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PROLOGUE

The night was sinister. In the vast grassy steppe of central Asia there were no towns, no villages, no isolated farmhouses with electricity to power a light that would break the great darkness. Overhead, twenty thousand feet of clouds blocked the light from moon and stars, absorbed all of it and left the Earth with nothing.

Two vehicles drove along a crumbling asphalt road, an old Ford van without windows and a two-axle truck with an enclosed cargo compartment. Their headlights were the only sign of life in the night. Beside the road was a large fence of woven wire topped with three strands of barbed wire. Occasionally, small rusted metal signs were attached to the wire, their Cyrillic lettering all but illegible.

Several hours after dark the van and truck topped a gentle rise, and their drivers saw a light in the distance. As they approached they could see it was a naked bulb mounted high on a pole beside a gate, a break in the wire. Beside the gate was a guard shack. Four armed men, soldiers, lounged near the gate, two seated, two leaning against the gate itself, a metal pole that blocked the entrance.

The van and truck turned off the highway and came to a stop by the gate. A man got out of the passenger seat of the van and approached the guard shack. He spoke to one of the guards. In a moment an officer came out of the wooden frame building. He shined a flashlight into the front seat of the van, examined the driver’s face, then walked around behind the van and gestured at the rear doors. The man beside him opened the doors, allowed the officer to look inside with the flashlight. Four men holding assault rifles were sitting on the floor. Several dark canvas bags were visible in the crowded vehicle, as well as sacks that might contain food and a variety of water containers.

After the officer had inspected the truck, including its cargo compartment, he walked back to the guard shack and went inside, leaving the passenger standing amid the soldiers.

Through the windows the officer could be seen placing a telephone call. His men stood near the gate, their weapons in their hands, staring at the dark, dirty van and its patchy paint.

When the officer hung up the telephone, he stepped to the door of the building, motioned to the soldiers. They opened the gate and waved at the driver of the van.

The vehicles left the lonely guard shack and its light behind. The road wound up a gentle ridge out of the valley, topped the crest, and continued across the steppe.

Fifteen minutes later they reached a fenced compound festooned with lights. An armed guard waved them through the gate as they approached. They drove past two idling tanks. The men in the turrets watched them, spoke into mouthpieces that hung from their headsets. A soldier directed the vehicles to halt near a well-lit one-story building with small windows. A dozen armed soldiers in battle dress were arrayed in front of this building and across the street.

Four people were seated inside at a long table in the main room, three army officers and a woman dressed in a well-cut dark suit. The woman was smoking. Assault rifles lay on the table in front of the army officers.

“I am Ashruf,” the passenger from the van said in Russian. He glanced at each of the soldiers, measuring them perhaps, yet his eyes lingered on the woman, who was slender, with long black hair, and appeared to be about thirty years of age.

One of the soldiers spoke. “General Petrov.” He glanced at his watch. “You’re late.”

“We didn’t want to cross the border until dark.” Ashruf gestured upward. “Satellites.”

“They can see nothing under all these clouds,” General Petrov muttered. He was wrong about that, but he didn’t know it. Petrov was a fleshy man of medium height, with close-cropped gray hair. He nodded toward an ovoid shape strapped to a wooden pallet in the corner of the room. “There it is: Do you want to inspect it?”

“There were supposed to be four.”

“There are hundreds. After we see the color of your money, you may pick any four you like.”

Ashruf walked over to the shape, bent to examine it. He was a fit man, slightly above medium height, with a short, trimmed beard. He was dressed in slacks, sandals, a loose shirt, and wore a turban.

Even though the room was brightly lit, Ashruf removed a flashlight from his pocket and examined every square inch of the object on the pallet.

General Petrov came over to Ashruf, squatted. “Are you satisfied?”

Ashruf glanced at him, then continued with his inspection. Finally he stood, walked to the door, and went out.

When he returned he carried a shiny aluminum case. He brought it over to the pallet, set it on the wooden floor, and opened it. After flipping some switches, he removed a wand from his pocket and plugged the cord into the box. He waved the wand over the metal shape as he examined the gauges of his instrument. He turned off the power to the instrument, unplugged the wand, closed the cover and hoisted it.

“I am satisfied,” he said.

“Good,” said Petrov. “Now we shall inspect the money. Bring it in and put it on the table.”

Ashruf and three of his men carried in duffel bags. They dumped the contents on the table, United States currency, bundles of hundred-dollar bills, fifty to a bundle. The army officers and the civilians picked up random bundles and began counting.

While this was going on Ashruf and his men stood and watched.

The woman, whose name was Anna Modin, chose a random bundle and tore it apart. She spread the currency on the table, then picked up a leather bag from the floor beside her chair and set it on the table. Opening it, she removed a black light and a magnifying glass mounted on a small light table. She used these tools to examine the bills, one by one.

When she finished she gathered up the bills, counted them, snapped a rubber band around them, then dived deep in the pile for another bundle. After tearing it apart, she began inspecting random bills.

“It’s all real,” Ashruf remarked to Petrov, who paid no attention. He continued to count bills within the bundles.

When Modin put away her equipment, the soldiers carefully arranged the bundles in stacks, then counted them. General Petrov announced, “Two million dollars. Does everyone agree?”

They all did. A gesture from Petrov caused the officers to begin placing the stacks of currency in the duffel bags.

“So,” Petrov said, addressing Ashruf, “do you want this one, or do you want to choose all four at random?”

Ashruf took his time, apparently making up his mind. “We will take this one and three more.”

“Each of them weighs about a hundred kilos. Six men can handle one.”

Ashruf nodded again, once.

“Use your people,” Petrov said.

The armed Russians watched as Ashruf and his colleagues, which was everyone from the van and truck, arranged themselves around the pallet. At Ashruf’s command, they hoisted it off the ground, then worked it through the door and out to the truck. With much huffing and puffing, they lifted the pallet and its shape high enough to slide it into the bed of the cargo compartment. Then they climbed into the truck and shoved mightily until they got the pallet into one corner, where they secured it with ropes.

With Ashruf and his men in their truck following along behind, Petrov climbed into a truck loaded with armed soldiers and led the way into the darkness. They drove for several miles, passed through several more high fences, and entered an area containing long rows of earthen mounds. Finally the lead truck stopped and the soldiers piled out of the back. They directed the driver of the following truck to park in front of the steel double doors. One of the soldiers used a key to open the lock, then two men opened the doors and turned on lights inside the mound.

Several dozen pallets were stored within. An ovoid shape was strapped to each with metal straps. Beside each one a steel rod protruded from the ground, one with a wire that led to the metal fittings on the rear of each shape.

“Take your pick,” Petrov said.

The shapes were painted white, yet on some of them a fungus had begun to grow. Ashruf scraped at the fungus with a fingernail, removing the flora and the white paint underneath. His flashlight beam revealed rust spots on the steel skins.

He used the device in the aluminum case. After checking eight or nine of the objects, he selected three that seemed to have the least amount of surface corrosion. As Ashruf and his men disconnected the grounding wires, General Petrov remarked, “If I were you, I’d be careful with those warheads while they are ungrounded. The detonators are in the high explosive. If you let electromagnetic energy build up on one of those things, it’s conceivable you raghead sons of bitches and a whole lot of your friends are going to find yourself instantly in hell with Mohammed.”

Ashruf ignored the general. Speaking Arabic, he arranged his men around the first pallet, hoisted it carefully, and carried it to the truck. When they had that warhead secured, they returned to the magazine for another.

The entire operation took about half an hour.

Anna Modin was standing outside the one-story building in the compound area when the party returned from the magazines. Ashruf stayed in the cab beside the truck driver while his colleagues climbed down from the back of the truck, locked the cargo door, and entered the van. With General Petrov and Modin watching, the van followed the truck out of the compound past the tanks and headed for the main gate.

“A profitable evening, General,” Anna Modin said. “Two million American dollars. Congratulations.”

“You have earned your ten thousand,” Petrov said as he watched the taillights of the van and Ashruf’s truck cross the low ridge beyond the compound gate. When the lights disappeared from view, he suggested, “Let’s drink to our good fortune.”

“Did you recognize him?” Petrov asked, meaning Ashruf.

“Oh, yes,” Anna Modin said. “The name he uses most often is Frouq al-Zuair. He’s Egyptian, I think. He may be Palestinian or Saudi. He is wanted by the Israelis and the Egyptians. Bombs are his specialty, yet as I recall, the Egyptians want him for hacking some tourists to death with a machete. Infidels, you know.”

“He has friends with money,” Petrov said. He was a practical man.

“You would have done the world a favor,” Anna mused, “if you had just shot them and kept their money.”

“And the evening would have been just as profitable,” Petrov said, grinning. “Alas, Anna Mikhailova, you don’t understand the intricacies of capitalism and international trade. Killing customers is bad for business. Zuair and his friends may return someday with more millions.”

“Someday,” Anna Modin said hopefully, and followed General Petrov toward his office.





CHAPTER ONE

The tall, lean man walked out the entrance of the United Nations building in Manhattan and paused at the top of the main staircase to extract a cigarette from a metal case. He wore a dark gray suit of an expensive cut and a deep blue silk tie. Over that he wore a well-tailored wool coat. He lit his cigarette, snapped the lighter shut, and descended the staircase.

He joined the throngs on the sidewalk and walked purposefully, taking no more note of his fellow pedestrians than any other New Yorker. He turned westward on East Forty-sixth Street, which was one-way eastbound and choked with traffic, as usual. Striding along with the pace of a man who has a destination but is not late, he crossed Second, Third, Lexington and Park Avenues, and turned north on Madison.

