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PROLOGUE
The first casualty of war is truth.
— Rudyard Kipling
Sunday, 13 February
06:27 GMT
Jayawijaya Highlands, Indonesia
JEREMY WALLER STARED down the length of his high-powered rifle to where a brilliantly colored butterfly had alighted on its barrel. The creature fluttered its wings as a thin breeze drifted over the sniper’s shoulder, slowly parting the bamboo shoots and elephant grass around him. Beads of sweat slipped down the ridge of his painted nose and fell silently into the furrow between his thumb and forefinger. Odd smells danced in his nostrils—the conflicting odors of broad-weave burlap, triple-canopy jungle, and something dead out there among the shadows.
“Milon’s swallowtail.”
It was a woman’s voice, a sound Jeremy had never heard in a situation like this.  Delta Force, now known officially as Combat Applications Group, referred to her as GI Jane, but sparingly and only out of sarcasm. Military SpecOps teams claimed to have no female members, though both the army and navy kept a small number for “military operations other than war.” Now that the CIA had joined the game with Special Activities Division personnel, you needed a program to know all the players.
“Graphium milon,” she continued, “a beautiful tropical fauna distinguished by a yellowish tuft of hair on the left dorsal hind wing. Probably a male with all that ventral red, though it’s tough to tell with this species.” Her pearl-white teeth shined from behind thick camouflage greasepaint, which she had applied in jagged green and black stripes.
Jeremy wiped sweat out of his eyes. Raindrops the size of snow peas began to fall among the broad-leaved plants around them.
“Goddamned rain,” he said out loud. It fogged up his scope, obscured the target, and made Jeremy’s now rancid ghillie suit stick to his skin. The garment of hemp, canvas, and local vegetation crawled with insects and had begun to torture him with a chronic and pervasive itch.
“Do all you FBI guys bitch this much?” Jane asked.
Jeremy, a six-year veteran special agent with a little more than a year on the Bureau’s elite Hostage Rescue Team, saw no point in responding. They were partners in an operation that hinged on anonymity; he had no interest in becoming her friend.
TEN THOUSAND MILES east, two men and a woman waited in a dim corporate boardroom lined with claro walnut and silver filigree wall sconces. Three flat-screen televisions flickered with grainy images, then flashed to high-resolution pictures, clear as cable news.
“We have GPS signatures here, here, here, and here,” one of the men said. He stood to the right of the monitors and pointed an infrared laser at the center screen. Red dots popped up at the four compass points around a jungle clearing.
“Where exactly is here?” another man asked. Dressed in a bespoke chalk-stripe suit and John Lobb shoes polished to an oxblood patina, the obvious leader of the group sat near the end of a huge table.
“Central Indonesia,” the briefer responded. “The Irian Jaya province—a remote and isolated patch of primeval rain forest that is well protected by sympathetic indigenous populations. The nearest town is a Yani tribal village called Telambela.”
“Telambela? That’s a hell of a place for something like this to start, isn’t it?” the man in the four-thousand-dollar shoes asked.
“A better place for it to end,” a woman in a dated yet still elegant business suit of cashmere and silk answered. Tall and refined, she paced back and forth in front of leaded glass windows that reached all the way to the ceiling fifteen feet overhead. New York at night stretched out before her.
“Let’s hope so,” the briefer agreed. His voice sounded hollow, like that of a soldier consigned to a hopeless battle. Recent intelligence suggested that the strongest wave of terror in U.S. history could begin within days. If they failed to intercede in this godforsaken stretch of Third World wilderness, the ramifications would spread to places the best minds at CIA and the FBI had never even imagined.
“I GOT THAT sentry with the Galil coming around the bunkhouse. Call him Banjo Man.”
Jeremy spoke softly and used his left hand to dial an NMARSAT phone that technicians at the FBI’s Electronic Research Facility had fitted with a specially modified FASCINATOR secure voice module. A second sentry, whom they’d already nicknamed Castro, stood smoking a double corona just outside one of the huts.
“What time you got?” he asked.
The rain, which began to fall in earnest now, had crept inside his supposedly waterproof watch, rendering it useless.
“Thirteen forty,” the woman said. Without waiting for Jeremy’s reply, her voice turned low and guttural. A strange combination of clicking sounds and grunts filled the sodden air around them, foreign words that seemed to originate in the back of her throat and pass up through her nose.
A response came from somewhere behind where they lay at the base of a steep mountain slope. “Click hung ctock ctock oum aup,” a huskier voice said.
“Quit that shit and speak English,” Jeremy whispered. He craned his neck, searching for the Yani tribesman nestled in the tangle behind them. The tiny man with the penis gourd, rattan nose rings, and a string of babirusa teeth around his neck had guided them into position and then secreted himself back within an environment only a native could love.
“Be careful what you say,” Jane responded. “These people are very intuitive and perceptive of tone. You know, his ancestors were headhunters.”
“Yeah, I think I saw them once at the circus.” Jeremy’s tone left little need for intuition. “You tell him to stay where we can see him. I don’t trust that little bastard.”
GI Jane said nothing for a moment, then, “He says the messenger will come out of the north just before dark. Onset of evening nautical twilight is 07:37 Zulu, which means we have two hours. You want to rotate off your scope for a while?”
Jeremy shifted behind the butt of his sniper rifle. It had taken his team three days to walk into position from a helicopter insertion near a river village. A CIA case officer had met them there and introduced the eight-member task force to this tribesman, whose name Jeremy didn’t even try to pronounce. GI Jane, a former Special Forces intelligence officer now assigned to the CIA, served as translator.
Why the U.S. government would train anyone to speak some arcane Indonesian dialect had never really dawned on Jeremy. Then again, he had spent enough time in the intelligence community to know that nothing ever really made sense. In the universe of secrets, you just accepted what you were told and moved on toward the objective. Unless you had a need to know, information usually ended up being little more than a liability.
