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            See why it is so easy for a foreign country to assault America!

      

    


ASSAULT ON AMERICA’S CROWN JEWELS

(a work of fiction)

by Gary Clyde

7.7.25

( The ficticious foreign country is called Salvius.  When foreigner’s names are changed to American names, their original foreign names are still used in the following narratives)
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PROLOGUE
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White House, Washington, DC

"Here we are," POTUS said, facing the half-dozen people scattered around the oval office, "the mightiest nation on earth, and a mob of terrorists run rampant all around us, like Sherman's march to the sea, and we don't know who they are or where they are.  Now, what the hell does that make us look like to the rest of the world, let alone our own citizens? Please, will someone give me a rational answer as to how this could happen?"
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CHAPTER 1


[image: ]




FBI Training Center, Quantico, Virginia

April 11, 2:00 pm, 20??

With just one week to go in their FBI training class, the first contact Connie Friedman had with JJ was at the gym when they were randomly paired as opponents in the martial arts class.  Standing and facing each other, it was immediately apparent to Connie that they were dramatically different in physical stature.  JJ (short for Jake Johnson) was a 6’3”, 190 pound former college football quarterback, while Connie was a 5’8”, 138 pound former high school track star.

‘The only chance I have is speed’, thought Connie.  The goal was to flatten your opponent to the padded floor, so when the instructor said ‘go’, she did a super-quick side-step followed by a 120 degree pirouette.  This positioned her slightly behind and to the side of JJ, who was just now starting to turn.  She quickly knelt down and grabbed his ankle and, bracing her feet, she pulled up and back with all her strength and down fell JJ, flat on the floor mat.

Needless to say, JJ was pissed.  “You cheated,” he shouted.  “You started before the instructor said ‘go’.”

“No I didn’t,” Connie replied, chuckling.  “You were just too slow.”

“Well, let’s try it again,” whined JJ.

The instructor came over and told JJ, “She beat you fair and square.  Now let’s move on.”

And so began a friendly relationship between the two.  Historically, their backgrounds were amazingly similar: both had graduated from different High Schools summa cum laude; both were from middle class families; both were 23 years old; both had graduated from college with honors, Connie from the University of Colorado (accounting) and JJ from Arizona State University (chemical engineering); both wanted to serve their country as FBI agents; and finally, both wanted to work in the field catching criminals.

When the course ended, they became distant, with JJ going to a field office in New Jersey and Connie to Denver.  Nevertheless, they would stay in touch via the occasional phone call and other inter-office communication.

––––––––
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San Jose, Costa Rica

April 21, 8:00 am

Wispy rays of golden light from the early morning sun slipped through the partially closed vertical blinds, painting narrow stripes on their glistening, thrusting bodies. This was the second time they had made love since arriving at Miguel's luxurious apartment that night. It had taken him a month of dinners and theater engagements to finally entice the elusive Beatrice to his bedroom, but the ecstasy he now enjoyed made all the previous frustration worthwhile. 

As the twenty-eight year old bachelor playboy and potential heir to one of the country's wealthiest companies, few women resisted his sexual foray's beyond the first or second date. 'Bea' had been different, however, and he had almost given up hope until, after dining and dancing that evening, she had accepted his invitation to view his expensive art collection.

Now, as they carefully rolled over to let him take the top position, he glanced at the green numbers emanating from the digital clock on the bedside table. Suddenly realizing that there was only a half-hour till an important meeting with his father and several bankers, he rapidly increased his pulsating tempo and both reached orgasm in a couple of minutes.

"My," she gasped, "you certainly were in a hurry."

"I'm sorry, darling. I have to leave for a meeting. Stay as long as you want and I’ll call you later."

After quickly showering and wrestling into a navy-blue business suit, he kissed her once more before dashing out the door to his Porsche 911 S/T. He was frequently late for morning meetings and knew just how to manage the fastest route to the business headquarters. This morning's trip would take him past ‘embassy row’, a stretch of road alongside which several foreign countries had located their embassies. He knew the local police would turn their heads the other way if they spotted his silver two-door even though outrageously exceeding the speed limit.

––––––––
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A couple miles away from the American Ambassador’s residence, another car was sitting dead still with the windows rolled down. Wiping the sweat from his brow provided relief for only a few seconds, but it had now become a mindless, instinctive gesture. Just a few more days, he thought, and he could leave this cauldron of heat and humidity. It was true what the tourist brochures in his hotel had portrayed, at least as far as they went—’Welcome to the land that time forgot’, they implored, ‘tropical forests, pristine beaches, active volcanoes, exotic animals, etc., etc.’

