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Cold Zero: Inside the FBI Hostage Rescue Team


To Mick and Jake.

It’s all about the journey.


Prologue

Presidents’ Day

THE PLATFORM CLOCK in Washington DC’s Union Station read 23:37 as Jeremy Waller walked into a quiet, almost empty terminal. Thirteen haggard-looking passengers followed him without words. None of them carried luggage or newspapers or books. They wore close-cropped hair and plain street clothes, trying to hide the rabid intensity of men consigned to a mission.

Waller pulled the hood of his sweatshirt over his head, then pushed his hands into his pockets, straining his eyes left and right for signs of countersurveillance. He noted an off-duty conductor flirting with a woman at the information desk and a group of European backpackers sleeping in chairs near the D portal, but nothing stood out as suspicious.

Deep breath, he told himself. Just let ’em go. Jeremy slowed his steps, allowing some of the other men to hurry past. Hunger gnawed at his stomach and sleep deprivation clouded his thinking, but there was no point in rushing. Something deep down told him that this night would end better with caution than with speed.

Halfway through the station, Jeremy stopped at a souvenir shop, feigning interest in a display of White House paperweights and CIA T-shirts. He waited patiently as the last of the stragglers disappeared behind him; their reflections faded across the shop’s tinted plate-glass window. Jeremy had been sent to work alone tonight, independent of his otherwise closely knit team.

Good, he thought. The people who sent him did not tolerate mistakes. Success would depend on attention to detail, creativity, and design, three things he had never really trusted in others.

Once he was sure everyone had gone, Jeremy found his way to the historic train station’s front door and emerged into a grand, shadowed portico. The midnight air spit out something that felt more like snow than rain, sending chills through his six-foot-four, 185-pound frame. Though Jeremy was fit and muscular, his low body fat worked against him here, offering little insulation against the cold. It didn’t help that days without sleep and food had stripped away clarity of thought and made it hard to remember even basic tradecraft.

Jeremy backed himself into a dark corner, trying to hide while he assessed his surroundings. The parking circle looked abandoned except for its ring of sodden flags hanging lifelessly at parade rest and an occasional beggar shuffling by in search of warmth. Two DC Metro cops sat quietly drinking coffee in a radio car off to the left. A taxi driver shuffled in his seat, working a crossword. With Congress out for winter recess and the president in Texas, the city felt dead.

The quiet traveler hunched up his shoulders and stomped his feet, trying to stop the shivering long enough to concentrate on his mission. He had just over an hour to move from Union Station to the Egyptian embassy. Sometime after 1:00 AM, a smoke-gray Cadillac STS bearing DC tags would pull up to the embassy gate and flash its lights. All he had to do was record the license plate number, document the embassy’s security response, and return to the train station undetected.

Simple, he decided, rubbing his hands against the cold. Simple except that they’d given him nothing to accomplish the task. He had no money, no map, no car. With the exception of the calling card PIN he’d memorized and his wedding ring, they’d stripped him of all identity.

The following is an individual event of indeterminate duration, the selection coordinator had instructed. Your objective is to move surreptitiously to an observation post and gather essential elements of intelligence without getting compromised. Under no circumstances will you divulge your identity to anyone other than HRT personnel.

The orders came with no directions to the objective, no address or route reconnaissance. None of this surprised him. This was selection, after all, to the FBI’s Hostage Rescue Team, an organization that picked just a handful of new operators each year. Jeremy had waited his whole life for a night like this.

“Thirty-five twenty-one International Court,” he whispered under his breath. The selectee shifted his weight, trying to stay warm. He looked around, scanning for evaluators. HRT personnel drove SUVs, mostly—big Suburbans, Explorers, and Dakotas. If they were out there, he couldn’t see them.

“Thirty-five twenty-one.”

He mumbled the address, which he’d obtained through directory assistance from a pay phone on the train. Memorizing the street number would have been simple under normal circumstances, but physical exhaustion had hampered even basic mental tasks. Each day of HRT tryouts started well before dawn and stretched long past dark in an endless marathon of ten-mile runs, high-angle obstacle courses, and full-contact fighting. Each night, some nameless operator would wake the selectees with a flashbang grenade or a siren’s yelp. Within moments, they’d be thrown into a live-fire shooting situation in a place HRT called the “Kill House.” By dawn, they’d be back in the mud, racing against their own ability to survive.

Half the selection pool had already dropped out or fallen to injuries. The survivors couldn’t remember their own names.

Jeremy waited at the edge of the portico until a black Town Car pulled up to the curb; then he folded a discarded Post over his head and ran out to meet it. The Egyptian embassy lay somewhere out there in the rain—a six-mile trudge in better weather, but Jeremy had no intention of walking. Going hypothermic in a winter downpour proved nothing but stupidity. HRT wanted thinkers; that’s what they’d get.

