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“I am concerned for the security of our great Nation; not so much because of any threat from without, but because of the insidious forces working from within.”
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THE FIGHT COMES HOME


Those who believe fight in the cause of Allah…


—The Quran 4:76














CHAPTER ONE


Washington National Cathedral


Northwest Washington, D.C.


It was a perfect morning for jihad in America.


Fawzia Samatar held her breath as she soaked her blue janitorial smock with turpentine. She worried the pungent fumes might cause her to faint inside the small closet. When she couldn’t stand it any longer, she gulped in another breath. She wished they’d hurry.


Cans of paint and various flammable solvents used at the neo-Gothic Washington National Cathedral were supposed to be locked in a maintenance room. But a careless painter had failed to put his supplies away one night and Fawzia had snatched the tin and hidden it in plain sight on the metal storage shelves in the janitorial closet where she now was waiting.


She’d been hiding there two hours. When a Secret Service agent had checked its doorknob and found it locked, he’d foolishly assumed it was empty.


No one at the cathedral suspected Fawzia was a jihadist. Why would they? From her first day at work four months ago, she had presented herself as a naïve twenty-four-year-old Somali American newly transported from Minneapolis. She’d urged everyone, especially the cathedral’s private security guards, to call her by her nickname, Cricket. Even the Episcopal priests had noticed her. She had a striking figure, stunning chocolate eyes, and full lips that caused men to think thoughts completely unsuitable to a church. While speaking to a man, she would laugh flirtatiously and reach out to gently touch his arm. No one had a clue that she was married. She didn’t wear a ring and she’d never mentioned her husband, who was named Cumar, to anyone at work. He’d not liked her playacting, but both of them had understood it served a higher purpose. Today’s purpose.


She had reported to work before five a.m. to help clean for today’s funeral and had been met at an employee entrance by a U.S. Secret Service agent who’d demanded to see her photo ID. One of the church’s security guards assisting him had quickly vouched for her. “That’s Cricket. She’s okay. She works on the janitorial staff.”


Fawzia had faked bewilderment. “Did I do something wrong?”


“The president is attending Decker Lake’s funeral this morning,” the security guard had volunteered.


“The president of the United States? Will I see him?”


“The president is a woman.”


“Oh,” Cricket had said, crinkling her nose and feigning embarrassment.


She’d walked through the metal detector without sounding an alarm. The only items in her handbag that might have aroused suspicion were an unopened pack of cigarettes and a cheap plastic lighter. Fawzia didn’t smoke.


Inside the janitorial closet, she stared at the cell phone that she’d been given. A text would be her signal to burst from the storeroom into the cross-shaped sanctuary. She wasn’t certain how much longer she could keep breathing the turpentine fumes before she would become physically ill.


Hurry! she thought.


Major Brooke Grant was late.


It wasn’t her fault. At least that’s what she kept telling herself. She knew her uncle was going to be irritated at her tardiness.


A District of Columbia Department of Transportation road crew had chosen this morning to fill potholes on Wisconsin Avenue and Brooke had spent a frustrating sixty minutes bottle-necked in start-only-to-stop-again traffic. When she’d finally reached the National Cathedral, there was no parking. Brooke cursed and cruised through the surrounding neighborhoods until she found an open spot about a half mile walk from the U.S. government’s official “National House of Prayer.”


Brooke blamed herself for not accepting her uncle’s offer of a ride earlier that morning. Like other high-ranking government officials, he had been chauffeured to the church’s front entrance.


Brooke lowered her head and quickened her pace when she spotted a gaggle of photographers standing outside the entrance. Having her photograph taken was the last thing that she wanted. But one of them recognized her as she darted up the cathedral’s front steps in her U.S. Marine Corps dress blues and she was welcomed by a chorus of electronic shutter snaps.


The cathedral’s head usher had been told to close the sanctuary’s doors five minutes before the funeral program was scheduled to begin. But when he noticed the blue card Brooke was holding, he waved her forward even though she was late. Blue cards had been sent only to the most elite guests. She entered the rear of the nave at the same moment President Sally Allworth was being escorted into the front of the sanctuary via the crossing, where the nave (the stem of the cross) and the north and south transepts (the bars of the cross) joined.


Because everyone had risen from his or her chair when the president appeared, Brooke was able to hurry up a side aisle and slip into her seat without drawing attention. Her uncle, General Frank Grant, who was assigned the chair next to hers, was not amused. The chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff did not acknowledge his niece. Instead, the sixty-three-year-old general’s steel-gray eyes remained fixed forward. Lieutenant Colonel Gabe DeMoss, the general’s liaison to the National Security Council at the White House, was sitting on the opposite side of Grant. He nodded respectfully.


Brooke surveyed the other dignitaries seated around them and wasn’t surprised when she realized that she and her uncle were the only black faces in the first four rows of VIPs. Searching for other persons of color was an unconscious habit that she’d developed as a teenager whenever her uncle dragged her and her aunt Geraldine Grant to official functions. She was used to being a minority at these affairs.


From her seat at the end of row four, Brooke could see the back of President Allworth’s head. The commander in chief was seated directly in front of Decker Lake’s casket, which was copper colored and draped with an American flag.


Washington power broker Decker Lake had been responsible for President Allworth’s meteoric political career. She’d been unprepared for public service when her U.S. senator husband had dropped dead from a heart attack. Under Decker Lake’s tutelage, she’d claimed her husband’s Senate seat from Pennsylvania and become an ever better senator than he had been—and he had been damn good. Instantly liked by the media and public, which were always eager for a fresh political face, Sally Allworth had won a long-shot campaign for her party’s presidential nomination and had startled the pundits by winning in a razor-thin race. But her first term had been rocky and an international incident just a month before Election Day had sent her campaign for a second term into a tailspin. An offshoot of the Al-Qaeda terrorist network in Somalia called Al-Shabaab had overrun a newly opened U.S. embassy in Mogadishu and taken hostages. It appeared until the weekend before the election that her challenger, a Florida governor named Timothy Coldridge, would defeat her. An improbable rescue led by then Captain Brooke Grant in the Somali capital had rescued the hostages and given the president the last-minute boost that she had needed to be reelected.


Decker Lake, who’d always been fond of sports metaphors, had compared Brooke’s actions to a successful Hail Mary pass in the final seconds of a Super Bowl.


All of that had happened some four months ago. Colon cancer had claimed Lake six weeks after Allworth had been sworn in as president in late January. Now the president had come to National Cathedral to bid good-bye publicly to her beloved “Gray Cardinal.”


There had been whispers at Georgetown cocktail parties that Lake had not only had access to Allworth’s ear but also her bed. He’d done little to squelch those rumors because he realized the scandalous chatter buttressed his reputation as the city’s most influential power broker. The president’s decision to personally deliver Lake’s eulogy had rekindled the gossip, but those whispers had quickly been surpassed by speculation: Who would take Decker Lake’s place as a Washington power broker?