“I’m staying right here,” Jeremy said. He had no intention of rotating off his rifle until the “messenger”—local slang for an Indonesian bomb master named Ali Fallal Mahar—walked into the hut complex in front of them. Mahar had distinguished himself in eleven terror attacks against East Asian targets within the past year. More than 340 people had died at his hands, 37 of them Americans.
Jeremy knew that the messenger was due into the compound sometime before dark. He meant to be there when Mahar arrived . . . with a special greeting.
“WHERE ARE THE shooters?” The man in the John Lobb shoes rose from his chair and walked to the far end of the table. He ignored the multimedia screens for a moment as he thumbed through the news clip folio his press advisors assembled three times each day.
“Just inside the tree line,” his briefer advised. The chief of staff—a rigid former marine named Trask—pointed toward the jungle, east of a clearing approximately one acre square. Five crude huts rose haphazardly from the banks of a slow-running creek. A satellite communications dish rested on a flat-topped teak log just outside the largest of the shacks. Satellite imagery showed a small red generator, several jerricans, assorted cardboard boxes, and clothes hanging from a line between two sago trees. There were no women or children, but a pack of mangy dogs rummaged through a burn pile trying to sniff out lunch among the trash.
“Waller is positioned here,” Trask continued. He drew a concentric circle just east of the hut complex, then pointed to the south. “The Dev Group sniper is here.”
“How many altogether?” the man in charge asked.
“Eight. We have three green assaulters, two blue assaulters, one blue sniper, and Waller.” All three knew green referred to army assets; blue to navy.
“What about the Agency woman?”
“Yes, of course . . . the translator. She’s cross-trained like the others, but her background is academic. If it comes right down to it, she’ll fight, but that’s not her primary MOS.”
The man in the John Lobb shoes closed the press clippings file and laid it on the massive conference table. He turned toward the screen.
“What if we don’t get him here? What if something goes wrong? Tell me about the contingency plans.”
The woman stopped her compulsive pacing and stood beside the window.
“We’ve poured millions of dollars and countless man-hours into cultivating the contacts that put us here in the first place,” she said in a well-educated South Carolina lilt. The distinguished-looking woman—perhaps the best known face in America at the time—crossed her arms and stared out into a city she had never learned to like.
“This is a one-time opportunity,” she said. “If we don’t intercept this operation here, there won’t be any need for a contingency plan.”
“SO SINCE WHEN is the FBI working insurgency ops with military units in Third World countries?” GI Jane asked. She had turned her attention away from the hut complex and seemed transfixed with the Milon’s swallowtail on Jeremy’s rifle barrel. “I mean, you guys are all about following the rules, not breaking them, right?”
“The rules have changed,” Jeremy said, without elaborating. He wiped dripping rain from the brow of his ghillie hat and scanned the scene in front of him, trying to visualize just what this operation would look like if and when it finally went down. According to the five-paragraph warning order, Mahar was due into this isolated camp sometime before dark. Earlier efforts to capture or kill the terror chief had failed because of poor intelligence and corrupt Indonesian officials, but a new source had emerged. Code-named Parsifal, this Jemaah Islamiya insider had already compromised four of Mahar’s associates, driving the terror group’s remaining leadership into the jungle.
“You ever killed anyone?” GI Jane asked.
Jeremy shifted positions as the jungle pulsed around them. Ranked among the world’s most impenetrable environments, it struck him as a land of shadows, ghosts, and misery. Without its mazelike network of tribal footpaths, this place might have forever remained civilization’s last link to the Stone Age.
“I thought you CIA types already knew everything,” Jeremy responded. “Don’t you have some kind of dossier on me or something?”
She laughed out loud.
“Don’t flatter yourself. Terrorists, despots, and radio talk show hosts are all we have time for,” she said. “Besides, aren’t you Feebies the ones with all the files? Or did they get pushed off into some West Virginia closet with all of J. Edgar’s evening wear?”
Jeremy tried not to smile.
“Closets? You mean like the one Saddam used to hide all those weapons of mass destruction you said he had before the war?”
She stopped smiling.
“Cheap shot. What we sent up to the White House and what the politicians told the world were two totally different things, and you know . . .”
“Wait . . . ,” Jeremy interrupted. “What the hell is that? Check the northwest trailhead.”
The HRT sniper leaned into the reticle of his sniper scope, intent on something very unusual. GI Jane adjusted her spotting scope, trying to follow.
“Shit . . .” was all she said.
THEY APPEARED ON the flat-screen televisions like black dots in a field of green: a handful of bodies moving out of the jungle and stopping at the edge of the clearing.
“Who the hell are they?” the man in the John Lobb shoes asked.
A commercial satellite cruising 127 miles above Indonesia had just passed the apex of its arc, shooting video at a very steep angle. Despite the high resolution and excellent stream feed, no one in the conference room could see much except for the tops of their heads.
“I count six walkers,” Trask said, stopping a moment as another emerged from the jungle. “Check that . . . seven.”
“There’s only one civilian I know of who has the connections and the desire to find a godforsaken hole in the jungle like that,” his boss added. “It’s gotta be Mahar.”
“And the others?” the woman asked. “The intelligence said he’d be alone.”
“Intelligence?” Trask huffed. “Even the best report is just one man’s opinion—usually some tenured bureaucrat who hasn’t seen field time since Christ was a corporal.”
The three of them stared at the screen for a long moment, waiting for some kind of response from the fire team hiding in the surrounding jungle. Whether this was Mahar or not, the operators sent in to get him would surely react with force. This special ops team included some of the most capable soldiers on earth, and they had eyes on target.
“We’ll find out soon enough,” the leader said.
The others nodded. Despite technological advances in space-based imagery, there would never be any substitute for good men on the ground.
“YOU GONNA CALL this new guy into the CP?” GI Jane asked.
Jeremy shook his head. “I’m kind of busy right now,” he whispered, fingering the trigger of his rifle and scouring the area through the reticle of his sniper scope.