What they failed to mention were the hundred inches of rain each year and the ninety degree temperatures. The temperature he was familiar with, but in his country, it would take ten years to accumulate that much rain. No, despite the allure, he had not flown eight-thousand miles to enjoy tourist attractions. Colonel Ali Karim had traveled from his homeland to Costa Rica for one specific purpose—to initiate revenge against the United States.

He, along with Majors Abdul Selman and Um Najat, had arrived separately, five days before. Traveling to Costa Rica, they had taken different routes, using forged passports from intermediate countries. To avoid leaving a trace to their origin, they had each driven to an adjacent country, then flown from there to airports with connections to Costa Rica. With the exception of Um, who had made a side trip to an arms dealer in Romania, their stopovers and plane changes had been very routine.

Passing through customs in San Jose had presented no problem, and each man was staying in a separate hotel to minimize attention. During the first four days, Ali and Abdul had tracked the US ambassador's frequent excursions around the city. Um had gone about processing through customs the ‘mining equipment’ package containing the demolition materials, which had been air-shipped from his intermediate ‘home’ country.

At three o'clock that morning, after posting each of the others at strategic locations as lookouts, Abdul had buried two radio-detonatable Semtex bombs in the darkened roadway, the streetlights having been extinguished two nights before using an air pistol.  Requests to the utility company for lamp replacement, even from an embassy, were not hastily acted upon. Exploiting a selection of the many scattered pot-holes in the asphalt  surface, Abdul had simply adapted the two most appropriate for his purposes, and then filled them in. The small surface blemishes he left behind were indistinguishable amongst the many craters typical of the country's poorly maintained roads. Only a knowing, keen eye would have detected the three-inch length of antenna wire sticking up from each bomb.

Their reconnaissance had indicated that the ambassador should leave the embassy sometime between nine and ten in the morning. From their present location about a quarter mile away, the three were sitting in a rental car obtained at the airport. The car was angled to provide an unimpeded view out the driver's side. Heavy, damp air, appearing as a light fog, partially dimmed the light.

"Do you think the high humidity will interfere with the bombs operation?" Um said.

"I taped all the connections carefully," Abdul replied. "There is very little chance of failure." His hands were busy as he tried to hold the binoculars steady while smoking a cigarette at the same time.

Ali, the leader, who was also looking through binoculars, said, "Um, are you ready to send the radio signal when I give you the command?"

"Yes. All is ready. Just tell me when. Both bombs will go at the same time."

"Good...Good. It won't be long till we can leave this paradise," Ali said, derisively. As if to mock him, a yellow billed toucan, perched in a tree above, defecated on the windshield.

"I'll be right back," Abdul said, as he got out of the car to relieve himself in the nearby bushes, flipping his cigarette butt to the ground.

"I think everything's gone quite well so far, don't you agree, Ali?" Um asked.

“Yes. In spite of the climate, this is an easy country to move around in.”

"I still don't understand why it took three of us to do such a simple task," Abdul groaned, crawling back into the car.

"Stop complaining," Ali commanded. "You know quite well what the reason was."

While they sat in silence listening to the mournful cry of some howler monkeys in the surrounding trees, Ali's thoughts went back to his final instructions before they had left. "Remember," the imposing President had said, "your mission is just the beginning of the retribution for the many sanctions which the Great Satan has inflicted upon us. Your goal is a simple one, but it will prove to the doubters in the Council of Ministers that we are serious about our objectives."

When Ali had agreed to this assignment, he knew that his leader was trying to reassert himself as the powerful guiding force. The humiliating impact the country had suffered at the hands of the Americans when they put the stifling sanctions in place had left many in the government questioning the President's abilities. Ali knew their assignment here was a test of their loyalties, his in particular. If he was ever to be promoted to General, his impending missions had to be pre-eminently successful.

"Here they come!" Abdul uttered.

Courtney Sanders, United States Ambassador to Costa Rica, was smugly proud of her accomplishments. Five years ago, she had simply been the charming wife of a wealthy Boston businessman. When she discovered the SOB had been cheating on her, the six-million dollars she received in the divorce settlement had immeasurably softened the sudden change in her life style. After floundering within the country club social scene during the next few months following the divorce, she gradually realized she had a flair for imposing her will on other people—both men and women. Although she had never taken a formal course in the art of negotiation, she had an innate sense for persuading others to her predilection—give up a few small points in return for winning the main prize.

While chatting with Courtney at a political cocktail party in his honor, US Senator Michael Warden perceived that this beautiful, wealthy, intelligent, and willful woman could dramatically help his campaign for the presidency. After a second private meeting in his office, they had agreed that if she worked full-time on his campaign committee, and he was elected president, she would be granted a high level position—and here she was. After two months as ambassador, she had finally broken through the anti-female stigma that was so prevalent among these macho Latin American male politicians. Today was her first invitation to address the full government assembly.