On Forty-eighth, he turned west again. Crossing Fifth Avenue, he took no notice of the crowds or people in front of the plaza at Rockefeller Center, but walked steadily through them, ditched his cigarette at the door of the NBC building—he was on his third by then—and went inside. Seven minutes later he was on the Rockefeller Center subway platform. He stepped aboard a southbound F train just before the doors closed and grabbed a bar near the door. The train got under way immediately.

As the train roared through darkness, the tall man casually examined the faces of his fellow passengers, then stood at ease holding the metal bar. He watched with no apparent interest as people got on and off the train at each stop.

In Brooklyn he exited the train, climbed to the street and immediately went back down into the subway station. In minutes he was aboard another F train heading north, back into Manhattan.

This time he exited the train at Grand Street in Little Italy. Up on the sidewalk, he began walking south. An hour later the tall man passed the entrance of the Staten Island Ferry and walked into Battery Park. Several times he checked his watch.

Once he stopped and lit another cigarette, then sat on a bench overlooking New York Harbor. After fifteen minutes of this, he went back toward the ferry pier and began walking north on Broadway. Three blocks later he caught a northbound taxi.

“Seventy-ninth and Riverside Drive, please.”

Broadway was a crawl. The taxi driver, a man from the Middle East, mouthed common obscenities at every stoplight. North of Times Square the cab made better time.

After he left the taxi, the tall man walked toward the Hudson River. Soon he was strolling the River Walk. He turned onto the pedestrian pier that jutted into the river and walked behind several dozen people standing against the railing facing south. Many had cameras and were shooting pictures of the skyline to the south where the twin towers of the World Trade Center had stood.

At the end of the pier were several benches, all empty save one. Four men, two of them policemen in uniform, were turning strollers and tourists away from the bench area, but the tall man walked by them without a word. The middle-aged man seated on the bench was wearing jeans, tennis shoes, a faded ski jacket, and wraparound sunglasses that hid his eyes. He had a rolled-up newspaper in his hand. He glanced at the tall man as he approached.

“Good morning, Jake,” the tall man said.

“Hello, Ilin.”

“I’m clean, I presume.”

“Ever since the Rockefeller Center subway station.”

The tall man nodded. His name was Janos Ilin, and he was a senior officer in the SVR (Sluzhba Vneshnei Razvedki), the Russian Foreign Intelligence Service, which was the bureaucratic successor to the foreign intelligence arm—the First Chief Directorate—of the Soviet-era KGB. The man in jeans was Rear Admiral Jake Grafton of the United States Navy. He appeared to be in his late forties, had short, thinning hair combed straight back, and a nose that was a size too large for his face. He looked reasonably fit, with a fading tan that suggested he spent time in the sun on a regular basis.

“Poor tradecraft, meeting in the open like this,” Jake said. Ilin had picked the meeting place.

Ilin grinned. “Sometimes the best places are in plain sight.”

Ilin stood examining the surroundings. After a minute spent looking south at the southern end of Manhattan, he ran his eyes along the shoreline, the people on the pier, then turned to watch the boats going up and down the Hudson. “That atrocity,” he said, gesturing toward the southern end of Manhattan, “would never have happened in Russia.”

Jake Grafton made a noncommittal noise.

“I know what you are thinking,” Ilin continued, after a glance at the American. “You are thinking that we would never have given several dozen Arabs the free run of the country, to do whatever they had the money to do, and that is true. But that is not the critical factor. Bin Laden, al-Qaeda, the Islamic Jihad—all those religious fascists know that if they ever pull a stunt like that—” he gestured to the south “—in Russia, we will hunt them to the ends of the earth and execute them wherever we find them. We will exterminate the lot of them. To the very last man.”

“The same way the KGB murdered Hafizullah Amin in Kabul?” Jake asked. In 1979 KGB special forces disguised in Afghan uniforms assaulted the presidential palace and assassinated the president of Afghanistan, his family, and entourage. Moscow’s handpicked successor asked for Soviet help, which fortunately was immediately at hand since the Red Army had already invaded.

“Precisely. But you Americans don’t do things the Russian way.” Ilin got out his cigarette case and lit one.

“Thank God. You killed a million Afghanis and lost what, about thirty thousand of your own in Afghanistan?”

“As I recall, you killed four million Vietnamese and lost fifty-eight thousand Americans in your little brushfire war.”

“I served that one up, I suppose.” Jake sighed. “Two men followed you to Rockefeller Center. Apparently Russians. Someone over there doesn’t trust you.”

“Touché,” Janos Ilin said. His lips formed the trace of a smile. “Can you describe them?”

Jake reached under his jacket and produced two photos. He handed them to Ilin, who glanced at each one, then passed them back. “I know them. Thanks for coming today.”

“Why me?” Jake Grafton asked as he pocketed the photos.

Yesterday Ilin had telephoned Callie Grafton at the Graftons’ apartment in Roslyn, Virginia, and asked for Jake’s office telephone number. Since she knew Ilin—he had worked with her husband the previous year—she gave it to him. Then he telephoned the FBI/CIA Joint Antiterrorism Task Force at CIA headquarters in Langley and asked for Grafton by name. The call came from a pay telephone in New York City. When Grafton came on the line, Ilin asked to meet him in New York the following day. They had set up the meet. Grafton had arranged to have agents monitor Ilin’s progress around New York to ensure he wasn’t followed. If he had been, Grafton would not have been waiting on the pier.

“I heard you were the senior military liaison officer to the FBI/CIA antiterrorism task force. I know you, so …”

“I don’t think that’s classified information, but I don’t recall anyone doing a press release on my new assignment.”

A trace of a smile crossed Ilin’s face. “The fact that I know is my credential. Let’s reserve that topic for a few minutes.”

Jake took off his sunglasses, folded them carefully, and put them in a shirt pocket inside his jacket. His eyes, Ilin noticed, were gray and hard as he scrutinized the Russian’s face. “So what are you doing in New York? Servicing a mole?”

“I came to see you.”

“Did the Center send you?”

“No.”

Ilin stepped to the railing facing south, which he leaned on. Jake Grafton joined him. A police helicopter buzzed down the river and jets could be heard going into Newark and Teterboro. Contrails could be seen in the blue sky overhead. Ilin watched them a moment as he finished his cigarette, then tossed the butt into the river.

“Islamic terrorists can be placed in three general categories,” Ilin said conversationally. “The foot soldiers are recruited from refugee camps and poor villages throughout the Arab world. These young men are ignorant, usually illiterate, and know little or nothing of the Western world. They are the shock troops and suicide commandos who smite the Israelis and murder tourists in the Arab world. They speak only Arabic. They blend in quite well in Arab society, but are essentially unable to function outside of it. These are the troops that bin Laden and his ilk train as Islamic warriors in Afghanistan and Libya and Iraq.”

Grafton nodded.

“The second category, if you will, are Arabs with better educations, usually literate, some even possess a technical skill. The fundamentalists actively recruit these people, appeal to their religious sensitivities, wish to convert them to their perverted view of Islam. Since these people have often lived outside the Arab world they can move freely in Western society. These people are dangerous. They are the ones who hijacked the airliners that crashed into the World Trade Center and the Pentagon. By the way, the plane that hit the Pentagon was supposed to crash the White House. The one that crashed in Pennsylvania was supposed to hit the Capitol building.”

“Umm,” Jake said. He knew all of this, of course, but Ilin had gone to a lot of trouble to arrange this meeting and he was willing to listen to what he had to say.

“The third category of terrorists can be thought of as generals. Bin Laden and his chief lieutenants, financiers, bankers, technical advisers, and so forth. These people are Muslims. For whatever reason, terrorism appeals to their ethnic and religious view of the world.”

Ilin paused and glanced around him, almost an automatic gesture.

“And there is a fourth category. Few of these people are Arabs, few are Muslims. They see profit in terrorism. Some of them take pleasure in the pain the terrorists inflict, for every reason under the sun. These people are enemies of America, enemies of Western civilization. I came today to talk to you about several people in this category.”

“This fourth group,” Jake mused. “Are any of them Russians?”

“Russians, Germans, French, Egyptians, Japanese, Chinese, Hindu, you name it. America is the big boy in the world—many people have grievances, real and imagined.”

“Hate is a powerful emotion,” Jake muttered.

“One of America’s many enemies is a Russian general named Petrov. He doesn’t hate America, he loves money. A few weeks ago he sold four missile warheads for two million dollars.”

“To whom?”

“They call themselves the Sword of Islam. Petrov is in charge of a base near Rubtsovsk. The man who led the team that picked up the weapons was Frouq al-Zuair, a man who has been knocking around the Middle East causing random mayhem for many years. He hacked some tourists to death in Egypt and evaded the roundup of extremists by escaping to Iraq. Who his friends are, where they are, I don’t know. In fact, I am not supposed to know about Petrov or Zuair or the weapons.”

“But you do know?”

“A little, yes.”

“Is it true? Or fiction that you are supposed to pass along?” .

“True, I think. Although one can never be absolutely sure. And honestly, the Center doesn’t know I am telling this to you.” .

“How’d you hear of it?” Grafton was shoulder to shoulder with Ilin.

“That I can’t tell you. Suffice it to say that I believe the information is credible. I know of Petrov. He’s capable of a stunt like that. I’m passing it to the American government to do with as they see fit. For what it’s worth, most of our senior politicians don’t know of this matter and would not admit it happened even if they did know. They can’t afford a rupture with the United States.”