At the north end of the clearing stood a Yani guide just like their own, sporting a hand-carved bow and prehistoric-looking body markings. He moved ahead of six taller men, then signaled to Banjo Man, who maintained his position near the bunkhouse.
“Sierra One to TOC,” Jane spoke softly into the telephone receiver. “We have seven, repeat seven new players entering from the black/ green corner, copy?”
They waited a moment for the mission planner at a tactical operations center in Bangkok to acknowledge the update. From Bangkok, these essential elements of intelligence, or EEI, would pass all the way back to a Secure Compartmented Information Facility (SCIF) at the FBI/CIA Joint Terrorist Threat Integration Center in Arlington, Virginia. Any word of a command-initiated assault would get relayed from there to NMARSAT units at each of the three ground cells. This communications plan seemed clumsy and time consuming, but the foreboding jungle terrain had rendered conventional options useless.
Jeremy stared through his rifle scope.
“I thought your headhunter guy said this wasn’t going down until . . .”
Midsentence, he realized there was no more time for discussion. The targets had started to move quickly from the jungle toward the huts. The task force, which consisted of just five assaulters, would lose tactical advantage if Mahar and his buddies made it inside.
“Buckle up,” Jeremy whispered. “This is going down now.”
“DAMMIT, THIS CHANGES everything,” the woman said, focusing on the television screens.
“It’s all right,” Trask reassured her. “They can handle it.”
Mission organizers had foreseen virtually every variable, from airborne medevac contingencies to visual triggers designed to compensate for on-site communications problems. No matter how many people showed up in that compound, rules of engagement allowed for immediate, unannounced use of deadly force the moment Mahar’s capture looked tenuous.
“I don’t care if there are fifty of them as long as we get Mahar,” the leader growled. “He’s the only one we really care about.”
Neither of the others responded. They had seen enough of the war on terror to understand that no one bad guy ever shouldered all the blame.
“YOU GOT BANJOMAN,” Jane said.
Jeremy knew the plan. He would take the gunman standing next to the bunkhouse. A Navy SEAL just inside the southern tree line would take Castro, the only other visible sentry. Once the two men were down, five task-force assaulters would step out of the jungle and demand Mahar’s surrender. If the terrorist made any movement—any movement at all—Jeremy and his counterpart at the other side of the clearing would eliminate “targets of opportunity.”
“What do we do if they get back into the jungle?” GI Jane asked.
“They’re not getting back into the jungle,” Jeremy answered, trying not to shake his head. If only Fritz Lottspeich, his regular HRT partner, had been there to help. He knew nothing about Indonesian butterflies or esoteric tribal dialects, but the man sure as hell could hunt.
Pffft!
Jeremy squeezed the trigger of his Accuracy International AW-SP rifle, a 7.62 x 51mm caliber death stick that fired subsonic rounds and limited muzzle blast to just sixty decibels. Although the weapon’s accuracy was limited to 100 yards, anyone standing outside the suffocating vegetation around Jeremy’s sniper hide would hear nothing at all.
“Sentries down,” GI Jane observed.
Even before the two bodies hit the ground, a team of five assaulters from the Army’s Combat Applications Group and the Navy’s Surface Warfare Development Group emerged from the jungle, assault rifles at the ready. They looked like alien life-forms morphing out of the foliage, so odd and imposing in their camouflage that Mahar and his posse barely thought to flinch.
Pop, pop, pop . . .
An MP-5 erupted. The dogs dropped.
Jeremy held his crosshairs on the bridge of Mahar’s nose, just in case, but there was no need to shoot. The Yani tribesman disappeared into the jungle, little more than a spirit fading into scattered light. Mahar and his colleagues lifted their hands over their heads. A clean surrender.
“THAT’S IT,” TRASK said, back inside the walnut-paneled office. He had moved away from the screens and now stood near a normal-looking multiplex phone. “Two sentries dead. Six players in custody. Mahar is one of them.”
This simply confirmed what they had just seen, of course. Now that the surveillance satellite had passed its apex, faces and clothing were becoming easier to distinguish.
“God almighty!” the woman suddenly exclaimed. “Are you seeing what I’m seeing?”
The others nodded silently. Mahar was easy to spot. FBI, CIA, and Interpol photographs had made his face familiar even to casual cable news watchers. The two men beside him looked familiar, too: Ramsi al-kir Amuri, Jemaah Islamiya’s widely feared political leader, and Adnan al Shukrijuma, Mahar’s chief assassin.
But the other three looked altogether different. They wore blue jeans, sweat-stained T-shirts, and ball caps. The patch above one visor read “Bass Pro Shops.”
“WHO THE HELL is that?” Jeremy asked, turning from his scope to his partner. But she was already gone. Jeremy just lay there and watched as the short, muscular woman burst out of the jungle and ran across the clearing toward the six newest prisoners in the U.S. government’s war on terror.
“I hope you’re better at questions than you are at answers,” Jeremy said to no one in particular. He watched as the colorful butterfly flapped its wings and drifted off the tip of his barrel in jagged, staccato-stroke flight.
AS IF ON cue, the newly elected vice president of the United States, Elizabeth Beechum, turned toward Jordan Mitchell, the country’s wealthiest and best-known industrialist. It had been more than a year since the two first met in hostile discussions before the Senate Select Committee on Intelligence. Unlikely allies, the two had forged an alliance of sorts, a “new century” partnership of will that reached beyond politics or traditional boundaries of business and government.
“I see it, but I don’t believe it,” Mitchell said. Intelligence reports had suggested nothing like what appeared before him on the high-resolution monitor. “How can that be?”
Beechum shook her head. Everything they had worked so hard to achieve was supposed to end here in this isolated jungle. Now that had changed.
“Damned if I know,” she growled. “But those three on the right sure as hell look like Americans.”
