling off his tongue. A long scar

      It was the Apostate.

      He smiled through the pain where Ellie's bullets had pierced him and took note of her features. “Ah, America. You found me.” He winced as he let out a deep chuckle. “Very good...very good.”

      Nasir was unarmed. Ellie wanted to shoot him right then and there but she did not have the authority to do so; not in cold blood.

      Faraday immediately went around to the bed of the truck to search for explosives, anything that might indicate the vehicle itself was hot. Seeing nothing, she went around to the driver’s side, open the door, and played her light behind the seat, under the seat, and at the feet of the dead driver. Then she dropped down and searched the undercarriage as Ellie looked at the man in the passenger seat

      She removed a cell phone from the side pocket of her cargo pants and held it up as she snapped several pictures. He chuckled again. “You are going to put my face on the cover of TIME magazine?”

      “No. This is for your obituary.”

      “I… surrender.”

      Ellie returned the phone to her pocket. “The United States does not accept your surrender.”

      Nasir’s eyes grew darker and he smiled. “Allah Ak—” Ellie leaned in brought her gloves fist up high, and punched him hard in the mouth. His head flung back and she felt a couple teeth snap off against the impact of her knuckles. She quickly unslung her pack and unzipped a side pocket.

      

      Her ear mic chirped. “Two, five. Approaching.” Ellie heard the patter of footsteps on the road and glanced back to see Faraday emerging out of the darkness. She approached the truck.

      “What are you doing?” she asked Ellie.

      Ellie was aware that she was breaking protocol. After snapping the picture she should have left the vehicle. She also knew that the Pentagon, Langley and mostly likely, the President, were listening in, watching the live video feed coming through the night vision cameras on the operative’s helmets. Ellie looked Nasir in the face as she answered Faraday. “I’m not going to give him the satisfaction of offering praise to his god when the drone wipes him out.”

      Nasir’s eyes widened mometarly widened as the reality of the situation dawned on him. Ellie withdrew a small roll of duct tape and handed it to Faraday. “Tear me a piece.” Ellie reached down and grabbed her  knife, cut a swath of fabric from Nasir’s shirt. She bunched it together with her fingers and then jammed it into his mouth. He tried using his tongue to work it out but Faraday quickly spread the tape over his mouth. She tore off another, longer strip and laid it over the first one, wrapping it back behind his head. Ellie grabbed the roll of tape and spun it around his wrists and hands before tearing it and returning the roll to her pack.

      It was time to go. She leaned in and whispered in Nasir’s ear. “By the way. Your sister, Amina. She gave you up. You should have taken better care of your niece.” Ellie stood erect and patted him on the shoulder. “Just thought you should know that.” With that, she stepped away from the truck and started to jog in the direction of the compound, Faraday following behind her. “Reaper Ten,” Ellie said. “All clear.”

      

      The ground shook behind them as a Paveway II Laser-Guided Bomb hit the truck and a fireball twenty meters wide flashed outwards as the truck erupted into a fireball and the Apostate entered the afterlife and speed to his final judgement.

      The six soldiers gathered at the foot of the hill, at the edge of the olive orchard, and paused briefly to look back at the smoldering wreckage.

      The CIA and the Pentagon would release the identity and the fate of the Apostate. In so doing they would send a clear message to the world that the United States of America would forever come for revenge against its foes.

      The Apostate was dead.

      The whole world would soon know it.

      And the American operatives responsible for his execution would forever remain in the shadows.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eleven

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Six Weeks Later

        TEAM 99 Compound

        U.S. Army Garrison: Benelux, Brussels, Belgium

      

      

      Ellie sat on her queen bed with her feet tucked beneath her, propped up against a couple pillows while a mug of green tea saw steaming beside her on her nightstand. Her eyes roved the pages of Jack Reacher’s newest adventure. Her window blinds were raised, the navy blue curtains pulled aside, and light streamed in from outside as it reflected off a fresh layer of snow that had fallen across Brussels overnight. Ellie slipped a finger behind the next page and turned it just as a soft buzz filled her bedroom and a small yellow light just above her door blinked repeatedly. She looked up at the light, wanting to ignore it. But ignoring it wasn’t an option. She sighed and marked her place in the book before laying it on the bed. Swinging her legs off the bed she slipped her feet in her sandals stood up and walked to the door.

