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To Will Hinton, a most patient editor.

And to Agent John P. O’Neill, the FBI’s top expert on

Al Qaeda and Osama Bin Laden, and lead investigator

of the USS Cole and African Embassy bombings.

O’Neill left the Bureau in frustration because he

believed the U.S. government did not take the threat of

terrorism seriously enough. In August 2001, Mr. O’Neill

became the security chief of the World Trade Center.

On September 11, 2001, he was last seen walking in

the general direction of Tower Two, minutes before

it collapsed. His body was found a week later.





       

Wars may be fought with weapons, but they are won by men. It is the spirit of the men who follow and of the man who leads that gains the victory.

GENERAL GEORGE S. PATTON
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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 its 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 in the war against terror. After the events of 9/11, a number of early CTU missions were declassified. The following is one of them.







     

PROLOGUE




CTU Headquarters, Los Angeles

Four days ago…

“Hello, Jack.”

A shadow fell across Jack Bauer’s desk. He looked up from the report he’d been reading, into the eyes of District Director George Mason.

Jack stood, rubbed his chin. “Good to see you, George.”

Mason’s thin lips tightened. “I’ll bet.”

“How are things in Tacoma?”

Mason set his briefcase on the floor. “Oh, you know, Jack. It’s about as far from real Washington as you can get. Makes a guy feel lost, out of touch. Banished, if you know what I mean. And all because of the ‘Company’ he keeps.”

Jack arched an eyebrow. “So you’re lonely, George?”

Mason smirked. “I still have friends. Oh, and by the way—Teddy Hanlin sends his regards. And so does his partner, Seth Campbell.”

Campbell wasn’t actually working with Mason any more. The corrupt CTU agent had been caught taking bribes. He was now serving a ten-year sentence in a Federal penitentiary. Jack was the one who’d put him there.

Mason’s mention of him now was a clear tell. He wanted Jack to know exactly why he’d barged into Jack’s office late on a Friday afternoon: payback.

Jack hid any reaction to Campbell’s name, simply closed the report on his desk with a sharp sweep of his hand.

Mason’s crafty eyes darted to the desk, then back to Jack. “You’ve been reading the weekly operational review, I see.”

“You don’t miss a trick, do you, George?”

“Then you know CTU’s New York division will be activated in three days.”

Jack nodded. “It only took six years.”

“Things move slower on the East Coast,” Mason said. “The situation there is…political.”

“Right. The Agency’s political. This is news?”

“I mean it’s more so there than here. Brice Holman has been running investigations out of the Agency’s regional office for the last three years. Now he’s finally getting his own Manhattan-based CTU Operations Center and a full staff. But there are apparently some jurisdictional disputes, turf wars. A lot more toes get stepped on. But I don’t have to explain about toes getting stepped on, do I? Not to you?”

Mason slid Jack’s overflowing in box aside and settled on the edge of his desk. “I’ve got a job for you, Jack. Washington—the real Washington—ordered me to dispatch an operational consultant with solid managerial experience to oversee activation of the East Coast Division—”

“Hold on, George. That kind of assignment is way above my pay grade. I thought Bill Buchanan out of Seattle was handling this.”

“He was, until a pair of his agents defused a bomb at the base of the Space Needle this morning.”

Jack blinked. “That wasn’t in today’s threat report—”

Mason chuckled. “You won’t hear about it on the evening news, either. No sense in causing panic.”

Bauer’s features darkened. “You mean no need to alert the public to the danger of terrorism, so that when the day comes that we can’t prevent an attack, the citizens won’t be prepared to deal with it?”

“Yeah, Jack. That, too.” Mason laughed. “God, relax, Bauer. The bomb was planted by some eco-green fringe group protesting logging or something. They’ve already been caught.”

“Good.” Jack folded his arms. “Then Buchanan can go to New York.”

Mason shook his head. “Unfortunately, with a procedural review of the situation, coupled with the drafting of an after action report, Bill is stuck in Seattle for the next few weeks. That means you’ll take Manhattan.” Mason smiled.