“Are you saying we can’t use this information?”

“Your government shouldn’t brace Moscow on it. They’ll deny it. And don’t let my government know where you heard it. I’m a dead man if it gets back to them.”

“I’ll do the best I can.”

“So we get around to your question about how I knew you had been assigned to the antiterrorism task force. We have a mole in the CIA.”

“Jesus,” Jake muttered, shaking his head.

“His name is Richard Doyle. Don’t let him see anything with my name on it.”

“What if we arrest him?”

“That’s up to you. As long as he doesn’t learn that I betrayed him.”

“We may use him to feed you disinformation. There’s a spy term for that, though I have forgotten it.”

“Richard Doyle is a traitor,” Janos Ilin said softly. “He signed his death warrant when he agreed to spy for the communists fifteen years ago. He’s been living on borrowed time ever since.”

“Fifteen years?” Jake was horrified.

Ilin took out his thin metal case, opened it and extracted another cigarette. He played with it in his fingers. His hands, Jake noted, were steady.

“Fifteen years … and now he gets the chop.”

“Unfortunately, Mr. Doyle must be sacrificed for a larger cause.”

“Who made that decision?”

“I did,” Ilin said without inflection. “A man must take responsibility for the world in which he lives. If he doesn’t, someone will do it for him, someone like bin Laden, Lenin, Stalin, Hitler, Mao … Murderous fanatics are always ready to purge us of our ills.” He shrugged. “I happen to believe that the planet is better off with civilization than without it. This tired old rock doesn’t need six billion starving people marooned on it.”

“And you? Are you a traitor?”

“Label me any way you wish.” Ilin grinned savagely. “I don’t want to read about four two-hundred-kiloton nuclear explosions devastating the only superpower left in the world. Russia needs a few friends.”

“Where are the weapons now?”

“I don’t know. They could be anywhere on the planet,” Ilin said, and puffed slowly and lazily. Airplanes came and went overhead. The late-winter breeze was out of the west and carried the smell of the Hudson.

“What kind of information is the SVR getting from Doyle?”

“That’s an interesting question,” Ilin said, brightening perceptibly. “I don’t see all of the Doyle material, but one listens, makes guesses, surmises. Doyle is quite a source. Almost too good. I got the impression that his control and the Center have wondered at times if perhaps he was a double agent, yet his information has been good. From across a surprisingly large spectrum of the intelligence world.”

“He’s getting intelligence from someone else inside our government?”

“He’s remarkably well informed.”

“Any guesses where some of this other stuff is coming from?”

“Somewhere in the FBI, I would imagine. Counterintelligence.”

“Want to give me a sample or two?”

“No.”

“The Sword of Islam,” Jake mused. “I’ve heard of them. Rumor has it they were involved with something called the Manhattan Project, but we assumed it was that.” He pointed toward the southern skyline.

“That would be a dangerous assumption,” Ilin said. “Four tactical nukes, warheads for long-range, stand-off antiship missiles. Fleet killers. Each packs roughly twenty times the yield of the weapons you used on Hiroshima and Nagasaki. Easily transported. If competent technicians get their hands on them, they could be used as portable bombs.”

“Handy.”

“Quite. I would imagine each warhead would weigh about a hundred kilos, and be, perhaps, a little larger than a soccer ball. As some wit pointed out years ago, the terrorists could disguise them as cocaine and bring them in through the Miami airport.”

“Any other thoughts?”

“Don’t assume that the target is America. Oh, certainly, America is the great Satan and all that, but the real target is Western civilization.”

He smacked his hands together. “This web of airplanes and computers and telephones and banks that move capital freely—all of that is in danger from religious fanatics who wish to destroy this secular edifice that feeds and clothes and houses billions of people. They want to create chaos, prove the primacy of their cause. In the new dark ages that will follow they will build their holy empire. Think of it—billions of ignorant, starving people bowing toward Mecca five times a day.”

“They haven’t won yet, and they won’t win in the future,” Jake Grafton shot back. “If they succeed in bringing about a holy war—Islam on one side and civilization on the other—Islam will lose.”

“From your vantage point that would appear to be a safe prediction,” replied Janos Ilin. “These fanatics wish to shatter the primacy of the rich nations, foremost of which is America. They think that the struggle will radicalize the Islamic masses and destroy the secular Arab governments that attempt to straddle the cultural divide. The goal is to re-create the glorious past, build a united Islamic nation intolerant of dissent, obedient to their vision of God’s laws. They think they will win because God is on their side.”

“Whirling dervishes,” Grafton muttered.

“Many Muslims thought that bin Laden was the Mahdi, the Islamic messiah. He certainly saw himself in that role. In any event, the Muslim world is under severe stress, so we’re doing holy war again.”

“The terrorists have won some and lost some,” Jake said thoughtfully. “People are indeed terrorized.”

Ilin turned to face upriver, leaned back against the railing. “In all my years in intelligence, I have never seen a covert operation as large as the September eleven attack. Quite remarkable.” Ilin sighed. “It was only possible because Americans are so trusting, so unsuspicious.”

“Not anymore,” Jake Grafton said sourly.

“Your countrymen have had an expensive education,” Ilin agreed. “One would suspect that future terror attacks will be low-tech, with only one or a few perpetrators. Poison in a municipal water system, adulterated food, something along those lines would maximize their chance of success, minimize the risk, and create terror. Yet, someone paid General Petrov a large sum of money for nuclear weapons.”

He flipped away his cig. It took a curving path into the dark water. “This talk of justice I see in the press worries me,” he continued. “This war is beyond courts and lawyers, with their sophistry and legalisms. Your enemies will win a victory if you give them a courtroom forum. If you people don’t understand that, you are lost.”

Ilin held out his hand. Jake shook.

“Good luck, my friend.”

“Thanks for coming, Ilin.”

Ilin nodded once, glanced again downriver, then walked away. Jake watched him walk the length of the pier and disappear up the sidewalk into the naked trees.

One of the closest fishermen reeled in his bait and disassembled his rod. When he had his gear stowed in carrying cases, he came over to where Jake stood, still looking downriver.

“What did he have to say, Admiral?”

The questioner was Commander Toad Tarkington, Grafton’s executive assistant. He had been with Grafton for years. He was several inches shorter than the admiral, with regular, handsome features marked with laugh lines.

“He says that several weeks ago some Russian general sold four missile warheads to an outfit calling themselves the Sword of Islam.”

“Do you believe him?”

“Well, the story sounds plausible. He claims that the SVR doesn’t know he is giving us this information, which he is donating to the cause of civilization out of the goodness of his heart.”

“Where are the weapons now?”

“He says he doesn’t know.”

Toad pursed his lips and whistled softly. “Four warheads ! As usual, we’re right on top of events.”

“Makes you want to cry, doesn’t it?”





CHAPTER TWO

When Jake returned to Washington that afternoon, he went straight to CIA headquarters at Langley. His boss was a man named Coke Twilley. He was heavyset, balding, and, Jake gathered, had joined the CIA when he graduated from college. He had once mentioned that he was a Yale graduate, which was no surprise; in the 1950s and 60’s, the CIA had recruited heavily from the Ivy League. He wore what appeared to be his college class ring on his right hand. Twilley had the look and mannerisms of a college professor. On rare occasions his fleshy features registered faint amusement, but usually his features betrayed no emotion except boredom. One was left with the impression that the only part of his professional life he enjoyed was intellectual give-and-take with his social peers, who were few and far between in the down-and-dirty trenches of espionage and office politics. His one human quality was an addiction to Coca-Cola, the sugared variety, which he sipped more or less all day, hence his nickname. What his beverage of choice did to his blood sugar level only his doctor knew.

His assistant department head was a man named Khanh Tran, though everyone called him Sonny. He was a whippet-lean Vietnamese who had come to the States when he was seven years old. He didn’t speak a word of English then, and today still had a trace of an accent. A graduate of Cal Poly, he had spent his adult life in the CIA.

This afternoon in Twilley’s office, Twilley and Sonny Tran listened to Jake’s report without interruption. He carefully covered every point. When Jake finished, Twilley asked, “Do you have any suggestions for verifying this tale?”

“Get it from another source,” Jake replied dryly.

“So where do you think the weapons are now?” Twilley idly played with an expensive fountain pen, a Christmas or birthday gift from days gone by. As usual, today he looked mildly bored, and perhaps he was.

“I haven’t the slightest idea. Neither did Ilin.”

“Richard Doyle? I’ve known him for years. A Russian spy? Do you believe that?”

“It strikes me that allegation is certainly worth checking. If it’s not true, no harm will be done. If it is …” He left the comment hanging.

“I’ve never liked Russians,” Twilley said now, apropos of nothing. He took a sip of Coke from a coffee cup, then leaned back in his padded swivel chair and laced his fingers across his ample middle. He had a habit of staring owlishly at people, which he indulged in now with Jake, blinking so rarely that some people thought he never blinked at all.

“An intelligence gift from the SVR—that KGB crowd …” Twilley snorted derisively. “Worst collection of scum on the planet. Stalin’s thugs. Murdered thirty million of their own people! I’d bet my pension those bastards have been selling weapons to terrorists for years and pocketing the proceeds. Now they’re worried that the terrorists are going to pop a nuke somewhere and the shit is going to splatter on them, so they’re covering their ass by whispering to us, blaming it all on some weenie brigadier rotting out in the boondocks. That crowd would sell coal to the devil!”

