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PROLOGUE



Early summer


The city of Dera Ismail Khan


Khyber-Pakhtunkhwa province, Pakistan


You’re here, aren’t you, to tell us everything we do wrong?”


Prison Superintendent Shaukat Abbas posed his words as a question but the irritated tone of his voice made it clear they were an accusation. Abbas leaned back in a shabby office chair behind a worn, gunmetal-gray desk inside the drab, institutional walls of the warden’s office at the provincial prison and lit a Morven Gold cigarette. He did not offer one to the guest seated before him.


Christopher King was not offended. An avid jogger, King didn’t smoke. He considered it a nasty, dangerous habit and tended to worry about damage from secondhand smoke. Abbas noticed King fidget and began amusing himself by blowing a series of perfectly formed smoke rings toward his visitor. King already wasn’t feeling well, having recently contracted a bout of bacterial diarrhea while touring the prison in Bannu, a town north of Dera Ismail Khan that bordered the so-called lawless area of Pakistan. The strong smell of tobacco mixed with the stench of human sweat and unrecognizable odors that seemed to ooze from the walls of the ancient prison did little to calm his churning stomach or improve his darkening mood.


“Tell me again about this organization of yours,” Abbas said.


King had already gone through his spiel, but he robotically repeated the explanation that he had told to every superintendent whose jail or prison he had visited in Pakistan during the past two weeks.


“The International Equal Justice Project is a nongovernmental, nonpolitical, nonprofit, international organization that monitors living conditions in jails and prisons worldwide. We were invited to Pakistan by your nation’s new internal security director.”


“I’m correct, then,” Abbas hissed, flashing a smug half grin that revealed crooked and cigarette-stained teeth. “You’ve come here to tell me everything I’m doing wrong.”


Abbas was correct, but King was not about to admit it. If he did, Abbas might turn him away without letting him inspect the compound. “I’ve come to observe what you are doing correctly and also suggest possible ways to do things better.”


“I thought you said your group was nonpolitical,” Abbas replied dryly. “Yet you’ve given me a very cagey political answer.”


King thought to himself, This superintendent is not as stupid as he looks.


For a moment, the two men exchanged forced smiles. King was rail thin, tall, and in his early thirties. His shaggy blondish-brown hair needed a trim. He wore a light-blue short-sleeved shirt, black denim jeans, and black loafers. Abbas was in his late fifties, rotund, bald. A thick black moustache served as a bridge between his hound-like jowls. He wore a uniform: khaki pants with a dark green shirt. A Pakistani governmental seal was embroidered on his shirt pocket, topped with a brass nametag.


They were seated in a sweltering office on the second floor of the prison’s administration building. It was as if the room had trapped the afternoon heat when temperatures outside had peaked at 107 degrees. A single window air-conditioning unit rattled as it spewed out air only a few degrees cooler. King, who’d arrived in Pakistan six weeks earlier from his group’s headquarters in Helsinki, was still trying to adjust to the heat. Tiny beads of perspiration dotted his forehead. Abbas seemed completely unaffected by the temperature.


With his stomach rumbling, King wondered if he had made a mistake leaving his cushy job in Helsinki for fieldwork, which had sounded exciting when he’d volunteered but was proving to be both difficult and unpleasant. The International Equal Justice Project had sent him to Pakistan after receiving hundreds of complaints from prisoners and their families alleging abuse. So far, King’s personal observations had confirmed those claims. Corruption, torture, sexual abuse, and diseases were the norm. There was no pretense of safeguarding even the most basic human rights. The seriousness of a prisoner’s crime seemed insignificant. What did matter was money. If a prisoner had it, he could survive and even live well behind bars. Those who didn’t faced physical abuse and starvation. Guards routinely demanded bribes—either money or sex—from visitors. Even after someone made it past the guards into a facility, if they brought food or some creature comfort to a prisoner, that inmate would have to fight for it. King had seen as many as fifty men in a group cell surge toward the bars with outstretched hands like a swarm of flesh-eating piranha whenever a visitor appeared. Weaker prisoners were immediately stripped of any items handed them while guards watched amused, sometimes placing bets on who would end up with goods shoved through the bars. King suspected his tour at Superintendent Abbas’s prison would not be any different from the others, with one exception: This facility was reputed to be the most secure in the region, having originally been built by the British during the colonial period. From the outside, it looked impenetrable.


The prison was surrounded by fifteen-foot-high mud-brick walls topped with razor wire and shards of broken glass. Its main entrance was a thick steel door, only large enough for one person to enter at a time. On either side stood an armed guard. The prison’s two-story administration building had been built just inside that doorway. Beyond it were five buildings that resembled army barracks, each holding three hundred men in six large group cells. Guards paid more attention to separating prisoners based on their religious beliefs than on whether they were first-timers or hardened criminals.


Because this was the region’s most secure prison, it was where captured radical Islamists were kept. King was especially keen on observing if they were being treated differently from other prisoners. His organization classified them as political prisoners.


Before he could begin his tour, however, he needed to get by Superintendent Abbas.


“If you come into a man’s house, especially to cast stones,” Abbas said, “you should bring him a gift or token of your appreciation.”


So this was why Abbas was stalling. He expected a bribe. King couldn’t believe the gall. Part of his task was to identify corrupt superintendents, and Abbas was so corrupt he didn’t seem to understand that his thinly veiled demand was against the law. Either that or he simply didn’t care.


Glancing to his right, King noticed an eight-by-ten-inch color photograph hanging on the office wall. It showed Abbas arm in arm with several men wearing numbered athletic jerseys. Nodding to the picture, King asked, “You play football?”


Abbas followed King’s glance to the snapshot. “No. Kabaddi. Do you know the game?”


“Anything like rugby?” King asked.


The chair underneath Abbas squeaked as he leaned forward to smash out his cigarette in an already butt-filled black plastic ashtray on his desk.


“You’re an American, aren’t you?” he asked.


“Canadian, actually, but I get mistaken for an American all the time.”


“Let me ask you this, Mr. Canadian: How do you expect to tell me how I should manage a Pakistani prison when you don’t even know about kabaddi?”


Without waiting for an answer, Abbas barked an order into his desk phone and then told his guest, “One of my wardens will give you a tour now.”


King was about to thank Abbas when the wall behind the superintendent exploded. Chunks of mud bricks and plaster flew toward the Canadian, who was blown off his chair by the blast. King flew backward into the wall behind him, slamming into it hard before falling face-first onto the dirty tile floor. Struggling to remain conscious, he felt a jarring pain in his thigh and saw bone poking through his right pant leg. The ringing in his ears temporarily deafened him. Obviously, someone had detonated a bomb outside the building.


Superintendent Abbas had fared worse than King. The Pakistani was buried under rubble and wasn’t moving. King crawled toward him and pushed two chunks of fallen wall off the prison official’s body. Abbas was dead. There was an opening where the back wall had been. King pulled himself to the gap so he could see into the prison yard.


The explosion had blown a hole in the prison’s outer wall that men armed with AK-47 rifles and rocket-propelled grenade launchers were now scrambling through. The gap was so large that several of the attackers were able to ride motorcycles through it. One drove the bike while the second rider fired his weapon. The intruders quickly killed the guards standing watch in the prison’s corner towers. They were the only employees who had guns. The prison officials inside the cellblocks were armed only with clubs—a precaution meant to keep prisoners from obtaining firearms if they rioted and overpowered guards. The cell-house guards quickly realized they were no match for the intruders. They tossed down their clubs and dropped to their knees, voluntarily locking their fingers together behind their heads in hopeful submission. Within minutes, prisoners were being freed from their cells and escaping into the prison yard.


By now, King’s hearing was returning, and he spotted a slender black man with a megaphone in the prison yard calling names. The prisoners he was summoning were gathering around him in the yard.


King heard voices outside the superintendent’s office and realized the intruders were about to enter the room. He thought about crawling to Abbas’s corpse to retrieve the pistol strapped to his belt but quickly rejected that idea.


It would be impossible for him to shoot his way out of the prison, especially with a compound fracture. If the attackers saw him armed, they would shoot first. King’s best chance of surviving was to surrender and seek mercy. After all, he wasn’t a prison official. He was a guest, a foreigner, someone who had come to Pakistan to help its people.