      Her sandals slapped lazily on her feet as she made her way down the concrete hallway.  Cicero’s door opened and he stepped out staring intently at his phone. “I swear,” he mumbled, “Mortimer picks the worst times to call us to his office.”

      “Tetris?” she asked.

      “I’ve spent the last thirty minutes working up to a new high score.”

      Ellie smiled. “How dare he interrupt your little game.”

      “Right?” He followed slowly behind Ellie and continued racking up points. Ellie turned as the hallway dead-ended and turned into Mortimer's office. Volaire and Virgil were already there, standing in front of their director’s desk. As number two on the team, Ellie took her place in between them.

      “Where is Cicero?” Mortimer asked.

      “I think he’s texting with his mother,” Ellie said, and that got a loud chuckle from Virgil. A moment later Cicero entered, his phone in his pocket, and stepped in line.

      “How’s your mother?” Mortimer asked him.

      “Sir?”

      Morimeter ignored him. “I received this earlier this today.” He handed a large photo to Voltaire. “Take a look and pass it down.”

      Voltaire took a long, expressionless glance and handed it to Ellie. The photo showed Amina and Shazia Haqqani in front of the Statue of Liberty. They were smiling, and Ellie saw something new in their eyes: hope and expectation. A new future in a new land.

      “They arrived in New York from Ramstein yesterday,” Mortimer said. “It seems that their CIA handler has a bit of a soft spot and gave in to Amina’s request to take them by Lady Liberty before getting processed with their new identities.

      Ellie studied their features. Shazia’s skin looked fresh; no longer holding that grayish, yellowish hue. Her eyes vibrant and she stood next to her mother that had shed the worry and that she possesed when Ellie had last seen in her Egypt.  “Shazia, she looks good,” Ellie said.

      “The doctor’s have reported that she’s in fine shape. Cured, as far as they’re concerned.”

      Ellie smiled, glad to have a good ending to a bad story. Not every mission worked out as successfully as that one had. Collateral situations like this rarely came up, and when they did none of the members of TEAM 99 were never informed how they played out. Only Mortimer was kept in the know and he never saw fit to pass the information on. He wanted his operatives to remain focused on the mission in front of them, or preparing for the next one. He wasn’t the kind of man to offer his thanks. Still, this was as close as they were going to get, and it was a gesture he did not owe them.

      After Volatire and Cicero had their moment with the photo Mortimtere dismissed his four operatives, asking them to shut the door on their way out. Cicero’s phone reappeared in his hand and Virgil headed for the kitchen. Voltaire called out from behind Ellie. “Pascal.” She turned and waited for him. “That picture exists because of you,” he said.

      She shrugged. “Just doing my job.”

      “No. That was beyond a job description. I wouldn’t have thought to ask for citizenship for Amina and Shazia.” He clapped her on the shoulder. “You did good.”

      “Thanks.”

      “I think I’ve got Mortimer convinced to get with the DOJ and initiate an investigation the death of Nasir’s father. It was over ten years ago now, but if one of ours did in fact kill him in cold blood, he needs to be brought to justice. And those who kept quiet about it.”

      “Yeah, she said. “ Warfare was never cut and dry; it was  Decisions that seemed easy to those behind desks in air conditioned continued rooms were filled with nuance, often laced with a heightened sense of defensiveness and fear.

      Voltaire continued down the hall to the common room as Ellie went back to her room. She shut her door and paused, looking at the American flag hanging on the wall above her desk.

      Amina and her daughter would now get the benefits of   They were in the land of liberty, in the land of opportunity. No more hiding away in the deserts; no more running scared in constant fear of the misogynistic radicals surrounding her brother’s religion of hate. Now, they were free.

      Ellie returned to her bed, picking up her book and finding where she’d left as. waited for the next mission that would give her yet another chance to defend the country she loved so much.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            New to Jack Hardin?

          

        

      

    

    
      Ellie O’Conner has her own suspense series, set in her hometown of Pine Island, Florida. You can jump into the series by clicking the link to Silent Ripple or Broken Stern below.  Throughout the series several of her former TEAM99 teammates make an appearance.

      
        
        Silent Ripple (a prequel novella)
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      I hope you enjoyed The Apostate. If you did, would you be so kind as to leave a brief review on Amazon to let me know? Thanks so much.

      - Jack
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