The turpentine soaking Fawzia’s clothing felt cold and slick on her skin. She poked through her cluttered handbag with her fingers until she found the plastic lighter that Cumar had purchased for her. She was growing more and more impatient waiting for the signal. She couldn’t help but fear the pain that she was about to inflict upon herself.


“Allahu Akbar,” she whispered. “Allahu Akbar.”


Allah would reward her. She tightened her grip on the lighter. She was ready. All she needed now was a text that would come from someone sitting in the sanctuary.


Brooke Grant guessed there were two thousand mourners in attendance. She knew that many of them had not been admirers of Decker Lake. Some would argue that Lake had more enemies than friends in Washington. It was part of being influential. They had not come to grieve but to make certain he was truly dead.


The jackal-like process of grabbing pieces of Lake’s lucrative lobbying empire had begun within seconds after news of his death had been tweeted. Along the K Street corridor, rival lobbyists had scheduled lunches and dinners to pimp themselves to Lake’s exhaustive and exclusive list of Wall Street firms and national associations. Lake had been too vain to groom a successor at his boutique lobbying firm, leaving it rudderless and unable to keep the sharks at bay.


The ripples caused by Lake’s demise extended beyond the lobbyists now trampling over each other to replace him. President Allworth had lost her political champion, and power vacuums in Washington never lasted.


This was how Washington bid farewell to one of its own: with pomp, sobriety, and a thinly veiled impatience, with all eyes cast on what was to come, who would matter, who would benefit, and who would lose.


The ceremony began with a seven-man honor guard marching up the nave hoisting the stars and stripes, the colors of the military’s five branches, and the state flag of Pennsylvania. Lake had served a stint as that state’s governor.


Next came a processional of white-robed standard bearers carrying two large white candles on either side of a tall gold cross. A scripture reading and a few brief remarks by the Episcopal vicar served as a warm-up before the president’s much anticipated eulogy.


President Allworth rose slowly from her seat in an elegant black Marchesa knee-length dress and sensible low-heeled black shoes that made a clicking sound as she walked across the marble floor to Decker Lake’s casket. She knelt, placed the palm of her right hand on the burnished copper, paused to say a prayer, and then stood.


The screen on Fawzia’s cell phone glowed in the dimly lighted janitorial closet. NOW. The signal!


“Allahu Akbar!” she whispered as she unlocked the door, pushed it outward, and clicked the cigarette lighter.


President Allworth first heard a woman screaming. Turning her head away from Lake’s casket, she saw a burning figure running toward her. She stared at her assailant, seemingly frozen.


Brooke Grant lunged from her aisle seat, instinctively lowering her left shoulder. Fawzia had to pass by her. The twenty-nine-year-old Brooke hit the attacker one step before Fawzia reached the president. The two women toppled onto the cathedral’s stone floor at the foot of Decker Lake’s coffin.


Fawzia’s turpentine-soaked smock adhered itself to Brooke’s blazer and white gloves. She felt the heat burning its way through her clothing. Brooke rolled from the still burning terrorist. Fawzia didn’t move. She was immobile in shock.


A fog of white powder from a handheld fire extinguisher blanketed Brooke.


“Are you okay?” she heard a man’s voice yell as she blinked furiously to clear the powder from her eyelids.


“Yes, yes,” she answered, coughing. “Just a bit singed.”


The thickness of her gloves and jacket had protected her from being seriously burned but her fingers tingled as if she had grabbed the handles of a scalding pot of water. She glanced up from the floor into the concerned faces of her uncle and Lieutenant Colonel Gabe DeMoss, who was perched above her with a fire extinguisher.


“Is the president safe?” she asked, shedding her gloves and blazer.


Secret Service agents had swarmed around President Sally Allworth within seconds after Brooke had tackled Fawzia. They had hustled her through a series of hallways to an exit. The president was now sequestered inside the presidential limousine protected by eight inches of armor plating.


“How’s the Marine?” President Allworth asked.


The head of her security detail, who was listening to reports through a flesh-colored earpiece, replied, “It was Major Brooke Grant who tackled the assailant. No serious burns for the major, but your attacker isn’t going to survive. We need to return to the White House.”


“What if they continue with Decker’s service?”


“They won’t. We’re going to keep everyone inside the cathedral until we exit the grounds, Madam President. We need to move you away from here.”


The Secret Service had sealed off the North Road that entered the National Cathedral grounds for a quick exit. With lights flashing and sirens blaring, two D.C. motorcycle police officers led the procession. They were followed by a D.C. squad car, a black Chevrolet SUV carrying Secret Service agents, the presidential limousine, and a secondary limousine that could be pressed into service if the first became inoperable. Behind the two armored limousines were five more jet-black SUVs and two large vans.


The presidential car exited the church grounds onto Woodley Road, where it turned left in the direction of Wisconsin Avenue N.W. It was moving at a fast clip, but when it reached the intersection, it slowed to make the left turn south. As the limousine was rounding the corner, a man standing on the sidewalk darted into the street and flung his body against the president’s car.


Cumar Samatar—Fawzia’s husband—detonated the suicide belt hidden under the bulky hooded sweatshirt that he was wearing. Tiny steel balls packed into it blew in all directions, peppering the limousine. The explosion knocked the 20,000-pound presidential limo sideways, but it did not cause it to overturn. The vehicle’s bodywork of hardened steel, aluminum, titanium, and ceramic fibers was specifically designed to stop projectiles. None penetrated the car’s back chamber, where President Allworth was now lying prone on the leather rear seat. Protected behind five inches of layered glass, the president’s driver continued speeding down the street away from the blast zone.


The backup presidential limo also was mobile, but the two SUVs following it were hit hard. Steel balls ripped into both like buckshot, killing the first SUV’s driver and his front seat passenger. That SUV careened out of control, jumped the curb on the east side of Wisconsin Avenue, and smashed into a storefront. The driver of the second SUV swerved when the blast hit, turning his vehicle into a lane reserved for tour buses. It collided with a parked tour bus and burst into flames.


Two police officers directing traffic in the intersection were killed instantly by the blast. Half of one officer’s torso was blown onto a nearby sidewalk. The other man’s face was shredded beyond recognition. More than a dozen onlookers were dead, others screamed in pain from their wounds.


Two hours after the joint attack, a video made by Fawzia and Cumar Samatar appeared on the Internet. The couple gleefully identified themselves as American-born jihadists who had sworn loyalty to the Islamic State. They challenged other American Muslims to martyr themselves and promised that their deaths were only the beginning of more slaughter.