King removed his shirt and formed a tourniquet above the break in his right leg. A part of him simply wished he could play dead and let whatever was going to unfold happen.


Someone kicked on the office’s door, which was blocked by rubble. Another strong kick opened the door wide enough for the barrel of an AK-47 to poke through it. A man’s voice yelled in Urdu, Pakistan’s most common language.


“Foreigner!” King hollered back in English. “No guns!”


The owner of the AK-47 peeked through the crack. King raised both hands.


The gunman yelled again.


“I don’t understand,” King replied. “Canadian.”


With a final shove, the door opened wide enough for the gunman to enter. Two more fighters followed him. All were dressed in police uniforms—the same khaki pants with dark green shirts that Superintendent Abbas was wearing, although King doubted any of the men were actual guards.


The first intruder jerked the barrel of his rifle up and down, which King took as a signal for him to stand. King lowered his hands from above his head and pressed both palms against the floor, trying to lift himself, but he couldn’t. One of the other attackers shouldered his rifle and grabbed King by his right arm, pulling him up onto his good left leg. The third gunman quickly frisked King. Satisfied, he took King’s left arm and the two of them half-carried King from the office down into the prison yard.


It was well after seven o’clock by now and the afternoon sun had set. There were no lights—a sign the attackers had destroyed the prison’s generators. The motorcycle riders had formed a circle and were using their bikes’ headlights to illuminate their leader. He was still using his megaphone to call prisoners’ names.


King was carried into the circle and dumped at the leader’s feet. Another man was already kneeling there. Apparently he was a prisoner, because he was not dressed like a guard.


The leader handed his megaphone to an underling and took a long knife from one of his men. Stepping forward, he raised it above his head and yelled something about Allah. He then swung it hard against the kneeling man’s neck, partially decapitating him. After the man’s body struck the ground, several more chops severed his head completely.


King vomited.


Before arriving in Pakistan, King had read that Taliban fighters were carrying out raids to free radical Islamists from jails and prisons. During some of those attacks the Taliban had executed Shia Muslims by publicly beheading them. He could feel his body shaking. It wasn’t shock. It was fear. King was keenly aware of how ISIS had beheaded an aid worker and foreign journalists. No one was safe from the radicals’ brutality.


King had been dropped face-first onto the ground. He tried to push himself up, but he couldn’t. Instead, he rolled onto his back as the knife-wielding leader stepped toward him. King immediately lowered his eyes, thinking it was best not to challenge the attacker by staring at his face.


The leader was dressed in a shalwar kameez—a traditional Pakistani outfit composed of a long shirt that could reach to the knees over pants sewn from the same material. Even so, King suspected the figure now towering above him was not a Pakistani. He looked as if he was from Africa, and the cadence of his voice didn’t match what King had become accustomed to hearing since his arrival.


“Canadian,” King said. “N-G-O. International Equal Justice Project. Prison inspection. Not military. Not fighter. Observer. Pacifist. Not a soldier. An attorney. A lawyer. Not a soldier.”


“A lawyer?” the man repeated in English and then chuckled loudly. He began addressing those around him in Farsi. He spoke slowly, as if Farsi was not his first language, and because he was speaking slowly, King was able to understand several key words. Injured, prisoner, ransom.


King was going from someone who inspected prisons to being a prisoner himself. The two men who had brought him down into the courtyard stepped forward and lifted him onto his left leg while the leader started to walk away.


“You’re not a Pakistani!” King blurted out. “And you’re not an Arab.”


His words seemed to come from his mouth on their own, surprising even him.


The leader spun around and stared at King’s face.


For reasons that he could not explain, King said, “My God, you’re an American.”


The man handed his knife to a subordinate and returned to where King was now standing, stopping inches from the terrified captive’s face.


“What makes you think I’m American?” he demanded.


“Something about your voice. The way you carry yourself.”


The man drew a pistol from his belt and pressed it under King’s chin.


“You are very insightful,” the leader said. “Too much so for your own good.”


He squeezed the trigger, sending a round through King’s brain and out his skull into the evening sky.


The two men holding King released their grips and the Canadian aid worker fell lifeless onto the ground.


“You were wrong,” the man said, looking down at King’s corpse. “I was an American.”
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THE CURTAIN RISES




You have attributed conditions to villainy that simply result from stupidity.


—Robert A. Heinlein, Logic of Empire


















CHAPTER ONE



Counterterrorism Center


Central Intelligence Agency


Langley, Virginia


Gunter Conner was not used to seeing fresh fruit, doughnuts, silverware, and plates when he arrived at the regular Monday-morning briefing inside the CIA’s Counterterrorism Center. Employees usually sauntered in carrying their own snacks. Today was different because Payton Grainger, the CIA’s director, was expected. As a rule, the director never attended mundane meetings, especially at this low step on the bureaucratic ladder, but Grainger had recently launched an effort to revitalize poor morale inside the agency by mingling with the rank and file. Conner correctly assumed that Charles Casterline, who ran the Monday briefings, had ordered the refreshments. Casterline was the ultimate schmoozer. In a bureaucracy that loved acronyms, Casterline was the chief of the OA (Office of Operations and Analysis) at the CTC (Counterterrorism Center) inside the NCS (National Clandestine Service), the covert branch of the CIA.


Conner went directly for the coffee, taking it black. His head was splitting. Reaching into his pocket, he palmed a Xanax, discreetly raising it to his lips. It was his substitute treatment for anxiety when mind-numbing alcohol wasn’t available. He slumped into a seat along the conference room wall.


“I’d like to start by welcoming Director Grainger,” Casterline said, rising from a conference table in the center of the room where all of his managers and other brass were seated.


Conner tuned him out. His eyes wandered and he noticed several of his younger colleagues along the wall were fidgeting in their chairs, trying to juggle a fruit plate and plastic fork on their knees while holding a hot cup of coffee. A few were licking white powdered sugar from their fingers. It was only when Casterline was nearing the end of his briefing that Conner reconnected.


“Oh, we’ve had a report of a prison in Dera Ismail Khan being overrun by Taliban fighters,” Casterline explained as if this news was an afterthought. “Some eight hundred prisoners escaped, including a few dozen militant jihadists.”


When no one at the conference table reacted, Conner interrupted. “Excuse me.”


Washington bureaucracies follow certain protocols, some written and others not, and one of them inside the CIA was that employees who were sitting along the conference room wall had the status of children in the early 1800s. They could be seen but not heard unless called upon.


An irritated look washed across Casterline’s face, while Director Grainger gazed over his reading half-glasses much like a proctor monitoring a final exam.


“That prison break is the eleventh escape during the past two months in the region,” Conner volunteered.


“And your point is what?” Casterline asked curtly.


“It’s part of a pattern.”


“We’ve been through this before,” Casterline replied in a clearly exasperated voice. “This prison break and other escapes in the region are happening because they are allowed to happen. Either guards are bribed or they don’t know squat about security.”


“I disagree,” Conner replied.


“Well, you’re wrong,” Casterline retorted, his irritation turning to an only slightly veiled anger. “The last time you brought this up,” Casterline continued, “I told you to write down your theory in a paper for peer review, or to be more precise, the last time you announced that all of us have been dealing with terrorists in a profoundly wrong manner, I had you explain why in writing.”


Removing his reading glasses, Director Grainger said, “This is the first time I’ve heard any of this.”


“That’s because no one in the CTC or NCS accepts Mr. Conner’s thesis,” Casterline said.


“Just because you and my peers don’t agree doesn’t mean I am wrong,” Conner replied. “It simply means none of you has figured it out yet.”


Casterline’s eyes narrowed at the insult, but before he could respond Conner added, “Any analysis which starts out with a geographic focus on radical Islamists is by definition profoundly wrong. As I explained in my paper, radical Islamism is not a geographic issue even though we keep trying to resolve it through geographical solutions.”


“This is not the time to have this discussion,” Casterline snapped.


Grainger, however, was intrigued. “You’ve just insulted your direct supervisor and, actually, everyone in the CIA’s top management, including me, as well as your peers, by telling us we’re fighting our nation’s war on terror incorrectly.”


“With all due respect, I was simply pointing out the obvious,” Conner answered.