“You’ve had past dealings with Ilin, Admiral; you probably know him better than anyone in our government,” Sonny Tran said smoothly. “Have you any other thoughts that you wish Mr. Twilley to pass along?”

“Yes, I do,” Jake Grafton said. “Ilin gave us a place to start. The Sword of Islam. Regardless of why Ilin passed this information to us, we must investigate. It would be grotesquely irresponsible not to.”

“We will investigate, Admiral,” Tran assured him.

“And it goes without saying that the allegation against Doyle must also be investigated.”

“Then why say it?” Twilley shot back.

“I want to be on record as strenuously recommending an investigation. Just in case Ilin’s allegations fall through a bureaucratic crack.”

Twilley’s face was a mask. “I find that comment offensive, Grafton. The implication is that this agency is full of criminal incompetents.”

“No one can win every battle,” Jake replied, “but we’d damn well better win the war. You can take that remark any way you please.”

It had been that kind of day. He was in a foul mood, and this little session with Coke Twilley hadn’t improved it. He got up and left Twilley’s office, closing the door behind him.

*

When he got home that evening to the apartment in Roslyn, Jake Grafton found that his wife, Callie, and daughter, Amy, were serving dinner to guests. Toad Tarkington’s wife, Rita Moravia, was seated with her three-year-old son on her lap beside Jack Yocke, a reporter and columnist for the Washington Post that the Graftons had known for years. Yocke had brought a date, a tall woman in a business suit who appeared to be about thirty years of age. Her name was Greta Fairchild. After the introductions, Jake followed Callie into the kitchen and kissed her.

“How’d it go in New York?” she asked in a voice barely above a whisper.

“So, so.”

“How is he?”

“About the same, near as I could tell. Still smokes incessantly.”

“Hope you don’t mind the crowd. I didn’t know when you were coming home, and we invited Yocke and the Tarkingtons weeks ago. Rita says Toad will be along in a few minutes.”

“Don’t mind at all.” He kissed her again. “I missed you, lady.”

“Be careful,” she cautioned as he pulled off his sweater and tossed it on a chair. “Fairchild is a lawyer, sharp and, I suspect, a wee bit argumentative.”

“Afraid I’ll get sued?”

“Afraid you’ll get in an argument. You look like you could chew nails and spit tacks.”

Jake took a deep breath, exhaled, then smiled broadly. Holding the grin, he asked, “How’s this?”

“Fine. Go sit down and I’ll bring you a glass of wine.”

The Tarkington toadlet squirmed off his mother’s lap and ran to Jake as he pecked Amy’s cheek. “Uncle Hake, Uncle Hake, I pooped today.”

“Made his mama proud,” Rita proclaimed as the adults laughed. “Keep that up, son, and you’ll make your mark in the world.”

“You’re getting to be a real big boy,” Jake said as he lifted the youngster and gave him a smooch on his cheek. He took his usual seat at the head of the table and kept the boy on his lap.

Yocke was tall and lanky. He grinned as Jake listened solemnly to the three-year-old tell of the day’s toilet adventures. When that topic had been exhausted, he said to the admiral, “I didn’t realize the navy had gotten so casual. Jeans, no less.”

“We try to keep up with the times.” Away they went, chattering lightly. Greta Fairchild specialized in administrative law, had been with a Washington firm for five years. She was from California and, Jake gathered, had been dating Yocke occasionally for a year or so.

“Do you have any spare time now that you’re stationed in Washington?” Callie asked Rita.

“Only on weekends. I’ve gotten my civilian flight instructor rating. Tommy Carmellini is my first student. Getting time to fly is difficult, but I’ve given him four lessons.”

“Is he still scaring you?”

“Not so badly now. He’s learning. I think he likes it. Afterward he drinks beer with Toad and tells him all about it.”

Toad arrived fifteen minutes after Jake, carrying a high chair. He shook hands all around, pulled Amy upright from her chair and bent her over in a passionate matinee kiss, then dropped into the empty chair beside his wife. Amy seized the back of her chair to steady herself and gasped, “I love it when the Tarkingtons come to dinner.”

“Two days you’ve been gone,” Rita said icily to Toad, “and I don’t get the romantic treatment. Is this a hint?”

“Stand up, babe.”

As everyone cheered, Toad gave Rita a movie kiss like the one he had bestowed on Amy. When they broke, Rita’s cheeks were flushed.

“Well,” Toad demanded, “are we still a number?”

“You’ve sold me, Toad-man. Sit down and behave yourself.”

Trust the ol’ Horny Toad to lighten the mood, Jake thought. He winked at Callie and had a sip of wine.

“Is this what we have to look forward to?” Fairchild asked Jack Yocke, who put his hand on hers.

“Toad may have one more good smooch in him, if you ask him nice,” Yocke replied. Fairchild joined in the laughter. Tarkington rescued his son from his boss’s lap and installed him in the high chair.

After dinner Rita insisted on helping Callie with the dishes. Toad got into a conversation with Amy about college—she was a student at Georgetown—so Jake led Yocke into the living room. Greta Fairchild stayed with the men.

“How goes the war against terror these days?” Yocke asked. The fact that Jake was currently assigned to the antiterrorism task force was public information, but his duties were not. After knowing Grafton for years, Yocke well knew that he would not get anything classified from him. Nor could he use Jake as a source, even an anonymous one. Grafton was, in the lingo of journalists, deep background.

Grafton’s answer to the reporter’s question was a shrug. Yocke glanced at Greta, who blandly met his eyes. She had no intention of being shuffled off to the kitchen. Yocke gave up. He leaned back in his chair and crossed one leg over the other.

They talked politics for a while. Greta was not shy about voicing her opinion, which the admiral listened to with interest. Finally he said to Yocke, “So what’s wrong with the CIA?”

Yocke snorted. “The organization was put together after World War Two to keep an eye on the Russians. The mission was to prevent World War Three, and everything else was secondary to that.”

“Yet they missed the collapse of communism and the breakup of the Soviet Union,” Grafton mused, “the most significant political event in Russia since the 1917 Revolution. Not a soul at the CIA even suggested that the collapse of communism was a possibility. Then, bang, it happened, leaving every policy maker in Washington stupefied with surprise. Why was that?”

“All I can tell you is what my sources say—”

“Larded with your own opinions,” Greta Fairchild interjected.

“Naturally,” Yocke said, not missing a beat. “The KGB was very good at rooting out Soviets who were spying for the U.S. And various American traitors were busy betraying these people to the KGB for money. Add in the natural aversion of liberals for intelligence bureaucracies—gentlemen don’t read other people’s mail, and after all, it is cultural imperialism—and you have an outfit that decided it could find out what it needed to know by signal intelligence and imagery, which is satellite and aircraft reconnaissance. The agency never had enough good sources in high places in Moscow to let them see the big picture of what was really going on.”

“They missed nine-eleven, too,” Jake murmured.

“From what I hear, analysts at the agency were saying that the 1993 World Trade Center bombing was not an isolated threat. The Clinton administration didn’t want to hear it. Then came the USS Cole. But still, the agency is structured to warn us if the Russians are preparing for World War Three, not tell us who in the mosques and bazaars of the Islamic world is plotting atrocities and making them happen.”

“Can the agency be reformed?” Greta asked.

“Certainly. Reorganized and refocused. Yet I don’t think it will ever be as good as the KGB was. I think the American people and the politicians will lose interest in the war on terrorism—hell, you read the newspapers—and those are the consumers the agency serves. Frankly, the politicians don’t want to pay people to hunt for bad news and they don’t want to hear it when it’s found.”

“Jack, you’re a terrible cynic,” Greta remarked, and winked at her host. “But what about the FBI? Nineteen suicidal saboteurs running around the country with no one the wiser—J. Edgar Hoover must be pounding the lid of his coffin.”

“I’ll bet he is,” Jake muttered.

The conversation had moved on to other subjects when Amy came to the door and announced, “Pie and ice cream.”

*

Richard Doyle lived in a middle-sized, middle-class, three-bedroom, two-and-a-half-bath house with a two-car garage in the endless suburbs of Virginia. His house sat tucked between two very similar houses on a quiet, tree-lined curvy street in a subdivision full of curvy streets and speed bumps, a subdivision indistinguishable from a hundred others sprawled across the landscape west of the Potomac.

The Doyles had an above-ground pool in their backyard. They purchased it years ago for the kids when they were small, but now that they were in high school the kids wanted to go to the community pool in the summer to hang with friends, so the Doyles’ pool was empty. Indeed, it had not contained water for several years.

Martha Doyle sold real estate from a nearby mall office of a national chain. She drove a late-model white Lexus, which she used to haul clients around to look at houses. The expenses on the car were a nice tax write-off. Many of the people looking for houses were government employees, like her husband, or worked for civil or defense contractors or consulting firms that did business with the government. Some worked in the high-tech industries west of the Beltway.

All in all, Martha Doyle was in a great place to sell real estate. Few people in the area owned a house more than three or four years; the constant turnover kept the market hot, hot, hot. She worked out at a racquet club and belonged to a variety of civic groups, which she had joined when she realized that the contacts she made there would bring her listings.

The Doyles also belonged to a church. They attended services several times a month and participated in church events. Whether the motive was listings for Mrs. Doyle or because the Doyles enjoyed belonging to a religious community, no one could say.

Richard Doyle worked for the CIA, although none of his neighbors knew it, not even his pastor. His wife knew, of course, yet never mentioned it. Both the Doyles told anyone who asked that he worked for “the government” and let it go at that. Anyone who pressed the issue was told he worked for the General Services Administration, a vast, unglamorous bureaucracy that maintained federal office buildings.

