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This novel is dedicated to the men and women on the front lines, at home and abroad, who fight the war against terror every day.













People who spent their lives in bureaucracies were typically afraid of breaking rules. That was a sure way to get fired, and it cowed people to think of tossing their careers away. ButJames Greer had given him all the guidance he needed: Do what you think is right.


TOM CLANCY
 Clear and Present Danger




Let us therefore animate and encourage each other, and show the whole world that a Freeman, contending for liberty on his own ground, is superior to any slavish mercenary on earth.


GEORGE WASHINGTON
 General Orders, Headquarters, 
New York, July 2, 1776



Nothing in life is so exhilarating as to be shot at without result.


SIR WINSTON CHURCHILL
 The Malakand Field Force
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After the 1993 World Trade Center attack, a division of the Central Intelligence Agency established a domestic unit tasked with protecting America from the threat of terrorism. Headquartered in Washington, D.C., the Counter Terrorist Unit established field offices in several American cities. From it inception, CTU faced hostility and skepticism from other Federal law enforcement agencies. Despite bureaucratic resistance, within a few years CTU had become a major force. After the war against terror began, a number of early CTU missions were declassified. The following is one of them
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PROLOGUE





A necessary evil.


Thats the way Jack Bauer rationalized the debriefing. The mission was over, the field work ended, the split-second, life-and-death decisions made. Now the bureaucratic mind needed its cushion of explanations, its round of second-guessing. The fact that it was Richard Walsh conducting the after-action interview made it significantly more bearable.


Where the typical middle manager was mired in keystrokes, speakerphones, and PDF attachments, hobbled by continual rounds of mind-numbing review meetings, Walsh was exArmy Special Forces and a former field agent whod bellied up to a desk but never lost his edge. Governed not by cover-your-ass double-talk but conviction and ethics, he was the sort of rare good man who made Jack feel his efforts were worthy.


Take a seat, Special Agent Bauer.


Walsh had flown in this morning from D.C. He sat behind the conference table next to a portable tape recorder and two microphones. The square block of monitors in the center of the table were black, which meant that all surveillance and recording equipment in this room had been deactivated. What Jack was about to say was sensitive enough to be deemed highly classified. Walsh and his superiors wanted sole control of any recordingsand, ideally, any interpretations of said recordings.


Jack entered the briefing room and closed the door. Immediately the outer office sounds of computers, phones, voices, fax machines, and footsteps were muted by the soundproof grates on the walls and ceiling. Jack sat at the opposite side of the table from Walsh, but he didnt lean back. He didnt relax.


Walsh slid one of the mikes across to him, then opened a blue plastic folder and rested his arms on the table. Tall and powerfully built, he wore a gray suit that seemed snug at the shoulders, the red striped silk tie knotted too tightly under a prominent Adams apple. Walshs manner was remote, calm and professional, his walrus mustache a throwback to ghosts of law enforcers past.


For a long moment, Walsh silently scanned the files with sharp blue eyes that, in Jacks experience, missed nothing. Though he was in his late forties, the mans face appeared older. Creased by age and anxiety, it remained characteristically expressionless under sandy-brown hair sprinkled with gray. Superficially, Walsh had the innocuous look and manner of a government bureaucrat, college professor, or youth counselor more than an operative in Americas newest anti-terrorist organization. But the reality was Richard Walsh had been all of those thingsand the closest thing to a mentor Jack had ever known.


Walsh had been the one to bring Jack into intelligence work in the first place: first through a third-party invitation to join the Armys elite Delta Force, later as a recruit in this newly created and still controversial Counter Terrorist Unit. Jack had long suspected CTU owed its existence to Richard Walshs vision, though the origins of the organization, a domestic unit within a division of the Central Intelligence Agency, were highly classified.


There were those at CTU who thought Jack Bauer even physically resembled Walshminus the arched eyebrows, bushy mustache, and thirteen extra years of hard-earned experience. The similarities were there. Both had the same sandy-blond hair and unsettling gazes. On the other hand, Richard Walsh lacked Jack Bauers outlaw tattoosa few gained in undercover work; most part of Jacks personal roadmap. And Bauer lacked Walshs practical patience and easy diplomacy.


Though not conspicuously charismatic, Walsh exerted a stalwart moral authority that manifested powerful sway in D.C., where his opinions and expertise were respected on both sides of the political aisle. Walsh was no political animal, but hed spent enough time inside academia and the Beltway to develop dexterity in greasing the bureaucratic wheels when necessary.