Now Grainger joined the others in frowning as Conner continued. “We went after Al-Qaeda and killed Osama bin Laden. We celebrated, but then the Taliban reemerged. We went after it and then came ISIS and tomorrow it will be some other radical group. Hezbollah, the Muslim Brotherhood, Boko Haram, the Army of Islam. We’ll hunt and kill the leaders without ever ripping out the roots. We need to begin fighting these radical Islamists as if they were a virus, rather than waging war on regional factions.”


“A virus?” Grainger asked.


“We’re looking at Islamic terrorism through traditional military and diplomatic eyes, when we should be looking at it as if we were epidemiologists facing a worldwide epidemic. We need to view Islamic terrorism much like the Ebola outbreak in Africa several years ago.”


“Seriously?” Casterline said in a voice laced with sarcasm. “Did I just hear you lump Ebola and terrorism together?”


“If our military approach is too myopic for you,” Grainger said, “tell me what your epidemiologic approach would be.”


“We should do what every scientist does when a virus first appears,” Conner replied. “Identify the threat—how many new cases are appearing and how rapidly they are spreading. Then move into an analytical phase. Are there discernible patterns in why and how this disease spreads? Finally, we need to develop intervention strategies to isolate and eradicate the disease, not try to manage it. We need to recognize that we will never win an ongoing campaign against terrorism by fighting a war against each separate group. We should be fighting a radical Islamic epidemic.”


“There are currently more than a hundred identifiable terrorist groups in the world,” Casterline said, challenging him. “Each has its own agenda. Each has its own leader. These prison breaks, for example. We have been told the Taliban was responsible for the Pakistan attack. In Yemen, the jailbreak was led by Al-Qaeda. In Nigeria, it was Boko Haram. In Afghanistan, it was the Followers of Allah. There is absolutely no evidence that these divergent groups communicated between themselves or that these breaks were coordinated. The only thing that unites these factions is their hatred of our country. If they didn’t hate us, they would be killing each other. So looking at the whole, rather than the parts, accomplishes nothing useful.”


Conner shook his head in disagreement. “I believe these prison attacks are being coordinated, but even if they aren’t, you are missing my points, and your inability to understand and accept them is why our current approach is failing. First, we must recognize that radical Islamism is our enemy; it is the virus that gives birth to these divergent groups. If we want to eradicate it, we must first understand why radical Islamism is flourishing. Islam is hardly a new religion. Why are the numbers of radical Islamists rising, even in our own country? My second point is directly related to the first. Since radical Islamism is the common ideology of all these terrorist groups, that means they can be united. Just because we refuse to look at the bigger picture, doesn’t mean our enemies are blind. Which brings me to my third point. I believe there is a new Osama bin Laden–like figure currently consolidating power among radical jihadists and yes, we need to identify and stop him before he unifies Islamic terrorists.”


“So there’s a Super-Osama lurking in the shadows,” Casterline said mockingly, “an Islamic boogeyman breaking terrorists out of prisons and forming a coalition of extremists—is that what you’re telling us?”


Several of Casterline’s fellow managers at the table chuckled. Buoyed by their laughter, Casterline continued, “Tell me, Mr. Conner. If there were a dozen prison breaks in the U.S., would you conclude that a mastermind drug dealer was behind those escapes simply because the inmates who were freed were convicted drug dealers? Or would you conclude that convicted drug dealers escaped because more than half of all inmates in federal prisons are there on drug charges? You’re connecting imaginary dots that only you can see. There is no rising Super–Osama bin Laden in the shadows, no modern-day jihadist messiah about to crush us through unification.”


Director Grainger had heard enough. Returning his reading glasses to his nose, he glanced at the next item on the agenda and said, “Until you have evidence that backs up your theories, Mr. Conner, they’re nothing but theories and, as entertaining as they may be, our agency acts on facts, not speculation. Let’s move on.”


When the briefing ended ten minutes later, everyone stood while Grainger shook hands and exited. Casterline glared at Conner and barked, “In my office. Now!”


As soon as they were alone, Casterline let loose with a profanity-laced reprimand that ended with him saying, “If I could, I’d fire you.”


“I felt an obligation to speak.”


“Why?” Casterline asked rhetorically. “Because you didn’t say anything new this morning. You and I both know our exchange was window dressing. It might have been the first time Director Grainger heard it, but you’ve been trying to sell that prattle about a Super–Osama bin Laden for the past three years, and no one here is buying it.”


Conner kept still. The quicker he took his licks, the quicker he could leave.


“Listen,” Casterline said. “You and I both know why you’re obsessed with your theories. Everyone in the agency is aware of what happened to you and your family in Cairo and everyone regrets that, but you can’t let a personal tragedy that happened three years ago skewer your professional judgment. And after three years, all of us are ready to move on.”


Conner felt his face becoming flush. “What happened to my family is why I know my so-called obsession is true.”


In a voice that was now more exasperated than angry, Casterline replied, “Conner, you were once a good operative, but ever since Cairo you’ve alienated every one of your coworkers with your conspiracy theories and combativeness. What makes you think you’re the only person in this agency who knows what he’s doing? What makes you think you’re so much smarter than all the rest of us?”


“Being the smartest in the CTC may not be as huge of a challenge as you suggest,” Conner replied.


The blue veins in Casterline’s neck looked as if they might pop. “Get the hell out of my office.”


Conner’s anxiety was worse when he reached his desk. Opening a drawer, he removed a bottle of Xanax and swallowed another pill without bothering with water. He glanced at a metal bookshelf next to his desk. The bottom two shelves were crammed with red, blue, and black note binders that held unclassified studies that Conner had once felt were significant but now couldn’t recall why. The third and top shelves held a half-dozen autobiographies that Conner had felt obligated to buy because they had been written by former colleagues but hadn’t bothered to read. Next to them were books that he had read: the Historical Dictionary of Terrorism by Sean Anderson and Stephen Sloan; Inside the Criminal Mind by Stanton E. Samenow; Washington Station by Yuri B. Shvets; The World Almanac of Islamism edited by Ilan Berman and Jeff M. Smith.


Tucked on the top shelf near its left corner was a worn copy of a more sentimental book, a novel that Conner had discovered at age thirteen. He had carried it with him to undergraduate school at Rutgers University, where he’d majored in mathematics because nothing else seemed challenging; to graduate school at American University, where he’d earned an advanced degree in public anthropology; and eventually to his Langley office.


Conner rolled his desk chair over to the bookcase, its wheels squeaking on the tile floor. The racket was a reminder of how he’d let his physical appearance slip. He often forgot to shave. He often wore the same suit. He often forgot to shower. A diet of fast food had pushed his weight to 250 pounds and given him a watermelon-shaped belly that hung unattractively over his belt on his six-foot frame.


Conner plucked his copy of W. Somerset Maugham’s Of Human Bondage from the shelf. It didn’t take him long to find the passage that he was seeking.




Suddenly the answer occurred to him: he chuckled: now that he had it, it was like one of the puzzles which you worry over till you are shown the solution and then cannot imagine how it could ever have escaped you. The answer was obvious.





The answer was obvious, so why didn’t anyone else see it?


Conner continued reading. It was as if the book were an old friend offering him solace. Like the novel’s protagonist, Conner had been trying to decide if there was a meaning to life when he first came across Maugham’s classic as a teen in his father’s library. By the time he’d read it, he’d reached the same conclusion as the central character. There was no meaning, no master plan, no choreographed destiny designed by an omnipotent being who rewarded those who worshipped him and condemned those who didn’t. There was no god. The good and bad in life were caused by great and evil men, not a supernatural being.


Conner replaced the volume on its shelf and wheeled back to his desk. Being an atheist had been easier when he’d not lost what he treasured most in life.


He stared at a framed photograph on his desk. The snapshot showed him with his wife, Sara, and their two children, Benjamin and Jennifer. They were standing outside Dulles Airport with packed bags ready to begin what Sara had called “their great Cairo adventure.”


He leaned forward, reaching for the photograph, but his hand began trembling so he pulled it back.


He needed proof and he owed it to himself to find it.















CHAPTER TWO



U.S. Embassy


London Chancery Building


Grosvenor Square, Westminster


London, England


Captain Brooke Grant watched the seconds ticking by on her Luminox F-117 Nighthawk watch while feigning interest in the monotonous chatter coming from the lips of Robert Gumman, the U.S. State Department’s regional security officer (RSO). Unless he stopped talking soon, Brooke would be late for a dinner date. She already was pushing her luck. The restaurant was less than a ten-minute cab ride away, but Friday rush hour could be deadly and she couldn’t keep a general waiting. She’d give Gumman two more minutes before heading to the exit.