––––––––
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Even though Costa Rica has one of the least violent histories of all Latin American countries, US embassies around the world are facilitated to provide exceptional security. The Costa Rican US embassy was protected by elaborate electronic security sensors and several armed sentries. The ambassador's limousine was specially reinforced and highly resistant to large caliber weapons, even small explosives. It was also preceded by a scout car containing trained and armed body guards. Courtney was in high spirits as they turned onto the road in front of the embassy.

"Now!" Ali shouted, as he watched the limousine's front end pass over the hidden bomb.

Holding the small metal box outside his window so their car's metal body wouldn't interfere with the signal, Um was about to depress the transmit button when Abdul shouted, "There's another car going by." A silver sports car, traveling at high speed in the opposite direction, had appeared from nowhere.

Seeing Um hesitate, Ali immediately reached across and banged his finger down on top of Um's. There was a frightening delay of a mere half-second, but seemed like forever as Ali held his breath—and then the tremendous explosions erupted. The ambassador's limousine was ripped into hundreds of jagged pieces as it lifted off the ground. The unknown vehicle was also blown high into the air by the second bomb. Even at their distant location, the three men could feel a tremor pass through their bodies.

"Who do you think was in that other car?" Abdul asked from the backseat.

"It is unimportant," Ali replied. "It was someone's misfortune to be at the wrong place at the wrong time. It was probably just some office flunky late for work. From what I saw through the binoculars, no one inside the vehicles survived the blasts. We can go home now. Our revenge on America has begun."

––––––––
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CIA Latin American Section, Langley Va.

April 21, 4:00 pm.

“What have we got so far on the Sander's assassination?' Dean Wickett, director of Latin American operations, asked the round table of agents.

"Here's a quick run down," Stan Jenkins, Costa Rican specialist, replied. "At eight-thirty this morning, a remotely triggered bomb, probably Semtex, blew up the Ambassador's limo, killing her, the driver, and her private body guard. Another vehicle, driven by the son of a prominent local resident, was also destroyed. We're pretty certain that the bombs were meant for the ambassador because of their location, and the local man's killing was accidental. The local authorities are investigating the man to verify that conclusion.

A search of the immediate vicinity for witnesses has produced none so far, and there have been no claims from anyone taking credit. Our agents have scoured the area for anything that might provide a lead, but at this point, it looks like a professional hit with the perps having dissolved away. We don't know if it was political or personal, and near as we can tell, the ambassador had no outspoken enemies. Right now, we don't know who is responsible or why this action occurred. There was absolutely nothing that preceded it which gave us any warning."

"All right," Wickett said, "does anyone else have anything to add?" When no one spoke up, he continued.  "As you would expect, the State Department is putting some heat on us to find out who's responsible. The ambassador was also a close friend of President Warden, so we're catching it from the White House too. An alert has been put out to all of our worldwide offices to squeeze their informants. Keep the pressure on our people in Costa Rica to ensure they're not overlooking anything. If they need more agents, let me know and I’ll try to comply with their requests. In the meantime, keep digging. That's all for now."
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CHAPTER 2
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Capital City, Salvius

April 26, 2:30 pm.

Dressed in their traditional dishdashas (robes), the two men sat across from each other in the small garden court smoking cigarettes and sipping tea. "Mr. President, I must vigorously protest this course of action you have set upon. If it is discovered by the Americans that we are causing these deeds, there will be tremendous repercussions. They might even try to take over our entire country."

The president took a couple of contemplative puffs before he replied. "Haji, you have been a long and trustworthy friend. Since I became president, we have been able to forge unprecedented changes in this country. Do you remember when a woman had to appear in public wearing an abaya (face-covering cloak)? When they couldn't go to college? Now we have many higher educational institutions for both men and women, where they are free to wear whatever they want; well almost. Our agricultural, industrial, and petroleum production are immensely greater.  And our military protection is the best in the Middle-East. But the Americans have left our people with a feeling of weakness and inferiority. I intend to make them feel proud again!"

"But won't the Americans retaliate?" Haji persisted.

"They won't know who is assaulting them. We will not make any public statements, nor will our warriors have any identification on them implicating our country. Furthermore, each of our people will have a poison capsule implanted in their upper lip which they will bite into if captured. There will probably be some splinter groups who will claim responsibility, but they will not be believed. Even without knowing who is the exact cause, our countrymen will empathize with the attackers and have their confidence restored. It must be done, and you will come to lose your doubts. It is no longer open for discussion, Haji. We are committed. Now, excuse me, I have a meeting to attend."