Jack, by contrast, had never read a business book in his life or lay awake at night contemplating personal techniques for managing up. Yet hed developed a solid reputation as an effective, galvanizing leader who employed the kind of under-fire problem solving that defined a Special Forces officer. Some of Walshs higher-ups at Division, however, worried that he was a loose cannonand this latest mission hadnt dissuaded them from that notion.



Lets go, said Walsh without preamble. He activated the tape recorder. Special Agent Richard Walsh, Administrative Director, CTU, Los Angeles, debriefing Jack Bauer, Special Agent in Charge of CTU, Los Angeles.


Jack leaned forward, spoke clearly into the microphone. On June 3, CTUs Los Angeles office received an anonymous tip through a phone call to our public phone line. The caller, a male, warned us of what he believed was an imminent plot to shoot down a cargo plane as it approached Los Angeles International Airport.


This phone call, a recording and transcript of which is attached to File 1189 in Kernel 19A of CTUs intelligence database, was both detailed and specific, citing the time, date, and location of the attack. I immediately issued an alert


Almeida stated there was a thirty-minute lag between the call and the alert in his debriefing.


Ryan Chappelle ordered Jamey Farrell to put a recording of the call through a voice stress analyzer in an attempt to determine the veracity of the caller.


The result of the analysis?


Inconclusive at the time. I determined on my own authority that the threat was credible enough and I took appropriate action. A Counter Terrorist Unit Special Assault Team was dispatched to LAX under my command. It appeared we arrived just in time to prevent a potential disaster





The white airport maintenance van swerved off the pavement, onto the scrub grass that lined the black asphalt. The service road ran parallel to the busy East Imperial Highway, less than half a mile away. Dust billowed behind their vehicle and hung in the arid, Southern California air.


In the passenger seat, Jack Bauer tensed. The brown cloud was large enough to give away their presence to the terrorists, but nothing could be done about that now. If the tipster was correct, time had already run out.


I see another maintenance van near runway seven, said Jack. Vehicle identification tag 1178 Charlie-Victor.


Behind the wheel, Tony Almeida squinted against the yellow glare of the morning sun. Tony was Jacks junior by seven years. Latino, originally from Chicago, he was a single ex-Marine with advanced degrees in computer science. Average height, muscular build, black hair worn short, and a soul patch beneath his lower lip. On paper Almeida looked goodScout-Sniper School and Surveillance and Target Acquisition Platoon School. But Jack hadnt seen the man in the field enough to trust him completely.


I count two men inside, Almeida said quietly, both wearing maintenance uniforms.


Jack was also clad in airport maintenance overalls. His black combat chukkas, however, were standard-issue military. As he continued to catalog the flat featureless landscape through binocularsgray concrete runways, black asphalt service roads, brown grassBauers headset crackled.


1178 Charlie-Victor is an authorized repair, Agent Costigan announced from the vans cargo bay.


Roger that, Jack replied.


Gina Costigan waited for Bauer to relay more information. She was in her late twenties and, like Jack, married with one daughter. Former LAPD Special Weapons and Tactics, shed been recruited by Walsh as well. She was presently squeezed into the windowless space in the back of the van with four large men. She could see nothing. Like her, all were clad in bulky assault gearblack Kevlar helmets and body armor harnesses, response belts, holsters, weapons, and chukkas. But unlike the men, Gina, her face pinched with tension and beaded with perspiration, balanced a laptop computer on her knees. Beneath her straight brown bangs, her green eyes never left the monitor screen. Across its flat surface were displayed the international airports daily maintenance schedule and flight manifests, including arrival times and departureseven scheduled deliveries by outside vendors. The data scrolled in an array of display boxes. Ginas quick glance scanned each in turn, evaluating every fragment of information.


Ive got another vehicle, two oclock, near the concrete power shed, said Jack, increasing the magnification on the binoculars. Its a black Ford Explorer with a valid LAX security sticker on the inside front window. Jack carefully read out the license plate number, already certain theyd located their target.


When she replied, Agent Costigan could not hide the excitement in her voice. That vehicle was reported stolen from a driveway on Essex Street in Palmdale two nights ago.


Jack dropped the binoculars onto the seat next to him, drew the SigSauer P228 from its shoulder holster under the airport coveralls. He checked the magazine and chambered an extra bullet, bringing the ammo capacity to the maximum thirteen rounds. Then he spoke into the headset.


Tactical Team Two, are you with us? Over.



From somewhere behind them, a voice responded. With you, Team One.


I want you to move in now. Follow our coordinates. What is your estimated time of arrival?