Fawzia looked nothing like the meek, childlike, flirtatious cleaning woman whom her coworkers had addressed as Cricket. Wearing a black hijab, she yelled into the camera with hate-filled eyes: “We will kill you and your children! Death to America!”














CHAPTER TWO


A beach on the Mediterranean Sea


Near Misrata, Libya


The wind is shifting,” the jihadist warned as he slipped into the front seat of the parked Land Rover.


The backseat passenger behind him appeared unconcerned as he looked up from the portable computer balanced on his thighs, which was connected via a satellite phone to the Internet. He glanced out a side window into the desert.


“Yes,” he replied. “I am almost finished.”


Only one percent of Libya’s land was arable and only a fraction of it supported permanent crops, which meant strong winds could create dust storms so thick they hid the ground. Before dawn, there had been no wind, and when the four-vehicle convoy had arrived at this beach, the air had been stale and thick with the smells of rotting jellyfish washed ashore.


The man in the Land Rover’s rear seat was dressed completely in black: black combat boots, black trousers, a black long-sleeved shirt, and black gloves. His face and throat were hidden behind a snug-fitting black hood. Only his eyes were exposed, and those eyes, which peered through a narrow slit, were as black as his apparel.


To his followers and his enemies, he was known only as “The Falcon.”


Unlike other radical Islamists, who would show their faces when they were among friends and their fellow fighters, the Falcon never removed his mask. None of his men would have recognized him if they had passed each other on a street.


Many believed the Falcon was an Egyptian who had first drawn blood during the Luxor Massacre in November 1997 at the Egyptian archaeological site of Deir el-Bahri. Six gunmen had murdered fifty-eight foreign nationals and four Egyptians during forty-five minutes of bloodshed. Women were hacked to death with machetes, a five-year-old child was slaughtered, and a note praising Islam was tucked inside a disemboweled body.


Others believed the Falcon was much younger. He appeared fit, with catlike movements. No matter, the Falcon had become legendary in the Arab world. He claimed Allah had shown him a vision of a united Islam and had instructed him to create a caliphate rooted in Sharia law, a unified Islamic territory where all believers—whether they be members of the Taliban, Al-Qaeda, Boko Haram, Al-Shabaab, ISIS, or hundreds of other Islamist splinter groups—would live together and create an invincible fighting force capable of crushing their non-Muslim enemies.


The Crusades, first launched by Christians in 1095, had never ended, in the Falcon’s thinking. Modern-day weapons and propaganda had simply replaced the long swords, maces, spears, and arrows used by medieval warriors. The proliferation of corrupt Western culture, calls for democratic governments, demands that women be educated—all were abhorrent to him and therefore to Allah.


“All Muslims must join in our fight against America and its satanic alliance with the sons of Zion and worshippers of the Cross,” he declared in weekly messages his followers posted on Internet jihadist sites. “Any Muslim who is physically able to join us but refuses is no different from an infidel and will suffer the same fate. Death!”


The Falcon typed three words—Await my orders—on his keyboard in the Land Rover’s backseat and hit send. The message was encrypted and traveled through multiple relays to protect it from being intercepted and deciphered by Western intelligence.


Shutting his laptop screen, he said, “Two of our fellow fighters have achieved martyrdom. Unfortunately, they failed to kill the American president. But Allah’s wishes will not be denied. The president will be dead soon and the Great Satan will be brought to its knees.”


He put his laptop aside and opened a satchel at his feet. Taking a twelve-inch-long knife from the bag, he asked, “Is everything prepared?”


“Yes,” the jihadist replied.


Six Coptic Christians were waiting for the Falcon on the shoreline in orange jumpsuits.


“Do you know why we behead our enemies and post videos on the Internet?” The Falcon asked as the two of them exited the SUV.


“They are infidels, our enemies.”


“Tell me,” the Falcon said, “do you know the group Jama’at al-Tawhid wal-Jihad?”


The jihadist shook his head, indicating no.


“The Tanzim Qaidat al-Jihad fi Bilad al-Rafidayn? Or the Mujahideen Shura Council?”


“No,” the jihadist replied. “I arrived from England only three months ago through Syria and am unfamiliar with those names.”


The Falcon said nothing. He did not explain that the groups he’d named were earlier versions of the Islamic State (ISIS).


Why had his young protégé not recognized those earlier incarnations? Because they had never achieved the worldwide notoriety that ISIS had the moment its members beheaded a Western journalist. A religious war needed a steady stream of believers willing to die, and while most Westerners had been appalled by the beheadings, others wanted to join the Islamic group that formed the tip of the Islamic spear.


“Why haven’t you asked me?” the Falcon said as he and the jihadist approached the captured Coptic Christians. “When I removed my knife, you saw their book inside my satchel.”


“Yes,” the jihadist replied. “It’s blasphemy. Pornography.”


“You have not read their Book of Lies, have you?”


“I would rather gouge out my eyes.”


“In the West we are considered ignorant savages,” the Falcon explained. “They believe we are uneducated, even though many of us have graduated from their best schools in England and the United States. They believe we don’t understand how democracy works, otherwise we would choose it for ourselves. They believe we are unfamiliar with their freedoms, otherwise we would embrace them too. But they are the ignorant ones. They are arrogant. We know all about their Western democracy and we choose to reject it. We know all about their freedoms and we reject them. This is not ignorance, it is enlightenment. We believe in Sharia law as delivered by the Prophet, blessed be his name. We do not need their false teachings. We live by his teachings.”


The Falcon stopped walking so that he could look into the eyes of the jihadist with him.


“Their Book of Lies contains a story. A king named Sisera is fleeing from his enemies when he comes upon a tent where a woman named Jael lives. She offers him shelter. When he says he is thirsty and asks for water, she gives him milk. When he asks to rest on the floor, she makes him a bed with her finest blankets. She tells him if his enemies come to her tent, she will send them away. King Sisera falls asleep. And when he is snoring, the woman named Jael drives a stake through his head, nailing him to the ground.”


The Falcon glanced at the six Christian prisoners kneeling in the sand a few feet from them.


“We will not defeat our enemies fighting here in our lands. We must take the fight into their homes and onto their streets. There are many living among them who can be recruited to do Allah’s bidding. The beheadings we perform this morning will show them our resolve. And they will be the servants of Allah who will drive a stake into the heads of those who trust them when they go to sleep. We will use Americans to defeat Americans.”


The wind grew stronger. Sand began pelting their faces. The Falcon stepped behind the first prisoner, glanced at the camera filming him, and lifted his knife.














CHAPTER THREE


A coffee shop


Falls Church, Virginia


Isn’t that terrible?” asked the fifty-something woman serving him coffee and a bagel.


The customer seated in a corner booth at the Bean & Bagel eatery seemed confused by her question.


