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            Part One

            The Falcon Draws Blood

         

         
            “We should forgive our enemies, but not before they are hanged.”

            —Heinrich Heine, German poet

         

      

   


   
      
         
            CHAPTER ONE

            6:00 a.m. Saturday

New Jersey Turnpike

         

         Mass murder was traveling south on this beautiful April morning.

         Hakim Farouk, known to his fellow radical Islamic brothers as the Destroyer, locked the speed on the twenty-four-foot rental truck at exactly five miles above the posted speed limit. It was enough to prevent impatient drivers traveling behind him from becoming annoyed, yet not so fast as to attract the notice of a New Jersey state police trooper.

         Two days before this morning, he’d painted the truck pale green, which was the shade of the delivery vehicles owned by Coswell’s Catering. It was the most elite wedding service in Washington, D.C., having been awarded the “Gold Medallion Award” for fine food catering each of its seventy-one years in operation. Its gold logo had been stenciled on the truck’s outside to make it an exact duplicate, but his cargo had nothing to do with Brie en croute and peppercorn beef tenderloin appetizers or Chef Andre Chevalier Laurent’s famed slow-roasted pork loin in honey sauce.

         Farouk hated the United States. He hated everything about it. He hated the smell outside the Queens apartment where he was staying when he awoke each day before sunrise to say his morning prayer. He hated the stale taste of the overpriced coffee that he purchased in a neighborhood shop called Good Eats and the babbling old homeless woman who he passed each morning sitting on a park bench guarding a grocery cart stuffed with overflowing green plastic garbage bags. He hated the brick and carved stone churches with crosses atop their spirals that he passed, the giggling schoolchildren chasing one another behind tall chain-link fences in their neighborhood school playground and the teenage boys with odd haircuts who brushed by him on skateboards. He especially hated the Sons of Zion, whom he encountered at the nearby subway stop with their black Hasidic hats and tzitzits dangling from their white prayer shawls. He hated, too, the women who waited for the subway platform, dressed like whores with their arms and legs exposed. He hated the Manhattan commuters in business suits speaking on their cell phones—always speaking on their phones—and the hoodie-wearing young African Americans with earbuds. He hated America’s president, every one of its politicians, its Hollywood movie stars, its crowded major cities, its small towns, and its endless suburbs filled with cul-de-sacs edged by carefully cut lawns and cookie-cutter houses. He hated its universities, its fast-food chains, and its Home Depots, Staples, and Walmarts. There was nothing about America that Farouk liked, admired, or envied. Who did these Americans think they were? Such arrogance! Always chanting “We’re number one” on television. Always bragging about being the world’s only “superpower.” What ignorance!

         One morning he’d asked a woman seated next to him in a crowded café if she had ever heard of the Umayyad Caliphate. She had asked if it was a new type of cappuccino. He’d simply nodded, not wishing to waste his time explaining that it was an Islamic form of government that had reigned over an estimated 62 million people—nearly 30 percent of the world’s population—between the years 661 and 750, covering an area of 5.1 million square miles, making it one of the largest empires in history in both area and proportion of the world’s population. It was the second of four major Islamic caliphates established after the death of Mohammad, spanning some 1,200 years. What was the United States in comparison? Had any serious scholar ever called America the “cradle of civilization”?

         He would teach these Americans how insignificant they were. He would cause them to cower. He would show them they were not safe. He would do this in a few short hours by which time he would be long gone from this soulless cesspool called the United States of America.

         He’d purchased an airline ticket the night before that would transport him from Philadelphia International Airport to London, England, the first leg of several more stops all designed to conceal his whereabouts. If everything went according to his schedule, he would soon be resting comfortably on an international flight when the bomb that he was now transporting was detonated.

         Farouk was not a big man. In his midthirties, he was slender with delicate hands, a soft voice, and a calm demeanor that reminded one of a scholarly professor, not a violent jihadist.

         Farouk’s life depended on his ability to blend into the crowd and live as a ghost.

         He checked his watch as he entered the ramp into the Walt Whitman Service Area, some nineteen miles northeast of Philadelphia. Stepping from the truck, he strolled casually across the blacktop parking lot toward the rest area’s sandstone building. As he neared its portico, a uniformed New Jersey state trooper came outside, holding a cup of steaming coffee in his right hand. Farouk averted his eyes, but the officer stopped him.

         “Just saw you pull in and couldn’t help but notice you got New Hampshire plates,” the trooper said in a friendly tone. “I grew up in D.C. and didn’t know Coswell’s Catering operated that far north.”

         Thinking it was better to admit ignorance than risk giving a wrong answer, Farouk replied, “Wouldn’t know. I don’t work for Coswell’s Catering. My boss runs a custom paint shop in Brooklyn.” He nodded toward the truck. “They must’ve scored a good deal buying the truck and having us paint it before delivery.”

         “That green’s an odd color. I’ll admit that,” the state trooper replied, taking a big gulp of coffee. “That’s partly why I noticed you drive in. ’Course, no one I know can afford Coswell’s Catering, but everyone has heard about them.”

         Farouk shrugged. “I’m just a driver.”

         “What’s your native country?”

         “Kabul in Afghanistan,” he lied. “Such a beautiful city until those bastards ruined it. The Taliban is destroying everything.”

         “I agree,” the trooper said, taking another sip. He started to walk away but stopped. “I like your hat but you might want to take it off when you get to D.C.” He nodded at the official New York Giants baseball cap on Farouk’s head. “Washington fans are loyal to their Redskins, or as some folks say, ‘Washington’s team.’ And they hate the Giants.”

         Farouk, who was wearing the cap so his contact inside the service pavilion could identify him and to help shield his face from security cameras, said, “Thanks for the tip.”

         The trooper hesitated again. “You should ask the folks at Coswell’s to give you a sample.”

         “Great idea!” Farouk smiled as he turned away from the trooper and entered the building’s double doorway. He ignored a brass wall plaque that explained the turnpike service stop was named after Walt Whitman, an American poet who’d spent the last decade of his life in nearby Camden, New Jersey. Once inside the lobby, he looked through a wall of windows at the departing highway trooper. As soon as the officer left the parking lot, Farouk hurried outside to the fake Coswell’s Catering truck.

         Not using Washington, D.C., plates had been an amateur’s mistake. He’d rushed and been sloppy. Retrieving a screwdriver from the truck’s glove compartment, he removed the New Hampshire plates, which he tucked inside the light jacket he was wearing. Pressing them against his ribs, Farouk scanned the parking lot.

         Walt Whitman was one of the smaller rest stops along the turnpike, but a constant stream of cars and trucks was entering and departing on this Saturday. He noticed a Honda minivan with D.C. license plates. Five elementary schoolchildren bolted from it while two women stepped from its front seats.

         “Slow down, Danny,” one woman hollered after a boy darting through the parked cars.

         “Havetogotothebathroom!” he called back over his shoulder.

         “Wait for your older brother.”

         The second mother shouted: “Meet us in Cinnabon for breakfast.”

         As soon as they entered the service center, Farouk moved quickly to their van, dropped to his knees, and exchanged his license tags for theirs. Hurrying back to his truck, he attached the D.C. plates.

         Now satisfied, Farouk entered the building, going directly into a self-serve cafeteria, where he bought coffee and a Danish. He took a seat in a booth near the front windows, casually placing the keys to the rental truck on the plastic red tray that he’d used to tote his coffee and pastry.

         He’d finished about half of his drink and eaten none of the Danish when a young man wearing a server’s uniform approached his table.

         “If you’re finished, I’ll take this tray for you,” he volunteered.

         The young man had sent a selfie earlier that morning to a disposable cell phone that Farouk was using so the jihadist could recognize him.

         “I don’t care for the Danish or more coffee,” Farouk replied, “so please take the tray.”

