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THIS BOOK IS A WORK of fiction.  The names, events and characters are wholly my creation.  The locations are real; I’ve done my best to represent them accurately within the context of the story.  While the events are fictitious I have been inspired by real events - particularly the depictions of criminals and their crimes.  With some changes in detail, the crimes in the story are representative of real events - I have tried not to be overly dramatic, and in several places toned down the real events to avoid being gratuitous.

The main characters of this story are federal law enforcement personnel from several agencies.  While the story tries to show real people with real human frailties, please do not construe any representation as disrespect to the U.S. government or the agencies depicted.  I have deep respect for the men and women who dedicate themselves to enforcing the law and serving in our military.  These Americans, along with teachers, firemen, healthcare workers and anyone else who serves the public are the glue that holds our society together.  

The cover of this book was created using ChatGPT.  Similarly, I used this software to spell check, edit for clarity, and on occasion for suggestions about how to flesh out my ideas.  That said, the writing is - for better or worse - mine.
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Prologue
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Liz Holt glanced at the dashboard clock as she turned into the driveway of her Tucson home: 7:12.

Not ideal, she thought. But not disastrous. Tom had expected her by 6:45, dinner at seven. Close enough to apologize, not argue.

She shut off the engine, pressed the remote, and watched the garage door begin its quiet descent. The lights came on automatically. The garage was clean, bright, orderly, familiar.

She opened the rear door to reach for the oversized bag she used as both briefcase and purse, and stood—

What—

The thought broke apart.

Something was wrong. Her body knew it before her mind could catch up. Pain arrived without a source; pressure without direction. Her chest locked, breath stalling halfway in.

I can’t breathe.

The bag slipped from her hand and hit the concrete. Papers spilled. Keys skittered. None of it mattered.

She brought a hand to her throat. The skin felt tight. Wrong. Swelling. Her mind searched for explanations that didn’t involve fear. A sting? A bite? Something accidental. A wasp, maybe. A scorpion.

She became dimly aware that she wasn’t falling. Hands were on her—firm, practiced—guiding her down, controlling her weight. That, oddly, felt reassuring.

Tom must be home, she thought. The idea surfaced and drifted away. She wondered, distantly, if he was safe.

Her vision narrowed. The pressure increased. Thinking became effort, then noise, then nothing at all.

Liz Holt never understood that she was dying.
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Chapter 1
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It was a standard government personnel photo: a man who looked to be in his mid-thirties, sharp-eyed, neutral expression. Clean-cut even by federal standards. Serious. Intelligent. Reyes thought: the boy next door, all grown up. A poster boy for the Boy Scouts of America.

Malcolm Reyes, Special Advisor to the President, held no formal authority. That made him dangerous. His access to the President of the United States gave him more leverage than most cabinet secretaries, and he knew how to use it.

The task force had been his idea, pitched casually on Air Force One during a return flight from Europe. The President liked it enough to turn to the Attorney General mid-flight and say he wanted results—and no bad press. He emphasized both sentiments. James Esposito had nodded, said very little, and thought about it all night.

By morning, he had decided Ellen Price would oversee it.

Price would run the unit and report to him, but everyone involved understood the reality: Reyes was calling the shots.

Price had moved quickly. Staffing, authorities, interagency buy-in—assembled with an efficiency that even Esposito found impressive. The knowledge that Reyes, and therefore the President, had initiated the unit greased bureaucratic resistance into cooperation.

Reyes met Price at Main Justice, in the Attorney General’s private conference room. The AG was at the White House. Price had scheduled it that way. If the meeting went badly, she preferred her boss not be a witnesses.

“He looks young,” Reyes said, eyes on the photo. “What is he—thirty-five?”

“Forty-one,” Price replied. “Good genes.”

She smiled. Reyes did not.

“Daniel Cole. Supervisory Deputy U.S. Marshal. We pulled him from the Marshals Service—with resistance—where he was leading an interagency task force on human trafficking. Performance was strong. More importantly, the team respected him. That’s rare in mixed-agency work.”

Reyes frowned slightly. “You think highly of him. Walk me through it.”

Price didn’t consult her notes. She had given this brief more than once.

“Raised outside Salt Lake City. BYU. Degree in kinesiology. Church mission—Honduras. Played college football. Linebacker.”

“Starter?” Reyes asked.

“Second string.”