“The front page,” she said, nodding at the morning newspaper that he was reading. “Yesterday’s attack on the president—the woman who burned herself and her husband who blew himself up.”


“Oh,” he replied. “I was reading the sports page.” He put down the sports section and glanced at the front page that he’d laid aside on the tabletop. A photograph showed people on Wisconsin Avenue bloody and despondent moments after yesterday’s explosion.


“The radio said they were from Minneapolis,” the waitress said. “They were Muslims, but born here. Can you believe that!”


“Somali Americans,” he replied.


“You can’t trust them even if they was born here. If they don’t like our country, they should go back to wherever they’re from.”


He reached for the white plastic knife she’d brought and used it to spread butter on only one half of his toasted bagel. He put both halves together so it would melt between them.


“I knew you were going to do that.” She beamed. “You come in here every Friday and always order the café misto with a cinnamon raisin bagel. You only butter one side of the bagel. You’re Mr. CM/CR.”


“Mr. CM—who?”


“We don’t like to ask customers their names because we don’t want to pry, but we recognize regulars by their orders. That makes you the Friday café misto with a cinnamon raisin guy or CM/CR. Get it?”


“An acronym.”


“Yep, it’s just like we never say the Bean and Bagel, it’s always the B and B.”


“My name is Don,” he said, smiling for the first time. “What’s your name, or do you go by an acronym?”


“Rhapsody, and sometimes I wish I did go by an acronym. Everyone says it’s a stripper name, but it’s not. My parents were musicians.”


“Rhapsody,” he repeated. She was too heavy set and a bit aged to be a stripper, he thought. “Well, Rhapsody, maybe next time I come in, I’ll order something different. I’m not terribly fond of being Mr. CM/CR.”


“Oh, don’t you worry none. I’ll tell everyone you’re Don. We like to think of the B and B as a family. So tell me, Don, do you live around here?”


“No. I’m a regional manager for a software company and this area is part of my territory. I just happened to stop in one Friday and really enjoyed your bagels. I’m hooked now.” He raised his hands as if he were surrendering and chuckled.


“That explains why I only see you on Fridays,” she replied, “’cause you’re just passing through town. And yes, our bagels are good.” She slapped her thighs, adding, “Too good! We make them every morning fresh, or, I should say, Carlos does. I couldn’t get up at four a.m. and come in here to boil bagels. Anyway, Don, it’s nice to put a name with Mr. CM/CR.”


He watched her return to the B & B counter. He really had enjoyed eating their bagels. He would miss them. Don wasn’t his real name and he wasn’t a regional software manager who just happened to pass through every Friday. He’d chosen the B & B because it was near the commuter route that he traveled into D.C. Had anyone been following him, his stopping here would not have seemed suspicious. It was convenient, but also far enough from his home and office that it was doubtful he’d bump into anyone who recognized him. He’d assumed that he wouldn’t be noticed nor remembered. Rhapsody had proven him wrong. He’d become a “regular.” Mr. CM/CR and now Don.


He took a bite from his bagel and was reminded of how dangerous habits could be—the simple act of him buttering only one side of a bagel, placing the exact order each visit, arriving every Friday morning had made him familiar. He’d gotten sloppy.


He glanced at the large blackboard behind the cash register where the B & B’s daily specials were posted in chalk. While he enjoyed the bagels, it had been that blackboard that had drawn him here for the past several months. He’d checked it every Friday, and today—the day that Rhapsody had identified him—he’d finally seen a purple happy face in its lower right corner.


He let his eyes sweep across the coffee shop. Two customers were placing orders. Both were men wearing navy blazers and khaki pants—the unofficial uniform of federal workers. A college-age woman was answering e-mail on an electronic tablet nearby while sipping an espresso. An older couple was eating breakfast pastries near the entrance. A young man wearing denim jeans and a red Washington Nationals T-shirt was speaking too loudly on his cell phone while pacing near the counter waiting for his to-go order.


Any one of them could be watching him. No federal investigative agency ever sent one person to shadow a suspect. They dispatched dozens. Each would be dressed to blend into a crowd, much like the customers around him. But his gut told him these people were nothing more than what they appeared to be: ordinary Americans.


In addition to Rhapsody, there were three baristas filling orders behind the shoulder-high counter and array of stainless steel contraptions. Steam hissed from one device. He took note of the cashier. She was probably in her late twenties and was wearing a drab green hijab. He guessed she was Palestinian, possibly Syrian, but those were merely hunches. She was not wearing a wedding ring, but many married Muslims didn’t wear them. He had never said anything to her other than telling her his drink and bagel order, but he felt certain that she was the contact who had drawn the happy face signal on the blackboard. He had once noticed chalk residue on her fingers when she had taken his order.


She would not know which of the morning customers at the B & B would be watching for the purple smiley face. She probably didn’t even know what it meant. She would simply be told what to draw and when to post it.


The man returned to reading the sports page. Even if Rhapsody had not identified him as a regular, this visit would have been his last. Once a signal was posted, a new location had to be found.


He ate his bagel leisurely and when he finished, he folded his newspaper under his arm and disposed of his empty coffee cup and paper plate in a trash dispenser as he exited.


Rhapsody noticed him leaving. “Bye, Don,” she hollered in a cheerful voice. “See you next Friday!”


He nodded while glancing around to see if any of the customers there appeared to be watching him. None was. Still, he couldn’t be certain. If they were following him, they would have been skilled enough to not tip him off by staring at him.


As he stepped out to the parking lot, he checked his surroundings. No joggers in sight. No one walking a dog or loitering.


His Ford Fusion was parked at the back of the lot near a tall cinder block wall and the B & B’s forest green trash dumpster. As he strolled toward the sedan, he spotted a crumpled white bag from a McDonald’s fast food restaurant lying on the asphalt at the base of the commercial dumpster. Someone had dropped it there, possibly throwing it like a pretend basketball toward the container’s open mouth and missing. He stooped down and picked up the litter, which he dropped, along with his morning newspaper, into the trash bin. Had anyone been watching, they would have assumed he was simply being a good citizen.


If the FBI was going to arrest him, now would be the time. But no cars came shooting forward to pin in his sedan and block his escape. No badge-flashing agents came darting from the B & B. Nothing. He climbed behind the wheel of his car and drove away.


About ten minutes later, he pulled into a shopping mall’s crowded lot and parked. He removed his laptop from his briefcase and inserted a thumb drive. The drive had been taped to the bottom of the crumpled McDonald’s bag that had been discarded at the base of the B & B dumpster. He had discreetly palmed it when depositing the bag and his newspaper into the trash container.


He typed a series of passwords, unlocking the device.


A photograph of an attractive black woman appeared on his computer screen. U.S. Marine major Brooke Grant. A series of subsequent photos showed her with a white teenage girl, identified as Jennifer Conner.