         The young man did but returned seconds later.

         “Sir,” he said politely, “you left your keys on the tray.” He offered him a key ring.

         “Oh, how careless of me.”

         Taking the keys, Farouk exited the service pavilion and found a blue Honda Civic with a New Jersey license tag parked exactly where he’d been told it would be in a morning text message.

         Farouk had satisfactorily completed his task. He’d delivered the bomb inside the truck to the parking lot and to the young man who was seeking martyrdom. They’d exchanged vehicle keys when the youth had picked up the red tray and switched his car keys for the truck keys.

         Farouk felt proud as he drove the Civic south toward the Philadelphia airport. The bomb was meant for a specific target selected by an international terrorist known only as the Falcon. He had issued a fatwa against Major Brooke Grant. Today was her wedding day. It was supposed to be one of the happiest days of her life. Instead it would be her last.

      

   


   
      
         
            CHAPTER TWO

            8:30 a.m. Saturday

The White House

Washington, D.C.

         

         So it is true?”

         “Yes, Madame President, we have three independent and reliable sources.”

         President Sally Allworth folded her arms across her chest as she stood in front of her Oval Office desk and considered the gravity of what CIA director Payton Grainger had told her.

         She’d known when Grainger had arrived unexpectedly on a Saturday morning without waiting for his boss, the director of national intelligence, to return from an overseas trip that he’d come bearing bad news.

         “The Chinese were supposed to be keeping North Korea in check,” Mallory Harper, the White House chief of staff and President Allworth’s most trusted advisor, volunteered from where she was standing some three feet from the president.

         “I’m not certain Beijing is even aware,” Grainger replied. “If it is, it doesn’t want to acknowledge it or get involved. The Chinese will be of no help to us.”

         “How could they not be aware that their next door neighbor has sold a nuclear bomb to a terrorist?” Harper replied in an incredulous voice.

         “Our sources tell us it was the Iranians who provided the expertise that Pyongyang needed to make a nuclear bomb,” Grainger said. “Not China.”

         “Iran,” Harper hissed, “they’ve been a thorn in our side for way too long.”

         “Not just our side,” President Allworth added, “the entire world’s. They’re the biggest backer of terrorism against the West and the primary cause of instability in the Middle East. Now you’re telling me that Iran has helped a mentally unstable, half-pint, puffed up, spoiled little man-child sell a nuclear bomb to our enemies?”

         “The intelligence we’ve gathered strongly suggests the ‘outstanding leader’ knows it will be targeted against us,” Grainger said. “Meanwhile, he’s getting help from the Iranians to make an intercontinental missile-delivery device strong enough to hit our shores.”

         “That misfit runt will spark another world war—even if it means his own destruction,” Harper added.

         “Let’s focus on the immediate problem,” the president said. “We’re not going to allow a terrorist to detonate a smuggled nuclear bomb in one of our cities.”

         “There is a high probability the Falcon is the terrorist who has bought the bomb,” Director Grainger said as he studied the president’s face.

         As with all her recent predecessors, Allworth seemed to have aged at a much faster pace than others during her past five years in the White House. When she’d launched her unlikely campaign at age fifty-six, she’d invited journalists to jog three miles with her before dawn each morning in whatever city she was visiting. It guaranteed a local newspaper and Internet photo and showed her vitality. But as president, she’d had few moments to jog.

         President Allworth had come to politics later than most. After the sudden death of her husband, a popular Pennsylvania senator, she’d served the remainder of his term and then had shocked everyone by entering the presidential race. Her victory had stunned pundits and swept her into the Oval Office on a wave of anti-Washington, anti-incumbent sentiment. But thanks to an obstinate Congress and serial domestic and international crises, she’d been kept from delivering on most of her heartfelt campaign promises.

         To Grainger, she now looked worn-out.

         “Okay, let’s get everyone assembled ASAP to discuss our options. When does Stephen get back from London?” Allworth asked, referring to Grainger’s boss, the director of national intelligence.

         “His flight is scheduled to land at three-fifteen this afternoon,” Chief of Staff Harper replied.

         “Let’s schedule a four o’clock National Security Council meeting here,” Allworth ordered.

         “I can provide a more thorough briefing by then,” Grainger assured them as he excused himself from the Oval Office.

         Addressing her chief of staff, President Allworth said, “Mallory, notify the vice president first about this meeting so he doesn’t get his nose further bent out of joint about us not including him.”

         Harper smirked. Neither she nor the president cared for Vice President Wyatt Bowie Austin. Their contempt was one of Washington’s most gossiped “secrets.”

         “Your chairman of the joint chiefs isn’t going to be happy about an emergency meeting,” Harper said.

         “Oh my, I totally forgot!” the president replied. “What time did the invitation say?”

         “Major Brooke Grant’s wedding is scheduled to begin at two thirty.”

         The president thought for a moment. “Her parents were murdered during the nine-eleven attacks, so General Grant will be walking her down the aisle. How long does a wedding ceremony last nowadays?”

         “It depends on how religious the bride and groom are. My nephew’s ceremony lasted less than ten minutes because he and his bride wanted to spend more time partying with their friends than saying their vows. Major Grant is not getting married in a church, so I suspect the formal ceremony will be rather short.”

         “If I’m going to drag the chairman of the joint chiefs of staff away from his niece’s wedding, the least I can do is make an appearance at the ceremony.”

         Harper frowned. “The Secret Service is going to make a fuss with this short notice.”

         “Of course it will. But this might be just the thing I need to lift my spirits before the four o’clock meeting.”

         “I’ll see to it,” Harper said, turning to leave.

         “Mallory,” President Allworth said, “screenwriters and novelists have been concocting plots about terrorists getting their hands on a nuclear bomb since nine-eleven, but I never thought this would happen under my watch. We can’t let the Falcon destroy one of our cities. We just can’t have that.”

      

   


   
      
         
            CHAPTER THREE

            10:10 a.m. Saturday

Northern Virginia suburb

         

         Geraldine Grant was nervously waiting at the front door of her home.

         The security team stationed at the front gate to protect the chairman of the joint chiefs of staff had called her moments earlier about an unexpected visitor.

         “I’m Cindy Gural,” a fortyish-looking woman wearing a U.S. Park Police uniform announced as she came up the front steps, extending her hand toward Geraldine. “I’ve come to speak to Major Brooke Grant.”

         “Yes, yes,” Geraldine answered impatiently. “The guards said it was important and it better be because today she’s getting married and we’ve got to be leaving lickety-split. Should have been gone ten minutes ago.”

         “Yes, ma’am, I know she’s getting married because I’m helping provide security at her wedding. Earning a bit of extra off-duty pay. But I promise I’ll take only a couple minutes. Just long enough to deliver this packet.” Officer Gural lifted a thick manila envelope in her left hand as if it were a shield between her and the formidable wife of a four-star Army general who was visibly unhappy about the morning interruption.

         “Five minutes tops, you hear?” Geraldine lectured. “Not six, not seven.” Without waiting for a reply, Geraldine called out, “Brooke, a Park Police officer is here.”

         Wearing worn denim jeans and a red Washington Nationals baseball jersey, Major Brooke Grant appeared at the top of the steps inside the two-story brick Colonial where she had lived as a teenager after her parents’ murders.

         “Auntie,” Brooke said as she began descending the stairs, “I can’t find my mother’s necklace. I put it out last night in a special place where I wouldn’t forget it and now I’ve forgotten where.”

         Shaking her head as if to say, What’s wrong with you? Geraldine replied, “Girl, I’ve never seen you this scatterbrained but I suspect weddings do that. Now, I just told this officer she’s got you for only five minutes. Five minutes! Your uncle just got a phone call and now he’s decided he wants to ride with us downtown rather than waiting. We all need to get a move on.”