A powerful feeling of pride and camaraderie came over the President as he looked upon the men seated before him. They had passed his test, and he knew they were loyal and dependable. He was intimately familiar with each of the three men's backgrounds, having carefully screened them before giving them his trust. Ali, ruggedly handsome, and just thirty-five years of age, had achieved exceptional success. His rise to the rank of colonel had been hard won, not only from enemies against the state, but within the military hierarchy as well. Conscripted into the army from a small farm at the age of sixteen, his lack of higher education, and a penurious background, had been initially spurned by the many commanders born of wealth and political influence. His superior physical and mental skills, however, combined with a single-minded dedication, had allowed him to persevere where his peers had succumbed. Like the cream in the goat-milk he had squeezed into pails during his youth, his military rank had risen inexorably.

The President, having struggled himself to achieve his goals, had the highest admiration for Ali, but as he looked at Abdul, his feelings were mixed. Unlike Ali, who had developed immense physical strength from his long days as a youth toiling in the fields, Abdul was a child of the city. Born to parents who operated a small tobacco shop in one of  the capital city's many slums, he had learned the wily tactics required for survival in the streets.  At the age of seven, when both his parents were killed by an errant Iraqian bomb, he had been adopted by a homosexual uncle. Perhaps that explained why the thirty-two year old slim, but steely muscled, chain smoking expert in espionage, preferred young men to women. Such behavior, if found out by certain authorities, would have resulted in instant execution. Consequently, since his conscription into the military, he scrupulously avoided close personal relationships with his fellow warriors. The President knew about this abnormality, but because of Abdul's ability to keep it hidden, and his unique training, he had allowed him to live.

Since Um was the most recent addition to the team, his background was fresh in the President's mind. Um's youth was nearly the total antithesis of his two comrades. Reared by a college professor father, and a mother with inherited wealth, he had enjoyed most of life's luxuries while growing up. Educated at private schools in Europe and the United States, his playboy youth allowed him uninhibited pursuit of prurient desires. Excelling in athletics, females were attracted to his robust physical appearance, topped off by piercing green eyes and a pleasant smile. Incessant wars, however, had interrupted his carefree exploits, and he too had been conscripted into the military. Now, at age thirty, he had found he actually enjoyed the stature publicly flaunted by the powerful military. His confident demeanor was misconstrued by many as arrogance, a trait that the President admired.

"Congratulations on your success in Costa Rica," the round headed, mustachioed President called out, his face beaming with the familiar grin that was plastered on billboards throughout the country. "As I explained before your departure, although it was not a major undertaking, it was important that it be successful—and that you have done, very efficiently, with my heartfelt gratitude. Now, we are ready to start the major assault. Does anyone have any questions?"

After applauding, which they all knew was necessary to soothe the President's considerable ego, there was a moment of reticent silence. Finally, Ali spoke up "Mr. President, would you explain what our ultimate mission is'?"

"An excellent question, and one to which I've given considerable thought. When the Americans sanctioned our country, they suppressed thousands of people and defiled our land. But that was not the worst of it. They have left us with continuing mental agony and economic restrictions which have inhibited our ability to move forward with exuberance. I believe our people would recover their lost zeal if they could somehow witness and celebrate an equally devastating injury to the United States. Our goal, gentlemen," and here he paused, "is to create an ache in America's heart which will be painful and ongoing, just like an incurable disease. Do any of you have any ideas on how this might be accomplished?"

Again, everyone was silent in quiet contemplation, trying to imagine what kind of a ‘disease’ he had in mind. "From what you described," Abdul blurted out, "simply killing people would not have the desired effect. Only those who are closely related to the victims are directly affected. Oh, there would be some national mourning and threats from their government officials, but that only lasts for a few weeks or months"

"That is an astute observation, Abdul," the president replied. "Our need is to accomplish something that will cause widespread and long term grief. The recent aircraft destruction of New York's World Trade Centers and the federal building bombing in Oklahoma City a while back have already been mostly forgotten. Any other suggestions?"

"Maybe we could spread biological germs or radiation over large populations," Um said in a hesitant voice. "The holocaust perpetrated by the Nazis in Germany is still recalled frequently, although, in a few years, there won't be any survivors yet alive."

"Perhaps," the President said, "but whatever we decide to do should not be perceived as being unconscionable by the rest of the world. Under treaties like the Geneva Convention, some consider it acceptable to shoot or bomb humans, but unfair to poison them."  There was a visible snickering among his audience.

"When I was a college student in the US," Um spoke up, "Americans were always boasting about their national parks, monuments, and tourist destinations, almost as if they were ‘Crown Jewels’. I sometimes thought they were more concerned about the condition of them than about their religious institutions. I wonder if we might somehow cause them pain in that area."

"Now that is an interesting possibility," the President responded, and then paused for several seconds with a far off look. "Um's idea may be exactly what we're looking for. Let's adjourn this meeting until tomorrow morning. In the meantime, I want everyone to think about other possibilities, and the consequences from following through on them."