The thumb drive contained maps and more detailed information about them. He studied the drive’s contents before deleting the files. Stepping from his car, he walked to the back of the Ford, where he bent down to inspect one of its rear tires. He ran his hand over its tread, as if he were checking it for nails, and while doing so, slipped the thumb drive between the tire and pavement. Returning to the driver’s seat, he put the transmission into reverse and backed over the thumb drive, crushing it.


A loud blast from a car horn caused him to jam on the brakes. He’d not noticed a white Lexus SUV speeding toward him. The woman driver jabbed a finger at his parking spot, indicating that she wanted to take it. He waved apologetically and drove toward the lot’s exit.


“Did you notice the plates on that car?” the woman passenger in the Lexus asked her friend. “That’s a government-owned car. He’s a federal worker. What’s he doing shopping in a mall when he’s supposed to be working?”


“We should’ve written down that license plate and called his boss,” the driver replied.


Neither of them noticed the smashed thumb drive on the pavement as they walked from the Lexus toward the mall.














CHAPTER FOUR


Tacoma Park


Northwest Washington, D.C.


Happy birthday, husband!” Dheeh Adeogo beamed.


U.S. Representative Nuruddin Ayaanie “Rudy” Adeogo had forgotten it was his forty-first birthday. On the morning after President Allworth was attacked, the freshman congressman’s mind was focused on other matters. He’d been “invited” to hold a news briefing inside Studio A at the Capitol Visitor Center, a 580,000-square-foot underground complex built below the East Front grounds of the U.S. Capitol.


Members of Congress could not hold a press conference in Studio A unless an accredited member of the Radio-Television Correspondents Gallery formally invited them, although there were exceptions. There were always exceptions, Adeogo had discovered since moving to Washington three months ago. The vice president and the Senate and House leadership could show up at Studio A anytime to address the media, but a run-of-the-mill member of Congress couldn’t set foot inside the dark-blue-carpeted studio with its rich wood backdrop, podium bearing the official U.S. seal, and seats for dozens of reporters, without being formally invited. This by-invitation-only rule was in place to stop politicians from conducting self-serving news conferences that no one would attend.


That was not the case today with Rudy Adeogo.


Every reporter in Washington wanted to interview him. The failed assassins who’d attempted to kill the president were from Adeogo’s Fifth Congressional District in Minneapolis. Fawzia and Cumar Samatar were Somali Americans and Adeogo was the first Somali American elected to Congress. He was also its only practicing Muslim.


“I had this specially made by a jeweler for your birthday,” Dheeh said, handing her husband a black jewelry box. She had waited until he was about to leave the Tacoma Park house that they were renting to present him with his birthday present. A taxi was outside waiting to drive him to the Capitol Hill television studio.


Adeogo quickly opened the box and discovered inside it a lapel pin shaped like a wood-handled broom. The broom had been his campaign symbol. When the Minnesota Democratic-Farmer-Labor Party had endorsed Adeogo at a press conference, Dheeh had handed him an old-fashioned stick broom and declared: “Use this to sweep out corruption in Washington.” Photographers and political reporters had loved the gimmick because it was a thinly veiled attack on the Republican incumbent, who’d been caught paying a staff salary to his elderly mother-in-law even though she lived in a locked dementia ward in Florida.


“It’s perfect!” he said approvingly. He leaned forward and kissed her forehead. Dheeh lowered her eyes. Theirs was an arranged marriage and even though they had been man and wife for fifteen years she was still uncomfortable with physical signs of affection.


She attached the gold pin to the lapel of her husband’s off-the-rack Men’s Wearhouse gray suit. “I know you will do well this morning. You practiced your statement all night.”


“It is not my statement I’m worried about. You know what I’m talking about.”


She did. It was a secret from his past. Decker Lake had uncovered it while Adeogo was campaigning for office and had used it to manipulate him. With Lake now dead, Adeogo should have been able to relax. But Adeogo realized that if Decker Lake had found the skeleton in his closet, someone else could too. Someone new could use it to control him.


“You are not responsible for your younger brother’s actions,” she said.


“You believe that, but others will not,” he replied, turning to leave.


Studio A was crowded. As he stepped behind the podium, the reporters’ faces disappeared into darkness. He could not see beyond the first row of chairs because of the spotlights now shining in his eyes. He could hear only their detached voices shouting questions.


“Did you know the terrorists or their families in Minneapolis?” a reporter yelled.


“No, there are more than a hundred thousand Somali Americans in Minneapolis and while we are a tight-knit community, I didn’t know either of them or their families.”


“The embassy in Mogadishu was attacked last year by a jihadist named Abdul Hafeez who also was from Minneapolis. Why are Somali Americans joining these radical groups?”


“ISIS is targeting men and women who are eighteen and nineteen. They were born in the United States but don’t feel like they are Americans. Of Minnesota’s five largest immigrant groups, Somali Americans have the highest unemployment rate—almost thirty percent. Joining ISIS gives these young people a cause and a purpose. This is why we must teach them that these groups are perverting Islam.”


“But it’s not actually a perversion of Islam, is it?” a voice called out.


Adeogo didn’t recognize the voice and couldn’t make out the reporter’s face because he was seated at the back of the studio.


“You Muslims can’t claim Islam is a peace-loving religion when the Quran openly calls for violence against nonbelievers,” the reporter continued. “Your prophet, Muhammad, ordered Arab tribesmen, who had killed some of his slaves, to be punished by having their hands and feet cut off, their eyes gouged out, and their bodies thrown upon the ground until they died.”


The room turned eerily silent. Normally, reporters would call out questions simultaneously. Now they were waiting for Adeogo to answer.


“I am not here to argue religion. But I will remind you that there are passages in the Old Testament of the Christian bible that are violent too,” Adeogo said. “When Barack Obama was president, he spoke candidly about Christians slaughtering Muslims during the Crusades.”


“Do you reject the Prophet Muhammad’s calls for violence against non-Muslims?”


“There are 1.57 billion Muslims in the world and only a few radicals endorse what is essentially a seventh-century interpretation of the Quran.”


“Western intelligence services claim radicals make up fifteen to twenty-five percent of all Muslims. Using your own figures, that’s 180 million to 300 million radical jihadists who want to murder nonbelievers.”


“I’m not here to debate exaggerated statistics. I’m here to talk about a thirty-percent unemployment rate among young Somali Americans in my community and those young persons’ feelings of being disenfranchised.”


“Representative Adeogo, the two Somali Americans who attacked the president yesterday were both employed,” the reporter replied, undeterred. “More than two thousand men from Saudi Arabia have joined ISIS and they were from wealthy families in a Muslim society. I wouldn’t call them disenfranchised, would you? Giving Muslim youths jobs isn’t going to stop terrorism. Are you a religious liberal?”