He looked at her. She held his gaze.

“Army Special Forces straight out of college,” she continued. “Multiple deployments. Primarily counterterrorism and partner-force operations in Afghanistan. Evaluations consistently describe him as methodical, reliable, and quiet. Superiors saw him as someone who got things done without drawing attention. Subordinates respected him, though several noted he could be particular about thoroughness.”

“Any incidents?” Reyes asked. “Complaints? Noise?”

“None that survived scrutiny. No civilian complaints. No internal investigations. One thing stands out.”

She changed the slide.

A younger Cole stared back from an official Army portrait. The ribbon was unmistakable.

“A Silver Star,” Reyes said.  “How?” He added.

“Joint task force operating out of Bagram Air Base,” Price said. “Advance security for a UN delegation near Kabul. The delegation was ambushed on arrival—Al-Qaeda elements concealed in a nearby village. One helicopter destroyed, two disabled. Several wounded in the initial contact.”

She paused.

“Cole ordered suppressive fire, then maneuvered with three others—including another Green Beret and an Air Force PJ—to reach the downed aircraft. The medics were credited with saving three lives. Cole and another soldier protected them under fire. One of the wounded was Gerhart Volks, a senior German official.”

Reyes nodded. He knew the name.

“The Germans decorated the medics. CENTCOM attended at Volks’s insistence. Cole received the Silver Star the same day.”

“Politics?” Reyes asked.

“No,” Price said. “Multiple witnesses. Same story. He made the only call that saved the survivors. Eight lives, four Americans at serious risk. Any politics came later.”

Reyes leaned back. “Go on.”

“Ten years total in the Army. Fast track to major. He resigned after his final deployment and joined the Marshals Service.”

“Why leave?”

“He didn’t say. His commander said Cole wanted work ‘where the mission ended.’”

“Ended how?”

“We don’t know. Burnout was assumed.”

“Married?”

“Briefly. Three years. No children. Amicable divorce. His ex-wife spoke well of him. Said the career and separations were too much.”

“And Cole?”

“Magnanimous. No bitterness.”

Reyes nodded once. “As a Marshal?”

“Four years in fugitive apprehension. Then a joint task force—FBI, Border Patrol, Texas Rangers, USMS. He assumed command when the previous lead retired.”

“And?”

“Effective. He manages friction without inflaming it. Insists on mission focus. Team loyalty over agency loyalty. He doesn’t hesitate, but he doesn’t rush.”

Reyes studied the screen. “Too clean.”

“That concerned us too,” Price said. “We pulled the thread. Nothing was attached.”

She hesitated. “If there’s a flaw, it’s that he might be a Boy Scout.”

Reyes looked at her, surprised to hear his own thoughts spoken aloud. 

“He earned Eagle Scout as a kid.” she added.

“Nobody is that clean.”

“No,” Price agreed. “But the pattern holds. Service-oriented upbringing. Not a career climber. As a Marshal he’s content in a role with limited visibility. Avoids the press. No meaningful social media footprint. No ideological trail. He doesn’t drink. Still lives like a Mormon, except for Starbucks.”

Reyes exhaled quietly.

“What does he want?”

“Closure,” Price said. “When I interviewed him, he was polite but reluctant. I told him the job was to find people and hand them off. No press. No recognition. He liked that.”

“This issue is radioactive,” Reyes said. “CBP. ICE. The press is waiting.”

“That’s why we chose him,” Price said. “When something goes wrong, he asks one question: ‘Who owns it?’”

“And if no one does?”

“Then he assigns it. Quietly.”

Reyes was silent, studying the face on the screen.

“Will he listen?”

“He’ll take advice,” Price said. “He’ll follow orders. But he won’t posture or cover himself. No CYA—for himself or anyone else.”

She paused. “Something I remember from his interview that is telling. He works out every morning at five. No exceptions. When asked why, he said, ‘Discipline is easier when you remove choice.’”

Reyes looked at her.

“Does that concern you?”

Price shook her head.

“No,” she said. “It explains him.”
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Chapter 2
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The borrowed conference room at Quantico was unremarkable, which Morales suspected was intentional. Beige walls, long table, no flags or seals, nothing that suggested permanence. Daniel Cole stood near the podium, drinking from a Venti Starbucks cup. A cardboard carrier with more coffee sat on a side table next to a box of generic pastries.