EST less than two minutes, sir.


Jack cursed. Too long.


If we brought a parade with us, we would have attracted attention, Tony reminded him.


Agent Chet Blackburn, the assault team leader, stuck his helmeted head into the cab. Maybe we should have used an assault chopper.


Jack glanced at Blackburn, looked away. We couldnt risk bringing a chopper into the airport. Too much air traffic.


I see three men on the ground. Theres another inside the vehicle. Tonys voice was flat, but his hands were putting the steering wheel in a choke hold.


Get this van as close as you can without letting them know were coming, said Jack.


Too late, said Tony. One guy definitely sees us.


Tony slowed the truck. Listen, Jack. All theyre really seeing is a maintenance van coming their way. But trucks like this are all over the airport. Why dont we just roll past the target, circle around, and come up behind them using the power shed for cover. Otherwise were sure to end up in a firefight.


Jack visualized the maneuver, nodded. Okay. Well try it.


Gina Costigans voice crackled in Jacks headset once again. Special Agent Bauer?


Yes.


We have an aircraft approaching runway seven from the southwest. Its National Express Cargo Flight 111 out of Austin, Texas. General manifest. Crew of threeIts less than two minutes away, sir


Bauer digested the information as the van steadily approached the suspects. For a long time, no one around the black Explorer moved, though at least one of the occupants was monitoring them. Finally, one of the men turned his back on the maintenance van, went down on one knee, and pointed an unfamiliar object at the sky. Even from a distance, the device appeared ominoustwo black tubes on a metal handle. The device must have been unwieldy; the man rested it on his shoulder to steady it.


Thats a weapon, said Jack. Some new kind of surface-to-air missile. Looks like theyre locking onto a target.


Tony sounded doubtful. You sure?


We dont have time to be sure. We have to move now. Hit it.


Tony smashed the gas pedal, the van shot forward, and Jack was jolted back in his seat by the abrupt acceleration.


Lock and load, bellowed Agent Blackburn inside the rocking cargo bay.


Gina Costigan slammed the lid of her laptop, drew the Heckler and Koch UMP out of her Velcro back strap. She slid a twenty-five-round magazine into the state-of-the-art submachine gun, switched the fire selector to semi-automatic, and lowered the visor on her helmet.


Ahead, the man remained on his knees beside the black Explorer, seemingly oblivious to their approach. On his shoulder, the device was still pointed at the cloudless sky, where the silhouette of an aircraft had appeared. Suddenly one of the other men pointed toward the maintenance van and drew a weapon.


Artillery! Get down! Bauer warned.


The first shot blew out the windshield and roared through the cargo bay. It punched an exit hole in the rear door large enough to shake it off its hinges. Daylight flooded the cargo area as the steel door broke free.


Outside, the shooter aimed the .357 againthis time at Jack Bauer. Almeida swerved the vehicle onto a concrete access plate. When the front wheel struck, the van bounced high enough for the second shot to slam into the engine block instead of the cab. The van began to bellow steam and smoke as the engine locked. Forward momentum carried the stalled vehicle closer to the suspects, who were all scrambling for cover by now. Another shot blasted through the already-shattered window and into the cargo area. This time Jack heard a meaty thwack, a cry of surprise. Someone had been hit.


Finally the white van rolled to a halt, not fifteen yards from the Ford Explorer.


Out! Move! Jack shouted. He popped his own door and rolled into brown desert grass. Engulfed by a cloud of dust, he could barely see the black Explorer. From the shouts and sounds in his headset, Jack knew Blackburn and the rest of the tactical team had burst out of the side and rear doors of the crippled van and laid down suppressing fire.


Finally an opening appeared in the brown haze. Jack spied one of the suspects racing toward the concrete power shed. The other two had dived into the black Explorer with the third man. One was obviously wounded, the other clutched the unfamiliar shoulder-mounted weapon.


Dont let them leave the area! Jack cried.


Then he was on his feet. P228 in hand, he pursued the lone runner toward the power shed. A few yards away from the concrete block structure, a wave of hot gases washed over him, followed in a microsecond by an earsplitting roar. Jack was blown off his feet as the Explorer detonated in an orange fireball. The three occupants were engulfed. Completely immolated.


Clothing scorched, ears ringing, Jack stumbled to his feet and lunged forward. He slammed his back against the power sheds metal doorstill hot from the blast. Fearing an ambush, he glanced to either side of the square hut, weapon clutched in both hands. Finally Jack dropped to the hard ground and rolled to the rear of the shed.