For a moment, Adeogo considered simply ignoring his inquisitor. But none of the others in the room shouted out any questions.


“There is no Arabic word for liberal,” Adeogo replied, “but if you are asking me if I am an Islamic liberal when it comes to accepting other people’s religion then yes, I am. I am not an Islamic supremacist who believes that Islam is supreme over all peoples. I accept the legitimacy of other religions, as I believe most Muslims do. Despite your accusations about Islam, our faith is a religion of peace, beauty, and tolerance. Six days after the 9/11 attacks, President George W. Bush acknowledged that ‘Islam is peace.’”


“If Islam is peace, why did two of your fellow Muslims try to murder the president yesterday?” the reporter said, interrupting him.


“I can only assume this misguided couple was radicalized by a false teacher. And that is another part of the problem that we are facing, especially those of us who are Muslims. We’ve allowed our faith to be hijacked by self-appointed guardians of religion who spout intolerance in mosques and through social media. These are Islamic supremacists. They vilify anyone who doesn’t adhere to an austere interpretation of Islam. This is why American Muslims must speak out against this extremism, especially when radical interpretations of Islam are being taught in our mosques. We should not only be condemning radicalization, but Muslims worldwide should be leading the military fight to destroy ISIS.”


“Would you today, at this news conference, demand that Saudi Arabia and other Arab states join you in condemning all Muslims who participate in a religious jihad against the United States and Israel?”


“I believe Saudi Arabia and other Arab states have already declared war against ISIS and extremists, but if you are asking me if they should be doing more, the answer is yes. The Arab world should be leading the campaign to eliminate ISIS.”


“I’m not just talking about ISIS. I’m asking you if the Arab world, especially Saudi Arabia, should join the U.S. and its ally—Israel—in fighting other radical terrorists such as Hezbollah and the Muslim Brotherhood.”


“Who are you?” Adeogo asked.


“I’m the Washington correspondent for a new Jewish newswire service.”


Before Adeogo could react, the reporter added, “You acknowledged during your campaign that Israel was a legitimate nation, something Somalia and many Arab nations refuse to do. How are these refusals consistent with Islam being a peace-loving and accepting religion?”


“I am here today to condemn violence by radical Islamists,” Adeogo said. “Not to discuss the Arab world’s relationship with Israel.”


“You can’t discuss one without the other.”


“Thank you, everyone,” Adeogo said, abruptly stepping away from the podium.


When the spotlights dimmed, he searched for the argumentative Jewish reporter but all of the chairs in the back of the studio were empty.


Adeogo’s public information officer was waiting for him outside the studio. “That got intense,” Fatima Olol said. “But you handled it really well. I spoke to several reporters afterwards and they’re going to write about your call for more jobs in Minneapolis—not the Jewish reporter’s badgering questions about Israel.”


She checked the time on her phone and added, “The White House is expecting you in about an hour. We need to hurry.”


She led him through packs of tourists meandering inside the massive visitors’ center but when they entered Emancipation Hall, Adeogo stopped her. He nodded upward at an inscription carved on a wall of the spacious lobby, which featured a thirty-foot tall ceiling and skylights, through which the U.S. Capitol dome could be seen.


“The architects originally put the inscription ‘E Pluribus Unum’ in this public building,” he explained. “They said it was our nation’s motto.”


“‘One from many,’” she replied. “I took high school Latin.”


“But that wasn’t the actual motto. Our country’s motto is ‘In God We Trust.’”


“Yes, I remember the fight. Political conservatives accused liberals of intentionally omitting ‘In God We Trust’ because it was a religious statement.”


“The two sides actually took their argument to court. The liberals didn’t want ‘In God We Trust’ or even the words to the Pledge of Allegiance displayed here, but they lost and so here it is for everyone to see: In God We Trust.” Adeogo paused and then asked, “Does it offend you? You’re a Muslim, as I am.”


“When I was in high school, I stopped saying the Pledge of Allegiance. I believed swearing that oath was not compatible with my faith. But recognition of a Christian god is part of our country’s religious heritage so I understand why Christians want it here. But times are changing. People are not joining Christian churches. The nation is becoming more diverse. Maybe someday, there will be mention of other great religions in our public buildings in addition to Christianity. Or maybe someday there will be no mention of them at all.”


“It doesn’t offend me,” Adeogo said. “I meant what I said earlier. I am a liberal Muslim, a modern day one. I am not an Islamic supremacist. To me God is Allah. What someone else calls Him is not as important as believing in God. But I know many others believe there can be only one God and He is Allah.”


“It’s better to never talk religion in public,” Olol replied. “But because you are a Muslim, you will always be asked to defend our faith.”


“And because I am a Muslim, I will always be suspect.”


“After 9/11, aren’t we all?”


Adeogo glanced at his young protégée. She was in her early thirties, a petite University of Minnesota graduate who’d first caught his eye when she’d volunteered to work at his downtown Minneapolis campaign headquarters. He’d brought her to Washington because she was smart, willing to work a hundred hours a week for a paltry salary, and because he knew her parents. Although he was careful not to show it, Adeogo found her sexy too.


“We need to go,” she said.


As they started to exit from the hall, Adeogo heard a voice call his name. A statuesque woman with red hair approached them, extending her hand toward Olol.


Adeogo’s smile instantly vanished.


“I’m sure Rudy hasn’t told you about me,” she said. “I’m Mary Margaret Delaney.”


“I’m the congressman’s press secretary,” Olol said, shaking Delaney’s hand.


“You mean you’re the U.S. representative’s media contact,” Delaney said, correcting her. “One of the first lessons I taught your boss was not to use the word ‘congressman’ since it’s sexist and ‘press secretary’ is outdated because most of us now get our news off the Internet.”


“Ms. Delaney,” Adeogo said, “likes to tell others how they should think and what they should say. One of them was Governor Coldridge.”


“You helped run his presidential campaign, didn’t you?” Olol said.


“Yes and your boss promised to support us, but—”


“Let’s go,” Adeogo interrupted. “Ms. Delaney and I are not friends.”


“Not friends?” Delaney replied mockingly, touching her right hand to her heart as if she’d been mortally wounded. Looking directly at Olol, she said, “I keep my promises. I don’t run scared and stick a knife in someone’s back at the first sign of trouble.” Shifting her glance to Adeogo, she continued, “You might want to send your ‘press secretary’ away so we can talk privately for a moment.”


“Perhaps I should stay,” Olol volunteered.


“Rudy,” Delaney replied sternly, “it’s about our mutual acquaintance Decker Lake.”


Adeogo tried not to react at the mention of Lake’s name, but Delaney was studying his eyes, and she saw what she suspected was fear.


“Why don’t you give us a moment, Fatima?” he said.