         “Why’s he coming with us?” Brooke asked. “We’re going to do makeup and hair and he doesn’t wear makeup and he has no hair.”

         “Ask him yourself. He’s being all mysterious,” Geraldine snapped. “I’ll go find your mama’s necklace.”

         Speaking to Officer Gural, Brooke said, “When you called, it took me a moment but I remembered as soon as you mentioned Mary Margaret Delaney—the suicide on the George Washington Parkway.”

         “That’s what the medical examiner says happened, but I don’t think she killed herself and you promised to look into it if I ever came up with anything suspicious.”

         “I’d like to help,” Brooke said in a hurried voice, “but I’m not on a joint terrorism task force anymore, so I don’t have any jurisdiction.”

         “Major, I know it’s your wedding day, but I had to share this information with someone.” She handed the manila envelope to Brooke. “Maybe after your honeymoon you can give it a glance. My conscience won’t be clear unless I do this. Please take it.”

         Brooke accepted the thick envelope but before she could respond to Officer Gural, Aunt Geraldine appeared at the top of the steps. “I’ve found your mother’s necklace in your bedroom right where you left it.” Peering down from the top step, she said, “Officer, are you still here? Your time is up, missy. We’ve got to get moving.”

         “I’m sorry I had to bring this by today,” Gural said.

         “Okay,” Geraldine announced as she descended the stairs, “now you said what you needed to say. Out the door with you.” Exchanging a pearl necklace for the package in Brooke’s hands, Geraldine added, “Whatever’s in this envelope can wait.” She placed it on a side table next to the front door.

         “Don’t worry,” Brooke said reassuringly to Gural as she was leaving. “I won’t forget it.”

         Shutting the front door behind Officer Gural, Geraldine said, “Your mother and daddy would have been so proud of you. Oh gosh, I’m going to start crying and we’re not even at the ceremony. It’s just, when I think of them and how they were murdered—” She stopped speaking and used a tissue to wipe her eyes. “I still remember the day when you first came to live with your uncle and me. My oh my, and now here we are, you getting all married.”

         She leaned forward and hugged Brooke, who was fumbling with the necklace’s gold clasp behind her neck.

         “Help, Auntie, please,” she whispered.

         “What’s going on here?” General Frank Grant asked as he joined them from the family room. “Little Miss Jennifer has beaten me in four straight games of some dang computer game called Drawful.”

         “Five games!” bragged a fifteen-year-old girl who followed him into the foyer. “He’s a lousy artist and I’m not a little girl.”

         “Don’t be so hard on him,” Geraldine playfully scolded.

         “After this wedding and the adoption papers go through,” General Grant said to the teenager, “you will be my niece’s daughter and at that point, I will expect you to allow me to win on occasion.”

         Jennifer broke into a grin. “Can I call you Uncle Frank once I’m adopted or do I still need to call you General?”

         “Well, now, that’s something I’ll need time to thoughtfully consider,” he replied jokingly.

         “Oh stop this nonsense,” Geraldine said. Looking lovingly at Brooke, the older woman continued. “You know the general and I have thought of you as our daughter since the day you stepped foot into our house. And after you get married and adopt Jennifer, I’ll not have her calling him anything but ‘Gramps’ and me ‘Grandma.’ Now let’s get moving.”

         “Maybe I’ll have you call me ‘General Grandpa,” he said teasingly to Jennifer.

         Changing subjects, Brooke asked General Grant, “Why are you coming with us? You know it’s just us girls getting ready and the ceremony doesn’t begin until two thirty.”

         “Girls only,” Jennifer interjected.

         “Don’t you worry about me interfering with a bunch of cackling hens,” the general replied.

         “You know, that’s really offensive,” Brooke said.

         “He’s just being ornery,” Geraldine replied. “Getting under your skin. He’s all full of himself today.”

         “I wish it was just onerous,” Brooke replied in a serious voice.

         Everyone smiled, but her jab was based on a long-standing feud between her and the general when it came to gender roles. As the stern father of three sons, General Grant had expected his boys to join the military, which each of them had. But he’d not expected his niece to do the same. He didn’t think women belonged in the military services, although he never shared that view publicly. Even worse, she had entered the Navy as a Marine just to spite him. All of his sons had joined the Army, following in his footsteps.

         No one questioned the love between Brooke and her uncle, but he had been completely flummoxed when she’d first arrived as a teenager after her parents’ murder in the Twin Towers. Brooke had been deposited on her aunt Geraldine and uncle Frank’s doorstep as an angry, shell-shocked, and a very stubborn teen who’d immediately rebelled at her uncle’s strict rules. She still did. After she’d joined the U.S. Marine Corps against his wishes, he’d pulled strings to keep her out of harm’s way by having her assigned to easy military attaché jobs in Paris and London. But his plan hadn’t worked. In the past three years, she’d helped stop a terrorist bombing in London and later outside a Somali mosque. She’d rescued an American ambassador and U.S. Marines being held hostage in Mogadishu. And after returning to the States, she’d saved President Allworth from a suicide-bent attacker and unmasked a traitor working inside the White House.

         After all of those life-threatening events, you might have thought her uncle would stop trying to shield his thirty-one-year-old niece, but he hadn’t and their latest argument had been their most bitter. After bracing himself with two scotches, General Grant had told Brooke two nights ago that he’d wanted her to call off her wedding.

         “Are you drunk, crazy, or both?” she’d replied.

         “Brooke, I just can’t see how this marriage is going to work. He’s an Indian from Montana. You have nothing in common.”

         “The correct term is Native American and I’m an African American. That makes us both minorities.”

         “I can’t visualize you crouched outside a teepee raising babies.”

         She was so upset by his racism and sexism that she had stormed out of his study. As always, Aunt Geraldine had chided her husband and the general had apologized and begged forgiveness the next morning.

         Like always, she had given it, excusing his awful words as whisky blabber. Still, deep down, she knew he was opposed to her marrying a Crow Indian named Walks Many Miles.

         This morning, the general was all smiles. Reaching out and taking Brooke by the hand, he said, “What happened to that little girl who used to crawl onto my lap when your parents visited us and ask me to read Winnie the Pooh?”

         She leaned into him and kissed his cheek. “I was only five back then, but you’ll always be my Pooh Bear.”

         “Who’s Winnie the Pooh?” Jennifer asked.

         Aunt Geraldine shook her head in disappointment. “Trouble with this generation is they don’t know nothing about nothing.”

         But there was another explanation for why Jennifer was unaware of Winnie the Pooh. She’d sustained a traumatic brain injury that had caused her to forget much of her childhood, and she still had trouble retaining information.

         “Pooh’s a character from a children’s book,” Brooke explained.

         Aunt Geraldine, a deeply religious woman, chose that moment to deliver a sermon. “It would be better today if children read Winnie the Pooh and the Holy Bible than all those books about vampires and wizards.”

         “Shouldn’t we be leaving?” Brooke asked.

         As they left the house for the waiting limousine, Brooke asked, “Uncle Frank, who called you this morning? Aunt Geraldine mentioned you received an important call.”

         A mischievous grin swept across the sixty-seven-year-old general’s face. “Oh, you’ll find out soon enough.”

      

   


   
      
         
            CHAPTER FOUR

            10:45 a.m. Saturday

New Jersey Turnpike

         

         New Jersey state trooper Justin Ambrose was parked in his squad car near the southern exit of the sixth busiest toll road in the nation when he spotted a pale green Coswell’s Catering truck. More than four hours had passed since he’d begun his shift with a cup of coffee at the Walt Whitman service area. That’s where he’d spoken to the NFL-cap-wearing, Afghanistan-born driver of what appeared to be this very same freshly painted truck.

         Why had it taken him so long to complete what should have been a thirty-five-minute turnpike drive?