The man was right where Jack thought hed be. Freeze! Put your hands up.


He was maybe twenty-five. Thin torso but muscular arms. He wore black jeans and a leather vest, his oily hair long, a prominent gold front tooth. He was on his knees, one boot removed and clutched in his hand. He appeared ready to smash an object on the ground. He grunted something, but Jacks ears were still vibrating and he couldnt make out the words.


I said freeze.


The man stared at Jack, then raised the boot. Jack lowered his weapon, crossed the space between them with a leap. He slammed against the man, using his shoulder to bring him down. The boot flew off into the scrub grass. The man struggled to rise, but calmed considerably when Jack placed the muzzle of the P228 against his temple.



Move and I will kill you.


Vaguely, through the oceans roar in his ears, Jack heard pounding footsteps. Two of Agent Blackburns men appeared on either side of the power shed. Intimidating in full body armor and helmets, they trained their weapons at the suspect, who threw up his hands.


Take him, Jack ordered.


One agent grabbed the man by his vest and hauled him off the ground. The other twisted his arms behind him and snapped plastic cuffs over the wrists. Jack rolled onto his hands and knees and searched the ground. He found what he was looking for within thirty secondsa black plastic device shaped like a handguns magazine, featureless except for a USB port and a tiny inscription on the sideAsian script, perhaps Japanese.


Jack knew his hearing had returned when he heard the roar of a Boeing 727. Its wheels skidded onto the tarmac of runway seven, on its fuselage the familiar red and gold National Express banner.


Jack stood and showed the prisoner the device. What is this?


The captive smirked, and one of the agents cuffed him with an angry backhand. Jack quickly stepped between the two. Enough, he said simply. He slipped the mysterious object into his overalls and searched the prisoners pockets. He found a butterfly knife and a wallet, which contained over a thousand dollars in cash, credit cards issued in several names, and a New York State drivers license with a Brooklyn address. Jack held the picture up next to the captives head for comparison. They matched.


Jack tried to key his headset, only to discover hed lost it in the explosion, or the fight. Raise Tony Almeida on the horn; tell him to get me all the information he can on a Dante Arete out of New York


Cant raise him, sir, said one of the agents. Almeida is off the net.


Leaving the two agents with the prisoner, Jack jogged around to the front of the power shed. Ahead he saw the hollow shell of the Explorer, burning too hot to approach. Black rubber flowed like water from the melted tires; the human occupants were unrecognizable. Farther ahead, the white maintenance van in which theyd arrived was still smoking, a bullet hole the size of a baseball had tattooed the grill.


Two CTU tactical assault vehicles were just rolling up behind the smoldering white van. A five-man assault team bailed out of each vehicle before they came to a complete stop. Jack glanced at the digital display on his watch, surprised that less than one hundred seconds had elapsed since the first shot was fired.


Jack exhaled with relief when he saw Tony standing next to the open bay of the disabled van. Agent Blackburn was next to him, his helmet off, leathery brown skin gleaming with perspiration. Only then did Jack see the figure sprawled halfway out of the van. One of the agents had been struck by a stray bullet. Jack recalled the meaty sound, saw that a river of blood had poured out of the van from the agents shattered helmet. He raced forward until he was close enough to stare into Gina Costigans shocked, dead eyes.


Son of a bitch


Tony turned at the sound of Jacks curse.


Call for a medivac, Jack told him.


We did. It will be here in less than a minute. But its too late, Jack. Shes gone


Bauer leaned against the wrecked van, its stilled engine hissing and popping as it cooled. He sucked in the desert air as the adrenaline that had pumped through his body finally drained away, leaving him weak, thinking of Ginas husband, her daughterthen of Teri and Kim.


What have you got? Tony was there, in front of his face.


Jack looked up, eyes bleak. A prisoner named Dante Arete, and a piece of plastic





Ninety minutes later, the point team for CTU Los Angeles sat around the table in the briefing room. A brunette with a face of sharp angles and a large, expressive mouth, Nina Myers, Jacks wisp-thin Chief of Staff, brought the group up to speed on the man Jack had apprehended at LAX.


Nina was a machinedependable, efficient, methodical. Single, in her thirties, she had come to CTU with a reputation as a gifted intelligence analyst and a respected authority on domestic and international counter terrorism policy. She was one of the few people Jack had ever met whose level of intensity and commitment appeared to match his own. Unlike Jack, however, who saw the importance of encouraging and protecting underlings, Nina managed staff by being blunt. Jack rationalized this as directness born of earnestness. Maybe he cut her some slack because she was so damned good at what she did, maybe because she physically resembled his wife, Teri. One thing about Nina was certain, however; her frosty blue gaze was as penetrating as his own.