Delaney waited while Olol stepped several feet away from them. “Have you bedded her yet?” she asked.


Adeogo snapped, “What do you want?”


“You bedded me. The last time we spoke was at National Airport. You were scampering home to your little Somali American wife after spending several sweaty nights between the sheets with me.”


“I have nothing to say to you.” He started to walk away.


“Decker Lake.”


He stopped.


“You were on our side,” she continued, “until he got to you. He found something in your past—something you wanted kept secret—something more important than—”


“What you were using to blackmail me,” he said, struggling to control his anger. “You seduced me and then you threatened to tell my wife about us if I didn’t help your campaign.”


“Only someone who has a secret to hide can be blackmailed, and apparently you had more than one. Decker Lake found a bigger chit than your cheating. He’s dead, but that doesn’t mean your secret died with him.”


She’d continued to watch his eyes and now she was certain that it was fear that she was seeing. “You’re an easy read, Rudy. There is something you are still hiding. I’ve come to tell you that whatever secret Decker Lake learned, I’m going to find it, and I’m going to use it to destroy you.” Delaney spun around, waved pleasantly at Olol, who was watching them, and marched away.














CHAPTER FIVE


The White House


1600 Pennsylvania Avenue


Washington, D.C.


Madam President, thank you for meeting with me,” Omar Nader said appreciatively between sips of coffee. The handsome, fifty-something Saudi Arabian was seated on one of two mustard corduroy sofas in the Oval Office. President Sally Allworth and White House Chief of Staff Mallory Harper were on another couch directly across from their guest.


“My administration is always happy to hear your organization’s thoughts,” President Allworth replied. She was referring to the Organization of Islamic Nations or OIN, and Nader was their official spokesman and chief Washington lobbyist.


“I’ve come to express our members’ outrage at the actions of these two criminals who attacked you yesterday and to offer whatever assistance we may to help the United States combat homegrown terrorism. As you are aware, many OIN members also have been targeted by these radical extremists. We want you to know how thankful we are that you were not harmed.”


“Yes, I was not injured,” Allworth replied in a stern voice, “but those two attackers killed and wounded innocent Americans, and that is not something my administration is going to forget, forgive, or tolerate.”


“Regrettably,” Harper said, cutting in, “our conversation today must be brief. We only have about fifteen minutes before the president’s news conference about yesterday’s attacks.”


“I understand,” Nader said, gently placing the White House china cup on its saucer. “Yesterday’s attack is why I requested speaking to you before the news conference. This couple may have professed to being Muslims, but I can assure you that their perverted beliefs are completely alien to the OIN, its members, and our beloved religion. Unfortunately, Muslims in America unfairly come under attack whenever these incidents happen and we must—”


“The couple who tried to murder me were Muslims,” Allworth said flatly, interrupting him. “That’s why Muslims come under attack.”


“Yes, Madam President, it’s true they identified themselves as Muslims, but they were not true followers of Islam, which is a religion that abhors violence and murder. And that is why it is so important for the OIN and Muslims everywhere to divorce our religion from their criminal acts. That is why it is so important for you to divorce Islam from their actions too.”


“Divorcing Islam is a bit problematic, isn’t it?” Harper asked, as she eyed their immaculately tailored guest. She was familiar with his credentials. Nader had attended the best private schools in England and later studied international affairs at Harvard University before joining the Saudi diplomatic corps. He’d left an ambassador posting to represent the OIN. Continuing, Harper said, “After all, the couple posted a video on the Internet proclaiming their loyalty to ISIS, which is the Islamic State.”


“These radicals cloak themselves in our religion because they want to make their actions and cause appear to be a holy war,” Nader replied. “They are trying to use Islam to legitimize their cause, which they claim is to revitalize the Islamic caliphate in the Middle East. But they are liars who are using Islam to hide their true intentions.”


“Which are?” Harper asked.


“The leaders of ISIS are mafia criminals who engage in slave trade, sell guns, and distribute drugs. They are not religious leaders. This is why we must strip Islam from their rhetoric. This is more than mere semantics,” Nader said. “If Madam President mentions Islam this morning during her announcement, she will be granting these terrorists the legitimacy they seek. President Obama and Hillary Clinton understood this.”


“Yes,” Harper said, “I remember how they were criticized by Republicans for refusing to use the term ‘radical Islamic terrorism.’”


“What would you have me call them?” Allworth asked.


“What they are: criminals. Or use the derogatory term: Daesh. If Madam President feels it necessary to mention Islam, we would ask that you do it in the proper context by explaining that these terrorists come from a misguided and tiny radical fraction. They do not represent a majority of our people. Surely, you understand how hurtful it is to those of us who are religious to have our beloved Islam besmirched by these murderers. It would be our preference that the words ‘Islam,’ ‘Muslim,’ and ‘terrorism’ are never mentioned together.”


Harper had felt obligated to arrange this pre–press conference meeting because Nader and the OIN had been major supporters of the president’s reelection campaign through a score of American Muslim organizations and political action committees.


“We believe the most effective way to counter homegrown terrorism,” Nader continued, “is by eliminating the grievances that these criminals exploit, such as poverty and a lack of opportunity for young Muslims. I have been authorized to say that the OIN is willing to financially support community programs in Minneapolis and elsewhere aimed at eliminating the injustices and inequities that these criminals capitalize on to recruit members.”


“What exactly are you and the OIN offering to do?” Harper asked.


“We would be happy to finance the building of more Islamic community centers in Muslim neighborhoods in Minneapolis and other American cities where young people can be taught that these radicals are thieves and murderers. But our presence alarms many Americans because they have been misled about our people. This is why I am here urging you to not proliferate this harmful rhetoric by referring to these killers as being followers of Islam.”


“You mentioned financing projects in Minneapolis,” President Allworth said. “Can I assume you are good friends with Representative Adeogo and he is aware of the OIN’s willingness to help?”


For a moment, a crack appeared in Nader’s polished diplomatic veneer, and Harper noticed.


“So you are not friends with Adeogo?” she interjected, turning her statement into a question.


“As fellow Muslims, we are, of course, colleagues.”


“But I asked if you were friends?”


“Unfortunately, Representative Adeogo and I have, as you Americans like to say, a history. But that certainly will not prevent us from working together.”


Harper wanted to continue probing, but Nader switched subjects, and when an aide appeared to escort him to the Rose Garden news conference, he ended his spiel with these words. “Please, please, Madam President, do not give these criminals the honor that they are desperately seeking. Do not give them a cloak to hide their treachery. Do not refer to them as Muslims or followers of Islam.”


Minutes later, the president walked down the White House Colonnade to an outside podium in the Rose Garden. It was a cool March morning but Allworth’s media advisors had urged her to stage the conference outside because it would send the public a subtle image: The president was not hiding inside the White House.