Book I
OPERATIONS PLANNING
In the end, it will all come down to a war between Christianity and Islam—the Prince of Light against the gutter gods of Muhammad. The sooner we get down to it, the better off all our children will be.
— Richard Alan Sykes
Christian Identity Movement member
and self-proclaimed Phineas priest
I
Monday, 14 February
12:02 GMT
Situation Room, The White House
“ALL RIGHT, LET’S get moving. Matthew?”
Newly elected president David Ray Venable waved his hand to quiet a room that seemed to quiver with shock and nervous energy. He stood behind his chair at the midpoint of a broad mahogany table. To his immediate left sat National Security Advisor Matthew Havelock, a former University of Pennsylvania history professor who looked down his nose through Dollar Store reading glasses at a sky-blue briefing package. Havelock folded his hands around a tumbler of slowly melting ice, trying to keep it from rattling.
“You’ve seen the morning papers, I presume, Mr. President. I think we . . .”
“Seen the papers? Is this what I hired a national security advisor to tell me? Of course I’ve seen the morning papers!”
The Washington Post, New York Times, and several others lay neatly stacked in front of him. Headlines trumpeted the story.
BOMBERS STRIKE AT THE HEARTLAND, one proclaimed; TERROR RAVAGES HOMELAND, screamed another. USA Today perhaps said it best: NATION’S WORST FEARS A REALITY.
Just before 10:00 P.M. eastern time—nine hours earlier—terrorists had struck three targets: a popular Buckhead nightspot in Atlanta, Disneyland in Anaheim, and the Mall of America in Bloomington, Minnesota.
Virtually every channel in broadcast news had preempted regular programming to go wall-to-wall with on-scene coverage. Local, state, and federal emergency response crews were working frantically to deal with massive casualties. Organizations from the Red Cross to small-town fire department auxiliaries and church-based volunteer groups were streaming in to help.
Washington had awakened as well, trying to bring three years of terror response planning into action. Unfortunately, the nation’s capital—the seat of virtually every federal agency from the Department of Homeland Security and FBI to intelligence gatherers like the NSA and DIA—had been paralyzed by the worst winter storm in three decades. For a city that closed its doors at the lightest dusting, this crisis could not have come at a more difficult time. The only people moving around inside the beltway had four-wheel drives or skis.
“Reports are still sketchy, sir,” Havelock said, “but based on what we know, this is the most serious attack anywhere in the world since 9/ 11.”
Venable, the former Democratic governor of Connecticut, shook his head in disbelief. He had sworn his oath to the nation’s highest office just three weeks earlier. It appeared that his so-called honeymoon had come to a crashing halt.
“Here’s what we know,” a voice interjected. It belonged to FBI director Richard Alred, a former judge, accomplished trial lawyer, and, at forty-three, the youngest Bureau head since J. Edgar Hoover. Like his pug-nosed predecessor, Alred never missed an opportunity to exercise his authority, regardless of audience, jurisdiction, or protocol.
“Experts from our Bomb Data Center at Quantico have determined that the I.E.D.s were similar in construction and sophisticated,” he said. “Well planned. They hit all three sites—thousands of miles apart—within eight seconds of each other.”
Venable crossed his arms and considered the FBI chief. The man wore close-cropped hair and a properly tailored suit over an athletic build. He spoke with remnants of a Boston accent, but the clean-cut delivery was bred of military heritage and enough time in the private sector to understand imperative. Though Alred came as a holdover from the previous administration, Venable suspected that this man would serve him well.
“I.E.D.s?” the president asked. “What are I.E.D.s?”
“Improvised explosive devices, sir: Czech-made Semtex—a particular batch with additives used in the manufacture of land mines. This special compound was exported to an Indonesian factory in 1997 and is the same chemical composition found in the 2003 Marriott bombing in Jakarta. Our investigators also found evidence of unusual e-cell timers and residue of methyl nitrate, ammonium nitrate, and fuel oil—the compound Timothy McVeigh used in Oklahoma City.”
“You think this was homegrown?”
“Not at all, sir. ANFO is one of the most common explosives out there, and these attacks bear all the hallmarks of Muslim extremists. They used truck bombs with remote detonators and planned the primary strikes to inflict maximum casualties. Once emergency crews and television cameras showed up, they set off tertiary explosives for even more devastating effects. These were well planned, expertly executed military operations.”
“Press reports indicate they may have used ambulances,” Havelock added. He still looked shaken but saw no point in letting Alred—who wasn’t even officially part of the National Security Council—monopolize discussion. “Is that true? Did these animals turn vehicles of mercy into bombs?”
“It appears so,” Alred said without turning his eyes from the president. “Up to thirty percent of the casualties are believed to be police, fire, and EMS personnel. I don’t have to tell you what kind of impact this might have on responses to any future attacks.”
Voices grumbled among more than a dozen people who had crowded into the living-room-sized space located one floor below the Oval Office. Most of the president’s newly appointed National Security Council staff had been called in for this emergency session.
To the president’s right sat his chief of staff, Andrea Chase, followed by the secretary of defense; secretary of state; attorney general; the heads of CIA, Treasury, FBI, and Department of Homeland Security; the chairman of the joint chiefs of staff; the president’s economic advisor; the U.S. representative to the United Nations; the council’s national coordinator for infrastructure protection and counterterrorism.
“Future attacks.” Venable huffed. “For God’s sake, I thought we were done with nonsense like this.” He placed both hands on the shoulders of his high-backed chair and shook his head. “You said Muslim extremists. Do we know that for sure?”
“We’ve received three separate claims of responsibility by a new group that calls itself Ansar ins Allah,” Alred offered. “All came in the form of videotapes delivered via courier to local television stations in the affected markets. This is the same sort of delivery technique we’ve seen after attacks in Mombasa, Riyadh, and Jakarta. Standard rhetoric, suicide-ritual indicators, plenty of proprietary specifics.”