Seven years ago, Dante Arete, under the street name Apache, was a small time crack cocaine dealer in the Red Hook Projects in Brooklyn, Nina began. At the age of eighteen he allegedly killed his first mana rival drug dealer. Since then, Dante Arete has climbed the ladder in the New York City narcotics scene, and recently he went national. It is alleged that Arete is currently involved in drugs and weapons smuggling, primarily across the Mexican border. He is suspected to have played a role in eleven gang murders in the past five years, as well as the killing of an innocent bodega owner who agreed to testify against one of Aretes lieutenants, a member of the gang Dante founded, the Columbia Street Posse


Your source for this information? Jack asked.


Nina brushed back her black bangs before she faced him. Primarily the New York Police Department and the Metropolitan Anti-Gang Unit. The DEA has also furnished a profile of Aretes alleged activities over the past five years.


What does the FBI have to offer?


Nothing. They have yet to respond to our request for information on any ongoing investigations.


Standard operating procedure, Tony observed. The Federal Bureau of Investigation doesnt share their information, and that goes double for CTU.


Milo Pressmana systems specialist in his mid-twenties with sensitive features, soft eyes, and an earringtapped the table with a well-gnawed pencil. Jack found Milo to be competent, though frequently nave.


Maybe we should raid their database, he suggested.


Almeida rolled his eyes. Were supposed to be on the same side.


Jamey Farrell, a petite young Hispanic woman, displayed a printout. Jamey was head programmer. A divorced mother of a young son and an LA native, she had been recruited by Walsh out of Microsofts Seattle office. Jack found her to be a loyal worker and reliable under pressure. Using the Federal Aviation Administration airline database, Ive found Dante Aretes name listed on the passenger manifest of half-dozen flights to FranceMarseillesover the past two years alone.


Milo Pressman scratched his scraggly goatee and unshaven cheek. A lot of heroin still comes out of Marseilles. Maybe hes got a French connection.


Im thinking more about the illegal arms trade, said Jack. Arete is already involved in gunrunningwhich may mean he also has ties to international terrorism and is looking to expand.


The weapon his men used? Was it recovered from the explosion? Milo asked.


Jack shook his head. Just bits and pieces. Nothing specific to any surface-to-air missile system were familiar with. All we have is the unidentified object Arete was trying to destroy.


Its a memory stick, said Milo Pressman. And you could be right. This memory stick might interface with a targeting system of some kind; theres a port for the transference of data, and theres a chip inside that seems to contain a massive amount of information.


Like what? Tony asked.


Milo shrugged. Its blocked by a security code, but the Cyber Unit is working on it now. Theyll come up with answers soon.


What about the Japanese characters inscribed on the outside?


Theyre Korean, Jack, said Nina. North Korean, specifically.



A moment of perplexed silence followed.


We need to put this investigation into high gear, ramp it up, said Jack.


Nina stepped forward. We got lucky. The Marine Corps agreed to send an officer from their Special Weapons Unit to examine the device. Seems theyve seen something like it once before


Milo perked up. And the embedded software?


Division is dispatching a software security expert to extract the data it contains. Shes apparently an expert on the intricacies of Korean software.


What about Dante Arete?


Hes giving us the silent treatment, Tony replied. A real tough guy. Acts like were not even in the room.


Jack activated one of the monitors in the center of the conference table. Dante Arete sat on the only chair in the interrogation room, gazing straight ahead, his arms cuffed tightly behind his back. Jack studied the image onscreen. I need a hook to get into this guy. We need to find out what he was doing, and who hes working for.


A three-toned ring interrupted his thoughts. Jack answered the briefing room phone, listened for a moment, then slammed down the receiver.


Nina met his eyes. Whats wrong?


Theres an FBI agent at the security gate with two federal marshals in tow. Theyre here to claim custody of Dante Arete.


They cant do that! Tony threw up his hands. We havent even told the other agencies about this operation yet. How the hell did the FBI find out?


Jack glanced back at the monitor, then rose. Tony, Nina. Intercept our visitors, stall for time. Im going to talk to Arete right now.


Almeida folded his arms and shook his head. Come on, Jack. Get real. How long do you think we can stall them?


Jack stared at Tony, his voice soft steel: As long as you can. He strode to the door, jerked it open. Ryan Chappelle blocked his path. The Regional Director of CTU locked eyes with Jack, who looked away.