President Allworth quickly expressed her condolences to the victims of the National Cathedral attack, especially the Secret Service and District of Columbia police officers who were maimed and killed. She thanked Major Brooke Grant, who was seated in the fourth row. Without mentioning either Fawzia or Cumar Samatar by name—so not to humanize them—she described how radical extremists operating under the banner of ISIS had committed horrific atrocities in Syria and Iraq, how the Taliban had sparked political upheaval in Pakistan, how Al-Shabaab and Boko Haram had butchered men, raped women, and kidnapped young schoolgirls in Africa and sold them into the sex trade.


“Early today, a video of six Coptic Christians being beheaded on a beach in Libya was posted on the Internet. The masked figure who committed this act of barbaric cruelty goes by the fanciful name ‘The Falcon.’ But make no mistake; he is nothing other than a serial murderer and coward who hides his face behind a black hood. This psychopath will ultimately be held accountable for his actions because we will not rest until he is brought to justice.”


Looking directly into the television cameras that were broadcasting her comments live, Allworth announced that she was appointing a blue-ribbon White House panel to investigate homegrown terrorism. She had each panel member stand as she read down the list of appointees. Major Brooke Grant, Representative Rudy Adeogo, and the OIN’s Omar Nader each rose from their front-row chairs.


“All of us have a moral responsibility,” President Allworth said, “to refute the notion that ISIS and these other gangs of murderers are inspired by a religious cause, because that falsehood gives legitimacy to their warped ideology. They are thugs. Criminals. Nothing more.”


Nader applauded, causing those sitting near him to join in.


“If we wish to prevent future attacks by misguided Americans on our own soil,” the president continued, “we must acknowledge our fault in alienating young people in cities such as Minneapolis where they are trapped in poverty and isolated with no path to achieve the American dream. This dream must be reachable for all of our citizens, not a select few.”


Gazing down at her newly named members of the blue ribbon panel, she said, “I’ll expect your report in ninety days. Now get to work!”


As soon as Allworth exited the Rose Garden, Nader was on his feet working the crowd. “Major Grant,” he said, hurrying up to her. “Those of us in the Arab world are keenly aware of your courage, not only yesterday at the National Cathedral but also at the Mosque of Islamic Solidarity in Mogadishu where you rescued the U.S. ambassador and prevented a suicide bombing that would have killed hundreds.”


“Thank you,” Brooke replied modestly. “But it was a team effort.”


“Yes, yes, but it was you who fatally shot the terrorist Abdul Hafeez.”


“Actually it was a fellow Marine, Sergeant Walks Many Miles, who fired that shot.”


“What a curious name,” Nader said.


“Sergeant Miles is a member of the Crow Indian tribe in Montana.”


“Perhaps I will have the opportunity of thanking him personally someday.”


“May I ask you a personal question?” Brooke replied.


“Please do, but not too personal, I hope.” He smiled.


“You are on the task force, but you aren’t an American citizen. You’re from Saudi Arabia, correct?”


“Yes. I believe I am the only non-American on the panel. I presume the president thought it prudent to include one Muslim from the Arab world to offer an international perspective.”


Nader was glancing over Brooke’s shoulder as they talked and he noticed Representative Adeogo was about to leave. He quickly excused himself and walked briskly toward the congressman.


“A word please,” he said, stopping him. “The president has seen fit to appoint both of us on this task force. I trust we can put any past personal differences aside and present a unified Muslim perspective.”


“By unified, you mean the OIN’s perspective,” Adeogo answered.


“As the only Muslim currently in Congress, you not only represent Muslims in Minneapolis, but Muslims worldwide. The OIN is the voice of Muslims, so I would certainly expect you to adhere to our global point of view.”


“I would never presume to speak for all Muslims—as you and the OIN claim you do. And I was elected by all of the people in my district, not just Muslims, so my personal religious beliefs are secondary to my elected responsibilities.”


“Stop being naïve,” Nader replied in a hushed voice. “Like it or not, you are the Muslim face in Congress and you need to accept that role and act accordingly. You should not have spoken about Islamic supremacy at your news conference this morning. You should not have criticized Saudi Arabia and other Arab nations. You should not have referred to Israel as a sovereign nation during your campaign.”


Adeogo started to answer him, but Nader wasn’t finished. “Your statements encouraged Islamophobia. You should not be mentioning our beloved religion in the same breath as terrorism. The president understands this. When I met with her before her news conference, she—”


“You met with the president before her announcement?” Adeogo said, interrupting Nader.


“Yes, in the Oval Office, and I’m certain you took note that President Allworth did not use the terminology ‘Islamic extremists’ or ‘Islamic radicals.’ She called them ‘thugs,’ which is who and what they are.”


Nader glanced around to ensure no one could overhear them. “This is not the first time we’ve had this conversation. I sent you a list of forbidden words to help guide you. But apparently you have not bothered to read it.”


“Oh, I read your list of OIN forbidden words, such as ‘Islamic militants,’ ‘extremist Muslims,’ and ‘Islamists’—basically anything that mentions our religion,” Adeogo replied, “and I have ignored your list because it is naïve. The American public sees a connection between Islam and the actions of these Islamic radicals. Rather than ignoring that, we need to explain that their views are based on an outdated seventh-century interpretation of our religion. We need to—”


“Yes, yes,” Nader said in an impatient tone. “I heard your comments this morning about how we need to do more to police our own people and mosques, and I am reminding you now that you are expressing opinions that are not in keeping with the Arab world’s viewpoint.”


“The Arab world or OIN’s?”


“They are the same. We can’t have you—as a highly visible Muslim—talking about how Muslims aren’t doing enough to stop international terrorism. We can’t have you saying radicals believe in a seventh-century interpretation of Islam. You are not an Imam. And we can’t have you telling the public that our mosques are breeding grounds for terrorists and that we need to begin partnering with Israel. For your own good, I would strongly encourage you to take my advice. I will send you another copy of our list of banned words and acceptable phrases.”


“Don’t bother. This is America. You don’t tell anyone, especially a member of Congress, what they can and can’t say.”


Their eyes locked, and neither attempted to hide the contempt that they felt toward the other. Adeogo turned to leave, but Nader reached out and touched his elbow, causing him to hesitate. “Tread softly, my Muslim brother,” he said quietly. “Don’t underestimate the power and influence of the OIN. You need me as a friend. You are a Muslim first.”


“I am a Muslim. But I am an American first, and my parents didn’t come here from Somalia to have anyone tell them and their children what they can and can’t say in public, or how they should think, or who they can and can’t support.”


“The nonbelievers and Jews are not your friends,” Nader whispered, “and you are deluded if you believe otherwise. You need to wake up and understand that your only true friends are your Muslim brothers and we will not be so forgiving of your blasphemies.”
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