There was little to distinguish the Doyles from the tens of thousands of people who lived in similar houses and similar subdivisions in every direction, except for one astounding fact: Richard Doyle was a spy.

None of his friends or neighbors knew his fantastic secret, not even his wife. He had been passing CIA secrets to the KGB, now the SVR, for fifteen years. He was paid for his treason, yet he didn’t do it for money—indeed, he had never spent a dollar that the Russians had paid him. He had it hidden away in safety-deposit boxes scattered through the Washington metropolitan area.

Richard Doyle committed treason because it made him different from all these other middle-class schmucks slogging it eight-to-five, five days a week, forty-eight weeks a year, waiting for that magic day when they turned fifty-five years of age and could retire. He was special. He had almost two million dollars in cash stuffed in a half-dozen safety-deposit boxes and when he reached fifty-five, he wasn’t going to Florida. Oh no! He was going to live.

He had seven years to go before that happy birthday, so he didn’t really dwell on how it would be. The truth was he hadn’t really decided how he was going to spend the rest of his life. There was plenty of time.

This evening Doyle was home alone—his wife was showing a house and the kids were at a high school football game. He was thirty minutes into a Dirty Harry movie on television when the telephone rang.

“Hello.”

Richard Doyle listened for a moment, glanced at his watch, then said, “Okay,” and hung up the receiver.

He used the remote to kill the television, put on his shoes, then stood and stretched.

His wife wouldn’t be home for at least an hour and the kids were planning on catching a ride home with the neighbor down the street. He had plenty of time. He went to the kitchen and helped himself to a soft drink from the fridge. He took the can with him. Martha was driving her Lexus, so he took the vehicle he usually drove, a three-year-old maroon Dodge Caravan.

He made sure he closed the garage door, then headed for the subdivision exit. In minutes he joined the traffic on the highway.

Ten minutes later he rolled into the parking lot of a fast-food restaurant in Tyson’s Corner. He knew from past visits that the restaurant’s security cameras did not tape activities in the parking lot, yet he remained in his car.

Two minutes later another vehicle, a sedan, drove into the restaurant’s lot and stopped with the engine running. Doyle glanced around, then got out of his car and walked over to the sedan. He opened the passenger door and seated himself.

“Good evening.”

“Hi.” The other man put his car in gear and drove out of the parking lot.

“I’ve got a document I want you to see, but I didn’t want to copy it. Too many pages.”

“Hot, huh?”

“Too risky to use the copiers at the office. The ones we have now have a computer memory. I’ve got to get this thing back into the file tomorrow. You can read the summary and key passages, get the gist of it.”

“Okay.”

“Once I have it back in the file, we’re safe and we’ve left no tracks.”

“You’re really worried about giving me a copy, aren’t you?”

“Hey, I haven’t gotten caught yet. If they bust you, they still got nothing on me.”

“They’re not going to bust me,” Richard Doyle said dismissively. “Shit, I’ve been doing this forever. Fucking FBI couldn’t catch a cold.”

The driver pulled into the parking lot of a fast-food joint that had gone out of business. “Did you ever eat here?” Doyle asked, gesturing at the sign. “Terrible food.”

The driver stopped the car behind the building, put the transmission in park, and turned off the ignition. He jabbed a button under the dash to release the trunk lid. Then he got out of the car and walked back to the trunk. He took out a folder, then slammed it shut. He came up to the passenger side of the car and opened Doyle’s door.

He handed Doyle the folder. “Here it is. Turn on the light over the mirror. It’s that button up there.”

As Doyle was looking up, trying to find the light switch, the driver used a silenced pistol to shoot him once just behind the right ear. Richard Doyle slumped in his seat.

The driver closed the passenger door, walked around the vehicle, got in, started the engine, and drove away.

An hour later the sedan pulled up to a gate in a chain-link fence at an airport near Leesburg. The killer flashed his lights. Another car drove up and the driver used a pass card to open the gate. The two vehicles drove between rows of sheet-metal hangars until the first car stopped. Two men got out. The killer helped them carry Richard Doyle’s body into the hangar. Only when the hangar door was closed did they turn on the light.

“Who is it?” one of the men asked the killer.

“If you really want to know, look in his wallet before you put it in the acid.”

“Don’t guess it matters.”

“You know the drill. Clothes, wallet, everything, in the acid. Concrete shoes for our friend, then put him in the water at least fifty miles off the coast.”

“We’ll get the concrete on him tonight,” one of the men replied, nudging Doyle with his foot, “let it set up, then give him his last flight tomorrow night before he starts getting too ripe.”

“Fine,” the killer said, and snapped off the hangar light. He opened the door and went out without another glance at Richard Doyle’s corpse.

*

The limo with dark windows cruised slowly through downtown Washington. Traffic that Saturday night was heavy, as usual, even though the hour was near 11 P.M. In Dupont Circle the chess games had their usual players and onlookers. Skateboarders zoomed on the sidewalks and a few hookers strutted hopefully, their pimps watching from a distance.

The driver of the limo looked at his watch from time to time. He was a block from Dupont Circle at two minutes before the hour, waiting for the light. He didn’t fidget, didn’t drum his fingers—he sat with both hands on the wheel watching traffic and pedestrians. When the light turned green he looked both ways to ensure no one intended to run the light, released the brake and fed gas.

He caught the light at the circle and stayed right. He glanced at the chess game nearest the streetlight—and saw a man rise from the board and shake his opponent’s hand. He was late. He should have already been on the corner.

The driver moved left and drove completely around the circle, then pulled to a stop at the light by the drugstore. The man from the chess game was wearing jeans, a pullover shirt, and tennis shoes. He stepped off the curb, grasped the rear door of the limo, and seated himself.

The chauffeur rolled immediately.

In the back the chess player nodded at the passenger on the left side of the car, a tall man with thinning blond hair, wearing a blue suit and dark red tie. “Sorry I’m late,” the chess player said. “My opponent used a gambit I haven’t seen in years.”

“Meeting like this is dangerous,” responded the suit.

“The agency and the FBI have learned about the warheads.”

“We knew they would.”

“A lieutenant general from the SVR told them. He also told them about Richard Doyle. We couldn’t wait, so I removed Mr. Doyle from the board.”

Mr. Suit sat silently. The news about Doyle was unexpected and created problems, but complaining to the man who had found the problem and solved it was not productive.

“The warheads are at the airport in Karachi,” the chess player continued. “They’ll leave Friday on a Greek ship, the Olympic Voyager.”

“Why Friday?”

“We couldn’t do it sooner.”

“So what is the government’s response to the news?”

“It’s on the president’s desk.”

The suit chuckled dryly. “So far so good. This is going to be a very profitable operation. My office got a call just two hours ago. The national security adviser has asked me to have breakfast with him tomorrow.”

“As you know, I have never sugarcoated my advice,” the chess player said, watching Mr. Suit. “The world is changing very quickly. I argued against Pakistan. I don’t think you appreciate the dangers. The militants are playing their own game.”

“We have good people there. And we’ve paid them well.”

“Let’s hope it all goes swimmingly. Whatever happens, don’t say I didn’t warn you.”

“Dutch is a good man. He’ll get those warheads delivered.”

The chess player said nothing.

“Doyle? Will we hear anything from that?”

“I don’t think so. He has completely disappeared. I used reliable men. The FBI are already mounting a major manhunt. They will conclude that he defected or was assassinated. Regardless, there are no loose ends.”

The limo had been rolling through the downtown and was now approaching Union Station. “You may let me out anywhere along here,” the chess player said. The suit used the intercom to speak to the chauffeur, who acknowledged the order by clicking the mike.

“So what drives you?” the suit asked as the limo came to a halt near the curb. “The money or the game?”

“The game, of course,” the chess player said with a smile. He opened the door and stepped out.

The chess player stood for a moment watching the limo merge with traffic, then shrugged and walked toward the station. Once inside he took the escalator to the Metro stop, used a token to pass through the gates, and went down onto the platform.

Standing there waiting for the train, he permitted himself a grin. The game at Dupont Circle this evening had been excellent, but this one was going to be sublime. The man in the limo thought that money was the way we keep score in life. People with money always thought that.

The chess player laughed aloud.





CHAPTER THREE

The Walney’s Bank building in the heart of Cairo was a small replica of the Bank of England building in London, and in that setting it jarred the eye. Walney’s Bank was founded to help finance the export of Egyptian cotton to Britain during the American Civil War. The current building was completed during the siege of Khartoum in the Sudan, and had withstood war and riot and political turmoil ever since.

The dark, spacious interior projected a sense of deep calm, a striking contrast to the cacophony, dirt, intense sunlight, and gridlocked traffic in the streets outside. The floors were marble, the counters, lintels, and doorjambs dark, highly polished wood.

Walney’s still maintained a cozy relationship with a large group of British banks—and Swiss, German, Italian, Russian, Saudi, Kuwaiti, Iranian, Pakistani, Indian, and Indonesian banks. Walney’s advertised heavily in British magazines, publicizing their slogan far and wide: “Walney’s treats you right.” British tourists on holiday regularly dropped by to cash travelers’ checks and purchase more; English tellers made the tourists feel right at home.

While Walney’s looked as British as tea and toast, it wasn’t. In the aftermath of World War II British taxes became confiscatory, so the descendants of the original Walney—one Sir Horace, dead now for over a century—sold out to a group of Egyptian investors. The bank today was managed by Abdul Abn Saad, a large-nosed, lean, hawkish man in his fifties who spoke excellent English with a slight Egyptian accent.