CIA director Milton Vick cleared his throat. “The Agency has obtained all three tapes,” he said, striving not to get upstaged by his FBI counterpart. “FIDUL is cross-referencing voiceprints and language patterns through Dominant Chronicle databases and . . .”
“Whoa, whoa, whoa . . .” The president stopped him. “The what is what?”
Vick, a short, plump former Congressman and ambassador to Chile had read this information from a piece of paper. He looked completely lost to deeper explanation.
“FIDUL is our Federal Intelligent Documents Understanding Laboratory,” Alred explained “They work with groups like CENDI and NAIC in support of an interagency working group of STIs from Commerce, Energy, NASA, the National Library of Medicine, the DoD, and Interior. Dominant Chronicle is a joint DIA-FBI document analysis center.”
The president shrugged and shook his head, bewildered by the endless list of agencies and acronyms. Explanations just added to his confusion.
“Bottom line,” Vick said. “We don’t have solid visual identification due to facial obfuscation, but our top analysts believe the claims of responsibility are credible.”
“Quite frankly, Mr. President, Ansar ins Allah represents what we have most feared about the terror threat facing this country,” Alred said. “A cell of al Qaeda sympathizers who haven’t shown up on any radar screen. Small. Rogue. Violent. We really don’t have a lot to go on.”
“Don’t have a lot to go on.”
Venable spoke in a small voice, the falsely endearing rattle predators use to lure their prey. These were the nation’s top intelligence and law enforcement officials, and they knew little more than what Venable had seen on cable news. For a man just three weeks in the Oval Office, that didn’t seem possible.
“Did you say you don’t have a lot to go on?”
Shoulders started to tighten around the room.
“Well, you sure as hell better come up with something! Thirteen hours from now, I’ve got to walk out in front of two hundred eighty million Americans and convince them that we’re still the land of the free and the home of the brave. I’m going to need a little help here.”
The president leered at his cast of experts. They ranged from political appointees to career professionals. None of them had ever presided over a disaster like this.
“We inherited this mess from a Republican administration,” Andrea Chase pointed out. “They can hardly hold you responsible after just three weeks in office.”
“This is America, Andrea,” the president growled. “We hold everybody responsible.” He raised his right hand over his head, palm out.
“Let’s look at what we do have. We have at least three hundred fifty confirmed deaths, three times that number injured.” Venable’s voice began to rise as he curled up his index finger. “We have twenty-four-hour news outlets running nonstop images of the carnage.” He tucked his middle finger beside the first. “We have panic in the heartland—places that never thought they’d experience something like this.”
He paused for a moment as the blood rose in his face. A figure that had moments earlier looked like a confident commander in chief suddenly flushed crimson with rage.
“We’ve got the worst storm in thirty years shutting down the government, and we have nobody in custody!” He closed his last two fingers under his thumb and held a tight fist out in front of him, like some thug threatening a bar brawl.
“I haven’t even arranged my kids’ photos on the Oval Office credenza yet,” he growled, “and Congress is going to march up the Hill with a saber in one hand and a whetstone in the other looking to cut my balls off! I don’t want to hear that we don’t have a lot to go on! I want to know precisely what we are going to go on, and I want to know it now!”
The windowless room froze silent except for the passive hum of fluorescent lights.
“Excuse me everyone . . . ,” a voice interrupted. The conference room door closed with a loud thunk as Vice President Elizabeth Beechum blew in bold as the storm outside. Still pink in the face from the arctic air, she brushed snow off the collar of her heavy wool coat. “Sorry, but the air force delayed us coming out of New York.”
She removed her coat and tossed it to a uniformed marine, then dropped her briefcase on the mahogany table, pulled out the last remaining chair, and sat.
“CNN is reporting a death toll over one thousand and there is talk of new explosions in Miami,” she announced, oblivious to Venable’s position or demeanor. “Perhaps one of you would be kind enough to read me in on what we plan to do about it.”
SIRAD MALNEAUX LOVED New York in the winter, especially when it snowed. Storms like this painted the black city white, erasing the broken asphalt and the trash and the pollution-stained brick with an almost apologetic air. Snow pushed everyone indoors, clearing the sidewalks of tourists, chasing away the cabs and the New Jersey commuters and the double-parked box trucks; silencing the horns and the hawkers and the beggars. Storms handed New York back to its most stalwart souls—adventurers like Sirad who thrived on braving impassable expanses just for the thrill of looking back on their tracks.
And what a storm this was. More than eighteen inches of nor’easter had already fallen on Manhattan, and forecasters predicted that the worst still lay ahead. JFK, LaGuardia, and Newark International all had closed. Banks, city offices, public transportation, and retailers had barred their doors. Only the bodegas and the newsstands remained open, shining their neon ATM beacons for those who simply couldn’t live without umbrellas, porno mags, and stale deli salads.
7:23 AM
Sirad’s digital watch flashed as she leaned into the blizzard and ran. Slush had already leaked through her shoes, melted down the back of her jacket, and misted on her face, but she smiled just the same. Running out across Central Park’s great lawn, she felt free for a moment from the stress of a job that with each passing day seemed to consume her more and more.
Up to Eighty-first Street, then around the reservoir, then back down the horse path, she thought to herself. Most days she would have completed the four-mile run in half an hour, but today would take longer. No matter—with everything she had seen on the news last night, it might be a while before she next got to run.
“Ms. Malneaux!” a voice called out. It was a male voice, muffled by the storm yet all around her. It sounded urgent.
Sirad continued running but turned her head instinctively to the right. She squinted through the clouds of her exhaling, trying to make out the dark figure who appeared to be chasing her from the east.
“Ms. Malneaux, wait up!” A young man emerged through the blinding snow, a tall junior executive wearing earmuffs, a cashmere topcoat, and those L.L. Bean boots with the rubber bottoms. He breathed deeply, trying to suck in air and cough out words in the same instant. “Mr. Mitchell . . . wants you . . . back . . . in his office. Now.”