People helped themselves, settling into chairs with easy small talk and casual introductions. Cole faced the table. Morales stood off to one side. Neither of them bothered with the podium.

“Good morning,” Cole said. He smiled briefly. “Good to see everyone together for the first time.”

Morales watched the room. They were comfortable and confident. Nobody was posturing.

“This morning we’ll handle introductions,” Cole continued, “then we’ve got Hogan’s Alley reserved for tactical work. I expect our first assignment will be ready by the time you finish at the range. We’ll meet back here at sixteen-thirty for a brief.”

A few nods. No one reached for a pen.

“This task force exists to locate and apprehend violent criminals who are in the country illegally,” Cole said. “That’s it. Not intelligence gathering. Not trend analysis. Not long-term disruption. We identify targets, we arrest them, and we turn them over for prosecution.”

He let the silence do the work.

“Cases come to us through the Attorney General’s office. Deputy Attorney General Price is my boss. Her team filters requests and assigns cases to us—one at a time. We focus on a single fugitive until they’re in custody.”

Morales saw eyebrows lift around the table. No one there had ever worked only one case at a time.

“We work as a unit,” Cole said. “We do not embed with local law enforcement. We’ll use them for support when needed, but command and execution stay here. That avoids confusion, leaks, and jurisdictional problems.”

Cole’s eyes moved down the table, looking for questions.  He saw none.

“We’re measured on results, not progress. The case is closed when the subject is in custody.”

Flat. Certain. Morales had seen that look before. Not stubbornness—finality.

He stepped in smoothly, as if finishing the thought.

“For most of you, this will feel different,” Morales said. “Progress is not a metric here. We don’t get credit for being close. We don’t celebrate momentum. The only measure of success is that we close the case. Prosecution is someone else’s problem.”

He smiled—open, genuine.

“Once you wrap your mind around that, the job actually gets easier.”

A few expressions softened. Morales saw shoulders loosen. Good.

“One more thing,” Cole said. “We do not speak to the press.”

Morales nodded. “Local agencies will be encouraged to take credit. Avoid talking to reporters.  If one corners you, you have no comment. You refer them to the senior local officer on scene—or to me or Dan. We do not want attention. Attention is a distraction, and distractions get in the way of results.”

Cole gave a small nod. Approval, quiet and unspoken.

“Operating norms are simple,” Cole said. “Everyone’s idea counts. We argue it out here, behind closed doors. Once a path forward is chosen, we move together. No freelancing or pocket vetoes. If you’ve got something to say, say it.”

He paused.

“Disagreement is encouraged. Once we act, we act with one purpose.”

That earned more nods.

“You all know me,” Cole said. “Dan Cole. U.S. Marshals Service. Army Special Forces before that. You’ve met Dave Morales—Senior Supervisory Special Agent, ICE.”

Morales stepped away from the wall.

“Our technical and intelligence support is Emily Sato,” he said. “She’ll join us later today for the case brief. She’s on loan from”—he let the pause stretch just enough—“the State Department.”

A few looks flicked up. Morales kept his face neutral.

“She handles electronic surveillance, data analysis, and information aggregation. You won’t see her on arrests. You will hear her when you need her.”

No questions. As expected.

Cole reclaimed the floor.

“You’ve met informally. Let’s do it once, properly. Name, agency, current role, and what you bring to the team.”

Morales watched Maria Rodriguez start. She sat to Cole’s right—small, Hispanic, physically unremarkable.

“Maria Rodriguez. CBP, field operations.” She grinned, dry and sardonic. “Undercover, mostly.”

Morales noted, not for the first time, that Rodriguez always looked like she was in on a private joke.

Next was Kline.

“Mike Kline. FBI. Violent crime.”  He was a big man—bigger sitting down than most people standing. Thick through the shoulders, nose crooked from an old break, several scars near his eyes. He looked like a thug. Sounded like a lawyer. “Good to meet you all.”

Justin Page leaned forward. “HSI. Investigations.” He shrugged. “Interviews, records, research. The stuff most people hate.”A faint smile. “I enjoy it.”

Rachel Levin went next.

“Rachel Levin. DOJ. Criminal Division. Investigative support.” She didn’t bother softening it. “I work for Ellen Price. I help cut through administrative and political bullshit.”

She spoke like a truck driver and didn’t apologize for it.