He didn’t stand when Anna Modin entered the room. She seated herself in front of his massive desk and waited for Saad to address her. He finished reading the sheet of paper in front of him before he looked up.

“How was Russia?” he asked in Arabic.

“Dismal,” she said. She kept her knees together and sat perfectly erect, as if the chair were a stool, with her hands folded on the purse in her lap. She was wearing a well-cut dress from a Roman designer, a matching jacket, and high-heel pumps. Her purse was also Italian and very expensive. A single strand of pearls encircled her neck. Her long hair hid her matching pearl earrings.

“Report.”

“Zuair arrived on schedule at the Russian arms depot with the money. General Petrov sold him four warheads, which he selected from hundreds that were there. He and his men loaded the weapons on a truck and left. Petrov was quite pleased with the transaction. He didn’t rob, cheat, or kill them, hoping that they would soon return with more money for more weapons.”

“Very good,” Saad muttered as he looked at her through narrowed eyes. “Did you have any trouble getting into or out of the country?”

“No, sir. I stayed at the Metropole Hotel just off Red Square, visited the banks we discussed, then took a holiday. It was during the holiday that I traveled to meet Petrov, who was expecting me. Trusevich recommended me to him, as he said he would.”

Trusevich was a Russian mobster who controlled much of the drug traffic in southern Russia. He was one of Walney’s better clients.

“Trusevich also recommended Walney’s to Petrov, who deposited a million and a half American with the bank. I gave him a receipt and deposited the cash with one of our correspondent banks in Moscow. They should have wired the funds.”

For the first time Abdul Abn Saad grinned. He picked up the sheet of paper he had been perusing when she entered. “They did,” he said, indicating the paper, then centered the sheet on his desk.

He was grinning, Anna Modin knew, at the irony. Walney’s supplied the money to Frouq al-Zuair for his weapons purchase; now a significant chunk of the money was back as a deposit from a Russian general, a deposit that could and would be loaned to the people who were helping finance jihad around the globe. Truly, modern finance was a marvel, a weapon that could be turned against its inventors and used to crack the foundations of secular civilization, and ultimately bring it down. And Walney’s was making a profit on every transaction!

“Miss Modin,” said Abdul Saad, “you have been with the bank almost five years. I confess, I had misgivings about hiring you, but your fluency in various languages, your knowledge of finance, your contacts in Russia, and your discretion have made you invaluable.”

“Thank you, sir.”

“Especially your discretion,” Saad added.

Modin lowered her gaze modestly for a few seconds.

“I am sure you will enjoy a few days to recover from your journey. Still, business is pressing, and I must ask you to travel again on Friday.”

She nodded.

“I shall give you your destination and errand on Thursday afternoon. Four o’clock.”

“Thank you, sir,” she said, and rose.

Abdul Saad watched her walk from the room, then went back to his paperwork.

Anna Modin went to her office, a small cubicle on the top floor of the building. She had one window, from which she could just see the top of the Great Pyramid of Cheops on clear days. She didn’t look today.

She stirred through the paper in her in-basket, settled down to scan a report on nonperforming loans, then leaned back in her chair. Abdul Saad’s crack about discretion was on her mind; it was a veiled threat, and it bothered her.

She was a Russian woman working in a male-dominated Islamic society … naturally she had little or nothing to do with bank business in the Arab world. She had been employed at the bank because of her experience at Swiss banks. She kept her job because she was damned good at what she did, which was to deal almost exclusively with European and American merchants who often felt more comfortable with a European woman than they did with “inscrutable” Arab males who didn’t speak their language fluently.

What none of the customers or bankers knew was that Anna Modin was a spy. She was not an agent of any government—she provided information to Janos Ilin, who had approached her ten years before, when she was at the university in Moscow. She turned to the window and stood looking out as she thought about those days.

Janos Ilin, a senior officer in the SVR. Those were heady days, in the early nineties. Communism had just collapsed and a new day was dawning in Russia. A boyfriend introduced her to Ilin, who over the course of four dinners, one a week for a month, felt her out about her political views.

She was not a communist and she told him so. She labeled herself a citizen of the world who happened to be Russian. She believed in democracy, she bravely told Ilin, and the rule of law.

Finally, at the fourth dinner, Ilin asked her to leave Russia, to get a job in European finance and provide him with information, when and if circumstances required it. Of course she refused. She thought he was asking on behalf of the KGB, now the SVR, the senior officers of which had just tried to overthrow Gorbachev in a coup d’état and were now under arrest.

“I am not asking for anything,” Ilin said. He laid a passport and exit visa on the table and pushed it across to her. “No strings. I shall provide you with a drop, which is a way to communicate with me. If you ever discover anything you wish to tell me, you may use the drop. If you don’t, never use it.”

She refused the offer, but two weeks later, when Ilin called again, she decided to talk with him one more time. The thought of leaving Russia intrigued her. She had never been abroad. She had heard so much of the West—seeing it, living there, working there would be a great adventure. She could always return to Russia if she ever wished to. Her parents were elderly, and she talked about the possibility with them, leaving out Janos Ilin and his conversations with her. Seeing her enthusiasm, they gave a reluctant approval.

So she listened carefully to Ilin and decided to take a chance. This time, when he handed her the passport and exit visa, she had put them in her pocket.

Upon graduation six weeks later she went to Switzerland and began hunting a job. Her linguistic skills landed her in a Zurich bank. She heard nothing from Ilin for five years.

One day she ran into him on a street corner as she left her building for lunch.

He picked the bistro and the booth. Over a sandwich and glass of wine, he asked how she was, how she was doing. Finally he got around to it: “I would like for you to apply for a job at Walney’s Bank in Cairo. They have an opening for an experienced European banker, and I think they might hire you.”

“Are you asking me to spy for the SVR?”

“No. I have a friend inside Walney’s. I want you to carry messages from me to him, and him to me. I want you to be a courier.”

“That sounds like spying to me,” she retorted, thinking of her Swiss friends and a man she thought might be in love with her.

Ilin had taken his time answering. They were in a corner booth where no one could overhear their conversation. “Walney’s is involved in financing Islamic terrorist organizations. These groups are composed of fanatics who murder people for political or religious reasons.”

“What if I’m caught?”

“You will be tortured for every scrap of information you know, then murdered.”

“And you thought of me. I’m flattered.”

“Someone has to do it.”

After a week’s thought, she had applied to Walney’s. They asked her to come to Cairo for an interview. Then they hired her. That was five years ago.

Anna soon decided there was no spy at all. The drop, an opening in a brick wall behind a loose toilet paper dispenser in the ladies’ room, was never used. One had to reach behind the dispenser with two fingers to extract whatever was there while sitting on one of the commodes. At first she checked it daily, then weekly, finally once a month or so. Nothing. Until five months ago, when she found the first wadded-up candy wrapper in the drop.

The information was on a tiny roll of film inside the wrapper. The candy wrapper seemed innocuous. The film certainly wasn’t. Someone was risking their life photographing records, just as she was risking her life carrying the film.

She carried the wrappers in her purse and left them in various drops in cities all over Europe. Ilin didn’t offer to pay her, and she didn’t ask. She was helping him, not the Russian secret police.

She never learned the identity of Ilin’s spy on the inside, and in truth didn’t want to know. What you didn’t know you couldn’t tell, inadvertently or intentionally, even to save your life. All she knew was that the spy was probably a woman; the drop where she picked up information was in the third-floor women’s room. The janitors were men and cleaned the rest room at night, and one of them was a possibility. Yet it was more probable that the person leaving the information for her to find was one of the women clerks in the wire transfer division. Among the countries in the Arab world, only in Egypt, and perhaps Iraq, did women work in banks, and then only in back-office clerical jobs. And that is where the hard intelligence is. That is where the information that Janos Ilin wanted could be mined, the who and how much and when.

Two years ago Abdul Abn Saad had begun sending her on missions that were outside the sphere of legitimate banking. Indeed, he and the bank were involved in funding and directing terror.

Four nuclear weapons.

She had written a report of Petrov’s sale on the inside of a candy wrapper and left it in a drop on the Moscow subway for Ilin to find. She hadn’t telephoned or made any other attempt to contact him. Abdul Abn Saad and his people might be watching.

These people were cutthroats, and hers was the throat they would slit if they learned that she told a solitary soul about the bank’s business or theirs.

Saad paid her well for working at the bank, almost twice the salary she had been getting in Switzerland. She fancied that she earned it, but when the secret missions began she understood that she was being paid to keep silent and go along.

They were evil men. And ignorant. They thought all Westerners were motivated by money. Virtue, they thought, was theirs alone. Women were some subspecies of human, useful only for recreation and procreation.

She abandoned the window, sat at her desk, and examined her hands. They were shaking. The trembling was barely perceptible, but it was there.

She was burning out. Saad had never threatened her before. What did it mean? Did he suspect?

What if they had discovered the drop in the women’s room, or caught the spy and learned of it?

It would be a simple matter to install a hidden security camera to see who serviced the drop. Interrogation and torture and death would swiftly follow.

Four nuclear weapons …

Perhaps she should have stayed in Moscow. Called Ilin, told him what she knew, and told him to get another courier.

She hadn’t done that. She hadn’t wanted to abandon whoever was risking her life to acquire information here. The fact that it was a woman, probably an Arab woman, made it doubly difficult. No, she could not abandon a woman who was risking her life to fight evil.