He stopped beside her as she ran in place and doubled over with his hands on his knees. Sirad guessed he had been sprinting.
“Is this about the terror attacks?” she asked. Sirad spoke calmly, with the composure of a well-conditioned athlete. “Because from what I’ve seen, there isn’t a whole helluva lot we can do in this weather.”
The man shook his head.
“It’s the Quantis system,” he managed to say. “Someone has . . . launched an attack . . . on our mainframes.”
“What?” Sirad exclaimed. Quantis couldn’t be attacked. The world’s first truly secure data transmission system had been tested by the finest minds in telecommunications, both inside the government and out. It was Sirad’s project—a project she knew intimately—and it was secure.
“That can’t be.” She stopped jogging in place, reached out, and straightened the man to standing. “What are you talking about?”
“I’m just here . . . to get you.” The man heaved. He wiped melted snow and sweat out of his eyes and pointed back toward Borders Atlantic’s corporate headquarters, which in better weather would have stood out clearly on the eastern skyline. “I think you’d better hurry,” he said, panting. “Mitchell said the sky is falling . . . and I don’t think he was talking about the storm.”
IN A WARMER place, at the eastern edge of the sole remaining communist country in the Western world, a team of CIA elicitation experts stepped out into a brilliant Caribbean sun. They wore khaki cargo pants, polo shirts, and safari vests covered with pockets, Velcro, and zippers.
“Why do you think he has agreed to talk?” one of the men asked. He was trying to keep up with a sturdily built woman named Sarah. Two other men and a female advisor from the Army’s Third Psychological Operations Group were falling in the best they could.
“Because he wants a deal,” Sarah answered. She had a dark-green government-issue “wheel book” in one hand and a Skilcraft pen in the other. “He knows that information is the only ticket off this godforsaken rock, and he’s going to try and play his trump card. If he really has one.”
They traipsed toward Camp Four, a cluster of prefabricated buildings squared around an exercise yard of crushed rock and concrete slabs. Bearded men in white jumpsuits sat at picnic tables beneath an overhang. Guards with M-16s nodded as the elicitation team passed. The name tags on the guards’ BDUs had been covered up with white medical tape to keep the prisoners from exploiting any personal identifiers.
“Good morning, ma’am.” A corporal nodded as they passed. He motioned them through a subwaylike turnstile. A sign behind his left shoulder read CAMP DELTA-4, and beneath it: HONOR BOUND TO DEFEND FREEDOM.
“Fair, firm, and consistent,” the group’s leader responded. It seemed to be the mantra here, something the camp commander felt he needed everyone to say out loud. She heard it everywhere she went.
“Fair, firm, and consistent, sir.”
Camp Delta. Built of concertina wire, chain-link fencing, and plywood, the U.S. military’s Inmate Detention and Interrogation Center at Guantánamo Bay, Cuba, housed more than 650 of what some have called the world’s most dangerous Islamic zealots. Held without charges, without legal representation, and without hope, prisoners from forty-two countries—some as young as fifteen—sat there, awaiting successful “behavioral modification.”
Camp Four represented the medium-security section of the prison. Only about a dozen men had earned their way here in a process detainees sarcastically called “the Hajj.”
The rules were simple: Provide information on al Qaeda and the Taliban and you may someday return home. Show intransigence or hostility and remain caged in a four-by-eight-foot cage until hell freezes over. At Gitmo, where humid ocean air typically reached one hundred degrees, that seemed like a very long time.
“Good morning, Khalid.” Sarah stepped into a meticulously kept room, leaving the others waiting outside. Four olive-drab military cots lined one wall. Each cot came with sheets, a green wool blanket, two changes of white linen clothing, a toothbrush, plastic shower sandals, and a Koran. The walls gleamed antiseptic white.
“Good day,” Khalid Muhammad said in perfect English. He had learned the language well during his undergraduate years at State University of New York at Binghamton. The son of wealthy Saudi rug merchants, he had received the finest Western education before joining the soldiers of Islam in the Afghan struggle against the Great Satan, George W. Bush.
“Why won’t you call me Sarah?” the woman asked. She went by many names and preferred virtually all of them to her last: GI Jane.
“I am not your friend,” he said, glancing at the others outside. “I provide truthful information though I get little in return. I tolerate your condescending American tone. I even betray my countrymen out of futile hope that it may one day win me freedom. But I will not grant any kindness to a woman who blasphemes my God by refusing to cover herself. I will not call you Sarah.”
“Whatever.” GI Jane shrugged. She sat down on the bed across from Muhammad and pulled out a tape recorder. He had seen the devices before, of course. The CIA used them to collect voiceprints so they could identify him if he ever got out and said anything threatening over unsecured phone lines.
GI Jane held the recorder to her lips when she spoke, then pushed it toward him for his answers.
“We recently captured a man named Ali Fallal Mahar. Do you know him?”
“Yes. Of course,” Muhammad responded. “He is called the messenger. I met him once in Malta. 1999. He is a religious man—a mullah.”
“We have reason to believe that Mahar has been planning attacks inside the United States,” she said. Prisoners were deprived of outside news, so Muhammad had no idea that the attacks had already begun.
“He has talked of such things,” Muhammad volunteered. “But his resources were small. He had great power within his own country, but I think it would be hard to imagine him gaining any real following among American Muslims. Indonesians don’t have a strong community inside the United States.”
“What about non-Muslim groups?” she asked.
Muhammad looked puzzled.
“Non-Muslim groups? What do you mean by this? Mahar is a jihadist. He wants to kill your people, not befriend them.”
That seemed to bring Muhammad some pleasure. GI Jane made a note in her little green notebook, then turned off her recorder and laid it on the cot beside her. She paused a moment to consider her words.
“What if I told you we found him less than a week ago with three Americans? Non-Muslim Americans,” she added. “What if I told you they had traveled all the way to Indonesia to see him? What would you think about that?”