Jack’s phone rang. He ignored it.

“Don’t worry, Jack. I won’t send you alone. I can spare Almeida. I’d like to give you Jamey Farrell, too, but since Milo Pressman transferred to Langley, we’ll need her here. You can take O’Brian instead. You two worked well in Las Vegas, and you’ll need a guy like Morris because any major glitches will most likely be technical—”

“Listen, George—”

Mason silenced Bauer with a raised palm. “This should be an easy assignment. You’ll show Brice Holman the ropes in New York, help him organize his staff and set up protocols to interact with the other divisions and agencies—”

“Why me?”

“I want you to liaise with the other authorities in the region,” Mason purred, ticking them off with his fingers.

“I’m talking about the New York City Police Department, the Office of Emergency Management, the DEA, the local branches of the Secret Service, the Federal Bureau of Investigation. Smooth over any problems and—”

“Smooth over problems?” Jack cut in. “I’m the last person you should be sending for that. The last time I had contact with the New York branch of the FBI, I exposed one of their agents as a traitor and neutralized him.”

“Which is why you’re the perfect man for this job.” Mason tightened the knot on his tie. “It shows the other guys we mean business.”

Mason picked up his briefcase and set it on Bauer’s desk. “The codes, protocols, and operational drives are here. Agent Holman and his staff are expecting you to arrive first thing Tuesday morning. Enjoy your weekend with Tracy and your son—”

“It’s Teri. And I have a daughter.”

“Like I care. You’re going to New York, Bauer. Your flight leaves Monday.”









    

1

THE FOLLOWING TAKES PLACE BETWEEN THE HOURS OF 7:00 A.M. AND 8:00 A.M. EASTERN DAYLIGHT TIME




7:00:02 A.M. EDT

New York, New York

Jack Bauer glanced at the World Trade Center, rising above the rooftops of Lower Manhattan. The weather was clear this Tuesday morning, the June sunlight gleaming against the two identical skyscrapers of glass and steel.

In the driver’s seat to his left, CTU Agent Tony Almeida turned the Dodge minivan onto Hudson’s slow parade of traffic. The taxis, buses, SUVs, and luxury sedans were all heading downtown, toward Tribeca, the Financial District, or the Jersey delivery system known as the Holland Tunnel.


As their minivan slowed to a crawl, Jack continued to stare at the twin towers. Back in ’93, the bombing of those buildings—by a blind Muslim cleric and his insane flock—had been the impetus for creating CTU.

Ironic, thought Jack. One of the last major urban areas to get its own CTU Operations Center is the very city that was attacked by terrorists. Doubly ironic because no one wants it. Not the FBI, not the DEA, not even the local authorities…

Just one month ago, the senior Senator from New York had argued that the presence of CTU was redundant in a city where even the NYPD had its own overseas operatives countering terror threats.

Sure, at its inception, CTU had been granted special powers by Congress, among them the ability to conduct counterespionage and counterterrorist operations on U.S. soil, against U.S. citizens if necessary—a mandate the CIA had never before been given. But Jack knew it would take months, maybe even years, before CTU’s New York operations would be effective. He didn’t know what his superiors expected him to accomplish by sending him here—

“Bloody hell!” Morris O’Brian blurted from the backseat.

Tony had slammed on the minivan’s brakes, and Morris’s steaming hot Starbucks had sloshed over his hand. “Seven o’clock in the bloody morning, and traffic is already snarled. This town is worse than L.A.”

Jack peered through his passenger-side window. Workers were already crowding the sidewalks. A young Hispanic bicycle messenger, wearing a red “Tri-State Delivery” Windbreaker, a canvas bag slung over his shoulder, pedaled along the curb beside them. The messenger could have sped up, Jack noticed, but he didn’t. Just kept pace with them for some reason.

“Look at these people. It’s a beautiful, sunny day, and not a convertible in sight,” Morris went on. “What’s the matter with them? Are they vampires?”