Hello, Jack


Ryan, Ive got to go


Youve got to stay right here, Special Agent Bauer, Chappelle said evenly. Were going to sit down together and wait for Special Agent Hensley of the FBI to be escorted in. Chappelle looked over Jacks shoulder. The rest of you can go back to your stations. Now.


As they filed out, Nina gave Jack a sidelong glance, Tony Almeida couldnt hide his disgust.


Thats okay, said Milo Pressman, glancing at his watch. Im off duty as of an hour ago.


Jamey Farrell paused at the door, searched Jacks face for some sign of what to do.


Get back to work, Jamey, Chappelle commanded, impatient with what he saw as the Loyal Staff act. Hed seen it before where Jacks people were concerned, and he didnt like it. When the petite woman was gone, he closed the door behind her. Then Ryan Chappelle turned to find Jack Bauer in his face.


You cant let the FBI take Arete away from us. Jacks voice was soft but tight. At least not until we interrogate him.


Its out of my hands.



Ryan, I lost an agent today. She was twenty-eight years old


A tragedy. Ryan turned from Jack, brushed his fingertips along the conference table. The good news for you is I wont hold you accountable, even though I recommended that we hold off on the action you took until further voice tests could be made on the phone tip.


There was no time, Ryan. You know that. And you know we paid a high price for Arete. We can just give him up without a fight.


Chappelle sat down, leaned back, and opened his arms. Were all on the same team, Jack. Think of it as a gesture of interagency cooperation.


Almost imperceptibly, Jack winced. Cooperations been a one-way street with the Bureau since day one. You know that, Ryan.


Maybe this gesture will change things.


But Jack knew letting go of Dante Arete would change nothing. The current Administration had intentionally erected an impenetrable wall between the various governmental law enforcement and intelligence agencies. They were not allowed to share intelligence, even if it involved the same suspects, the same crimes. The CIA had allowed CTU to be created as an experiment in getting around those dangerously constraining walls, but they only seemed to grow higher. These days, interagency cooperation was not only rare, it was illegal. While Jack bristled under the limitations of what he saw as an absurd policy, the pragmatic and ambitious Ryan Chappelle chose to adapt.


Chappelle was the new model for a career bureaucrat. A product of Whartons MBA program, hed come up through assistant positions in the Agency; no field work, no military or police training, which made him suspect in Bauers mind. PostCold War Washington had already taken the teeth out of its intelligence communities, making the language of give-and-take and compromise and political correctness the terms of survival in the current Federal system. Now it was breeding a special kind of administrator, more political animal than intelligence agent. Jack worried about the sort of man who floated to the surface in such an ocean. There were men like Walsh, thank God. And then there were men like Chappelle, who paused to factor career advancementor declineinto every critical decision, regardless of whether the security of the nation was in question.


Excuse me, gentlemen. The door had opened without a knock. Jason Ridley, Chappelles young, dapper assistant, escorted FBI Special Agent Frank Hensley into the conference room. With a polite nod, Ridley quickly departed. Chappelle rose to shake the mans hand. Bauer was already standing.


Special Agent Hensley, your fame precedes you, said Ryan Chappelle. I received a call from Dennis Spain, Chief of Staff to Senator William Cheever of New York. He mentioned you were coming.


Senator Cheever has been keeping close tabs on the Arete case, Hensley replied.


This is CTU Special Agent Jack Bauer. He commanded the assault team that apprehended your man.


Frank Hensley gazed at Bauer through close-set eyes that were so dark blue they were nearly black. Under thick brows and a shock of dark, slicked-back hair, Hensleys sneer appeared to be a permanent fixture on his face. The shape of his jaw, his thin lips, and aquiline nose were all slightly twisted, as if to better accommodate the mans perpetual scowl. As tall as Jack, Hensley was thinner, more compact under a perfectly tailored charcoal-gray suit and spotless white Egyptian cotton shirt, a tie of cornflower blue.


Special Agent Hensley. Jack offered his hand.


Hensley clenched his hands into tight fists and rested them on his hips. Youre the guy who blew two years of sweat, blood, and hard work.


Jack lowered his arm. I dont understand.


I mean I put two years of worknine months of it undercoverto gather enough evidence to indict Dante Arete. The case was almost made. We were ready to grab him in his Red Hook hangout, along with his associates, his cache of weapons, drugs Bristling now, Hensley slapped his fist into the palm of his hand. We had that SOB Arete under constant surveillance. We had wiretaps, electronic surveillance. My partner followed him around for six weeks with a goddamned parabolic amplifier!