After the President had left, Um said to his comrades, "I hope I haven't suggested the impossible. I wonder if the President realizes the magnitude of the task involved."

As they all stood to depart, Abdul looked around furtively and quietly whispered, "Our President has never let any obstacle stand in his way, even when he should have." Without anyone disagreeing, they went their separate ways.

––––––––
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Capital City, Salvius

April 27, 10:00 am

"Welcome back," the President said. "Did anyone have some inspiration since yesterday regarding Um's suggestion?"

Um, who sat fidgeting during the President's opening remarks, immediately replied, "I went to the library and discovered some astounding facts regarding the size of some of their parks. It would take a massive undertaking to destroy them.  For example, the Grand Canyon contains over  one million acres, Yellowstone over two million, Yosemite almost a million, Everglades over.... 

"Hold on!" the President barked. "I may have mislead you yesterday. We are not going to destroy them. What I would like to do is simply make them undesirable for general usage. In other words, we only have to incapacitate them. Does that make it more feasible?”

"I had a brief discussion with geology professor Sharifa Musen at the university this morning," Ali replied. "Without describing what we planned to do, I asked her if it would be possible to create massive landslides in mountainous areas without having to use huge amounts of explosives. She said it would depend on the topography of the area, the uplifts and tilts of the rock layers, the directions of faults and fissures within them, the chemistry of the materials, and many other factors. But her final answer was yes, if certain careful studies were performed beforehand."

"I know Dr. Musen," the President said, forming a slight smile. "She has been very helpful in our oil exploration and development efforts. If she says it's possible, I believe her. In fact, if we decide to pursue this plan, I will have her assigned as a consultant. Are there any more comments or questions?"

Abdul, who by nature was cautious and scrutinizing of details, had been listening to the discussion quietly. Suddenly, he blurted out, "Has anyone considered the logistics of this plan? It's going to take a lot of people, equipment, and particularly, a vast amount of money. In our present economically depressed condition, how can we possibly afford this?"

Again, the President responded sharply, "Do not worry about the cost of this thing. Without explaining how I will accomplish it, believe me when I say there will be adequate financing and people resources available. It is your job to figure out how to do it. It is mine to make it happen. Now, are there any more comments?"

Following that last admonishment, everyone was silent. After slowly directing his gaze at each one of them, the President finally said, "Very well. It appears we have the beginning of a plan. Ali, I want you to sit with the others and outline a tentative schedule of required activities and have it for my evaluation in two days. Until then, good-afternoon, gentlemen."

––––––––
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CIA Latin American Section, Langley, Va.

May 1, 9:00 am.

"Its been ten days since we last met. What've you come up with Stan?" Dean Wickett asked, as the two of them sat in Wicket's office.

"Its very unusual," Stan Jerkins replied. "Normally, on a high profile assassination, we would have had dozens of tips by now, but there's been almost nothing, except for the usual wackos. We've pressed for worldwide inquiries of virtually every reliable snitch with any possible relevance. Nothing."

"What about Costa Rica. Anything there?"

“The entire area within three miles of the explosion was thoroughly combed, dozens of residents were interviewed, the airport, hotels, car rentals, buses, anything possibly connected was covered.  Costa Rican authorities have investigated the local young man that was killed to determine if he might have been the target, but so far it looks as if he was just an innocent victim.

We have made some significant progress though. A campesino, that's a farm worker, came forward when we posted a reward for information. He had been walking a trail through the forest the morning of the blast and said he saw a car parked with two or three people in it. This site was about a quarter mile from the embassy and had good visibility. One of the men in the car had gotten out to take a leak and his face had been briefly visible through the undergrowth. We had one of our artists work with the farmer but he was really vague on details. He did point out though that the subject had a mustache and a scar on his left cheek.

We got four computer matches from the artist's scar-faced sketch. The first match was a Malaysian who freelances for various drug dealers in the Golden Triangle—he was in Bangkok when the ambassador was hit, so he's been eliminated as a suspect.

The next one was an Afghan who still thinks their war is going on. He's been suspected of assassinating selected local government politicians. Again, he was spotted elsewhere.

The third guy's body has just been identified in the rubble from an explosion near the Gaza Strip a couple of days ago, where a bomb went off prematurely.  

The fourth guy's the interesting one. His name is Abdul Selman, one of Supreme Guardians elite military specialists. He, along with another terrorist, Ali Karim, have been strongly linked with several key bombings and assassinations in the Middle-East, Europe, and Asia."

"This is beginning to make some sense now," Dean interrupted. “Many in the agency have been wondering for some time if Salvius was going to retaliate for the sanctions we imposed on them. What've you been able to determine of their whereabouts?"