Morales watched Cole as she spoke. Levin met his eyes steadily. Cole knew exactly why she was there. She knew that he knew. Neither seemed bothered.

The last to speak was an young looking man with red hair and freckles. He looked like a high school teacher, not a man who’d spent 20 years chasing terrorists.

“Pete Kemper, ICE. Counterterrorism task force, last ten years. Focus on Muslim extremist sleeper cells in the U.S. and allied countries.”

When Kemper finished, the room went back to Cole.

“Thanks,” Cole said. “I’m meeting with Price this morning. I’ll catch you at Hogan’s Alley later.”

He picked up his coffee and briefcase and left without ceremony.

Morales stayed behind, answering procedural questions as the team continued breaking the ice—quiet conversations, easy laughter, professionals sizing up what they’d just signed on to.

He watched them for a moment longer, then smiled to himself.

This was going to work.
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THE CALL CAME IN AT 9:06 p.m.

Thomas Holt had waited longer than he meant to. At first he assumed Liz was running late—another meeting, another delay that would end in a brief apology and reheated dinner. He called her cell once, then again. Both calls went to voicemail.

At nine, he grabbed his keys and stepped into the garage to go look for her.

He saw her bag first.

It lay on the concrete floor near the driver’s side of her car, open, its contents scattered—papers, a tablet, reading glasses. Items that should have been in her hands or on the passenger seat.

He stopped moving.

His eyes followed the spill, and then he saw her.

He did not touch her. He did not shout. He stood there longer than he would later remember, trying to understand how she could be present and absent at the same time.

The first patrol unit arrived eight minutes later.

They found Holt in the driveway, barefoot, arms folded tight across his chest. He pointed when asked to point. He answered when asked questions. His gaze kept drifting past them, back toward the garage.

Inside, nothing appeared disturbed. The house was orderly. Dinner sat cold on the stove. Doors locked. Windows closed.

No forced entry.

Detective Sarah Kincaid arrived shortly after ten. She walked the house once before speaking to Holt.

“How long were you home before you found her?” she asked.

“I don’t know,” Holt said. “An hour, maybe more. I don’t see patients on Thursdays, so I cook. I’m usually home by five. I figured she was late.”

“You’re a doctor?”

“No. Well—yes. Psychologist.”

“You didn’t hear anything?”

“No.”

“No argument?”

“No.”

“No raised voices?”

“No,” Holt said. “Nothing.”

Kincaid nodded and wrote it down.

The medical examiner arrived and knelt beside the body. She worked quickly, efficiently. When she stood, she pulled Kincaid aside.

“Single traumatic injury to the neck,” she said. “Blunt force. Significant. No obvious weapon present.”

“How fast?” Kincaid asked.

“Very. The impact collapsed the trachea. Swelling followed almost immediately. She would’ve lost consciousness quickly. Death within minutes.”

Kincaid glanced toward the garage.

“No defensive wounds?”

“None.”

The neighbors had seen nothing. Heard nothing. No unfamiliar vehicles. No dogs barking. No voices.

The scene told a simple story.

Only two people lived there.

Only one of them was alive.

Kincaid returned to the kitchen. Holt sat at the table, hands wrapped around a mug of untouched coffee.

“Did your wife have any enemies?” she asked.

Holt looked up. “Enemies?”

“Anyone who might want to hurt her.”

“No,” he said. “She runs a hospital.”

Kincaid waited.

“She dealt with lawsuits,” he added. “Angry people sometimes. That comes with the job.”

She wrote it down.

“Anyone else have a key?”

“No,” Holt said. “Why would they?”

Kincaid nodded. Her voice remained even as the questions continued. About finances. About stress. About the last time he’d seen his wife alive.

He answered everything.

At some point—he couldn’t say when—the questions began to repeat. The same ground, covered again more slowly. The tone shifted. Less inquiry, more confirmation.

How sure are you about the time? 

Are you certain you didn’t hear anything?

Did you argue recently?

Holt felt it then. Not fear. Not guilt.

Recognition.

“You think I did this,” he said.

Kincaid didn’t answer.

“Did you?” she asked.

He looked at her fully now and understood that she was no longer searching for the truth. She was organizing it.

His mouth opened, but no words came.

Kincaid held his gaze for a moment longer, then motioned to a uniformed officer nearby.