         As the truck neared, Officer Ambrose noticed it was bearing D.C. license tags—unlike the one he’d seen earlier. As it passed his squad car, Ambrose focused on the driver’s face. There was no New York Giants hat and this Arab looked much younger. Clearly, he concluded, this was a different Coswell’s Catering truck that was being delivered to Washington, D.C.

         Inside the truck, Salman Basra checked the vehicle’s side mirrors. He didn’t relax until he had put a mile between himself and the parked state trooper. Unlike Hakim “the Destroyer” Farouk, who had delivered the bomb in the truck’s cargo area, Salman Basra did not hate America. He had always felt alienated from it, however, even though he’d been born in Jersey City. As he had become older, he’d come to believe his birthplace was representative of his own predicament. Jersey City was considered part of the greater New York metropolitan area even though it was the second most populous city in the Garden State. Basra was a native-born U.S. citizen, yet he considered himself a Pakistani even though he had visited his father’s native country only three times. His mother was a Saudi, but he’d never been there and she had cut off all contact with her Saudi relatives.

         Basra’s parents had never intended to live in America permanently but they were happy to have their son born here and guaranteed American citizenship. For them, Jersey City was a means to an end, a way for them to reap the nation’s prosperity and get their only son a good education before they returned to Karachi to reunite with relatives. Because neither parent intended to become citizens, they had lived in the United States as if they were still residing in Pakistan. Neither was Americanized, nor did they wish to assimilate.

         It could be argued that his parents didn’t fully understand the impact that their actions had on their impressionable son. At age twenty-two, Basra had formed an overly romantic image of everyday life in Karachi that was based entirely on the fun-filled family vacations. Pakistan was full of color and was exotic and exhilarating. Life in Jersey City was gray and muted.

         His father rose early each morning to commute into Brooklyn, where he co-owned a three-aisle bodega with another Pakistani, returning late each night exhausted before beginning the same routine the next morning and the next, seven days a week. Basra’s mother provided childcare in their apartment for infants. Although Basra had dreamed of becoming an artist, his father had insisted he study accounting at a local community college, a subject that he found tedious. His shyness and awkwardness had made it difficult for him to make friends in a largely commuter college, and like many males his age, he had isolated himself in his bedroom where he’d played Internet combat games with strangers known only by their macho online nicknames.

         It was through the Internet that Basra had learned about sex, a taboo subject in his parents’ home. In the safety of his bedroom, he would click from one free porno site to another, ignoring the pop-up ads telling him that a woman who lived within a mile of his house was available. Basra always felt guilty after his voyeur experiences because he knew his Muslim parents would disapprove, but each night he was drawn back to the same Web pages, unable to avoid their siren calls.

         It was those sexual fantasies that had played a role in him becoming a jihadist. Although religious, his parents did not pray the required five times a day nor read the Holy Quran.

         One night during strong feelings of mental flagellation, Basra had stumbled upon a YouTube video made by a Minneapolis-born Somali American who’d changed his birth name for an Arab one. Abdul Hafeez had joined Al-Shabaab in Africa and in a series of professional quality videos had boasted about how he was answering Allah’s call for the creation of a pure Islamic state. The videos showed him firing an AK-47 in Somalia and in one gruesome posting, Hafeez had chopped off the hands of a captured American diplomat. The videos mimicked the combat games Basra enjoyed but these videos were real and laced with radical Islamic propaganda.

         “Those who believe fight in the cause of Allah,” Hafeez boasted on the videos, reciting the Quran 4:76. Gasping for breath between firing off rounds, he would recite Hadith (authentic) teachings:

         
            “No one who enters Paradise wants to leave it even if they are given the world and everything in it, with the exception of the Shaheed (martyr). He wants to leave Paradise, come back to this world, and be killed in the sake of Allah again.”

         

         When Basra discovered that Abdul Hafeez had been killed by a U.S. Marine, he was sad for days. And then Basra had learned another jarring bit of news. Abdul Hafeez’s older brother was a member of Congress, a revelation that had outraged most Americans.

         Basra had soon found a new Arab mentor, and this one lived only four hours away in suburban Maryland outside Washington, D.C. The cleric Mohammad Al-Kader was much older than Abdul Hafeez, having fought with the Mujahedeen against the Soviets in the early 1980s. But in his Internet teachings, the Imam was even more persuasive. He couldn’t be challenged when it came to reciting passages from the Quran and the Hadith, and he called for a complete, worldwide adherence to Sharia law rather than man-made rules and governments.

         Basra had become so mesmerized by Al-Kader’s teachings that he had driven to the Great Mosque of Allah in Maryland to speak personally with the Imam.

         Shortly after their meeting, Basra had been contacted via the Internet by followers of the notorious jihadist known only as “the Falcon.” At first, Basra had been tested with minor assignments, such as forwarding messages or purchasing U.S. goods for mailing to Pakistan. After three months, more serious demands had been made, and a month ago, Salman Basra had been asked if he felt worthy of becoming a martyr.

         Today was his day for glory.

         As he crossed the Delaware Memorial Bridge, the disposable phone that he’d purchased received a text.

         Delivery at 1430 exactly. The text included an address. When he typed it into his GPS, it showed he was ahead of schedule and would arrive at his target much too early. Still, he continued driving at a steady pace until he reached the Maryland suburbs, where he pulled into a gas station to wait. He read the Quran to pass time and ready himself mentally. What would his parents, aunts, uncles, and cousins think? He had not come into this world to live a meaningless life running a bodega simply to earn earthly goods. He had been born to serve Allah.

         “Allahu Akbar,” he whispered. “Allahu Akbar.”

      

   


   
      
         
            CHAPTER FIVE

            2:10 p.m. Saturday

Heurich House Mansion

Washington, D.C.

         

         Major Brooke Grant’s choice of a wedding venue went completely opposite her understated tastes. She’d chosen a castle.

         At the turn of the twentieth century, Washington’s most magnificent houses were constructed around Dupont Circle, one of more than thirty traffic circles in the city. Originally Dupont Circle had been called Pacific Circle but Congress renamed it in 1882 to honor Samuel Francis Du Pont, a rear admiral during the Civil War (Union, of course) and a descendant of the famed Du Pont family, one of the richest in America.

         The Du Pont families had wanted something grander than a mere statue of the admiral, so they had the one Congress had erected carted off to Wilmington, Delaware, for display. An ornate marble fountain designed by the same architects responsible for the Lincoln Memorial took its place.

         Massachusetts Avenue, one of eight major roads that fed into Dupont Circle, eventually contained so many mansions the area became known as “Millionaires’ Row.” When the Great Depression hit, many of them were sold to foreign governments for use as embassies and the area was renamed “Embassy Row.”

         Brooke’s wedding was being held inside the Heurich House Mansion, just south of Dupont Circle along New Hampshire Avenue. The thirty-one-room brownstone Victorian had been one of the city’s most imposing homes when it was constructed in 1892 by Christian Heurich, a German-born immigrant who’d been orphaned at age fourteen and had spent a decade working in Europe brewing beer before arriving in the United States. By age fifty-two, he had become one of Washington’s wealthiest citizens by selling alcohol. At its peak, the Christian Heurich Brewing Company produced a half-million barrels of beer a year and was the second largest employer in the city after the federal government. He’d erected his brewery along the banks of the Potomac River on land where the John F. Kennedy Center for Performing Arts later would be constructed.

         Heurich’s grand house became known as the “Brewmaster’s Castle” because the four-story home resembled a German fortress, complete with a corner watchtower topped by a cone-shaped dome. The house was credited as being the city’s first “fireproof” building because it was constructed almost entirely of steel, concrete, and brownstone. When the last of Heurich’s heirs died, the city’s historical society had converted it into a museum available for rent on special occasions.