Yet now her hands shook all the time.

Anna Modin stood, straightened her skirt, checked her reflection in the glass of the window, then went down the corridor to the women’s room. She pushed open the door and went inside. No one was there.

She paused at the sink, studied the room in the mirror, then turned and scrutinized every square inch, looking for any changes to the room since her last visit two weeks ago. There seemed to be none.

She entered the stall and removed her jacket, which she laid across the toilet paper dispenser. Then she rearranged her clothing and sat down.

She glanced at the ceiling, at the walls in front of her. Everything looked as before.

Finally she reached for toilet paper. Keeping the jacket over her hand, she reached into the hole behind the dispenser, felt with two fingers. Nothing there—the drop was empty.

The rest of the day passed doing routine paperwork. She waited and waited for the ax to fall, and it didn’t. The waiting—that was the life of a spy. Waiting, always tense, always pretending, always trying to project a calm one didn’t feel.

When she finally left the office that evening, she didn’t look back.

*

In the days that followed Jake’s interview with Coke Twilley and Sonny Tran he heard no more about Ilin’s missing weapons, nor did anyone whisper Richard Doyle’s name. Jake’s job as military liaison to the antiterrorism task force consisted mostly of coordinating the use of the military in roles that couldn’t be performed by civil agencies of the government. He spent long hours on the telephone talking to various commands throughout the country and to the civilians, to whom he had to explain precisely what the military could and couldn’t do.

Commander Toad Tarkington was also there, of course, working the phones alongside his boss. Jake was too busy to worry about the bombs, so Toad worried for both of them. “Do you think maybe you should have another talk with Coke?” he asked hopefully. “Maybe find out what’s going on?”

Jake shook his head and pushed a button on his phone to answer a waiting call. An hour later, during a momentary lull, Toad suggested, “Wha’daya think about arranging another meet with Ilin, see if he’s heard anything else?”

“There’s nothing we can do, Toad.”

“Goddamn, Admiral, the world is on the brink of the abyss. You and I are the only two sane people on the planet who know about it, and I’ve got my doubts about you.”

Grafton chuckled and started to reply to that bon mot, but the telephone rang, so he answered it. Whatever he was going to say to Toad was never said, because when he finally hung up the phone he was thinking about something else, then finally he forgot it altogether.

On Thursday evening the telephone rang at Jake’s apartment. The voice on the other end of the line was that of the deputy chief of naval operations. After a muttered greeting, the admiral said, “An hour from now, at nine, be waiting downstairs in front of your building. You jog, don’t you?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Wear jogging shorts, tennis shoes. Do you have a distinctive sweatshirt with a college logo or something?”

Jake had to think for a moment. “Slick Willie’s.”

“What’s that?”

“A whorehouse in Nevada, sir.”

The admiral chuckled dryly. “Wear that. Nine o’clock, down front.”

“Want to tell me what this is about, Admiral?”

“Somebody wants to meet you.”

So Jake dressed in his jogging duds, stood in front of the building feeling like an idiot as light traffic rolled through the Roslyn neighborhood and a light Thursday evening crowd strolled by, heading to or from the Metro or to get a coffee drink.

A large black sedan with dark windows pulled up to the curb about a minute before nine. A sedan stopped in the street in front of it, and another sedan pulled in behind. A fit man in his early thirties wearing a sports coat got out of the front passenger seat and opened the rear door. Then he motioned to Jake.

Jake walked over and climbed in—the man shut the door firmly and got back into the car.

“Rear Admiral Grafton,” the man sitting beside Jake said as the car pulled away from the curb. “It’s a pleasure.” He held out his hand.

“Pleased to meet you, sir,” Jake Grafton said, and shook hands with the president of the United States.

“Cool shirt,” the president said, and nodded to the Secret Service agent behind the wheel, who put the car in motion.

“It’s a pleasure meeting you, Admiral,” the president continued. “I’ve heard a lot about you.”

Jake tried to think of an appropriate response. This was the first and only president he had ever met. He seemed like an okay guy, but after all … “Heard a lot about you too, sir,” he muttered, and felt like an idiot.

“Tell me about your meeting with Janos Ilin last week. I’ve read the CIA’s summary, but I want to hear it firsthand.”

Jake covered it all, who Ilin was, explained how he and his wife had met Ilin about a year ago when the Russian was assigned to the military liaison team for the SuperAegis antiballistic-missile defense system. He mentioned the FBI’s surveillance efforts to ensure Ilin wasn’t followed to the meet in New York, then carefully related the substance of the conversation, the revelation that a Russian general had sold four missile warheads to the Sword of Islam, and the name of the CIA officer that Ilin said was a Russian spy, Richard Doyle.

“Four nuclear warheads with two-hundred-kiloton yields,” the president said softly to himself. He took a deep breath. “Do you think Ilin was lying?”

“When he told me about the missing weapons I thought he was telling the truth. It had the right …” Jake rubbed his fingers together as he searched for the proper word “ … the right feel, I suppose you could say. Since then I’ve gone over and over it in my mind, weighing it. For the life of me, I can’t see what the Russians would gain by telling us a lie like that. The story isn’t one I would want told if I were them. It makes them look like incompetents, criminal incompetents who can’t control rogue generals—and if the story is true, that is precisely what they are.

“Was Ilin spilling the beans on his own responsibility or was he playing a role? I don’t know the answer to that one. Ilin always struck me as a man with his own agenda. On the other hand, I doubt that he would have made lieutenant general in the KGB or SVR or whatever they call it this week if his superiors had the slightest doubts about his loyalty or judgment. That said, judging abstract qualities like loyalty or honor is always difficult.”

“Russians have been defecting from positions of trust since the communists took power way back when,” the president observed.

“In any event,” Jake continued, “it seems to me we must take a hard, careful look at Richard Doyle. I can’t see what Ilin or the Russians would gain by defaming an innocent CIA officer. If it’s a gambit, I don’t see how it helps them. A lie like that would be a dangerous precedent. On the other hand, if Doyle is indeed spying for the Russians and the weapons story is a lie, giving him to us may be a way to make the lie plausible.”

“Yes,” the president said. “I see that.”

Jake rubbed his head, then said, “The heck of it is that I’m not an intelligence professional. I’m an ex-attack pilot shuffling paper and telephone calls.”

“I’m not an intelligence professional either,” the president said matter-of-factly. “But the buck stops here.”

“Seems to me,” Jake remarked, “that the mistake here would be to overthink this. We should proceed—cautiously of course—on the assumption that Ilin was telling the truth and see where that takes us. If we ever discover that he was lying, then we can reevaluate.”

“I agree.”

“Until we are absolutely convinced that no weapons left Russia, we should pull out all the stops to find those four. I don’t think we have any choice here, Mr. President.”

“Nor do I,” the president said, and looked at his hands. He made a face, then looked out the window at monumental Washington. “The terrorists’ attacks laid bare some of the problems that the American political system has been unable to solve for the last thirty or forty years. Since the end of World War Two we’ve needed a secure place to store all our nuclear waste, and we still don’t have one. No one wants the dump near them, so the stuff is sitting in cans in poorly guarded warehouses all over America.” He held up a finger.

“We have an estimated six million illegal aliens in the country and no effective way to track or get rid of them. The Immigration and Naturalization Service has just twenty-two hundred people to find, process, and deport illegals. It’s unbelievable, yet nothing has been done to fix this mess because many industries want cheap labor and everyone feels sorry for the illegals, many of whom were starving in Third World sewers.” Another finger went up.

“Then there is the FBI, which is supposed to build cases for federal prosecutors and catch spies and terrorists. There are exactly eleven thousand one hundred forty-three FBI agents. That’s all of them, counting the director.” He flipped fingers up as he ticked agencies off. “The CIA is still watching to see if the Russians are going to start World War Three. The Customs Service is so overwhelmed and undermanned that they merely do spot checks of shipments coming into the country. The DEA has been fighting and losing the war on drugs for a generation.”

“Democracies are messy,” Jake remarked when the president paused for air.

“Aren’t they ever!” The president made a chopping gesture. “The hell of it is that the bureaucracies are what governments have to work with to protect human lives. Every bureaucracy has its rules and regulations, rivers of forms and reports and memos and correspondence, in- and out-baskets, federal holidays, people sick or on vacation, plus the usual cast of feudists, fatheads, fools, fanatics, hotshots, incompetents, tattletales, suck-ups, backstabbers … and a few dedicated people who do all the real work.

“The challenge is to put all the information from all these bureaucracies together and use it in a timely manner. That is what I want you to do. You must mesh the information from everywhere and prevent future mass murders.” The president’s eyes flicked over Jake’s face. “I’ve been talking to the folks at the Pentagon; they tell me that you are the man I want. They say you’ve got good judgment and common sense and you get results.”

Jake was surprised. He hadn’t heard that the White House had been asking questions. He kept his mouth shut as the president continued:

“I want you to find the weapons. On paper you’ll be operating inside the antiterrorism task force, but you are on your own. Put together an independent covert team to find the weapons. Get people and supplies from wherever you need them. Find the weapons before they explode.”

“Yes, sir.”

“The bad guys have kicked us in the teeth,” the president said as he looked out the windows of the limo at the government buildings lining the boulevards. “Should never have happened. Thousands murdered, tens of thousands of lives maimed … the shock waves are still ricocheting around America and will be for years to come. The America you and I grew up in is changing. Our freedoms …” The president passed a hand in front of his face. “In any event, it’s not going to happen again. Never again! You understand me?”