Jack didnt blink. If thats the case, then how did Arete end up in Los Angeles, pointing an anti-aircraft missile at a cargo plane?


Instead of answering, Hensley looked away, stared at the closed door for a good twenty seconds. Two days ago Arete slipped through our net, he said at last. He murdered my partner and got away. Used a stolen credit card and fake ID to fly to California. The next thing we heard was that you had him


Im sorry about your partner, said Jack.


Hensley nodded. I heard you lost someone today, too, Special Agent Bauer.


Jack changed the subject. Tell me again how you heard about Aretes apprehension?


Hensley smirked, then hid the gesture with a frown. The micro expression lasted just long enough for Bauer to suspect Hensley was lying, and he and Ryan were being manipulated.


Arete has a lot of associates here in LA. In Chicago and Detroit, too, Hensley said smoothly. We put out an APB with the other FBI district offices and got lucky this morning when one of our own undercover agents saw him in South Central. We were ready to pounce


When we got in your way, Jack said, forcing a regretful smile.


And used too much force for the situation, Hensley added.


His associates were about to launch a surface-toair missile at an approaching aircraft. We had to act, Jack replied.


Hensley flashed dark. He leveled his gaze at Bauer. Youve recovered this missile launcher?


Ryan Chappelle stepped between them. Unfortunately the missile launcher was lost when Dante Aretes associates blew themselves up in their escape vehicle.


Chappelle failed to mention the memory stick theyd recovered. Jack was certain the omission was deliberate, that Ryan suspected Hensley was lying, too.


Hensley frowned. Then you dont have any proof to back up these absurd assertions, do you?


What are you getting at, Agent Hensley?


Well, Mr. Chappelle, Dante Arete most certainly smuggled weapons across the United States border in the past two years. But hes very careful to be far, far away when those weapons are used. And the notion of Dantes greasy gang-bangers blowing themselves up to avoid capture Hensley snorted, shook his head. Theyre urban punks, not Japanese kamikaze or Muslim terrorists. Suicide isnt their style.


Ignoring Chappelle, Hensley faced Jack. Any chance your guys were popping off so many rounds it was you who blew up the van?


No, said Jack evenly. No chance.


Hensley sensed Jacks animosity, pulled back a bit.


Well, you couldnt have known about the FBI investigation, anyway. And a newly formed unit like yours is bound to stumble a few times before learning to walk.


Hensley fixed his dark blue eyes on Jack, who ignored the slight, glanced away. Jack understood now that Hensley was a master manipulator. It was time for Bauer to rise to the level of play.


Look, Jack began with the proper tone of contriteness. The FBI put a lot of hours into this investigation. I understand that. But we put in some sweat and a little blood, toonot to mention the fact that I have to deal with all the paperwork that comes with a casualty situation.


Jack rested his arm on Hensleys shoulder. Why dont we go in right now and interview Dante Arete together. Hes been sitting in that cell for hours. Ill soften him up, you make the deal you need to make with him. Ill even stay out of it. When I have enough information to write up my report, you can take the prisoner back to New York City and weve both covered our asses.


Hensley shook his head, just as Jack knew he would.


No can do, Bauer. What Arete may or may not say impacts at least half a dozen separate investigationsFBI investigations.


Lets talk to your superiors, then, said Jack. Maybe we can work something out.



Again Hensley shook his head. This time he barely bothered to hide his smirk. Theyre going to want to sit in on the interrogation too. Aretes a big catch. A lot of folks are going to want to hold the net. But hes not big enough to have half the New York bureau fly out here to CTU just to chat with him


Ill fly to New York, said Jack.


Hensley blinked. Jack pressed: You came in an FBI jet, right? Ill just hitch a ride with you to the East Coast, fly back on a commercial flight.


Jack glanced at Chappelle for support. Ryan shot warning daggers, but didnt overturn him.


Jacks proposal has merit, Ryan said. I think even Senator Cheever will be comfortable with the arrangement. If you have doubts, Ill speak to Mr. Spain about it right now. Chappelle then gave an admirable impression of reaching for the phone.


Jack forced himself to mask a smile. When Chappelle got his priorities right, it was a thing of beauty.


Hensley threw up his hands. All right, you win. But if this is some ploy to stall for time and talk to Arete by yourself, forget it. Hes not cutting any deals with CTU. To make sure of that, I have two Federal marshals outside who are going to be with Dante from now until we arrive in New York City.