As a deputy military defense attaché, Brooke didn’t report to Gumman, nor did she respect him. He was a former Denver police captain who’d gotten his job in the Bureau of Diplomatic Security (DS) by pulling political strings. A Colorado senator happened to be one of Gumman’s former fraternity brothers. Behind his back, everyone called the RSO “Dumbman.”


On most Friday afternoons, Gumman would have been found perched on a bar stool in a Mayfair pub trying to pick up a lonely woman on an early summer vacation. But he’d received a call from a stateside crony who’d warned that the assistant secretary of state for European and Eurasian affairs was going to pay a “surprise” visit to the embassy on Monday. That had prompted this afternoon’s hastily called security briefing.


Brooke checked her watch for a second time and quietly cursed her boss for sending her to Gumman’s briefing. She worked for the Defense Attaché Office (DAO) but she had the least seniority of any attaché stationed in London. The senior attachés conferred with their foreign counterparts and were responsible for warning the U.S. ambassador of “any potential threat against the embassy,” primarily from spies or terrorists. As a deputy attaché, Brooke was stuck monitoring endless meetings and attending mindless diplomatic social gatherings. She was the only female Marine attaché in London, was twenty-nine years old, single, and attractive—attributes that her boss suggested were helpful when it came to establishing relationships with attachés from other countries. But Brooke knew she was being shown off at diplomatic affairs and sidelined from more meaty assignments for another reason besides sexism. Her uncle, General Frank Grant, was chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff and had a well-earned reputation for being overly protective of her. No one in the military wanted to put her in harm’s way or give her a task that she might fail to complete.


A third glance at her watch convinced Brooke she’d had enough. As she rose from her chair, Gumman stopped mid-sentence. “I’m not done yet, Captain.”


“Yes,” she replied. “That’s obvious.”


As she left the room, she couldn’t help but notice envious smiles from those left behind.


Brooke exited the embassy’s entrance and walked quickly across a narrow courtyard to the front gate, where security officers in a glass booth kept track of all comings and goings. The embassy she was leaving was supposed to have been relocated to a more modern one, but endless construction problems, cost overruns, and bureaucratic squabbling had delayed that move. Brooke turned to her right on the crowded sidewalk that edged picturesque Grosvenor Square Garden and headed toward a side street to hail a cab, but as she neared the ten-foot-tall bronze statue of former president Ronald Reagan at the corner of the embassy complex, she nearly collided with a man walking from the opposite direction.


“Oh, I’m sorry,” she exclaimed, stepping to her right, but he didn’t react. He continued toward the embassy’s main entrance. Surprised by his rudeness, she turned to watch him and suddenly sensed that something wasn’t right about the stranger.


At first glance, Brooke assumed the man was homeless. Destitute men often panhandled in the garden park across from the embassy. He certainly looked the part, dressed in dirty khaki pants, unlaced worn sneakers, a wrinkled topcoat over a black hoodie, and large sunglasses. He was also carrying a pair of old-fashioned, hard-sided suitcases with brass clasps and cheap brown plastic handles.


Brooke wasn’t certain what it was about him that seemed out of place, but she felt suspicious enough that she decided to alert a bobby standing less than ten feet away near the Reagan statue. The Metropolitan Police were responsible for security outside the embassy grounds.


“Officer, I think you should talk to that man carrying those suitcases,” she volunteered.


The bobby, who seemed in his fifties, glanced at her Marine Corps uniform and then at the homeless man walking away from them.


“Lots of quirky lads round here, miss,” he replied nonchalantly. “Tourists make easy marks for begging.”


“I don’t think he’s really homeless,” Brooke replied. “And he’s carrying two large suitcases.”


“Who exactly are you?” the policeman asked.


“Why’s that matter?”


“Okay, luv,” he said, shrugging. “I’ll go have a chitchat with him after I finish up here.” The bobby had just finished having his photograph taken with one female tourist, and her friend was waiting for her turn.


“Listen,” Brooke said, lowering her voice. “There could be something in those suitcases.”


“Besides his dirty unmentionables?” The officer smirked. “These homeless bums are always carting their worldly belongings with them either in trash bags or old suitcases.”


In that moment, Brooke recognized what it was that seemed out of place.


“He’s not homeless!” she exclaimed.


Spinning away from the bobby, she broke into a run toward the stranger and the embassy’s front entrance.


Her target was only a few steps away from the security booth when she tackled him from behind, striking him with such force that both suitcases flew forward from his hands, hitting the pavement in front of them.


Two security guards from the embassy’s glass booth rushed outside. The bobby also had chased after her, drawing a truncheon from his belt as he ran.


Brooke was now lying on the man’s back, holding his arms with her outstretched hands to keep them away from his body. As the shock of being tackled passed, he began to move.


“Help!” Brooke shouted. “He’s got a bomb.”


Bystanders, who had paused to watch the ruckus, panicked. Snatching up her toddler, a mother shrieked, “Run!” A man nearby hollered, “Bomb! He’s got a bomb.”


Dropping to his knees, the bobby pressed the man’s neck against the ground with his baton while the embassy security guards helped Brooke pin his arms to the ground.


“You’d better be bloody right!” the policeman snapped.


“There’s wires here,” one of the security guards yelled, nodding at the suspect’s wrists.


A strand of black wire was dangling from each cuff. They’d been attached to the suitcases but had snapped when Brooke tackled the suspect from behind and he’d lost his grip on the heavy cases.


Another bobby hurried over from the park and used his radio to call for backup while more security officers emerged from the embassy.


“Lock the building down,” one of them called over his shoulder. “No one gets in or out. Warn the ambassador.”


By now, there were so many men pinning the suspect to the pavement that Brooke could release her hold. She stood and noticed that she’d torn her sleeve and was bleeding from a nasty scrape she’d gotten when she’d taken down the stranger.


“The bomb squad’s coming,” a bobby said.


The sound of approaching sirens was followed by the arrival of the squad’s commander and six other officers, all wearing heavy padding. “We’ll take over from here,” the commander declared. One took hold of the man’s head, another placed his knee on the prone man’s spine, while the other four each took charge of a leg or arm, keeping the suspect immobilized.


“You folks need to move away now,” the commander said.


Brooke reluctantly retreated but stopped about fifty feet away and watched as the bomb disposal commander cautiously ran his fingers over the man’s outer clothing. “I can feel a vest,” he announced. “Let’s roll him over.”


The suspect started to resist but stopped when an officer pressed a forearm against his throat. “Bloke, we can search you alive or dead. You bloody choose.”


The suspect turned limp and the commander cautiously opened the man’s topcoat, exposing a vest with bricks of plastic explosives duct-taped to it.


“Here it is!” he said when he spotted a detonator. The bomb’s maker hadn’t tried to disguise it, nor was it complicated. Within seconds, the commander had disconnected it, rendering the device harmless.


A Scotland Yard detective stepped in to take charge of the suspect. After removing the man’s sunglasses, the detective photographed the would-be bomber’s face. Within seconds, a facial recognition program linked to Scotland Yard’s computer network had identified him based on his passport, which had been scanned when he arrived at Heathrow Airport.


Askar al-Seema was a Somali American who’d been born in Minneapolis, Minnesota, and had arrived twenty-four hours earlier on a flight that had originated in Somalia. His name had not been on any No Fly lists.


The detective summoned Brooke as his underlings were handcuffing al-Seema and pulling him up on his feet.


“What made you suspicious?” he asked.


Looking into al-Seema’s face, Brooke said, “We bumped into each other on the sidewalk and I sensed something wasn’t right, but it took a few moments for me to figure out why. The first tip-off was his sunglasses. What homeless man can afford Dolce and Gabbanas?”


“He could have stole them,” the detective countered.


“They weren’t the only tip-off.”


Al-Seema’s eyes were filled with contempt as he listened.


“He’s wearing cologne.”


“Cologne?” the detective repeated. He stepped forward and sniffed al-Seema’s neck.


“Why would someone who is homeless and dirty be wearing cologne?” Brooke asked. “Especially Burberry Brit Rhythm for men. It retails for about fifty pounds in London stores for three ounces.”