Tony smirked into his rearview. “Maybe they’re afraid of pigeon droppings.”

The cab that had swerved in front of them to score a fare now raced away. Traffic flowed faster and another taxi slipped in front of them.

Jack lifted his chin, pointed. “The building’s three blocks ahead, on the right.”

Tony nodded and continued in the right lane.

CTU’s New York offices occupied the top three floors of a ten-story office building. Jack unhappily surveyed the scene. Unlike CTU Los Angeles, which was located in a remote, industrial section of the city, the Manhattan offices were on a teeming city street, surrounded by bustling businesses.

The United States Customs Service was practically across the street. On the next block, a curved modern office building housed an international advertising agency. Behind CTU, a massive UPS complex sprawled across two blocks. Beyond that, the West Side Highway and the Hudson River both flowed with traffic.

There were people piled upon people passing through this area on any given day, and Jack knew that any one of them could pose a threat. With their headquarters so vulnerable, CTU New York was going to have to spend energy just covering its own back.

A horn blared behind them. In the rearview, Jack noticed a black Lincoln Continental cutting off another car in order to slip in right behind them. Traffic was flowing faster in the other lanes, but he stayed behind them instead, hugging their bumper. The driver wore a Lakers cap pulled low. His eyes were invisible behind mirrored sunglasses.

Jack frowned at the Lakers cap, glanced out the side window again, at the messenger on the bicycle. The young Hispanic male was still keeping pace with them, occasionally glancing over.

Jack looked ahead. The yellow cab in front of them drove right by an attractive businesswoman, trying frantically to wave it down. The cabbie ignored the fare. Why? His ON DUTY light was illuminated. And there was no one riding in the back of his taxi—at least that Jack could see.

It could be nothing, Jack told himself, but the hairs on the back of his neck told him otherwise. He kept one eye on the cab. Glanced again at the Lincoln behind them. The bicycle messenger beside them.

Tony and Morris were still chatting back and forth, oblivious to anything out of the ordinary.

Then the taxi in front of them abruptly stopped. It didn’t swerve toward the curb for a fare, just hit the brakes in the middle of the street. Tony instantly hit his own brakes, lurching them all forward.

“Bloody hell!” Morris cursed again as his hot coffee spilled.


That’s when Jack saw it—the skinny messenger dumped his bicycle and rushed their vehicle, hand reaching into his canvas shoulder bag.

“Down on the floor now!” Jack pulled the Glock from his holster, popped the door, kicking it open, right into the assassin. The man flew backward and stumbled against the curb.

Jack dived, crouching, from the minivan as the front windshield shattered, showering Tony with safety glass. Two holes drilled through Jack’s empty seat. Then the rear window exploded inward.

Crouching low, Bauer leveled the Glock at the man on the ground. “Don’t move!” he commanded.

The man on the sidewalk pulled his hand out of the canvas bag, freeing the .45. He rolled to aim—Jack shot him in the face.

Another pop, and a bullet whizzed by Jack’s ear.

He spun and glimpsed the shooter, crouching in the backseat of the cab that was blocking them. The big, bald white guy grimaced, showing gold front teeth.

Jack leveled his weapon, fired. The cab’s back window shattered, but the squealing tires were already rolling onto the sidewalk. The vehicle sped away, scattering confused and screaming pedestrians before lurching back onto the street, in front of a parked city bus.

An engine gunned behind him, and Jack turned to find the Lincoln driver trying the same move as the taxi.

“Stop the car now!” Jack shouted.

The Lincoln tore off the passenger door as it sped around the Dodge. The maneuver gave Jack a clear shot at the driver. He took it. The gun bucked in Jack’s hand. The window spiderwebbed, and the driver’s shoulder exploded in a haze of blood, muscle, and bone.

The driver was thrown forward, head striking the steering wheel. The Lincoln careened into a magazine kiosk and came to a halt.