“Thomas Holt,” she said evenly, “you’re being placed under arrest for the murder of your wife.”
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MORALES HATED UNDERCOVER work that relied on improvisation. Which was exactly why he trusted Rodriguez with it. 

The team had repositioned to Tucson after the initial brief on their first case.  It felt like an easy one, Morales had thought, with actionable intel on the suspect’s location.  Now the team was in the field about to initiate their first operation.

They sat in the idling sedan two houses down from the target, windows cracked, desert heat bleeding in despite the fading sun. Morales wore jeans and a soft, dirty flannel, untucked. Rodriguez looked like she always did when she was working—ordinary to the point of invisibility. Hair loose. Nails chipped. Expression open, curious, faintly amused.

The house was a stucco rental near the Tucson airport, single story, low wall, gravel yard. It blended in with dozens of other neglected properties. Nothing about it stood out except who was inside.

“Signal is live,” Sato said in Morales’s ear. Calm. Precise. “Primary device is active and moving within the structure. Secondary device is stationary in the kitchen; currently scrolling TikTok. No additional signals detected.”

Morales double-tapped the mic. He glanced at Rodriguez.

“You ready?” he asked.

She smiled. “Born ready, jefe.”

Morales suppressed a grin. He put the car in gear and rolled forward.

Inside the van parked half a block away, Sato watched the map update in real time. The Venezuelan—Carlos Peña, mid-thirties, senior Tren de Aragua lieutenant—paced. He smoked and checked his phone too often. He was nervous and had reason to be. One CBP officer dead in Nogales, execution-style. Peña had been sloppy, arrogant. The cartel had tolerated it — until they didn’t.

“Peña’s attention is on you,” Sato said. “Camera across the street shows him watching through the front window.”

Morales parked and stepped out with Rodriguez. They didn’t rush. They didn’t look at the house too directly. Morales carried himself like a man who expected to be respected and was prepared not to be. Rodriguez walked half a step behind him, chewing gum, eyes wandering.

She knocked.

A moment passed. Then the door opened.

Peña was shorter than Morales expected. Compact. Wired. Tattoos crawling up his neck like something trying to escape. His eyes flicked over them quickly, assessing. Rodriguez met his gaze first.

“¿Eres Carlos?” she asked easily. “Nos han dicho que quieren trasladar algunos productos. Rápidamente.” Carlos stared at them nervously. “We have cash,” Rodriguez added in English.

Morales let her talk. That was the play.

Peña hesitated just long enough to register as calculation, then stepped back, allowing them to enter.

Inside, the house smelled like oil and cigarettes. Threadbare couch. A flatscreen TV on a folding table. Morales stayed standing, looking for whoever was scrolling TikTok. Rodriguez leaned casually against the wall.

Peña talked. Too much. Nervous men always did. He had a kilo of fentanyl and wanted $200k, but only if they could move fast.

Behind the house, Cole and Kline moved into position.

They hadn’t spoken in the last five minutes. They didn’t need to.

Kline crouched near the rear door, broad shoulders relaxed, breathing steady. Cole stood a few feet back, angle clean, Staccato P held low but ready. He scanned windows, corners, shadows without wasted motion or urgency.

“Back door is clear,” Sato said quietly. “No additional movement. Primary device approaching rear of structure.”

Peña excused himself mid-sentence. Sweat beaded on his forehead.

“Un segundo,” he muttered, already moving.

Morales felt it then—the shift. He met Rodriguez’s eyes. She nodded once.

Peña reached the back door and yanked it open.

He ran.

Kline moved.

He didn’t chase. He cut. One step, then another, closing the angle before Peña understood what was happening. Peña swung wild—fear, not skill—and Kline stepped inside the arc, drove a shoulder into Peña’s chest, and carried him into the cinderblock wall.

Bone met concrete, and Carlow Peña folded.

Kline took him down hard and controlled, knee between shoulder blades, arm wrenched back. Peña tried to scream. It came out as a wet sound.

Cole had the Staccato up now, pointed just off center mass. His voice was flat, certain.

“Don’t move.”

Peña didn’t. Couldn’t. His 160 pounds of sinewy strength was no match for Kline’s bulk.

“Don’t worry,” Kline said calmly. “He won’t.”

Morales and Rodriguez arrived seconds later. Rodriguez’s pistol stayed trained until the cuffs clicked closed. Morales checked them himself, methodical.