Jack folded his arms, met Hensleys gaze. Hes my prisoner, and CTU protocol requires that Dante Arete be in my custody until we reach your jurisdiction. That means hes to be handcuffed to my wristjust to make sure nobody tries to talk to him when Im not around.


Hensley nodded. Fine, Agent Bauer. Play your games. But as soon as were wheels down in New York, Dante Arete is mine.
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THE FOLLOWING TAKES PLACE
 BETWEEN THE HOURS OF
 9 P.M. AND 10 P.M.
 EASTERN DAYLIGHT TIME





9:04:52 P.M. EDT
 The sky over Queens, New York


The steady drone of the jet engines suddenly changed pitch. Jack opened his eyes, instantly alert, surprised hed slept at all. He sat in an airline seat next to Dante Arete, the fugitive still chained to his arm by a pair of nickel-plated steel bracelets. Two federal marshals sat across the aisle, in another cluster of chairs. The younger marshals seat was back, he slept mouth open and gently snored. The older manperhaps fortywas awake, though hardly alert as he sipped bottled water and leafed through a dog-eared copy of Sports Illustrated.


As for Special Agent Frank Hensley, there was no sign. Hed entered a separate compartment shortly after theyd lifted off from LAX and hadnt reappeared since. Jack suspected there was a bunk in the forward compartment, and Hensley had taken advantage of the hours to get some sleep.


Hensley reminded Bauer of an army, safely ensconced in a fortified town surrounded by the enemy. Instead of waiting for the inevitable attack, an aggressive commander would dispatch pickets to prick his foe into premature action. Hensleys barbsfired at Jack, at CTU, even at Ryan Chappelleseemed to be timed to divert attention from the psychological defenses Frank Hensley had erected to keep the world at bay.


Jack sat up and stretched as much as the handcuff on his wrist would allow. Then he looked around. The FBI aircraft was not laid out like a commercial airliner. There were no rows of airline seats, only clustersabout a dozen in all. Some chairs were set around affixed tables, others were placed along the fuselage, near the windows. There were no air stewards, either. Theyd been replaced by a stocked refrigerator, a coffeemaker, and a microwave oven.


Jack glanced at his watch, already set to Eastern Daylight Time. He discovered hed slept for nearly thirty-five minutesthe longest interval of rest hed had in the last fifteen hours. Bauer leaned forward, rubbed his face. Then he checked on his prisoner. Dante Arete had curled up into a ball and had fallen fast asleep as soon as the FBI aircraft was off the ground and the fasten seatbelt lights went dark. Jack shook him awake, and Arete immediately demanded to go to the bathroom. Still cuffed together, Jack escorted the prisoner to the head, then used it himself. Even in the tight confines of the restroom, the two men did not exchange a word.


When they returned to the cabin, Jack was surprised to find Hensley had reemerged. The FBI agent sat at one of the tables with the two Federal marshals, who had roused themselves into a semblance of vigilance. Hensley looked up when Bauer and his prisoner entered, then went back to punching data into his PDA. The wall, Jack noted, was still in place. Either Hensley was the most professional law enforcement agent hed ever metor something else was going on behind his half-lidded eyes.


Strap in. Were landing in five minutes. Hensley commanded, wand poised over the tiny PDA screen.


Jack pushed Arete into a seat near a window, then strapped his prisoner down. After his own belt was fastened, he gazed out the window. Far below, Jack could see the winking lights of the Borough of Queens spread out before him, a muted golden glow against a purple-black evening sky. Jacks stomach lurched as the aircraft dipped sharply, then leveled off as it began its final approach. A high-pitched whine, then a thump, signaled the deployment of the landing gear. The flaps dropped and the aircraft slowed drastically.


Jack watched out of the corner of his eye as Hensley unsnapped his seatbelt and stood up to stretch. The marshals ignored him, gazing out the window or straight ahead. Hensley turned his back to the others, reached into his jacket to carefully tuck the PDA into his suit pocket. When his hand came out again, it was clutching a Glock 19, the semi-compact version of the standard 9mm recoil-operated composite handgun, undetectable to weapons scanners. In one smooth motion Hensley disengaged the safety, cocked the striker.



Then he turned and pointed the weapon at the larger of the two marshals.


The man saw the Glock, and his mouth opened in surprise. Then the noise of a gunshot reverberated throughout the cabin. The dead marshal jerked spasmodically as the back of his head blew out, but the safety belt kept him erect in the chair. Gore splattered the beige plastic panel behind the corpse
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