The detective chuckled and instructed the officers guarding al-Seema to put him in a waiting police van.


“You a cologne expert?” the detective asked.


“Hardly. I recognized the scent because my boyfriend wears the same cologne. I bought him a bottle last week for his birthday.”


“Bloody lucky for us you did. My guess is al-Seema didn’t think about it this morning when he got up. He probably went about his normal routine and that clearly involved splashing on cologne—either that or he wanted to smell good when he met those celestial virgins he’d been promised.” The detective laughed at his own joke, but Brooke wasn’t paying attention. She was texting a note to her dinner date, telling him that she was going to be late.















CHAPTER THREE



Brian Coyle Community Center


Cedar-Riverside neighborhood


Minneapolis, Minnesota


With the rhymes of Somali Canadian rapper K’Naan playing in the background, community activist Nuruddin Ayaanie “Rudy” Adeogo spoke in a fatherly tone to an eleven-year-old boy named Yusuf seated in front of him.


“You must stay away from the gangs,” Adeogo warned.


“They saying, ’cause of my brother, I gots to join ’em,” Yusuf replied.


“I knew your brother. He wouldn’t want this. I remember the night he was murdered. Joining Outlawz will only get you killed too.”


“No, Outlawz gonna protect me. Them blacks in school don’t like us. Whites neither.”


“Not everyone is prejudiced, Yusuf. You need to make friends with boys and girls who aren’t. Stay in school. Go to the mosque and pray. Don’t join a gang.”


Adeogo paused. He wasn’t certain he was convincing. “Yusuf, I know from inside my own family how it feels to lose a brother to a gang.”


“You gots a brother who’s a banger?”


“I had a brother who got caught up in a gang.”


“What he be? Outlawz?”


“It doesn’t matter, Yusuf. It was a terrible thing.”


“He dead?”


“Let’s not talk about my family, let’s talk about you.”


Yusuf rose from the cheap molded plastic chair and retrieved his backpack from the tile floor. “I’ll be trying,” he said.


Adeogo watched him leave the bare-bones conference room. Yusuf was one of a half-dozen Somali teens whom Adeogo met with weekly in a group called Ka Joog, which means “stay away” in Somali.


Life in the city’s Cedar-Riverside neighborhood hadn’t gotten any easier for Somali Americans from when Adeogo had been born there thirty-nine years earlier. His parents had been part of the first wave of Somalis who had fled their native land in the 1970s to avoid a war. Major General Mohamed Siad Barre, the country’s self-proclaimed president for life, had attacked Ethiopia over a border area called the Ogaden region. At first, Barre’s troops had won several decisive battles, but the Soviet Union, which had been supporting him, inexplicably switched sides, sending fifteen thousand Cuban soldiers to fight with the Ethiopians. Barre’s troops had been driven back and Adeogo’s father had fled with hundreds of other Somalis rather than die in Barre’s ego-driven, losing campaign to defeat both the Ethiopians and the Cubans.


His parents had settled in Minnesota because Hubert Humphrey, one of the state’s favorite sons, had visited the African Horn as vice president, becoming the first and only sitting White House official at the time to show any interest in it. Somalis lionized him. With help from Minnesota’s strong contingent of Lutheran churches, Minneapolis had become a beacon of hope for Somali refugees.


In the early 1990s, however, the city’s welcoming attitude began to change because of a tsunami of refugees. They fled Somalia in waves after rebel troops forced President Barre into exile, igniting two decades of civil war as power-hungry warlords wrestled for control of their bleeding country. One in every three Somalis who’d sought political asylum in the United States headed to Minnesota. The majority settled in Cedar-Riverside, a poorer section of Minneapolis that had been a haven for immigrant waves beginning with Scandinavians in the mid-1800s. But while earlier immigrant groups had been assimilated and moved to other parts of the city, Somalis had remained entrenched, turning Cedar-Riverside into an isolated neighborhood of Somali American immigrants in a triangle between highways 35 and 94 on the west side of the Mississippi River. The census put the Somali American population at 100,000, but everyone agreed it was a low estimate.


Adeogo had watched his community decline economically and spiritually over the years. Expectations of living the American dream had been crippled by high unemployment, poverty, and prejudice. Somali clans, the backbone of the Somali family system back home, had mutated into vicious street gangs.


Determined to help his community, Adeogo had first run for public office at the age of eighteen. It had been the first in a series of losses. He’d campaigned for the school board, the city council, even the library commission. When he wasn’t seeking some public office, he was working for the Greater Somali Association, a nonprofit community group. Over the years, politicians had sought his help and he’d faithfully knocked on doors in get-out-the-vote drives. But he’d grown weary of getting others elected, mostly African Americans who claimed all of the seats controlled by minorities. In 2012, Adeogo helped get the city’s election lines redrawn, creating a new ward composed almost exclusively of Somali Americans. Not only had this guaranteed a city council spot for a Somali American, it also had gerrymandered the community inside a single congressional district. The redrawing of lines had set the stage for a Somali American candidate but none had stepped forward until now. Adeogo was seeking election to Minnesota’s Fifth Congressional District seat.


As soon as Yusuf exited, Bess Dixon hurried into the conference room where Adeogo was packing up his briefcase. She was one of the volunteer political advisors helping his cash-poor but enthusiastic campaign and one of the few who knew that Adeogo secretly understood that he didn’t have a chance of actually getting elected.


Despite the gerrymandering, polls showed Adeogo would finish behind the popular incumbent, Representative Clyde Buckner, a ten-term congressman and staunch member of the Minnesota Democratic-Farmer-Labor Party, known as the DFL. (Hubert Humphrey had helped form the DFL in the 1940s by convincing the state’s Democratic Party to merge with the populist Farmer-Labor Party, giving the DFL an edge over their Republican rivals.) If anyone was going to unseat Buckner, it would be his Republican challenger, Buddy Pollard, a former state legislator. Adeogo’s campaign as an independent would capture 5 percent of the popular vote at best, placing him last in a three-candidate race.


None of that mattered to Adeogo, because he hadn’t entered to win. Both of the other candidates supported passage of a federal immigration bill that was unpopular in Cedar-Riverside. Adeogo was hoping to lock in enough support from the Somali American community to broker a deal. He would throw his voting bloc behind whichever candidate would flip-flop on the immigration bill. So far, neither had taken him or his campaign seriously.


“You’ve got to read this!” Dixon exclaimed, holding up the front page of the Minneapolis Gazette like a shield in front of her.


CONGRESSMAN PUTS MOM-IN-LAW ON FEDERAL PAYROLL, the banner headline read.


“Congressman Buckner has been caught paying his elderly mother-in-law a five-figure salary with public funds,” Dixon explained. “He’s got her on his congressional payroll, and she doesn’t even live in Washington. And that’s just the tip of it. His mother-in-law has dementia and is in a locked unit in a Florida retirement home. He’s using her as a ghost employee!”


“How did the newspaper find out?” Adeogo asked, as Dixon lowered the paper to her waist.


“Someone tipped off the Gazette, and its reporters dug into his financial records.”


“He’ll need my support now,” Adeogo said excitedly. “He’ll have to cut a deal on immigration.”


“Forget making a deal,” Dixon replied. “The newspaper is running a series on all three of you candidates, and a friend of mine has told me the Gazette has dug up dirt on your Republican rival too. Scandalous stuff as bad as the congressman’s. Has the paper interviewed you yet?”


“I’m scheduled to talk to a Gazette reporter tomorrow morning.”


“These stories could be game changers,” Dixon gushed. “If voters turn against your opponents, you might actually have a shot at winning.”


She paused and then added, “Assuming you don’t have anything hiding in your past—no skeletons in your closet.”


When Adeogo didn’t immediately reply, Dixon looked concerned. “Rudy, you don’t have any skeletons in your closet—do you? Nothing that is going to embarrass us, right?”


Adeogo smiled. “Of course not. I have nothing to hide.”


Rudy Adeogo was not a good liar, but he was good enough to fool Dixon. Without missing a beat, she began blabbering about his upcoming interview with the Gazette reporter. But his mind was elsewhere.















CHAPTER FOUR



An Internet café


Mogadishu, Somalia


The sword-wielding American, who had freed his fellow jihadists during the prison break at Dera Ismail Khan and in the process decapitated a Shia prisoner and fired a fatal bullet into the skull of Canadian do-gooder Christopher King, slipped unnoticed into an Internet café in Mogadishu, the capital of Somalia.