Jack was beside the vehicle in seconds, Glock clutched in both hands. He checked the backseat, but no one else was in the car.

The driver’s sunglasses and Lakers cap were gone now, and Jack recognized the man. He yanked the door open, dragged him out of the car, and slammed him down on the sidewalk.

“Who told you I was in New York?” Jack demanded, shaking the man by the lapels of his jacket. “Talk, De Salvo. Who tipped you off? Who set me up?”

The man’s eyes were glazed with pain. He tried to laugh, coughed blood instead. “Go to hell, Bauer, you lousy son of a…”

His head lolled. Jack knelt over him and checked for a pulse, found none. He quickly searched the dead man, came up with a wallet and tucked it into his own pocket.

Tony rushed over, holding his weapon. He stared at the dead man. “Who is he?”

“Was. Angelo De Salvo. His two older brothers masterminded the Hotel Los Angeles robbery.”

Tony whistled. “No wonder he wanted you dead.”

Sirens warbled, drowning out the street noise as three NYPD squad cars converged on the scene. Jack and Tony holstered their weapons and displayed their IDs. While the police circled them, both CTU agents glanced down the street, at the building that housed the Unit’s New York headquarters. The place was still as a grave.

“I don’t get it,” Tony quietly said to Jack. “A firefight a block away, and no response from CTU?”

Jack frowned at his destination. “Looks like it’s time to light a fire under these people.”

7:48:17 A.M. EDT

CTU Headquarters, NYC

Jack Bauer leveled a cold gaze on the New York agent who met him at the elevator. She wore a pinstriped suit with a questionably short skirt and stacked heels. Her black hair was caught in a long, smooth ponytail. She had an olive complexion and large, dark, slightly almond-shaped eyes, with features that suggested Middle Eastern heritage. She introduced herself as Layla Abernathy.

“I need to meet with Director Brice Holman.” Bauer’s voice was less than friendly. “Now.”

“Oh yes. Of course!” Agent Abernathy appeared momentary flustered, her gaze darting from Jack to Tony to Morris. But her composure returned inside of five seconds, and she matched Jack’s hard stare. “Brice should be here any minute. I called his cell several times. I’m sure he’ll check in soon—”

“That’s not good enough,” Jack cut in. “I left specific instructions that all CTU personnel were to be present when I arrived this morning.” He took a step closer. “Where is Brice Holman?”


Layla Abernathy frowned. “I think he’s in New Jersey.”

Jack exchanged a glance with Tony, then asked Agent Abernathy, “What’s he doing in New Jersey?”

“I don’t know,” Layla replied. “That is, I’m not sure. I’m not even supposed to know about—”

“What’s his exact location? Be specific.”

Abernathy took an uneasy breath. “Have you ever heard of a place called Kurmastan?”

7:50:31 A.M. EDT

Hunterdon County, New Jersey

Stretched out on his belly in a field of tall grass, Special Agent Brice Holman, newly appointed Director of CTU’s New York Operations Center, gazed down at the tiny hamlet of Kurmastan.

Dubbed “Meccaville” by the farmers and horse breeders who lived around it, Kurmastan was primarily populated by men who’d converted to Islam in state and Federal penitentiaries, along with members of their families who’d also converted.

Ignoring the sun beating down on his head, the forty-five-year-old agent checked his watch, rubbed the sweat from his eyes, and went back to peering through a pair of digitally enhanced micro-binoculars.

Before coming to this rural field, Holman had reviewed almost two years of satellite surveillance on this small religious settlement. But those pictures failed to capture the dilapidated seediness of the place.


A dozen clapboard houses sat within the dusty compound, along with seventeen rusty mobile homes, all of them centered around a communal dining hall made of cinder block. A dirty boulevard ran through the center of town. One end was dominated by Kurmastan’s only visible source of income—a factory that turned recycled pulp into cardboard boxes.