Muhammad’s eyebrows tilted.
“I would not know what to say.”
But then the expression on his face began to change. The thick black eyebrows settled, and the glimmer of resistance in his eyes dulled to some deeper understanding. GI Jane noticed.
“Muhammad, I know you don’t like me,” she began. The CIA officer spoke with the confidence that comes with being able to stroll out of the jail cell at the end of the interrogation. “I don’t care. What I do care about is saving American lives. Give me the information I need, and you can walk out of here. Dance me in circles and you can rot in this shithole with all the rest of your towel-headed freak buddies.”
Muhammad thought a moment. He understood the American mindset. Their arrogance. He had seen it in Beirut and in the West Bank and in Afghanistan and Iraq and Pakistan. But he also knew how to turn this knowledge in his own favor. Capitalism was trade; trade was barter, and barter was old as his Bedouin ancestors.
The Americans wanted information, and he wanted to leave this place of empty souls. As the posters in the infirmary said, “Brother, follow my steps; truth, cooperation, then back home.” As Muhammad’s personal favorite stated: “Brother, the road to return must be paved with your complete truth and cooperation.”
“Jafar al Tayar,” he said. The one-time Taliban fighter spoke softly, quieter than the ventilation fans behind him. He looked concerned that the others outside would hear.
“Jafar the pilot?” GI Jane spoke Arabic as well as Muhammad did.
“Jafar the pilot, Jafar the one who flies, the high-flying one . . . yes. Depends on your interpretation, of course.”
“Not another airliner plot.” She laughed. “You’ll have to do better than that. If I had a rial for every airliner plot I’ve heard about down here, I’d be able to buy the goddamned island. Save your breath.”
“No, no,” Muhammad objected. “I am not talking about planes. Jafar al Tayar is a person of great power and respect. This is why they call him the pilot, or the flyer. It is metaphor . . . a metaphor for one who holds high position, one who can control things from on high.”
GI Jane picked up the tape recorder and rested it in her lap. She had conducted dozens of interrogations in which prisoners tried to trade meaningless information for an extra ration of bread at dinner. This sounded like something more.
“Who? What kind of person are we talking about?”
“Could be a military leader, a powerful businessman, someone in the media,” he replied. “This person has earned himself a position of trust and power.”
Muhammad stared out the door behind her. If he could have seen beyond the tarpaulin-covered walls, he would have looked out on more than three thousand miles of open ocean. The nearest land—should anyone get past the guard dogs and machine guns—was Florida. That was a ninety-mile swim over open ocean with little hope of friendly faces on the other side. There were just two ways out of Camp Delta: through cooperation or in a pine box.
“I do not even know if this is true,” he said. “All I know is that Jafar al Tayar is hope for many of my people. It is a plan you won’t hear discussed in mosques, in the bazaar, over coffee. No, it is whispered—like a legend. A myth. Maybe nothing more.”
GI Jane tried to judge veracity in the man’s face.
“Do you believe it?” she asked, hoping to catch something in his answer.
“I believe in Allah,” Muhammad said. “I believe in his will. If it is His Will that your government shall fall, then it will happen. This is all nonsense, this business between you and me.”
GI Jane stood to leave.
“Thank you, Muhammad,” she said. “I’ll note your cooperation in my report to the warden.”
“I don’t care about favorable reports to the warden,” Muhammad said, now smiling. “But there is something more you need to know. Something only I can give you. If you want to save your country, you will have to offer me something in return . . . something considerably more valuable than freedom.”
“ELIZABETH, THIS IS no time to butt heads. I need options, not power trips.”
The president of the United States led a party of five upstairs from the Situation Room to the Oval Office. He was still dressed in the white shirt and pinstriped suit he had worn the previous day. One of his aides had handed him a fresh tie on the way, and he was clumsily looping it around his neck as they walked.
Unfortunately for David Ray Venable, and perhaps the rest of the country, as governor of Connecticut he had never dealt with anything more threatening than budget deficits. And like most leaders unaccustomed to true crisis, he had already violated the first rule of incident response: he had mistaken leadership for responsibility. Instead of delegating authority and going to bed at an appropriate hour, he had stayed up the entire night, obsessing over what few details he could glean from cable news. Unlike Beechum and many of his senior advisors, the leader of the free world was headed into day two of a national tragedy with no sleep at all.
“This is not a power trip,” the vice president argued back. “You need to accept that the United States government worked quite well before you took the reins and will work quite well after you’re gone. Let the professionals do their jobs. You need sleep.”
The president stopped in the middle of the brightly lit room and turned in circles, searching for a mirror in which to check his tie.
“Can’t we get a mirror in here?” he barked. “What kind of office doesn’t have a mirror?”
This office, apparently. In fact, not only was there no mirror, there were no wall hangings at all. The room looked more like a construction site than an executive work space. The paint scheme was only half finished. New carpet lay in rolls along the west wall. Opposing couches offered the only place to sit, and movers had stacked them with boxes of Venable’s personal memorabilia. None of this had seemed much of a problem until today, of course. Presidents get to decorate as they please, and Venable—the product of a New England lineage that traced its roots to the Mayflower—had shown no tolerance for his predecessor’s bronze Remington horses and western scenes by Julian Onderdonk, Tom Lee, and WHD Koerner.
“If your beloved intelligence community is so good, why does the director of the CIA have to read stuff off index cards that I can get from CNN?” he demanded, trying to find his reflection in a silver Revere bowl one of the decorators had left atop a bookshelf.
“This happened less than twelve hours ago, David,” she answered. “Crises are very confusing at first. It takes time to put the pieces together.”
Elizabeth Beechum, a four-term senator from South Carolina, had served three terms as chairman of the Select Committee on Intelligence. Few people in Washington knew more about the resources available in the government’s war on terror.
“I don’t have time,” the president said. “I want the first draft of my remarks by six o’clock, understood? And I want something meaningful to say. Something promising.”