He knelt beside Peña and read the Miranda warning in Spanish. Clear and unhurried, every word precise.

Peña spat blood and saliva, aiming for Morales’s face.

“Chinga tu madre,” he snarled.

Morales wiped his cheek with the back of his hand and smiled. He knew the Border agent this pendejo had killed. The arrest felt personal.

“Te vas por mucho tiempo, amigo,” he said evenly.

In their earpieces Page’s voice came through, clipped, efficient.

“Hispanic woman in the kitchen detained.  No weapons.  Handing her off to Tucson PD.”  

Five minutes later Peña was in the back of a Tucson PD squad car, the local machinery taking over. Morales briefed the lead detective on the particulars, suggesting that Tucson PD take credit for the arrest and that the local U.S. Attorney had been briefed.  

The detective didn’t need convincing. He spoke to the reporter with the practiced ease of someone who lived on that kind of attention, and while he didn’t lie outright, he gave the impression that the operation was local, with “some federal support.”

Cole listened to the detective spelling his last name for the reporter and tuned the rest out. He nodded to Morales, pleased. It was finished.

And in Cole’s mind, that was the only part that mattered.
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For the team, the Peña case was effectively closed.

Morales sat at the conference table with a yellow legal pad in front of him, listening as Justin Page walked through the after-action summary. Page enjoyed this part—the orderly reconstruction of something that had gone right. He spoke in full sentences, never hurried, occasionally pausing as if to invite questions.

None came.

Peña was in custody. Tucson PD was taking point pending transfer to federal custody.  The charging documents were clean. The task force had not been mentioned publicly. All that remained was final reporting and signatures.

Cole looked around the table once. “Nicely done,” he said. “This is how it’s supposed to work.”

He turned slightly toward Page. “Send the report. Case closed.”

There was no applause, no celebration. Still, Morales could feel the satisfaction settle over the room. Coffee cups were lifted. Folders closed. No one stood to leave.

Cole waited until the movement stopped.

“Next case.”

That did it.

Emily Sato appeared on the screen at the front of the room.  Sato was the child of a Japanese diplomat and Japanese-American mother and she looked it, despite her American upbringing and accent. As always, she sat upright, hands folded neatly in front of her, posture so precise it felt intentional rather than formal.  

“Good morning, Marshal Cole. Special Agent Morales. Ladies and gentlemen.”

Rodriguez leaned toward Kemper and murmured, eyebrow arched, “Charming, isn’t she?”

Kemper hid his smile behind a freckled hand.

The map behind Sato expanded to fill the screen—continental United States—then narrowed to the Southwest.

“The subject is Farhad Rahimi,” Sato said. “Iranian national. Believed to have entered the United States illegally approximately eighteen months ago via a third country. Current location unknown.”

Morales noticed Kemper lean forward.

“Rahimi is assessed to be the operational lead of a small Iranian-aligned sleeper cell,” Sato continued. “The cell has been indirectly linked to multiple domestic terrorism incidents over the past two years. No public claims of responsibility. No overt ideological messaging.”

Cole watched without expression.

A new slide appeared.

“Rahimi is also the prime suspect in the kidnapping of Assistant United States Attorney Michael Levinson, who disappeared six months ago in Albuquerque. Bureau assessment is that Levinson is deceased.”

The room shifted. Morales felt it.

“Rahimi is on the FBI Most Wanted list,” Sato said. “He is considered disciplined, ideologically committed, and unlikely to surrender.”

Cole spoke evenly. “What’s current?”

“Limited,” Sato replied. “Fragmentary financial data. Intermittent burner phone activity. No confirmed sightings.”

“What’s the last solid location?”

Sato nodded once.  “Biometric analysis indicates Rahimi was almost certainly captured on video near Las Cruces, New Mexico, three weeks ago. He was in the company of Amir Achmani and Mohammed Aziz—both known cell members.”

A grainy image appeared: three men on a sidewalk. It was replaced a moment later by a startlingly clear version of the same frame.

Rodriguez leaned forward. “Where did that enhancement come from? I’ve never seen cleanup that good.”

Sato did not hesitate.  “There have been significant advances in digital enhancement. The software is currently in limited use across select government agencies.”

It was a deflection so smooth it was almost polite.

Rodriguez opened her mouth to push. Morales cut in calmly.
“Please continue, Sato.”
Rodriguez leaned back, unsatisfied but silent.