"Unfortunately, these guys don't appear in public very often, and when they do, they're experts at evasive techniques. Our agents in had a hell of a time trying to track those two, usually having to rely on snitches. They're working that angle right now."

"What's the other thing you wanted to report?"

"Well, this is just kind of frosting on the cake. When the trash we picked up in Costa Rica was examined, several Turkish cigarette butts were found. Abdul is known to smoke those brands of cigarettes."

“You’ve pretty well got me convinced Salvius is behind this.  The question is, what are they planning?  You’ve done a good job Stan.  I’m going to take your results and present them to the brass.  Maybe they’ll get the FBI involved.  Thanks for the update.”  

––––––––
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FBI Counter-Terrorist Branch, Denver, Colorado

May 2, 8:30 am

"All right everyone, listen up!" Director of Operations Jasper Owens exclaimed, as he addressed an audience of a half-dozen agents. "We just got an urgent request from our cohorts at Langley that they've identified two suspected perps who may have assassinated the US Ambassador to Costa Rica, and they may be in this country. They've sent us photos and a background summary on them. CIA's not positive that they're in the US, but it's highly likely. They've sent out an alert to all their worldwide offices as well.

If they are in the US, they probably entered several days ago. I think we should initially focus on domestic airports and departing international flights only. Maybe we can catch them on their way out. We're going to be stretched very thin, so it'll be pure luck if we spot any of them, but we'll sure as hell try. Although you'll get the message when you study their sheets, I’ll point out to you now that these are the creme de la crème of terrorists. They're highly trained, experienced, and worst of all, they were educated right here in the US. Any questions?"

"If we are lucky enough to spot them," Connie Friedman, first year rookie, asked hesitantly, "should we apprehend them, or keep them under surveillance?"

Jasper rubbed his chin thoughtfully before replying. An Afro-American, he had joined the bureau twenty-five years previously, having been one of the minority recruits approved by the administration. "A good question, Connie. If both are together, I think we should grab them. Perhaps we can convince one to rat on the other. If they're not together, we'll tail the one we've spotted and hope he'll lead us to the other." 

Connie, the most recent addition to the team, was slightly embarrassed by the brief praise. She had only been assigned to this unit one week ago, having just completed her training at the FBI's school in Quantico. Undecided about which area of specialty she wanted to focus on when joining the FBI, it was during her training program that she had spotted a notice posted on the school's bulletin board one day. The bureau announced it was expanding the department charged with thwarting potential terrorist activity. The variety of disciplines involved in counter-terrorism training appealed to her wide ranging interests—she had signed up immediately.

––––––––
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Residence of Rafael Juan Ferrer, San Jose, Costa Rica

May 3, 12:30 pm.

"You must stop this agony," his wife Maria sobbed. Dabbing her slightly plump, middle-aged face with a lace trimmed handkerchief, she tried to compose herself. "I can't stand to see you like this. It has been almost two weeks since the funeral, and you're still just as agitated as you were then."

They were seated in the small informal dining room, with its rear view through the large French windows of the manicured gardens and marble swimming pool. Having just ended their noon meal in silence, Maria had decided to bring the issue to a head.

"I can't help it," Rafael replied. A short, slightly built man, his fifty-five year old thin face could not hide the strain. "That boy was the family's future. What good is all our wealth if there is no one left to carry on?"

"Perhaps Esmeralda will have a child. Wouldn't a grandson fill the void?"

"It would not be the same. He would have a different surname, and what the hell, Essie isn't even married."

Drying her eyes, Maria said, "She will settle down one of these days. I've noticed some maturity in her thinking recently."

"I'm too angry right now to worry about her deviant activities. I've decided that the only way I’ll find peace is if Miguel's murderer is brought to justice."

“But the police are already working on that," she said incredulously.

Rafael loudly replied "My sources tell me that they have abandoned their investigation to the Americans, who are most likely only interested in the loss of their ambassador. Our son will be forgotten by both sides. I swear, I will not rest until I have had my revenge on whoever committed this....this  crime against me and my ancestors. I'm going to my office to think."
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CHAPTER 3
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Yosemite National Park, California

May 3, 9:30 am

“When the great naturalist, John Muir, surveyed this area in the mid-1800's," the park ranger droned out, "he called it the ‘Incomparable Valley’. As you will see, it's all of that." The four of them stood silently in awe, scanning the scene before them. As they had done before, Ali, Abdul, Um, and now, Sherifa Musen, had all arrived by different routes and were all using forged documents with American names. The three men had altered their facial appearances to look more American, i.e., mustaches were removed or trimmed down, and Abdul had dyed his hair to dark gray. The three men, dressed in casual clothes, looked like yuppie tourists. Sharifa wore a simple long-sleeved white shirt and bluejeans. 