In an impoverished country where the average yearly income was less than $500 U.S., Somalis had access to some of the most technologically advanced telecommunications and Internet services in eastern Africa. This was because of telecommunications companies based in the northern tip of Somalia in a region known as Somaliland. The residents there had declared themselves an independent country in 1991, but Somaliland still was not recognized as a sovereign nation by many foreign governments.


According to his Facebook profile, the man was a twenty-year-old Egyptian male studying to become a medical doctor, but none of that was true. Only one descriptive fact in the American’s social media profile was accurate. It described his religion as Islam.


Abdul Hafeez couldn’t lie about his faith, even if it might help conceal his actual identity from U.S. intelligence agencies. It would have been an insult to Allah.


Typing quickly on a worn Samsung keyboard, Hafeez sent a message to Nancy Rutherford, whose Facebook profile identified her as a Somali American, age forty, employed as an assistant professor at St. Cloud State University, located about an hour outside of Minneapolis, Minnesota. Rutherford was her married name and her profile was factual.


“Please tell mother happy birthday for me,” Hafeez wrote.


Within seconds, a return message arrived.


“If you cared about our mother, you would stop what you are doing and come home.”


Controlling his temper, Hafeez typed: “Do not ask me to turn away from Allah. Mother understands.”


The all-caps response was instantaneous. “NO ONE UNDERSTANDS THE CRIMES YOU COMMIT. YOU BRING SHAME ON OUR PARENTS, OUR BROTHERS AND ME.”


“My only brothers are my fellow jihadists. The others are dead to me. You are also a kafir, an unbeliever.”


“Little brother, it is you who is perverting our faith. You have taken something beautiful and made it ugly. Your fanatical brothers and sisters kill innocent children with their suicide bombs.”


Hafeez could no longer control his anger. “You dare lecture me about Islam? Suicide bomber is a derogatory term created by jews in the western media. It is true that our teachings forbid suicide but martyrdom is rewarded. To quote the Holy Qur’an 4:74 ‘Let those fight in the way of Allah who sell the life of this world for the other. Whoso fighteth in the way of Allah, be he slain or be he victorious, on him We shall bestow a vast reward.’”


“Little brother. I may not quote scripture, but I know in my heart that Islam is not a violent religion.”


His response came lightning quick. “You know nothing. Your heart knows nothing. Listen to the words of the Ayatollah Khomeini: ‘The purest joy in Islam is to kill and be killed for Allah.’ Hear the words of the prophet Muhammad from the Hadith, al-Bukhari (52:54), ‘I would love to be martyred in Allah’s Cause and then get resurrected and then get martyred, and then get resurrected again and then get martyred and then get resurrected again and then get martyred.’ To be a jihadist is to love death, to welcome it.”


“Do not write me again. Reading your blasphemy is too painful. I will not tell mother about our conversation. Unless you end your fight and return to your senses, it is better for her and our family that you be dead.”


Hafeez logged off. Staying connected to the Internet for longer than a few minutes was risky, given the U.S. government’s ability to intercept messages. Besides, there was no point in arguing with his sister. She was a woman, and religious matters were beyond her comprehension. He blamed his father for not beating her into submission. Instead, his parents had given her an American first name at birth and encouraged her to assimilate. No one was surprised when she’d married a white American. She was the opposite of him. Hafeez had rejected U.S. culture and changed his name for one more pleasing to him. Abdul. In Arabic, it meant “Servant of God.”


Exiting the café, Hafeez turned down a side street into a neighborhood of former homes whose whitewashed exterior walls were pockmarked by bullet holes, creating a polka-dot mural of black splatters across their sunbaked paint. Squatters lived inside these shells now, behind boarded-up windows and patched roofs. A familiar smell came to him: incense being burned in a soapstone dabqaad to perfume the strong odors of cheap spices after a morning meal. He could hear a baby crying and another child softly singing. He walked deliberately, as if he were on an errand, and did not make eye contact with anyone he encountered.


In 2006, he had first entered this ravaged city as a triumphant, eighteen-year-old Al-Shabaab jihadist. Not far from where he was now walking was a street corner where he had fired an RPG during the worst of the battle for control of the city. A flying piece of concrete ricocheting from a soldier’s .50-caliber round had sliced across his shoulder, leaving a jagged scar as a proud memento of that day’s back-and-forth carnage. Allah had protected him and Al-Shabaab had been victorious.


During the next year, Islamic rule had been established in Mogadishu under the Islamic Courts, an Al-Shabaab-backed regime. Hafeez had helped enforce its rulings by overseeing public stonings, including that of a fourteen-year-old girl found guilty of adultery. While flinging softball-size stones at her body, he and his fellow fighters had sung nasheeds praising Allah. Justice had been administered as it had been written in the Holy Book.


The Islamic Courts had maintained control of the city for less than a year. Ethiopian soldiers, backed by the West, primarily the CIA, had routed the jihadists and retaken control of Mogadishu.


Al-Shabaab still stubbornly occupied several major southern Somali cities, and someday it would reclaim Mogadishu, of that Hafeez was certain.


Under its Western puppet government, Mogadishu was being revived—at least by Western standards. Somali families who’d fled abroad during the never-ending decades of fighting were gradually returning with suitcases crammed with U.S. and European dollars. Shops were reopening. Local schools where girls could learn to read and write were being established. Cargo ships could be seen at the Mogadishu port, unloading electronics and household goods. Coca-Cola had reopened its long-closed plant. As many as thirty commercial flights were now arriving and departing at Mogadishu’s Aden Adde International Airport every day.


A Toyota truck and a taxicab sped by Hafeez, and he smiled. Yes, the city was now under capitalist hands, but Westerners still were terrified of Al-Shabaab. Why else was all travel done in two or more vehicles, the first always being a pickup truck carrying hired guards armed with AK-47s, the second a taxi or private car with Somali gunmen seated next to the windows, paid to be the first to die. Westerners didn’t venture outside at night, and during the day they wore protective vests and surrounded themselves with bodyguards to avoid being kidnapped or murdered. It was true that Abdul Hafeez had been driven from the city, but he was not afraid to walk alone on its streets.


Hafeez paused to rest under the shade of a fruitless mango tree. Inserting a wad of khat between his teeth and gums, he slowly chewed the amphetamine-like stimulant. He closed his eyes and thought about how different his life was from those of his American siblings.


He was the youngest son of Somali immigrants. As a child in Minneapolis, he’d whittled wooden blocks into cars for the Cub Scouts’ annual pinewood derby, eaten kids’ meals at McDonald’s, watched Teenage Mutant Ninja Turtles cartoons, and played with Transformers. Even so, he’d felt detached. White children didn’t want to play with him and black ones made fun of him for being too black. Both told him to go back to Africa, a continent he’d never seen. School work came easy, but he hated class. An anger had begun building in him and it soon burst out. He was a natural fighter, a skill noted by a neighborhood gang. By middle school, his life was a steadily escalating pattern of violence. After his third arrest, his father asked leaders from the neighborhood mosque to intervene. At first it appeared the teachers there had succeeded. In Islam, Hafeez found peace and a purpose. He rejected violence and returned to school filled with religious fervor. He chastised his Muslim classmates for being too relaxed when they would not join him by the school’s flagpole for daily prayers. He refused to say the Pledge of Allegiance.


Hafeez was drawn to salaf, which in Arabic means “ancestors.” Salafi Muslims believed the purest form of Islam was practiced by the Prophet Muhammad’s earliest followers—those who knew him and those who followed him immediately after his death in AD 632. By his sophomore year in high school, he had exchanged his denim jeans and Nikes for a long white robe and sandals similar to those worn in seventh-century Arabia. He began avoiding contact with females, refused to listen to music, would not be photographed, never slept with his backside facing Mecca, and began eating with only his bare right hand, as the Prophet had. He dropped out of high school his senior year, devoting himself to da’wah, the practice of spreading the Islamic faith. He spent his days wandering through Minneapolis malls armed with the Quran, hoping to attract questions but mostly greeted with angry stares and obscene gestures.


At this early stage in his religious life, he’d viewed politics as dunya—a worldly distraction from practicing his faith—until one night when he saw a news broadcast that showed U.S. Marines invading an Iraqi city. The bodies of enemy soldiers on the screen were dressed exactly as he was.