         Although Brooke preferred denim jeans, T-shirts, and Nikes to Zac Posen designer outfits and spiked heels, the castle had first enthralled her when she was an impressionable teen attending a family friend’s wedding. Her uncle had argued that she should be married at the Fort McNair Officers Club while her aunt had insisted on a ceremony inside the local Baptist church that she attended. Brooke had overruled them both.

         The Brewmaster’s Castle reminded her of fairy tales and her unlikely love affair with Walks Many Miles was the stuff of such fantasies. They’d met in Mogadishu as Marines sent to open an embassy there and together they had survived a brutal Al-Shabaab campaign to kill them and hundreds of others.

         Brooke had asked Jennifer to be her maid of honor along with two bridesmaids who were friends from her days as a cadet at the U.S. Naval Academy. Miles had recruited Brooke’s three cousins—the sons of Aunt Geraldine and General Grant—as groomsmen after explaining that he and Brooke would need to be wed a second time in a Crow ceremony in Montana, which she had yet to visit.

         Brooke and her attendants, along with Aunt Geraldine, were getting their hair and makeup done professionally at the front of the mansion when Brooke’s phone rang.

         “I know I can’t see you until the big reveal,” Miles said, “but a call would be okay, right?”

         “You getting cold feet?”

         “Never. I’ll gladly trade this tuxedo for BDUs in a heartbeat if you’d let me,” he replied, referring to battle dress uniforms, the Marines’ name for camouflaged fatigues.

         “Not a chance. Oh, when I was stationed in London on the dip circuit, I was informed by a rather stuffy English diplomat that only lower-class people referred to them as tuxedos. He called them dinner jackets.”

         “Then I doubt he’d approve of my cowboy boots,” Miles replied, chuckling. “Have you told your aunt and uncle you’re wearing a matching pair?”

         “Not yet,” she whispered. Then in a voice loud enough for everyone around her to overhear, she added, “Wait until you see Jennifer. She’s so beautiful!”

         The teen, standing a few feet away, beamed.

         “Good-bye, soon-to-be Mrs. Walks Many Miles,” he said, hanging up before she could remind him that she had no intention of taking his last name.

         At 2:20 p.m., the wedding coordinator entered the room and announced it was time for Aunt Geraldine and the bridesmaids to walk down a long hallway to a one-story brick addition that had been added at the back of the grand old house to accommodate larger events.

         Brooke’s phone rang again. The wedding coordinator frowned and shot her a stern look.

         “I have something to tell you,” General Grant declared when Brooke answered.

         “What’s wrong?”

         “My morning phone call before we left the house?”

         “The mysterious one?”

         “The president just made a surprise appearance. She’s sitting in the front row.”

      

   


   
      
         
            CHAPTER SIX

            2:25 p.m.

A side street approaching Dupont Circle

Washington, D.C.

         

         Heurich House was clearly marked on Google Maps.

         Despite this, Salman Basra was having trouble reaching it. The reason: D.C. police officers.

         Normally, a motorist would turn south from Dupont Circle directly onto New Hampshire Avenue, which Heurich House faced. But that thoroughfare was blocked off. His only choice was the next exit: 19th Street.

         The French-born American civil engineer Pierre Charles L’Enfant had laid out the capital in a grid. All north–south bound streets were numbered. All east–west bound streets were given letters in alphabetical order. But there were exceptions and New Hampshire Avenue happened to be one of them. It cut diagonally between 19th and 20th Streets, creating a triangle-shaped block with the Heurich Mansion based at its southwesternmost corner. The base of this triangle was a single block named Sunderland Place.

         Sunderland Place would take him directly to the side and rear of the Heurich Mansion, putting him within fifteen yards of the actual wedding service. But it was a one-way street going the wrong way for Basra, and, even more problematic, two police cars were blocking its entrance from 19th Street. Uncertain what to do, Basra circled the neighborhood several times, hoping to find an alternative way to enter Sunderland Place. Meanwhile, the ceremony began.

         Feeling a sense of panic, he returned to 19th Street, stopped his truck in the middle of the street, flipped on its emergency blinkers, got out of the truck cab, and approached one of the D.C. officers blocking the Sunderland Place entrance.

         “Got a delivery to the wedding,” he said. “Extra desserts and I’m already late. Can you move those cars and let me through?”

         The officer nodded toward two men wearing dark suits, sunglasses, and telltale earpieces.

         “Talk to Secret Service,” the officer replied, “special security because the president’s here.”

         The U.S. president! Basra had no idea. He glanced at the two agents standing some fifteen feet away and then surveyed Sunderland Place. It had been cleared of all vehicles. It looked like an empty airport runway leading directly to his target. The only obstructions were the two police cars parked nose-to-nose across the street’s entrance and several wooden sawhorse barricades strategically placed on the sidewalks.

         Basra had no way of knowing how fortunate he was. Normally, the U.S. Secret Service would have had the D.C. government park large garbage trucks or city buses to barricade Sunderland Place’s entrance. Waist-high concrete barriers would have been lowered onto the sidewalks.

         But the president’s last-minute decision to attend Brooke’s wedding had caught everyone off guard. Most D.C. city offices were closed on Saturdays and communications between the Secret Service and D.C. sanitation and transportation departments had been faulty.

         Basra was running out of time. He had no other choice. Returning to his truck cab, he waved causally at the police officer and two agents watching him and then spun the truck’s steering wheel sharply and pushed down hard on its accelerator.

         The truck’s front wheels bounced as they hit the street curb and jumped onto the sidewalk, slipping in between the police cruisers blocking the street and the office building facing the street. Basra’s truck easily smashed through the sawhorse barricades.

         In a well-practiced move, one of the Secret Service agents reached inside his blazer and swung a Heckler & Koch MP5K submachine gun into sight. He fired a flurry of rounds at Basra just as the jihadist was turning his truck off the sidewalk onto Sunderland Place, having driven around the parked police cars.

         Nine-millimeter rounds shattered the truck’s glass side windows and punched through the driver’s door. Basra was struck twice in his left leg but he managed to keep his right foot pressed against the accelerator as the truck sped toward the mansion and Brooke Grant’s wedding ceremony.

         The D.C. police officer also drew his sidearm and fired at the speeding truck’s rear tires. The second Secret Service agent ran adjacent to the truck, firing his submachine gun. Another slug hit Basra’s left shoulder, rendering it useless.

         As if from nowhere, a black armored SUV appeared midway down the street, flying from its hiding place inside a parking garage. It slammed into Basra’s truck, knocking the rental sideways and bringing it to a halt about twenty yards from Brooke Grant’s venue.

         The three hundred guests inside heard the collision and glanced through windows in the large room where the ceremony was under way. With his good right hand, a critically wounded Basra mumbled a final Allahu Akbar and punched a button attached to the steering wheel.

         A blinding white light was followed by a deafening boom and shock wave. Next came a blast wind of negative pressure, which sucked items back toward its center. The devastation was immediate and cataclysmic.

         Basra and the Coswell’s Catering truck blew into pieces. The mansion’s brownstone walls collapsed, including the castle’s corner tower, although a few heavy brownstones that made up the portico and front wall remained erect. The others became jagged rock fragments that flew like bullets from the blast area. The explosion blew out windows in every building within a two-block area. Southbound cars traveling on 19th Street were overturned and shoved into storefronts. The Secret Service agents, the D.C. police officer chasing Basra, and the officers’ colleagues stationed outside and inside the mansion were killed—as were every one of the three hundred guests seated inside the huge ceremony room.

         In an instant, Sunderland Place became a rubbish heap, resembling large city refuse dumps covered with a mishmash of broken objects. While some corpses were badly mutilated by the flying debris, the human body proved to be incredibly elastic. Most wedding guests’ bodies were still intact. They were lying burned and battered, mostly buried under jagged and bent steel, splintered shafts of wood, and chunks of concrete.

         It was the most devastating bombing in the city’s history.