The president walked to a thin wooden podium that had been arranged in front of the Rose Garden windows. Venable used the relic, which White House historians traced to Lincoln’s Gettysburg Address, to write on, having years earlier sworn off traditional work spaces as breeding grounds for procrastination. Many things would distinguish his presidency, he had declared during his inaugural address, but none more than decisive action. One of his first acts had been to clear the Oval Office of its trademark desk.
“We have FBI evidence response teams and the Critical Incident Response Group on-scene with all the best technology available,” Alred ventured. “We have integrated federal, state, and local law enforcement through sixty-six joint terrorism task forces. The Joint Terrorist Threat Integration Center is coordinating law enforcement, military, and intelligence resources with the CIA’s Counterterrorism Center and counterparts around the world. Everyone from FEMA to DOE to the CDC and every other TLA you can name is pulling out all the stops to make sure the on-scene commanders have what they need to deal with this.”
“TLA?” the president asked. “What’s the TLA?”
“Three-letter agency,” Alred explained sheepishly. “It’s an expression we use to . . .”
“Like I told you,” Beechum said. “Get some rest, David. Trying to micromanage operations from a podium in the Oval Office is counterproductive.”
Venable rubbed his sleep-deprived eyes.
“How about a cup of coffee?” he mumbled. “What I really need right now is a double skinny latte.”
The people around him looked at one another accusingly. Just five staff members had made the cut and been summoned upstairs from the National Security Council meeting in the Situation Room: Beechum, Chief of Staff Andrea Chase, Havelock, Alred, and the director of Homeland Security, Jim Davis. None of them felt obliged to fetch refreshments.
“DHS thinks we need to raise the terror threat advisory,” Havelock announced. Davis shot the national security advisor a curious leer, guessing correctly that Havelock had made the suggestion simply to escape steward’s duties.
Venable stopped rubbing his eyes.
“Oh for goodness’ sake, that color crap is a national laughingstock,” he grumbled. “I’m sure FOX and MSNBC will be glad to cover the press conference, but don’t you think that most Americans have already gone to the highest state of alert!”
Beechum smiled. Davis leered at her too.
“What about SIGINT?” Venable asked. He had heard the term numerous times during coverage of the 9/ 11 aftermath and thought using it made him sound informed. “Alred, what are we hearing?”
The FBI director rolled his shoulders. What he knew about signals intelligence could be summed up with a shrug, but that didn’t stop him.
“Based on the reports I have seen, sir, chatter is up,” he said. “Unfortunately, our intercepts show little more than loosely defined celebration. There is a lot of confusion among terror players, from Indonesia’s Abu Sayaaf and Jemaah Islamiya to Hamas, Hezbollah, and the remnants of al Qaeda. Everyone seems thrilled about the attacks, but no one seems to know anything about who is behind them.”
“Chatter. Right. What exactly is that anyway?” the president asked.
“Intercepted microwave transmissions,” Davis explained. He didn’t want to get the coffee either. “Unfortunately, pulling actionable intelligence out of the data stream is like trying to sip water from a fire hose. We often target a geographic region—the Middle East, for example, or Central Asia—and have to draw conclusions based on generalized traffic. That’s chatter.”
“In other words, a bunch of Middle Easterners are ringing their phones off the hook, talking about bombings in America.” Venable nodded, now satisfied with the knot in his tie. “I would hope that you don’t find that surprising.”
“No, sir,” Alred said. “But there is something else. We have been tracking a series of odd financial transactions by ranking officials within the Saudi government. Big transactions to very obscure accounts. Our best analysts suspect that one or two wealthy Saudis have established a financial pipeline to rogue cells inside the U.S.”
“Saudis?” He paused a moment. “Inside the U.S.?”
“Yes, sir. But they are using Quantis phones to conduct their business. We simply can’t listen in.”
The president shook his head. Even with three weeks on the job, he understood how much these new phones had hurt U.S. intelligence efforts. Borders Atlantic, the world’s biggest telecommunications company, had developed a new encryption technology that rendered everything from standard telephone relays to fax, cell, satellite television, and Internet connections impenetrable to overhears. Jordan Mitchell, the company’s CEO, had introduced his product in a joint venture with the Saudis, handing virtually everyone in the Middle East secure lines of communication. The NSA still hadn’t broken through.
Venable walked to within arm’s reach of his FBI chief. This man definitely seemed the best prepared so far. “You have names?”
“Well, yes and no, sir. We have focused our investigation on three possible subjects.” He reached into a manila envelope. “Hassam Ibrahim Lnu, Ahmed Mustafa Lnu, and Fnu Lnu, also known as Ali Asar—three Saudi-born Yemeni nationals last known to be living in Spain. We may not be able to intercept their calls, but we can trace them to . . .”
“Wait a minute,” the president interrupted. “Lnu . . . Fnu Lnu? Those don’t sound like Arab names. Sounds Asian to me—maybe Indonesian. Are they all brothers or something?”
All eyes focused on Alred. It suddenly became obvious that he would be the one going after the coffee.
“Umm . . . no sir, not exactly.” The FBI director cleared his throat. “Lnu is law enforcement shorthand for Last Name Unknown. Fnu Lnu would mean ‘first name unknown,’ ‘last name unknown.’ We know these individuals by code names, mostly. We don’t have full descriptors.”
The air in the room grew too thick to breathe. No one wanted to watch the president twist in embarrassment.
“Director Alred, I’ve been president of the United States just long enough to find the toilet paper dispenser in the Oval Office toilet. How am I supposed to make sense of all these acronyms you keep throwing at me? Speak English!”
Everyone except Beechum suddenly felt the need to check his or her watch.
“Don’t worry about the details, sir,” Havelock said. He had regained most of the composure he’d lacked in the meeting downstairs. “All this country needs right now is gravitas—a president who can act decisively and stand behind the tough calls. Nobody understands all that spy crap anyway.”
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