Hafeez began visiting Internet chat rooms, arguing with other Muslims about whether a militant jihad was permissible. After studying the scriptures, he decided violence was justified, but only if an Islamic country came under direct attack by Christian forces. That conflict would then be not about oil, or land, or man-made politics but about defending the one true religion.


His rejection of pacifism happened quickly. Hafeez found himself drawn back to violence, and soon Islam became his reason to delve into the darkness, rather than being his salvation from it. On the Internet, he found a Holy Crusade.


Somalia, a Muslim country, was bordered by Ethiopia, a Christian nation, and on YouTube Hafeez watched recruitment videos posted by Al-Shabaab, which means “youth,” explaining how its fighters were dying to create a purely Islamic state free from all Christian influence.


Hafeez was still a teen when he arrived in Somalia with a close friend whom he’d met two years earlier at a Minnesota mosque. His name was Askar al-Seema. The two Somali Americans had moved up the ranks during their years in Al-Shabaab, but because they were Americans, they’d never been fully trusted. Being assigned to lead the early summer attack at Dera Ismail Khan had been Hafeez’s biggest test and he had performed perfectly. His bona fides were no longer doubted after he executed Christopher King. The fact that King was a Canadian citizen hadn’t mattered. He was a Westerner, and in the eyes of Al-Shabaab’s leaders, Hafeez had taken the blood of one of his own.


His Minneapolis friend, Askar al-Seema, had been dispatched to London to complete an even more daunting task—sacrificing himself to destroy the U.S. Embassy there.


A dust-caked Land Rover arrived, and Hafeez uttered the traditional Islamic greeting to its driver when he climbed into its passenger seat: Assalamu alaykum, which meant “May peace be upon you.”


Hafeez tucked another plug of khat into his mouth in preparation for the two-hour ride to an Al-Shabaab stronghold. As they pulled away, he wondered if Askar al-Seema had accomplished his mission and now was with Allah in paradise.















CHAPTER FIVE



London Hilton on Park Lane


London, England


General Frank Grant, the chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, was not a man who took kindly to being stood up for dinner, even if his guest was his only niece. Nor did he appreciate Captain Brooke Grant sending a rather cryptic text message to his private cell phone only minutes before their scheduled rendezvous. He’d been waiting in the hotel lobby with his military driver outside to deliver them to one of London’s finest restaurants when she’d texted: “Sorry. Unavoidable delay. Eat without me. Will stop by later for dessert.”


Brooke had not responded to his text or answered when he’d rung her, further spoiling his appetite. Instead of enjoying a leisurely meal, the general had retreated to his hotel suite and tackled a stack of paperwork. His relationship with his niece had always been awkward. He’d felt more comfortable with her older brothers and his own three sons. Based on his military training, he believed that he understood men. Women, especially independent women such as his niece, were both a mystery and an irritant. Grant added tonight’s shenanigans to a mental list that he’d compiled.


When he’d not heard from Brooke by twenty-two hundred, the general rode the elevator to the Galvin at Windows restaurant on the hotel’s top floor. Dressed in civilian clothes, he ordered the two-man security team that always traveled abroad with him to find an inconspicuous table away from his so he could enjoy the restaurant’s highly praised cuisine and sweeping twenty-eighth-floor panoramic views alone without attracting attention.


Grant ordered a scotch and was studying the elaborate menu when he heard a male voice call out loudly, “General Grant, what a surprise!”


Out of the corner of his eye, he saw his security team starting to rise to intercept the approaching man, but Grant recognized him and quietly signaled his bodyguards to stand down.


John Duggard had been a West Point classmate and had risen to the rank of Brigadier General responsible for Army logistics before recently retiring from the Pentagon to work for ProTech, the U.S. military’s largest private security contractor.


“What are the chances of us bumping into each other in a London restaurant?” Duggard asked, pulling out the chair across from Grant without waiting for an invitation to join him.


Grant was not a man who believed in coincidences, especially when it came to his “bumping into” a prominent defense contractor.


“You didn’t plan this?” he replied.


Forcing a grin, Duggard said, “Frank, you always were the suspicious one.” Waving to a waiter, he said, “Bring me whatever General Grant is drinking and bring him another one too.”


“No thanks, John,” Grant replied politely. “I’m actually a bit uncomfortable about us being seen together, given our positions.”


“As pure as Caesar’s wife, huh,” Duggard said. “C’mon Frank, ease up. We’ve known each other a hell of a long time. Can’t two former classmates have a drink without Congress launching an investigation? Besides, you owe me. There was a time at the academy when I was your only white pal.”


Grant bristled. It was true that he’d encountered racial prejudice when he’d arrived at West Point in 1970, even though the academy had admitted its first black cadet in 1870. But Grant had always avoided using his race either as an excuse or as a ticket, and he resented Duggard using it now as a chit.


“Actually, I came over to talk to you, Frank, because I want to do you another favor,” Duggard declared.


“I’m not in need of any favors,” Grant replied. “Especially ones that come with strings.”


“Just hear me out, Frank,” Duggard said. “You’ve got to admit that I did a hell of a good job for the Army when I ran logistics in Afghanistan years ago. The billions of pounds of goods that I moved through Kazakhstan to keep our people supplied was nothing short of a miracle, given it was a former ward of the Soviet Union. Nearly 160,000 American troops at the height of the conflict, and I saw to it that all of them had enough toilet paper to wipe their asses.”


Glancing at the diamond-encrusted Rolex on Duggard’s wrist, Grant replied, “It appears that you have used your experiences in the Army to reward yourself nicely since leaving it.”


“I’ll admit it, Frank. Life’s pretty sweet,” Duggard said. “And ProTech is a very profitable cushion to land on—something you might wish to keep in mind with your own retirement looming. Old soldiers don’t need to fade into the sunset, and I’ll be happy to pull strings at ProTech, although with you being the chairman of the Joint Chiefs, you certainly can write your own ticket.”


“When that time comes, I’m planning on doing some teaching and possibly some writing,” Grant replied, “not double-dipping in the private sector.”


“Your choice, but is that lovely bride of yours—Miss Geraldine—really going to be happy with you bringing home thirty grand a year when you could be banking a multimillion-dollar salary with stock bonuses?”


Already uncomfortable, Grant said, “Did you ambush me to offer me retirement advice?”


“No. I came to offer you a chance to save the American taxpayers a half-billion dollars. I’ve got buyers ready to purchase a half-billion dollars of military white goods left over from our ongoing conflicts in various Middle Eastern countries. I’m talking about washing machines, dryers, office furniture, even some brand-new trucks. No weaponry. It’s a sweet deal for the buyers, the military, and the U.S. taxpayers—”


“And ProTech,” Grant said, interrupting.


“Of course, Frank, everyone is entitled to earn a profit. But a certain Pentagon general overseeing the disposal of those goods has issued a DIP order. He’s going to have the military destroy in place a half-billion dollars of salable white goods.”


“John,” Grant said sternly, “I’m sure the general who issued the DIP order has good reason, and this is not something that we really should be discussing. The next time you want to bring up a business-related matter, you need to go through the proper channels. Now, if you don’t mind, I’m meeting someone.”


Grant had actually given up on his niece arriving, but he’d wanted an excuse to rid himself of Duggard.


Duggard glanced around the crowded restaurant.


“She’s late,” Grant said and immediately regretted his choice of words.


“Ah, Frank old boy, does Miss Geraldine know?”


“It’s my niece.”


“Okay, if you say so.”


As if on cue, both men heard a woman’s voice say “There you are!”


It was Brooke. “You must have forgotten your cell phone,” she chided her uncle when she reached the table. “I’ve been trying to text you. Luckily your aide told me you were up here getting dinner. I’m famished.”


“What happened to your wrist?” Grant said, eyeing the obvious white gauze bandage.


“An incident outside our embassy. A suicide bomber. Obviously I’m here, so he failed,” she replied, grinning. She extended her hand to Duggard. “I’m Brooke Grant, captain, U.S. Marine Corps.”


“I’m Brigadier General John Duggard, Army retired,” he answered. “Your uncle and I went through West Point together. Always a pleasure to meet a Marine.” He paused and then said, “Oorah.”


“I didn’t mean to interrupt,” Brooke said.