The other end held a house of worship, by far the most luxurious structure in the place: prefabricated steel with a resin facade sculpted to look like a Middle Eastern mosque, complete with a metal-framed minaret.

The mosque was no surprise to Holman because the settlement had been founded by Ali Rahman al Sallifi, an Islamic cleric with ties to radical elements in Pakistan and Egypt—and it had been on CTU’s watch list since the agency was established.

Unfortunately, most of the “watching” of Kurmastan had been done by satellite. Things had changed about a month earlier, when Brice Holman’s own boss, the Northeast District Director, ordered any active investigation of this compound to cease. The unit had limited resources, Holman was told, and they were needed elsewhere.

Holman privately disagreed. Just before he’d been ordered to stop investigating Kurmastan, a well-connected activist group had begun loudly leveling “profiling” charges on Executive Branch agencies, and Holman suspected the decision to give Kurmastan a wide berth was at least partly political.

Deciding to have a look for himself, Holman had driven out to the compound, watching it for an entire weekend. During that time, he encountered an FBI agent who’d also been watching the place, and had received a similar command from his own boss in Washington.

It wasn’t unusual for FBI surveillance units to trip over CTU in the field. Agents occasionally even shared information, sidestepping the current “wall” between agencies.

When Holman met Jason Emmerick of the FBI, that’s exactly what had happened. The two agents silently agreed to disregard the law prohibiting them from swapping intel. All by themselves, they connected the dots on “Meccaville,” and a frightening picture began to emerge.

Both men had observed military-style exercises, including weapons training and obstacle courses. There was suspicion of stockpiled armaments and chatter between residents of the compound and parties in Pakistan and Afghanistan.

Holman and Emmerick came up with a plan to continue watching the “Meccaville” compound, in violation of their superiors’ directives. And surveillance chatter soon suggested something was about to go down. Something big. Unfortunately, the agents were still lacking hard evidence to prove it.

Today, with luck, they would finally get that evidence.

According to recent chatter inside the compound, a “package” from Canada was expected to arrive at Newark Airport. Holman and Emmerick believed the arrival of this “package” was the key to setting off whatever powder keg the men inside this compound had primed.

An hour earlier, two African-American males had left this compound to “pick up the package.” One of the men was bald; the other wore his hair in long cornrow braids. Both were in their early thirties, clad in blue suits.

Holman recognized the bald man as a former gang-banger from Jersey City. His name was Montel Tanner, or at least it used to be. Holman didn’t know what Tanner called himself now that he’d found religion. The other man, with the cornrows, Holman hadn’t seen before.

Each of these men had slipped behind the wheel of a brand-new black Hummer and took off. Jason Emmerick and his partner took off, too, tailing the two Hummers.

Holman was so certain something major was about to happen, he’d finally briefed his own CTU Deputy Director, Judith Foy, on their rogue operation. Now Judy was on board, too, and due to hook up with Emmerick and his partner at the airport to aid in the surveillance.

Meanwhile, Holman had positioned himself on a hill above the compound. He’d been staked out here since the wee hours of the morning. As a breeze rippled the grass, stirring his black tangle of hair, he lowered his micro-binoculars and shook his canteen.

Empty.

Thirsty and hot, Holman was about to return to his vehicle for a refill when a flash of sunlight off chrome caught his eye. He zoomed his binoculars in on the factory. The loading bay doors stood open, and a semi rolled out.

In itself, this wasn’t unusual. At four that morning, a truck had departed the factory, full of flattened cardboard boxes. One had left at five as well, also packed with paper. Adhan came next—the call to prayer—sung from the mosque’s metal-frame minaret by a young African-American man in denims and a Yankees T-shirt.

The truck leaving now looked like the others Holman had seen: a Mac sleeper cab hauling a steel trailer, the logo for Dreizehn Trucking painted on its side. But when Holman glimpsed the interior of the cargo bay, he didn’t see flat stacks of cardboard boxes. Instead, Holman saw bunks. Six of them lined the walls. He spied movement. There were men inside that trailer; he counted at least eight. One had an AK–47 resting across his knees.