      

   


   
      
         
            CHAPTER SEVEN

            Ten minutes earlier

Heurich House Mansion

         

         The unexpected arrival of President Sally Allworth had flummoxed the normally unshakable wedding coordinator. Last-minute decisions had to be made quickly. Should the president be the last to be seated before the bridesmaids and groomsmen entered the room or should it be the mother of the bride, in Brooke’s case, her aunt Geraldine? The president ended the confusion by insisting the wedding proceed as originally planned with no special changes because of her prominence.

         President Sally Allworth had waited until the last possible minute to exit the White House grounds earlier that morning. She hadn’t wanted the Washington press corps following her and disrupting Brooke’s wedding.

         Brooke had been unaware until her uncle had telephoned her about the president’s arrival and had not known that Secret Service agents had used hand wands to check guests and had examined photo IDs.

         This commotion had caused a few minutes’ delay before Aunt Geraldine had been escorted into the ceremony wearing an embroidered floral trumpet gown that she had bought on sale at Lord & Taylor. She topped her gown with a black church hat decorated with a ruffled satin ribbon and coque feathers.

         An imposing General Grant had stationed himself at the doorway waiting for Brooke and Jennifer to come down the hallway. He was wearing his U.S. Army dress blues with a chestful of ribbons designating his many military accomplishments. Everyone was waiting on the bride and her young maid of honor.

         In a break from tradition, Brooke had invited Jennifer to walk alongside her when General Grant escorted them both down the aisle. Brooke had felt it important to show everyone that she considered Jennifer to be her daughter, even though she technically was still her legal ward.

         White satin bows with a single pink rose decorated the ends of each row of padded folding chairs inside the venue, where an arch had been erected lined with light pink roses. The Baptist minister from Aunt Geraldine’s church had agreed to perform the ceremony. He stood waiting, Bible open in his hands, flanked by Walks Many Miles and Brooke’s three cousins.

         Everyone waited and then waited a bit longer.

         As Brooke and Jennifer were making their way from the bride’s dressing room along the mansion’s long hallway to the ceremony, Jennifer had whispered in a panicked voice: “I gotta pee.”

         “It’s okay, honey,” Brooke said. “Everyone will just have to wait on us.”

         “You’ll have to help me with my dress.” It buttoned down the back. Brooke, who was wearing a white Vera Wang V-neck dress with inverted pleats and linear appliques of corded lace that fanned outward from the waistline, said, “Let’s find a ladies’ room.” She’d asked the now near-frantic wedding coordinator where the closest toilet was located.

         “In the basement. It was the servants’. Please hurry!”

         Brooke handed her wedding bouquet to the coordinator and took Jennifer’s hand. Together they descended a narrow spiral staircase hidden behind a hallway door that appeared to be part of the corridor’s wood paneling.

         “This is like a secret passage,” Jennifer gushed.

         Just as Brooke was closing the bathroom door behind them, Salman Basra detonated the truck bomb.

         
              

         

         Twenty minutes after the explosion, D.C. firefighter Jamal Simpson heard voices yelling from under what had been the mansion’s center hallway. He tried to concentrate, but he couldn’t be certain he was hearing human voices because of the ear-piercing sounds of fire and rescue vehicles rushing to the blast site from across the city and the suburbs.

         Dropping to his knees, he lowered his right ear until it was only inches above the debris.

         “Help!”

         He definitely heard it. A woman’s voice.

         “We got survivors!” he hollered, waving his arms in the air.

         Within seconds, he was surrounded by other first responders, who began digging with their bare hands through the wreckage of steel beams, bits of wood debris, and heavy rocks. With each removed piece, the woman’s cries for help became clearer.

         “Please, please hurry! My daughter’s hurt!”

         “How many are you?” Simpson asked.

         “Me and my daughter!”

         Within ten minutes, the rescuers had created a crack wide enough for Brooke Grant’s face to appear.

         The workers formed a bucket brigade, passing every piece of rubbish that could be lifted from one person to the next until the gap became large enough for Brooke to hoist Jennifer through.

         “I think her leg is broken.”

         An EMT tugged Jennifer free from the opening and immediately placed her on a litter because the ruins around them made it impossible for any vehicle to drive any closer. Jennifer was not crying.

         Brooke crawled through the hole next, emerging for the first time to see the butchery surrounding her. At first she couldn’t wrap her mind around what she was seeing, and out of instinct, her brain chose to focus on Jennifer.

         “How badly are you injured?” Simpson asked.

         “Take me to my daughter!” Brooke demanded, ignoring his question.

         With first responders on each side of her, she marched across the uneven piles of rubbish toward the team carrying Jennifer to a waiting ambulance on what appeared to be a war-torn 19th Street. Inside the vehicle, an EMT shined a light into Jennifer’s eyes and peppered the teen with questions, but she didn’t respond and kept her eyes staring straight ahead as if she were a zombie.

         “Shock,” the EMT explained. “We’ve got to get her to the hospital ASAP.”

         “I’m going,” Brooke announced, stepping inside the ambulance. “Did you check her leg? It was pinned under rocks.”

         “It’s not broken. We need to examine you too.”

         “Forget about me. Save my daughter.”

         Someone shut the ambulance’s back doors.

         “I don’t know how you two survived,” the EMT inside said.

         “We were in a basement bathroom,” Brooke explained as she sat next to Jennifer and held her hand. “It was like a foxhole. Only a few pieces of the ceiling collapsed.”

         The house’s massive steel rafters under the heavy Italian marble flooring had proven to be an effective bomb shelter.

         As the ambulance began slowly pulling away, Brooke glanced out the back windows. She saw officers removing limp and blood-covered bodies—all guests who she’d invited. She gasped at the horrific scene and in that instant instinctively understood this was the work of a suicide bomber sent by the Falcon to murder her.

         “Where’s my fiancé, my auntie and uncle? Where’s the president? Where are the other survivors?” she blurted out in a panicked voice.

         The EMT didn’t answer. He was still checking Jennifer’s vitals and looking for wounds.

         “The others?” she insisted, her voice rising higher. “Where have they been taken?”

         “There’s only you two,” he said quietly. “President Allworth is dead.”

         The enormity of the moment came to her like a heavy weight crushing down on her chest. She stared outside, still unsure that this had actually happened. Everyone? How could this be? Amid the carnage, an item caught her eye.

         A lone cowboy boot. It matched the pair that she was still wearing.

      

   


   
      
         
            CHAPTER EIGHT

            Two hours after the wedding bombing

Manhattan, New York

         

         Umoja Owiti needed out of New York.

         Although he’d had nothing directly to do with the truck bombing, the African billionaire was afraid he might eventually fall under suspicion. This bombing was merely a prelude, a foreshadowing of what was to come next.

         Owiti knew the North Koreans had sold a nuclear bomb to the Falcon because he had paid for it and arranged its delivery. He also knew the bomb was only one element in a grand plan of the mass destruction that he and the Falcon had been plotting for more than a year to put in place.

         It was time for him to go. He ordered his private Gulfstream G550 luxury jet to be readied for departure and then rushed downstairs to where his armored Rolls-Royce Phantom was waiting to carry him to Teterboro Airport, just across the river in New Jersey. It was the most popular and nearest airport for wealthy Manhattan residents. As soon as his chauffeur turned onto the street, his entourage of bodyguards and personal assistants riding in armored SUVs fell into position.

         Two beautiful flight attendants greeted him on the tarmac where his jet was waiting. When called upon, both women shared his bed in the private jet’s custom master suite.

         He hurried by them, going directly into his private cabin in the jet, where he switched on a bank of television screens so he could watch coverage of the wedding bombing’s aftermath in Washington.

         Had you not known Owiti was Africa’s richest businessman, you would not have given him a second glance. Standing six feet tall with an ample belly spilling over his belt, he looked the part of any other New York businessman in an overly expensive tailored suit.