After arriving at their respective motels the day before, they had communicated by telephone and agreed to meet on the first park tour the next morning. Mixed in with the other tourists from all over the world, they were completely inconspicuous.

"Please, everyone, get on the tram and we will begin our tour of some of the world's most beautiful sights" the ranger spouted.

As the tram slowly rolled along, the ranger's comments blared over the PA system, "Notice on the right how Bridalveil Falls plunges some sixhundred feet to....  The three-thousand foot granite monolith on the left is called El Capitan, named after ..........Glacier Point, up ahead on the right,was at one time.....  Coming up on the left is Yosemite Falls, whichcascades down over twenty-four hundred feet in a series of.....  That five-thousand foot high dome on the right, that looks like it was struck by a hatchet, is Half Dome. It.............”

When the tour was over, the four went their separate ways, but by prearrangement, had decided to meet later that evening in Ali's motel room. 

While he waited in his room for the others to arrive, Ali thought about recent events. The President had agreed that their plan should be flexible, to allow for whatever time would be required for success. Consequently, it was decided that a small team would go to the US, survey the target destinations to determine the feasibility of disabling them, then return home for further discussions. The President had, however, been adamant about them including professor Musen on their team—"Even though she is a woman," he had said, "her knowledge should be useful to the mission." Ali had some difficulty in accepting this in that women were historically confined to two main functions, child rearing and housekeeping. Furthermore, he didn't need reminders of his own personal tragedy. His thoughts were interrupted by a knock on the door.

"Abdul," Ali said, "come on in. What did you think of the tour today?"

"It looks a lot different than it did on paper. Those granite mountains are awesome. How could we ever, short of using atomic weapons or deploying a massive assault, hope to demolish them?"

"I don't know, but let's not get too negative yet. Perhaps the professor can suggest something." 

There was a knock on the door. Um and Sherifa had arrived at the same time, and after selecting seats, Um appeared disappointed when she didn't sit next to him on the davenport.

"Let’s go around the room and get everyone's opinion," Ali began. "Abdul and I were just discussing the formidable obstacles we saw today, and it's not clear to us how we should proceed. Um, what was your impression?”

"I have to agree. We would have to move an army in here, clearly something we can't do."

Fidgeting slightly, Ali looked at Sharifa, "Professor, what do you have to say?"

As most of the men stared at her, the attractive narrow-faced woman, her shoulder-length black hair neatly gathered to the side with a silver barrette, slowly scanned the three men. She was dressed in matching khaki blouse and slacks, her intention being to look less feminine for this group encounter. She wasn't surprised at the intent stares of Ali and Um, but she noticed that Abdul never held eye contact. "I know you are all uncomfortable with a woman on this team. You may even think it’s unnatural for a woman to be a professor, but many things have changed since the President came to power. I would appreciate it if you stopped calling me professor and used my new name, even though it’s an American one now.”

Ali spoke up, “Profess...uh, Sharifa, we are just somewhat uncomfortable.  But please be patient.  We will get used to each other.  Now, please tell us what you can about Yosemite.”

"From the comments I heard earlier, you are right. It will be difficult to paralyze this place. But not impossible. First, let me explain a little about the geology of this region. Before we left home, I was able to examine some books on Yosemite. That is one of the advantages we have in this country—the Americans have analyzed and mapped every square inch, and then they publish all kinds of books and documents to gain recognition and make money. The steep granite walls and water falls you saw today were created millions of years ago. At first, there were volcanoes and colliding land masses which caused mountain formations. This was followed by the glacial age, where most of North America was covered by ice and snow. It was the melting and receding of the glaciers which caused the formation of the valley as seen today. If you...... 

"Excuse me Sharifa'," Um interrupted, "but why is there so much granite here, and isn't it also a very hard, dense material?"

"There's granite all over the world. It was just an accident that it was so concentrated and exposed in this region. And you're right, granite is a dense material, although it is not as uniform as it appears from a distance. In fact, on our tour today, I used binoculars to examine El Capitan and Half Dome closely. As I expected, there are many visible cracks and crevasses."

"What do you suggest we accomplish during the rest of our stay here? Ali asked.

"I suggest, that in the next few days, we explore the areas behind and on top of the main domes and monoliths. If my expectations are correct, we should find deep fissures resulting from ancient ground settling, earth quakes, and weathering."

"If we're going to do all that work," Abdul said plaintively, "shouldn't we keep some kind of records?"

"Yes, of course," Sharifa replied, with some indignity. "I've done some studying of the latest in navigational and surveying equipment. By using a Global Positioning Satellite receiver, which ironically uses satellites put up by the Americans, we can accurately determine our exact position within a few feet."

"Yes," Ali interrupted, slightly annoyed, "we are all familiar with their use. Please go on."