Before Holman could get a picture, an arm inside the truck slammed closed the steel doors. The truck continued rumbling toward the compound’s gate, sped through and toward the rural route beyond.

Holman cursed, rising quickly, and left his hiding place, creeping through the tall grass, back to his van.

That’s when he heard a woman scream.

7:55:46 A.M. EDT

Kurmastan, New Jersey

Yesterday evening. That’s when they’d grabbed Janice Baker. Around six-thirty P.M., they’d put a hood over her head before dragging her away. She had a clue where she was because the men hadn’t taken her far, and they’d traveled by foot.

It sounded like her abductors had carried her into their compound, then down a flight of stairs. There they’d tied her up, ignoring her muffled demands to release her, to turn her over to the sheriff for trespassing.


Gasping for breath under the thick material, Janice had struggled against the ropes that bound her to the hard chair. Finally, she’d heard a door slam and was left alone. The place was damp and quiet. Like a grave. When the forty-year-old stay-at-home mother had first smelled the scent of freshly turned earth, she’d gasped, her panic rising.

Did they lock me in a cellar? Or toss me into a hole? Are they planning to bury me alive?

With effort, she’d tamped down her fear. Why put me in a hole? she’d wondered. Why not just call the sheriff and have me arrested?

Janice had been cross-country jogging for years along the same rural trails, long before Kurmastan existed. The men of the town had complained several times to her about trespassing. The first time they caught her, she hadn’t even realized she’d strayed onto private property. They cursed her out, but let her go.

The second, third, and fourth times were just like today—she’d chosen to disregard the NO TRESPASSING signs and jog where she pleased. Men of the town saw her, yelled from a distance, cursed at her, but she ignored them. If they caught her, what could they do? Call the sheriff? Fine her fifty dollars tops?

When she’d been spotted the evening before, however, she was stunned by what had happened next. Soon after a few men yelled at her, two of them had set a trap. They’d jumped out of the brush and dragged her to the ground.

They didn’t find her easy prey. Janice had managed to kick one man in the groin. He was a big African American who looked like a football player, but her blow slowed him down. She’d also managed to rake her fingernails across the other man’s face, right before he’d put the hood over her head.

They’d left her tied up for hours and hours. She’d lost track of time, hadn’t slept much, and now she was hungry and thirsty. When she heard a door open, she felt a mixture of terror and relief.

“Who’s there,” she demanded. She tried, and failed, to sound fearless. “I demand you let me go!”

Janice heard footsteps, felt strong hands fumbling with the knot around her neck. Someone was untying the hood. Good. Maybe they’ve finally called the sheriff. Maybe now they’re going to let me go!

The hood was ripped off her head. Still tied to the chair, Janice was dazzled by harsh light from a naked light bulb that dangled from the ceiling. The room had earthen walls shored up with untreated logs—a root cellar? There was a small vent near the ceiling—bright sunlight slipped through. She squinted, realizing it was morning. They’d held her here all night!

The stranger who’d torn off her veil remained behind her, out of sight. A minute went by, then another. But the man didn’t say a word. He didn’t untie her, either.

“What are you doing?” Janice asked.

There was silence for another minute. Then came a quiet murmuring in another language. It was crazy, but Janice thought the man was praying.

“I demand you release me!” she cried. “This is kidnapping! Don’t you realize that? Let me go this instant!”

Without a word, the man stepped around the chair to stand in front of her. Janice Baker’s eyes went wide when she saw the machete in his hand.

Once again Janice Baker screamed.

7:58:46 A.M. EDT

Just outside Kurmastan

Hunterdon County, New Jersey

At the sound of the bloodcurdling scream, Holman had tensed and begun snaking on his belly, moving as close to the compound as he dared. Using his binoculars, he continued to scan the area for any sign of violence. Any sign of the woman who’d screamed.