“Yes, sir.”

The president took a deep breath as he collected himself. “We’ve got to get better, we’re going to get better. We’re going to overhaul the CIA, the FBI, the INS, change the priorities. We’re going to emphasize HUMINT. We’re going to use all the tools we can lay hands on to prevent American citizens from being murdered by criminal fanatics. We must go after our enemies wherever they are, whoever they are, without regard to national borders or political connections or Supreme Court decisions or the rules of criminal procedure or the Code of Federal Regulations or the federal holiday schedule. We’ve got to find these people before they hurt us.”

“All our enemies aren’t in Kandahar,” Jake said. “Janos Ilin remarked on that fact, and it struck me as critical.”

“I think we understand each other,” the president said, meeting Jake’s eyes and measuring him.

“To do what you want me to do I’m going to have to put together some kind of computer center,” Jake said slowly. “Everyone in today’s world leaves tracks—electronic tracks on government and nongovernment computer databases. Credit card receipts, bank records, insurance bills, car rental contracts, airline reservations, hotel bills, utility bills, telephone records, e-mails, Web-surfing records—everyone’s life is on computers, a tidbit here, a fact there, a shadow in that corner. In Germany in the 1970s the police used computers to pull together all the information in the various databases that existed then to fight the Red Army Faction and the Baader-Meinhof Gang. They got’em. And because they did it overtly, the German people rebelled. The threat didn’t justify the invasion of privacy. Yet today it isn’t just murder and kidnapping, it’s nuclear weapons, airliners full of passengers used as kamikaze bombers, murder of the innocent on a grand scale.”

“It’s war,” the president said simply. “Move fast and hit hard. I want results, not excuses. You’ll be a branch of the antiterrorism task force, but you’ll answer to me.” The president handed Jake a card. “The top telephone number is for my aide, Sal Molina. Call him when you need help. The other number on there is mine. You can reach me anytime, anywhere with that.”

Jake glanced at the card and put it inside his runner’s wallet, which was Velcroed to a pocket in his shorts.

“If the press gets this, you’ll be impeached and I’ll go to prison.”

“I’ll take my chances,” the president said. “We’re not going to be a nation of victims on my watch. The people who wrote the United States Constitution didn’t intend it to prevent us from defending ourselves. The president has the inherent power to defend the nation. I’m using that power here and now.”

“I’ll buy that. But why me?”

The president cleared his throat but didn’t answer immediately. The car was gliding by the Supreme Court. “Our thinking,” he said slowly, feeling his way, “is that we want the operation handled by someone outside the intelligence community.”

“The folks at Langley and down at the Hoover Building will have to be told. I’ll need their cooperation. Hell, I’ll need a lot of their people. I’ll need the help of experts from the National Security Agency.”

“I wanted a tough sonuvabitch with a hatful of brains who wasn’t worried about getting another star,” the president said. “The chairman of the Joint Chiefs, CNO, the army chief of staff, they tell me you’re my man.”

Jake didn’t reply to that comment. While he had never worked to earn a promotion, getting another one wouldn’t hurt. Yet the president of the United States just said that the military chiefs thought another promotion unlikely. Thank you, sir. Thank you, thank you.

“Someone will bring some paperwork to your apartment in the morning,” the president continued. “A copy of the appointing document will go to the director of the antiterrorism task force, and the directors of the FBI and CIA. Tell them what you want in the way of people and offices and support. Your budget will come from the CIA.”

“Who in the CIA or FBI don’t you trust?”

“I didn’t say that.”

“I feel like I’m on the high wire without a net.”

The president’s face showed no expression. “We don’t have a choice, Admiral. We’re in a war we didn’t want and didn’t start. By God, we’re going to win.”

“If you trust me enough to give me this job, then trust me enough to tell me all of it.”

“I’ve told you what you need to know. Use good judgment and common sense and go where your nose takes you.”

Jake Grafton thought it over as the car rolled along, and he looked at the people on the street, men, women, and children from every racial and ethnic group on the planet.

“I’d rather go to Afghanistan,” he murmured, “hunt down bin Laden and his thugs.”

“You may end up there, Admiral. I don’t have a crystal ball.”

Jake grinned. “Okay, Mr. President. I’ll give it a try. You and I may spend our retirement years in prison, but by God, we’ll hit the bastards a hell of a lick between now and then.”

The president extended his hand. “They said you were the man.”

“If you don’t mind, sir, how about letting me out at the next corner? I need to do some thinking. I’ll walk for a while and catch a cab later.”

“Fine,” the president said, and pushed the button on the intercom to talk to the driver.

Jake Grafton got out of the car and didn’t look back. He was on the Mall near the National Air and Space Museum.

He broke into a trot. For the first time in months, he felt good.

Yeah, it’s a war. And war is my profession.

He jabbed his fist in the air and increased the pace.

*

Miguel Tejada had never liked the plains. He had grown up in Sonora and for the last ten years had lived in Los Angeles. Western Kansas had no resemblance to either. The plains rolled gently away in all directions as far as the eye could see. Overhead clouds were building, but even at this time of the spring, it was too dry to rain. Tejada knew about clouds in dry air.

He was in the lead vehicle, a sedan, sitting in the passenger seat. The man at the wheel was named Luis, and in the backseat cradling an Uzi was a man named Jose. These weren’t their real names, but they were the names Miguel knew them by. There were two more men in the van behind them, Chico and Chuy.

They were two miles along the old road, driving carefully along the cracked, broken asphalt, when they topped a low rise and saw the old airfield. It was an abandoned World War II army air corps base. The runways formed a triangle. Weeds were growing up through the cracks in the asphalt. The only building still standing was the control tower, which stood on the edge of a giant parking mat, one that sprawled over at least five acres beside the north-south runway. Sitting at the foot of the tower was a tractor-trailer rig, an eighteen-wheeler.

Luis slowed the car to a crawl as they approached the hole in the rusting wire fence.

“Parate ahí!” Miguel said. He used the binoculars to inspect the truck. No sign of the driver. He scanned the tower. The glass was gone from the windows, birds were perched on the window ledges, so the man wasn’t in there. Hmm …

He looked all around the airport, taking his time. No other vehicles, no people in sight. He looked at the fields of green wheat that stretched away in all directions. Also empty.

“Marchate!” he said, and Luis put the car in motion, threading his way through the hole in the fence. Miguel could see the ruts the truck had made going through.

If he didn’t know this guy, Miguel would have been more cautious, but he had done business with him twice before. He was a long-haul trucker who occasionally added marijuana or cocaine to his load, buying it here, selling it there. Today he had ten kilos of cocaine.

The man has probably been driving all night, Miguel thought, and is asleep in his tractor.

Miguel had Luis pull up in front of the control tower. Luis killed the engine and all three men got out of the car. The cold wind had a bite to it.

Chuy stopped the van behind them. He and Chico got out, took their time looking around, then walked over to the truck. The wind whipped at Miguel’s thin trousers. He zipped his jacket shut.

He heard a thud and a grunt from Jose, who was behind him, and turned in time to see him fall, just as the sound of the shot reached him. Jose’s weapon clattered on the asphalt.

“Vámonos!” he roared, and started for the car. Something slammed into his right leg and he went down. The shock and pain were so bad he didn’t even hear the shot. He began crawling.

Luis jerked open the car door and threw himself behind the wheel. The engine roared into life just as the driver’s window shattered and blood spattered the windshield. The engine roared mightily, but the car didn’t move.

Miguel kept crawling, cursing.

He heard another shot, then seconds later another.

The hell of it was that he didn’t know where the shooter was. Behind him, he assumed, because of the way the driver’s window shattered. But maybe not.

When Miguel reached the dubious safety of the car he crawled under it, dragging his injured leg. He was hit bad and knew it. Blood was soaking his trouser leg, he was leaving a streak of it on the asphalt. He tried not to think about his leg. Somehow he managed to get his jacket unzipped and the Glock out of its holster. It felt good in his hand.

Where the fuck was the shooter?

“Chico!”

No answer. Given the wind and the hum of the car engine, Chico would have had to shout to be heard.

“Chuy! You see the bastard?”

One of them was lying on the asphalt, his weapon beside him. Chico maybe.

There was so little room under the car that Miguel couldn’t turn, couldn’t go backward or forward. Shit!

Another shot, and a scream. The scream wavered on the wind and finally died as the screamer ran out of air. When it came again, it was more shrill.

Making a superhuman effort, Miguel managed to extricate himself from under the car. He backed out and was looking at the mess that had been his leg when a bullet ricocheted off the asphalt under the car and hit him in the lung. He dropped the Glock.

As his blood pressure dropped he found himself staring at the mud on the car tire. That was the last thing he saw.

The screams had ceased when the shooter approached the car fifteen minutes later. He carried a Remington Model 700 with a scope in the ready position. He took his time, approached each man carefully, ensured that he was dead.

One man, Chuy, was still alive. He had ceased screaming. Only his eyes moved.

The rifleman backed off twenty feet, took careful aim at Chuy’s head, and shot him again. The head exploded.

When he was sure that all five of the men from the car and van were dead, the rifleman cradled his rifle in his arms and lit a cigarette.

He collected the weapons from each man, opened the trunk of the car, and pulled out a pillowcase full of money.

Five pistols, three submachine guns, a shotgun, and $200,000. A good day’s work.

The rifleman loaded the weapons and money in the back of his tractor, behind the seat, and started the diesel engine. When it had warmed sufficiently, he eased the transmission into gear and got the rig under way.
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