“Rahimi, Achmani, and Aziz remained in the Las Cruces area for several days,” Sato continued. “We believe one or more devices associated with the group transmitted intermittently during that period. Then—silence. No confirmed signals since.”

Kemper spoke quietly.  “Increased activity followed by a communications blackout usually indicates transition to an operational phase. They’re preparing something.”

Cole said nothing for a moment.

Then:  “Kemper, Rodriguez,  build a profile. Social patterns. Cover employment. Support networks. How they blend in. How they stay alive without drawing attention. I want your best assessment of when and where they will resurface—and what they’re likely planning.”

Rodriguez nodded once, already thinking. “Got it.”

Kemper said, “We’re on it.”

“Page. Levin.” Cole’s voice stayed level. “Background everything. Rahimi, his associates, Levinson. Start wide. Flag anomalies.”

Page smiled faintly. Levin nodded, already writing.

Morales watched Cole closely. There was no urgency in him—just forward motion. He wasn’t reacting. He was assembling.

“Kline. Morales.” Cole looked up. “You’re going to new Mexico. Tonight. Sato will feed you starting points. Talk to locals. See what shakes loose. If he is there you should be able to get a bead on him.”

Kline nodded. Morales matched it.

“I’ll coordinate with the Bureau,” Cole continued. “Let’s reconvene tomorrow morning.”

Kemper frowned slightly.  “Tomorrow morning’s tight. Give us the day. Let us feed findings to Sato by ... midday? She can consolidate and brief late afternoon.”  Kemper looked at Sato, who was so still she may not have heard.  

Cole looked around the room seeing several heads nod. He glanced up at the screen. “Emily?”

Sato met the camera without blinking.  “I agree with Agent Kemper, sir.”

“Very well,” Cole said. “1700 tomorrow, Eastern.”

He paused.  “Emily—can you arrange secure comms equipment for Dave and Mike?  The rest of us will meet at Quantico.

“I’ll take care of it.” Sato replied.

Cole said. “Thank you Emily.”  Morales noticed that Cole seemed especially respectful to Sato.  He filed it away.

“Anything else?”

No one spoke.

“Good,” Cole said. “Let’s get to work.”
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KEMPER CLAIMED HALF the whiteboard without ceremony, sketching boxes and arrows while Rodriguez pulled her chair closer and opened her laptop.

“No offense,” she said, fingers already moving, “but if this turns into vibes and adjectives, I’m requisitioning a new partner.”

Kemper smiled. “If it turns into vibes and adjectives, you should shoot me.”

“That’s a relief.”

He wrote at the top of the board:

CELL SURVIVAL REQUIREMENTS

“Let’s start with first principles,” he said. “Rahimi’s group has been operational for at least eighteen months. No leaks. No chatter. That narrows the universe.”

Rodriguez glanced up. “Because most people are terrible at secrets.”

“Because groups are terrible at secrets,” Kemper corrected. “So whatever they’re doing, it’s simple, disciplined, and supported by routine.”

He drew three columns.

MEETING SPACE — IDEOLOGICAL REINFORCEMENT — OPERATIONAL COVER

Rodriguez leaned forward despite herself. “Okay. This makes sense.”

“They don’t meet in public spaces regularly,” Kemper continued. “Too visible. They don’t meet randomly—too unstable. That suggests a fixed location with plausible deniability.”

Rodriguez said, “A house.”

“Yes,” Kemper said. “Or multiple houses used intermittently. Rentals. Short-term leases. Nothing flashy.”

She typed. “So you want property records cross-referenced with... what, exactly?”

“Arrests,” Kemper said.

She stopped typing and looked at him. “You want me to pull arrests of Muslim men in the area.”

“I want you to pull arrests of young men with no clear criminal trajectory,” Kemper replied calmly. “Trespassing. Disorderly conduct. Immigration holds. The kind of contact that doesn’t go anywhere—but puts names in systems.”

Rodriguez smirked. “That’s going to look like racial profiling in a spreadsheet.”

“Only if you stop there,” Kemper said. “You won’t.”

She rolled her eyes but resumed typing. “Fine. I’ll do it clean. Geography first, names second.”

“Thank you.”

Kemper turned back to the board. “Now—ideological reinforcement.”

Rodriguez said, “You’re going to say mosques.”