But he saw nothing out of the ordinary. A few male residents were talking casually outside the mosque. Two females strolled out of the cinder-block dining hall, chatting with each other as if nothing was wrong.

He listened for more screams, but now heard nothing more than the birds chirping in the trees.

Holman knew he hadn’t imagined that scream, and he knew how dangerous some of the men in Kurmastan could be—many of them were lifelong criminals with rap sheets as long as a bureaucrat’s career.

Part of him wanted to charge through the front gate, find out what had happened. But that would compromise the investigation. They’d probably call the local sheriff and accuse him of trespassing. Holman couldn’t even begin to consider explaining his rogue operation to a local official.

Seething, he carefully moved away from the compound again, backtracking to his van. He retrieved water and an energy bar, and then returned to the hill to continue his surveillance of the compound. At noon, he was scheduled to leave the area and hook up with Emmerick at a nearby motel, where they’d compare notes and plan their next move.

Holman needed to brief Emmerick about that tractor trailer he’d seen with armed men in bunks inside. And Emmerick needed to brief him about that “package” from Canada.

Until then, Holman would continue to keep his eyes open for any sign of that woman, whose terrified cry kept playing through his head.
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THE FOLLOWING TAKES PLACE BETWEEN THE HOURS OF 8:00 A.M. AND 9:00 A.M. EASTERN DAYLIGHT TIME




8:05:48 A.M. EDT

CTU Headquarters, NYC

“This is wrong, Agent Bauer,” Layla Abernathy declared.

“You have no authority to do this. I’m sure Director Holman will be here any minute. Why can’t you just wait to hear his explanation?”

Jack Bauer’s features darkened. “You’ve called the Director. Repeatedly. And so have I. Brice Holman either can’t respond, or refuses to—”

“Yes, but—”

“And you’ve tried to locate the Director using the GPS chip in his phone, correct?” Jack interrupted.


Layla frowned. “Apparently Holman deactivated it.”

Jack clenched his fists, trying like hell to maintain his composure. “The Director and his deputy are unreachable, your guards downstairs say your exterior cameras are offline, and someone tried to assassinate me and my team on the street outside. You do see a problem here, don’t you, Agent Abernathy?”

They were standing at the computer console on Brice Holman’s desk, inside the Director’s corner office. Jack had powered up the man’s computer, only to find it double password protected. He now intended to break into his system.

Jack punched the intercom. “O’Brian, report to Director Holman’s office.”

Jack faintly heard his own voice amplified inside the massive threat room. He stood up straight and faced Agent Abernathy. “You mentioned a place,” he said.

Layla nodded. “Kurmastan. It’s a seventy-five-acre compound in New Jersey populated by an Islamic religious group—most of them prison converts. Ali Rahman al Sallifi runs it. He’s a radical cleric who sought political asylum in America after he was expelled from Egypt.”

Jack blanched. “Our government granted asylum to this guy?”

“The Imam received political support from several powerful individuals. The Saudi Arabian Ambassador made a personal appeal to the President—probably because he didn’t want al Sallifi and his followers stirring up unrest in his own country.”

Jack briefly closed his eyes. He liked to believe elected officials had the best interests of its country’s citizens at heart. But when a Federal agent had to ask himself what side his own President was on, it was a bad day.

“By far the Imam’s biggest sponsor is New Jersey Congresswoman Hailey Williams,” Layla continued. “She’s a close advisor to the President. Anyway, six years ago, the Imam established a community called Kurmastan, then renamed his flock the Warriors of God.”

“Warriors of God.” Jack folded his arms. “So now it’s a paramilitary organization?”

Layla nodded. “A core group of Middle Easterners live inside the compound with the Imam, but most of the people in Kurmastan are former prison inmates converted by the cleric’s followers. Some of the clerics minister to the prisons in New York and New Jersey. Others are inmates themselves.”

“And these activities are permitted?”

“Under the banner of religious freedom, the Warriors of God openly recruits new members through various social service organizations, including the prison system,” Layla replied, yanking a file from the drawer.