         But Owiti wasn’t like anyone else. Forbes estimated his personal wealth at $22 billion.

         Everyone excused his eccentricities because of his wealth. The rich were different, after all. The fifty-five-year-old believed deodorants caused cancer, so he refused to use them. He resisted bathing because he didn’t trust the purity of water, even in Manhattan. Instead, he splashed his face each morning with Roja Dov Amber Aoud Absolue Precieux cologne, a fragrance that announced his arrival before he entered a room.

         For a man who was both well educated, having obtained degrees from both Oxford and the London School of Economics, and exceptionally rich, Owiti had an exaggerated fear of dentists. This explained why he’d never had a chipped front tooth repaired or his crooked lower teeth straightened. Only those closest to him were aware it was because of an inept Nairobi dentist who had so badly bungled a root canal in his mother’s mouth that the poor woman had lived in constant pain for two decades before her death. That had marred her son. Later, he had used his vast wealth to track down the inept dentist. Police found the elderly man’s corpse tossed from a car, minus all of his teeth, which appeared to have been jerked out of their sockets with a pair of pliers.

         Another of the billionaire’s oddities was Owiti’s belief that sexual activity caused a chemical reaction in his brain that made him think faster than other men. Where others jogged or lifted weights, he routinely had sex two or more times a day.

         Although Owiti already had amassed a fortune, he wanted more. He loved making money and he had no ethics when it came to getting as much of it as he could obtain. His mother, a beautiful and cunning Somali, and his father, a Maasi warrior, had produced a Machiavellian offspring who thrived in a world of moral weightlessness of his own creating.

         In public, Owiti presented himself as an honest, peaceful, quiet, practicing Muslim. That was a well-crafted façade. Privately, he was petty, cruel, and vicious. Like many of the wealthy, his money was a sign to him that God favored him. That he was special.

         His father had launched him at age fourteen by giving him part ownership in a failing diamond mine. Only months later, Allah had blessed him when an abundance of the valuable gems had been unearthed there. Through bribes and questionable legal and often violent means, he’d become sole owner by age eighteen. In the next decades, he’d parlayed that mine into a financial empire with holdings in uranium, telecommunications, the Internet, and publishing, as well as companies that built medical equipment and disposed of toxic wastes, and international shipping companies with operations that extended beyond Africa into Eastern Europe and China.

         What was the point of having wealth if you couldn’t show it off?

         Owiti did without a hint of propriety. The 1903 Beaux Arts mansion off Central Park in Manhattan that he’d purchased for $84 million had not been grandiose enough, so he’d gutted the 15,000-square-foot dwelling and installed over-the-top finishes, including red Hermès leather wall coverings and marquetry dining room floors inspired by those in the Pavlovsk Palace in St. Petersburg, Russia, which happened to be the location of another of his palatial estates. In all, he owned ten houses in ten countries and each came with a different wife.

         Owiti never acquired anything that could be purchased by someone else, so when he’d decided to buy his Gulfstream G550, he’d met personally with General Dynamic’s designers to personalize his jet with a custom floor plan and extra fuel tanks that expanded the aircraft’s range from 6,750 nautical miles to nearly 8,000, enough for him to travel nonstop from New Jersey to his private compound and airstrip outside El Wak, a bleak desert outpost of 16,000 impoverished Africans along the Somalia and Kenya borders. The remote village was so far removed from both nations’ formal governments that neither ever interfered with him.

         After his jet became airborne, Owiti entered his computer password and opened a program designed by a team of highly paid programmers on his staff. He sent a message via his own personal satellite addressed to “Sahib.”

         Sometimes it would require an hour for Sahib to respond, other times a half day, and on rare occasions two days. In those later instances, Owiti assumed Sahib—a code name for the Falcon—was burrowed deep in one of his remote hideouts in Pakistan within a series of natural caves in the Western Mountains covered year-round by snow.

         This time it took only two hours for Sahib to reply: As-salamn Alaykum.

         May Allah, blessed be his name, continue to show you his love and mercy, Owiti typed, adding, You have removed the great Satan’s head.

         
            Yes, Allah truly has blessed us, but it was not the head I sought.

         

         Owiti was well aware of the Falcon’s fatwa against Major Brooke Grant.

         You will soon have another chance to end her life, Owiti replied.

         Yes, when will my gift from the North Koreans be ready? the Falcon asked.

         
            Bad storms in the Pacific are slowing delivery.

            Our brother, Hakim Farouk, is already en route. Do not disappoint me by making him wait too long.

            Have you chosen a date? I’m still transferring funds into the best accounts, but we must be careful not to draw attention.

         

         Owiti was referring to the world financial markets. After the 9/11 attacks in 2001, gold prices had spiked, going from $215.50 to $287 an ounce in London trading. Oil prices had mushroomed, too, while the U.S. dollar had fallen sharply against the euro, British pound, and Japanese yen. Owiti expected to reap hundreds of millions of dollars when the Falcon’s nuclear bomb was exploded inside the United States. The trick was making certain his investing did not leave tracks that showed he knew in advance about the pending Armageddon. They had agreed to split the profits fifty-fifty.

         Fi Amanullah (may Allah protect you), Owiti wrote, ending their brief communication.

         Owiti’s chief butler in El Wak and the international head of his security team, Ammon Mostafa, greeted him at his private airfield outside town. There was no air traffic control tower because he was the only one who used the field. Only wandering goats posed any landing problems.

         A custom Lamborghini SUV carried them from the airfield through the heavily guarded front gate of his walled compound. A driveway lined with palm trees led to the main house’s oversized portico. Although in a hurry, Owiti paused in the foyer long enough for a buxom woman to remove his shoes and wash his feet. He walked barefoot across the black-and-white floor tiles, each of which contained seventy-five slightly raised diamonds, which he believed helped increase blood flow in his feet, and then waited for the servant to put silk slippers on them.

         Continuing into the massive 80,000-square-foot house that included an underground parking garage and employees’ quarters, Owiti ignored the cavernous room directly in its center. That main room featured a thirty-foot-tall running waterfall and larger-than-life statue of a Maasi warrior made of black opal, both under a dome where cutting-edge electronics could make it appear to be any time of the day. Instead, he went directly to the double door entrance of the master bedroom suite where his Kenyan wife was obediently standing, averting her eyes out of respect.

         “Welcome home, my lord,” she said softly.

         “Go prepare yourself,” he replied. “There is work I must do but you should be ready.”

         “Master,” she said, without lifting her eyes, “I already have bathed and our bed is ready.”

         “Don’t challenge me,” he snapped.

         “I do not mean to be disobedient, my lord. It is only my anticipation and eagerness that you are hearing in my voice.”

         “Go bathe again,” he said dismissively.

         It was still morning in El Wak but Owiti never paid attention to local time. The world operated on whatever time he wished it to be. Leaving the bedroom entrance, he walked along a circular hallway to a solid steel door that had been hand-painted to blend into the walnut wood paneling. Two biometric locks keyed to his handprint and right eye protected it. No one but Owiti was ever allowed inside.

         The door opened into a theater room illuminated by the constant glow of flat-screen monitors. Owiti took the only seat in his private man cave, perched comfortably behind a massive computer console.

         Owiti first checked the cameras located inside his Zurich, Switzerland, house where he found his wife still lounging in bed. She was his newest acquisition and he’d intentionally chosen a Nigerian girl half his age who came from a good family but was not especially well educated and certainly didn’t speak the Swiss language. She had replaced his earlier Swiss wife, an Egyptian who had been married to Owiti for seven years and had been one of his favorites, before her sudden death. She had been confident, outgoing, and college-educated and had not only learned to speak French and German but also had become fond of snow skiing. Too fond. She and her Swiss instructor had been found dead on the mountain slopes with necks broken in the exact same spots. The police had called the deaths suspicious, but Owiti had been a half-world away and the layers of lawyers that he put between Swiss investigators and him had kept them from proving what everyone suspected—that his wife had paid the ultimate price for having an affair with her instructor. Whatever Owiti owned was his and no one else’s.