“I’m going to say institutions that teach, not just worship,” Kemper replied. “Most mosques don’t radicalize anyone. They stabilize communities. That actually helps us.”

She nodded slowly. “Because radicals avoid places that push normalcy.”

“Exactly,” he said. “So we look for outliers: study groups, off-hours lectures, guest speakers. Anything not tied to a regular prayer schedule.”

Rodriguez paused her typing. “That’s not exactly advertised.”

“No,” Kemper said. “But buildings leave traces. Zoning complaints. Parking complaints. Noise complaints. We can also cross-reference with arrests from protests.”

She grinned. “Now you’re speaking my language. A lotta work—but if the data’s there, we can find it.”

Kemper pulled up his own laptop. “I’ll start mapping religious institutions in the region—official and unofficial. Cross-reference with community reporting and open-source commentary. I’ll look at right-wing groups and message boards to see who they’re calling out. Where all these things overlap is where we focus.”

Rodriguez glanced at his screen. “You do this a lot.”

“I do,” he said. “And before you ask—I don’t start with ‘radical.’ I start with ‘different.’”

She nodded once. Respect, unspoken.
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SEVERAL HOURS LATER, Rodriguez broke the silence. “Okay. This is interesting.”

Kemper looked over. “What did you find?” He noticed she had also found the snack machine. Around her computer were the crumpled wrappers from three packages of Hostess cupcakes. How in God’s name can anyone eat orange-flavored cupcakes? he wondered.

“I’ve got three clusters of low-level arrests over the past year,” she said. “Mostly traffic stops and immigration checks. Same ten-mile radius. Different names, different addresses—but a lot of short-term leases.”

“Any overlap?”

“Yeah,” she said slowly. “Two of them list the same emergency contact. Different last names.”

Kemper smiled faintly. “I like it.”

“How do we tie it to something ideological?”

Kemper turned his laptop so she could see. “Look at this.”

On his screen was a modest building. No signage visible from the street. A bland nonprofit registration. And a note from city council meeting minutes mentioning “after-hours gatherings” and “parking congestion.”

Rodriguez leaned closer. “That’s not a mosque.”

“No,” Kemper said. “It’s an ‘educational center.’”

She exhaled. “I hate how clean that is.”

“It usually is,” Kemper replied. “The dangerous ones don’t advertise.”

“If we could connect someone from this center to an arrest—or even one of these leases—we’d have something. But I don’t imagine the educational center keeps attendance records. At least not ones we can get our hands on.” She leaned forward. She was really into this now.

Kemper studied her for a moment. He had an idea, but wasn’t sure how much to say yet.

“Let’s ask Emily Sato to see if the Las Cruces Police Department has any traffic cameras near the center,” he said. “If we can get some face shots, we can cross-reference with arrest records. Maybe something will ring bells.”

“Long shot,” she replied. “But I’ve got nothing better.”

Ninety minutes later, Rodriguez pushed away from the table. They had given Sato the address and dates tied to the congestion complaints and asked her to check for stored footage. Sato said she’d get back to them; Kemper figured it would be well into the following morning.

As he was about to suggest dinner, his computer beeped.

Sato appeared on screen.

“I’ve found something that might interest you.”

The screen split—Sato on one side, a clear image of a Middle Eastern man on the other. He was smoking with several others on the curb in front of the educational center.

“Where did you get this?” Rodriguez asked. “Traffic cam?”

Sato smiled slightly and tilted her head forward. “Traffic cameras certainly have made police work easier, haven’t they?”

Kemper said, “This is excellent, Emily. Can you cross-reference with mugshots?”

“I already have,” Sato replied. “This is Aziz Mohammed. Thirty-three. Iranian. In the U.S. on a student visa. He was cited for disturbing the peace after an argument with a neighbor. Paid a two-hundred-dollar fine; charges dropped.”

Kemper leaned back. “Mohammed is one of the most common Muslim surnames. Aziz Mohammed... Mohammed Aziz. Coincidence?”

Rodriguez had gone still.

“Maria?” Kemper asked.

She leaned forward sharply. “That’s not a traffic camera. The angle’s wrong. This is mounted low—like a doorbell camera.” She slapped the table. “That’s it. This is private footage. How the hell did you get it?”

Sato remained motionless.

“You’re CIA?” Rodriguez asked before she could stop herself. “NSA?”

“My paychecks come from the Department of State, Officer Rodriguez
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