"Well, using the GPS receivers, we can accurately measure the fissure locations for later study and use. We can also use handheld laser distance-measuring guns to determine the approximate depths of these crevasses. Now, I'm not familiar with the use of explosives, but it is my theory, that by lowering sufficient explosive material deep into these cracks, we can nudge the granite masses just enough to cause them to tumble down to the valley floor by their own weight. The resulting millions of tons of rubble would be virtually impossible to remove, and even if that were done, there would be nothing beautiful to see any more. The main park features would be destroyed forever."

"All right everyone," Ali again interrupted. "I think Sharifa has a good plan. Tomorrow, we will purchase the necessary equipment and camping gear. Let's discuss each of your assignments."

When the meeting broke up, Um eagerly escorted Sharifa out to her car. Abdul had hung back. “Ali," he said excitedly, "how can we trust a woman's judgment? You know women are not capable of... of clear thinking."

Ali regarded Abdul for a moment. He had heard the rumors that Abdul was a homosexual, but his record indicated he was also an accomplished soldier. "Be patient," Ali admonished, "she is highly educated, and besides, do you want to be the one to tell the President that we don't want her?"

"Well, I don't like it," Abdul sputtered.

"Just do what you're supposed to and don't worry about her. If she's incompetent, we'll know it soon enough. Good night."

––––––––
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The next day, in their rented van, they drove east on Glacier Point Road, a twisting ribbon of black asphalt about three miles south of Yosemite valley. After arriving at the Bridalveil campground, Sharifa, standing near the van stretching her arms, said, "I would suggest that today we hike to the Dewey Point area, which is about five miles from here. From there, we should be able to determine if we can get data on the landscape around Bridalveil Falls. That falls is kind of the opening scene for park visitors and should definitely be destroyed."

"Since we'll be coming back here to camp overnight," Ali spoke up, "we won't have to lug the sleeping bags and tents with us. Besides the measuring equipment, cameras, and helmet two-way radios, we'll bring along some of the rock climbing gear."

"I'll also bring the spotting scope," Um said, "in case we can't get close enough to some key areas."

"Good idea," Sharifa replied, "I think once we get there, we'll find it will be very rough country to walk through."

"Sharifa', why don't you lead the way since you have a better idea of what we're looking for," Ali said, with a smirk. "Since you've not had the

physical conditioning the rest of us have, it'll also keep you from falling behind."

"OK," Sharifa replied in a scornful tone, thinking, it also lets you think you're the male superiors, you chauvinist bastards.

The first few hundred yards were quite pleasant, passing through verdant meadows and hills covered with an abundance of wild-flowers. As they progressed in a generally northwesterly direction, they intersected another trail which, Sharifa pointed out, was called the Pohono. It originated down on the valley floor and was popular with day-hiking tourists. They then began a gradual ascent, moving through a mixture of pine, oak, and manzanita. The cool mountain air exuded a pine odor which was almost intoxicating. The last three hundred feet were a grueling steep climb, culminating at the top of Dewey Point.

Tired and sweaty, Sharifa stood tall as the others came up on the ledge. Her body was crying for her to sit down, but she would be damned if she would show weakness in their eyes. After the others slowly trudged to the top and found nearby rocks to sit on, she finally lowered herself.

"What a sight," Um gasped between gulps of air.

"That is Cathedral Rocks on the left," Sharifa pointed out, "and over there to the right is Cathedral Spires. Bridalveil Falls is to the left of them. Unfortunately, my map was not detailed enough to show that deep gorge you see below us. We're going to have to cross that to get to them."

"This is why I decided we must buy two of each of the instruments," Ali said, after taking a swig of water from his canteen. "If we are to collect data on each of those formations, and get back to camp before dark, we'll have to split up into two teams. Um, you and Abdul take the formation on the right. Sharifa and I will take the one on the left. Keep your radios set to receive on channel one. That way we can all stay in contact. Now, we better get going."

"What a slave driver," Abdul mumbled as he walked away. "I didn't even have time for a cigarette."

"You're always complaining," Um replied.

While Ali and Sherifa proceeded further along the trail to a lower elevation, Um and Abdul backtracked down the trail they had just come from. Ali and Sherifa were about to start down into the gorge, when Ali said, "I think it would be better now if I led the way. I've had quite a lot of experience in rock and mountain climbing which should help in picking a workable path."

"That's fine with me," Sharifa replied timidly, for she could see that there were steep and craggy stone formations they had to cross.  Many times in rock or mountain climbing, descending is more difficult than ascending. This is because you can't always see what lies below, and downward momentum can carry you further than desired. As they got near the bottom of the gorge, Ali suddenly stopped and laid down on his stomach so he could peer over the edge of a steep precipice.
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