“Why hasn’t CTU launched a full-scale investigation?”

Layla raised a dark eyebrow. “The District Director of the Northeast Region nixed it.”

Jack processed that bit of information, and he had to admit, he wasn’t all that surprised. The District Director for the Northeast was Nathan Ulysses Wheelock.

Wheelock hadn’t worked his way up through the Agency, served in the military, or done fieldwork of any kind. The man was a political appointee of the current Administration; and his wife—before she’d retired to write legal thrillers—had been a civil rights attorney with a client list that included high-profile anti-defamation organizations.

Jack faced Layla Abernathy. With Brice Holman and his Deputy Director, Judith Foy, out of the office, Abernathy was the ranking agent in New York. He wanted to get a handle on her.

“You’re Iranian, aren’t you, Agent Abernathy?” Jack asked pointedly. “Did I recall that correctly from your file?”

Layla glanced away, obviously uncomfortable. “I was born in Iran, but I left with my mother before I was two years old. I don’t remember anything—”

“But you speak Farsi?”

She nodded. “My stepfather saw to that. At one time, he was the U.S. Associate Ambassador to Iran. Back in the seventies, he knew the Shah—”

“Your father was Richard Abernathy.”

“My stepfather. He married my mother after my real father was executed by the thugs in charge of Iran. With the help of Canadian friends, my mother came to America. And just for the record, I’m also fluent in French, Spanish, Italian, and German.”

Jack fell silent a moment, regarding her again. “So why are you posted here? With your security clearance and linguistic skills, you should be on the fast track at Langley, or in a job at the DOD, maybe even the White House.”

“I’m not interested in listening to Iranian intelligence chatter from thousands of miles away or analyzing the speeches of its current ayatollahs. I made that very clear on threat of resignation, frankly. I want to do fieldwork, Agent Bauer. And my language skills are just as valuable here in New York, where hundreds of languages are spoken—”

The door opened and Morris O’Brian entered. “You called, boss?”

“What’s the status on security?” Jack asked.

An hour ago, Bauer had hit the roof when the guards downstairs had told him the exterior cameras weren’t working, which was why they’d never noticed the firefight on the street. Jack had dispatched Morris to fix the problem.

“I’ve got the system up and running now,” Morris replied. “It was just a little glitch, really. I left Almeida behind to establish a network that integrates the cameras in the lobby, the parking garage, and the roof with Security Station One.”

“How long will that take?”

“I could do it in fifteen minutes. Tony should be done in an hour or so. Once the network is established, we can watch everything on the monitors.”

Jack leaned close to Morris. “How about that other matter?”

O’Brian fished the bloodstained wallet out of his jacket, handed it back to Jack. “It’s a fake ID,” Morris said. “Angelo De Salvo was living under the alias Angel Salinas, in an apartment in the Bowery. He worked for Fredo Mangella, an international restaurateur who owns four-star dining spots in Paris, Madrid, London, Rome, and here in New York. Mangella has an office above Volaré, his eatery on Mulberry Street.”


Bauer nodded. “Good work. Now I have another job for you. This one’s urgent. I want you to crack the security on Director Holman’s computer.”

Morris’s eyes went from Jack Bauer to Layla Abernathy and back again. Then he dropped into the Director’s chair. “This might take a little time,” he warned.

“Just do it,” Jack replied. He faced Abernathy. “You have something to show me?”

Layla nodded. “These files contain security briefs—summaries of just about everything we’ve got on Kurmastan, up until the District Director shut down the investigation.”

Jack accepted the thick file, leafed through it. Inside, he found photographs and reams of surveillance reports—two years’ worth.

“Let’s find a conference room to review this,” he said.

8:31:58 A.M. EDT

Parking garage

CTU Headquarters, NYC

A pair of utility workers blithely strode down the ramp, into the restricted parking garage ten floors beneath the CTU offices.

In the lead, a slight African-American man, in a blue Con Edison uniform
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