“A suicide bomber?” Grant asked, responding to her earlier comment.


“Yes, he’s under arrest. I’ll tell you all about it over dinner. Like I said, I’m hungry.”


“Was anyone injured?”


“No, Uncle Frank, the only damage was to my wrist, and a torn uniform, which I’ve changed, knowing what a stickler you are about regulations.”


“Sounds like a hell of a story,” Duggard interjected. “I’d love to hear more.”


“As I mentioned,” Grant said, “my niece is joining me for a private dinner.”


“That’s your uncle’s polite way of telling me to get lost so he can have you all to himself,” Duggard explained in a mocking voice. “I’ll look forward to hearing your story some other time, but before I go, I want to extend my condolences about your parents.”


Brooke lowered her eyes and in a quiet voice said, “Thank you for remembering them.”


“Who could forget them, especially after the New York Times Sunday magazine published their photographs on its cover? If I remember correctly, they were having coffee with a friend in the Windows on the World restaurant when the first plane hit.”


“My father was a preacher, and his congregation had given him and my mother a trip to Manhattan as a wedding present. Their anniversary happened to be September eleventh.”


“And you were what—How old?” Duggard asked.


Grant interrupted. “This is not a subject we like to dwell on.”


“Your uncle was almost killed too,” Duggard recalled, “when the 9/11 terrorists crashed a jet into the Pentagon.”


Glancing affectionately at Grant, Brooke said, “Fortunately for me, he wasn’t.”


“Fortunately for all of us,” Duggard said.


“But especially for me,” Brooke replied, “since he and my auntie took me in and raised me.”


“Semper fi, Captain,” Duggard said, rising from the table to leave. Speaking to Grant, he added, “A half-billion dollars of taxpayers’ money being wasted, Frank. Think about it. That’s a story that 60 Minutes might like but the Pentagon certainly wouldn’t.”


A waiter brought Brooke a menu. “What did he mean about a half-billion dollars being wasted?” she asked after Duggard had gone.


“Nothing important. Tell me about this suicide bomber.”


She gave him a detailed account, and when she finished, he didn’t comment but instead changed subjects. “Your auntie and I miss you terribly. How would you feel about returning to Washington and working at the Pentagon?”


Eyeing him suspiciously, she replied, “I’d rather be deployed to somewhere a little closer to the action.”


“Oh, there’s plenty of action in Washington.”


“Uncle Frank, my first assignment was Paris then you had me sent here to London, and don’t try to deny that you were responsible for my deployments.”


“Guilty as charged. I thought you’d enjoy seeing Paris and spending time in London. What good is being chairman if I can’t help out my favorite niece?”


“Your only niece. But I didn’t join the Marines to tour Europe. I joined for the same reason you enlisted. Because I love my country and want to defend it from its enemies.”


“I signed up because I had a chance to attend West Point and I assumed I was going to get drafted anyway because of Vietnam.”


“Auntie says my daddy tried to talk you out of going to West Point. She says you were offered a football scholarship to Oklahoma University. That’s what my daddy wanted you to do, but you were determined to go fight.”


“Your daddy tried to talk me out of lots of things when we were growing up.”


“And you didn’t listen to him—just like I’m not listening to you. I am my daddy’s daughter, but I’ve got my uncle’s stubbornness.”


“Don’t remind me.”


“How do you think your own sons feel when their daddy refuses to help them get ahead in the Army but gets me sent to Paris and London?”


The smile on Grant’s face vanished. “My sons are soldiers. They’ve got to prove themselves, make it on their own.”


“And your niece doesn’t?”


“You’re a woman.”


“I’m a Marine. Do you know how much trouble you’d be in if I told the media how you really feel about women being in the military?”


“Your mommy and daddy chose me to take care of you if anything happened to them. I made them a promise the day you were born that I’d keep you safe until you got married.”


“Until I got married? That’s just as insulting. I don’t need you or some other man to keep me safe.”


Grant wiped his massive left hand across his chin, an unconscious habit he’d developed when frustrated. Brooke had seen him do it before, many times, when she was living under his roof. His male chauvinism and her feminism were neither a new topic nor a pleasant one.


“Brooke,” Grant said forcefully, “I’m glad this incident at the embassy was resolved without anyone getting hurt. But you should have let that London bobby take charge rather than impulsively tackling that man.”


“If I’d waited, I wouldn’t be here. I thought you’d be proud of me, not scolding me.”


Neither spoke for a moment, until she decided to break the silence. “I’m not a little girl anymore,” she said quietly.


“But you always will be to me.”


She looked at his sad face and realized he seemed older and more tired than she’d remembered. He was a bear of a man who stood over six feet tall and tipped the scales at 235 pounds. She’d always thought of him as being omnipotent. Tonight, he looked like a weary soldier well past retirement age.


When Brooke was a child and her family drove from Tulsa to Washington for a visit, she would climb onto her uncle’s lap with a tattered copy of Winnie-the-Pooh and demand that he read it to her. Now, as they were eating their dinner, she used her childhood nickname to address him. “Oh, Pooh Bear, when will you learn you can’t protect me from all the threats we face in life? What happened outside the embassy demonstrates that. Please let me be just another Marine.”


It was well after midnight by the time Brooke returned to her London flat, and as she was inserting her key into the bolt lock she heard her phone ring inside. Dashing in, she grabbed it moments before her answering machine took over.


“Finally,” a familiar male voice declared. “I’ve been calling your cell.”


“I turned off the ringer while I was with my uncle at dinner. He considers it rude to answer.”


“So that’s where you’ve been,” the man replied. “Out with another man. Do you realize you’re all over the BBC and you’re blowing up the Internet? I’m surprised you didn’t have reporters camped outside your flat.”


“Oh God, did they identify me by name?”


“Yes. A half-dozen tourists got pictures of you sitting on top of that bomber, holding him down. Very erotic, tackling a man and forcing him under you!”


“You’re demented, Jean-Paul,” Brooke replied, falling into an oversize chair in her tiny living room, the only seat in the cramped loft.


“Maybe you will wear your uniform the next time we make love,” Jean-Paul Dufour said.


“Did the BBC mention I suspected he was a suicide bomber because he was wearing your brand of cologne?” she asked, quickly explaining how she had known the bomber wasn’t a vagrant.


“Then it should be my handsome face on the BBC instead of yours,” he said.


“Oh God, I wish it would be. I don’t want to talk to any reporters.”


“When they figure out who your parents were and how they were killed, it will be an even more sensational story—especially across the pond.”


Brooke suddenly felt ill. “Take me away this weekend, Jean-Paul,” she begged. “Somewhere no one will recognize us.”


“Unfortunately, I must be in Paris for the weekend.”


“That’s perfect.”


“Ah, it would be perfect but you can’t accompany me. As the French conseiller des affaires étrangères, I will be traveling with Ambassador Marentette to an international conference, and you know we must be discreet.”


“What if I promise to wear my uniform to bed?”


He laughed.


“Which begs the question,” she said.


“Ah yes, the question: When will I make you an honest woman?”


“No, that’s condescending and rude. It’s also impertinent. What makes you think I would accept a proposal from the French conseiller des affaires étrangères in London?”


“Your accent is getting much better. You sound less American.”


“My accent is perfect. I spent my first tour of duty in Paris and everyone told me I spoke like a local.”


“They were being overly polite because you are a beautiful, exotic woman.”


“No they weren’t,” she replied. “They were French. The French are never polite to foreigners. But my question is: How are we going to handle things when our relationship eventually becomes public?”


“Who says it ever will?”


“Don’t be naïve. You’re a senior French diplomat, and your ambassador and the U.S. Marine Corps are not going to look approvingly on us falling in love. I assume there are rules in your service about fraternizing with foreigners.”


“Fraternizing? Such an antiseptic word. That’s not how I would describe our lovemaking,” Jean-Paul said. “But don’t despair. I’m a very capable conseiller des affaires étrangères, so I will find a diplomatic way for us to be together. Let me handle it. Enjoy the moment. You Americans worry too much about tomorrow.”


“And you French never do.”


“In ten minutes, I can be at your door. We’ll take a hot bath together and drink some wine. I’ve never made love to an American Marine hero.”


“I’ve already started the bathwater.”


“And the uniform?”


“Just get over here before I fall asleep. It’s been a long day.”
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