         After checking his Swiss house, he went through his other residences, which required a good half hour of scanning. The last camera shot that he put on the room’s largest screen was the Manhattan home that he had just fled.

         Of all his current wives, his New York one was now his favorite. Simone was French and fancied herself a poet. Owiti had obliged her by publishing her books and staging grand parties in SoHo each time a new one was finished. American critics were not especially kind, but Simone claimed they were harsh because they didn’t have an ear for French poetry.

         “Modern French does not have a significant stress accent to highlight a specific syllable in a word,” she’d explained to Owiti, “so the French metric line is generally not determined by the number of beats but by the number of syllables. Besides, they are Americans and what do Americans know of poetry or any culture really?”

         He let the camera linger on her face for several moments.

         Yes, he was going to miss New York.

      

   


   
      
         
            CHAPTER NINE

            Late Saturday night after the bombing

Cedar-Riverside neighborhood

Minneapolis, Minnesota

         

         U.S. Representative Nuruddin Ayaanie “Rudy” Adeogo was about to speak when two young girls burst into the Brian Coyle Center’s auditorium, sobbing loudly. Their hijabs and blouses were smeared with rotten eggs.

         “Look what they did to us!” one shrieked.

         “It’s starting,” an audience member yelled.

         Security guards, who had been hired specifically for tonight’s community meeting, hustled outside to see if the egg-throwers were still lurking near the center.

         “We’re Americans too!” one of the victims declared defiantly.

         Holding a microphone in his hand, the only American Somali member of Congress tried to quiet his rattled constituents. Some two hundred of them had gathered tonight to ask how he planned to stop the violence they all knew would be aimed at Muslims because of the truck bombing and murder of President Sally Allworth.

         “Please settle down,” Representative Adeogo pleaded.

         Minnesota’s Fifth Congressional District was home to the largest community of Somali Americans in the nation. At last count more than a hundred thousand people. Their Cedar-Riverside neighborhood had been a haven for waves of immigrants flowing into Minneapolis since the mid-1800s, when scores of Scandinavians first began putting down roots. But while other immigrants had moved to other sections of the city, many Somali Americans had not. They remained entrenched in a triangle between Highways 35 and 94 on the west side of the Mississippi River.

         “My brothers and sisters,” Adeogo said, “this is another difficult time for us, but I have faith our fellow Americans will join forces in demanding an end to this prejudice and persecution. They know only a few Muslims are jihadists.”

         The forty-two-year-old, first-term Congressman didn’t generally recite scripture. He wanted the public to recognize him as an American first and a Muslim second. But he suddenly felt the urge to recite a passage from the Holy Quran to calm his constituents crowded into the auditorium.

         “Remember the Prophet, blessed be his name, was subjected to horrible insults and hate crimes yet he remained steadfast, patient, and tolerant. Hear His words. ‘Good and evil deeds are not alike. Requite evil with good, and he who is your enemy will become your dearest friend. But none will attain this save those who endure with fortitude and are greatly favored by God.’”

         As two women escorted the egg-smeared girls from the auditorium into a nearby restroom, Adeogo continued. “We need to speak out publicly and not be terrified. We must start calling these actions against us what they are: Islamophobia. We must remind our fellow Americans that racism, anti-Semitism, and Islamophobia are all fruits from the same tree of hate.”

         “What would you have us do?” someone hollered.

         “Report every incident of Islamophobia that you, your family, or your friends encounter. It’s important for me to have actual statistics—personal examples like what happened to these two young girls—when I meet with others in Congress about stopping this persecution.”

         “It’s going to be worse this time,” a woman declared loudly, “because these radicals murdered the president.”

         “That’s right,” a well-attired, thirtysomething man said loudly. Adeogo recognized him as a local community activist and someone who would probably be seeking election to Adeogo’s House seat in the future. The activist said, “In just the last few hours since the bombings, there have been reports of five physical assaults in Minneapolis, forty-nine verbal threats, and fifty-six acts of vandalism. Nationally, there have been eight fatalities and nine arsons of Muslim-owned businesses that we know of and it will only get worse in the coming days.”

         “We need to arm ourselves,” someone yelled.

         “Patrol our neighborhoods,” added another.

         “No! No! No!” Adeogo exclaimed into the microphone, gesturing with his free hand for the group to be quiet. “We have the right to protect ourselves just as every other American, but we can’t create an alternate police force or a vigilante squad. Words must be our weapons, not bullets.”

         Adeogo hesitated for everyone to become quiet and then added, “I was always proud that President Allworth refused to utter the words ‘radical Islamic terrorists’ because she knew our religion has nothing to do with these murders and criminals.”

         “Her vice president has used them and now he is in charge,” the community activist yelled.

         “And I will speak to him,” Adeogo replied calmly. “My friends, we are not alone. We have three speakers here tonight who have come to defend us. Let’s hear their words.”

         One by one, he introduced them. First up was Menachem Weis, the most prominent Jewish rabbi in Minneapolis, who urged the group to make the term Islamophobia as common as anti-Semitism. He pledged his synagogue would defend Muslims’ right to celebrate their religion freely, just as he hoped they would acknowledge and respect Judaism. A female priest from a prominent Episcopal church spoke next about how ISIS brutalized women. Finally, a Roman Catholic priest read quotes that President George W. Bush had spoken at the Islamic Center of Washington after the 9/11 attacks.

         
            “The face of terror is not the true faith of Islam. That’s not what Islam is all about. Islam is peace. These terrorists don’t represent peace. They represent evil and war.

            “When we think of Islam, we think of a faith that brings comfort to a billion people around the world. Billions of people find comfort and solace and peace. And that’s made brothers and sisters out of every race—out of every race.

            “America counts millions of Muslims amongst our citizens, and Muslims make an incredibly valuable contribution to our country. Muslims are doctors, lawyers, law professors, members of the military, entrepreneurs, shopkeepers, moms and dads. And they need to be treated with respect. In our anger and emotion, our fellow Americans must treat each other with respect.”

         

         “Respect!” Adeogo emphasized as he brought the meeting to a close. “We deserve it and I will demand it. I will carry your words to Washington, D.C.”

         Adeogo was instantly mobbed after the meeting ended. He remained at the front of the auditorium and patiently listened to each constituent’s personal comment or complaint. When the last voter had gone, Adeogo’s press secretary, Fatima Olol, came forward.

         “We need to get you to the hotel,” she said. “You’re booked on the earliest possible flight out in the morning and you look exhausted.”

         Adeogo glanced nervously around to see if anyone might have overheard her. “Don’t say hotel.”

         “Oh, I forgot,” she said, grimacing, her eyes also dancing around the now nearly empty room.

         William Randle, the director of Adeogo’s Minnesota office, joined them. “My car is running outside.”

         With 20 percent of Somali Americans in his district out of work and many of the others living below poverty levels, Adeogo refused to use limos when he came home to his district. Instead, he had his staff chauffeur him around the city.

         When the three of them were in Randle’s car, Adeogo asked, “How do you think it went tonight?”

         “Everyone is terrified,” Randle replied, “and they should be. People are suspicious of all Muslims even more now.”

         “Let’s not ignore the proverbial elephant in the room,” Adeogo replied. “Everyone in America knows my youngest brother was Abdul Hafeez, the Al-Shabaab terrorist who was a devoted follower of the Falcon. That’s not made it easy for Americans to trust any of us. If the only Muslim in Congress had a jihadist in his family, then every Muslim family must have one. Right?”
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