Waller smiled at his own cleverness as he ran. After a quick call home from the train’s pay phone, his wife, Caroline, had contacted a limo company and hired a car. The solution seemed so obvious, he wondered if he’d overlooked something.

Jeremy reached the door just as the driver opened it for him. “Good evening, sir.” It was midnight, but the Pakistani driver seemed strangely alert.

“Thirty-five twenty-one International Court, Northwest,” Jeremy said when they were both inside. “I’m in a hurry.”

The driver nodded, sensing from Jeremy’s tone that this passenger preferred no conversation. He probably thought it strange that this man carried no luggage and wore only light clothing in such awful weather, but everything had been paid in advance and the driver was glad not to have to get out and open the trunk. This was just another passenger, a fare on a miserable night.

The driver checked his rearview mirror and pulled away from Columbus Circle as Jeremy tried to warm himself in the back. The car looked pretty good for its mileage. Glass tumblers rested on dark red napkins. Evergreen air freshener. Coltrane at low volume. Caroline had specified something anonymous, and Washington was full of black Town Cars with tinted windows. They looked understated, every bit as common as a Joseph Bank worsted.

Waller slumped back into the leather seat and closed his eyes. Just a moment’s rest, he thought. Five minutes of sleep for a thirty-one-year-old FBI agent caught far from home. Surely they were following him, wondering what in hell he was doing, but that didn’t matter now. They couldn’t see in through the tinted windows, and by the time they figured it out, he’d be safely back on the train to Quantico.

“WE ARE TO here, sir, please,” the driver said some indeterminable time later.

Jeremy flinched in his seat and sat bolt upright as the small man smiled and pointed toward an imposing stone structure. He rubbed his eyes and cursed himself for falling asleep.

“You would like me to pull up to the gate?” the driver asked.

“No . . . no, just park over there.” Jeremy pointed to an open spot across the street. HRT wouldn’t want to cause any real-world alarm with this little exercise, so when the Cadillac passed, it would probably stop only briefly. He’d have a small window of opportunity to meet his objective.

The embassy looked eerily still in the early morning mist. Tall gates opened inward from a guardhouse. Two uniformed security officers sat inside watching monitors and looking bored. An eight-foot stone wall ran left and right into trees that blocked Jeremy’s view of the sides and back. He began to sketch on a pad of paper from the courtesy basket, making little arrows to indicate cameras and countermeasures—stick figures for guards.

“This car behind us. Is someone you know?” the driver inquired after a few minutes.

Jeremy glanced over his shoulder as a car slowed and pulled to the side of the road. All he could see through the rain were headlights, but they flashed twice. This had to be the mark.

“I think they are doing signal to us, sir. You want I should back up?”

The car stopped fifty yards behind them, too far for Jeremy to distinguish color and make.

“No, stay here until . . .” He leaned onto the armrest, careful not to expose his face in the window, and watched as a smoke-gray Cadillac STS accelerated past them, close enough to touch.

JNG445. The license plate glowed as brightly as neon.

Jeremy wrote the number on his notepad as the taillights drifted down toward Massachusetts Avenue and disappeared. He looked back toward the embassy in hope of seeing some activity worth noting, but there was no movement. No lights flickered. The guards never even noticed.

“OK, bud,” he said when he felt sure he had fulfilled his mission. “Take me back to the train station.” There was no reason to explain. The chauffeur was paid to drive, not ask questions.

Jeremy fell back into the luxurious seat and smiled broadly. Finally, he could really sleep. Fifteen minutes in the car, an hour back to Quantico, maybe a little shut-eye before dawn. The tension flowed from his body as if a giant spring had been uncoiled within him.

The driver started the car, and his high beams flashed on, cutting through the drizzle like houselights after a captivating show. Jeremy started to lean forward to ask the driver to put on some different music, when his eyes seized open in astonishment.

Out of nowhere, a tall, angular man appeared between the headlights and crouched down behind the distinctive front sight of an AK-74.

The driver screamed, threw open his door, and launched from the front seat.

What the hell? Jeremy wondered. He instinctively reached to his right hip before remembering that HRT had taken his Bureau-issued Glock 23 prior to selection. Glare from the dome light made him squint as he turned back toward the embassy for some kind of reference. But it was too late. Both rear doors flew open at the same time. Guns appeared out of the darkness.

“Freeze, asshole!” someone yelled. The cold steel barrel of a 9mm Uzi settled, rock steady, three inches from the tip of Jeremy’s nose.

The rest happened so quickly, his sleep-deprived mind could barely keep up. Someone climbed in behind him and shoved his face down into the seat. Well-trained hands wrenched his arms behind his back and ratcheted steel cuffs onto his wrists, high up behind the metacarpal vestige. They’d done this before.

The man with the Uzi forced Jeremy down onto the limo floor as his partner twisted the cuffs, using steel-on-bone leverage to move him. One of the men stomped his heavy boot into Jeremy’s spine as the other screwed the weapon’s flash suppressor into his temple. Three doors slammed shut in rapid succession. The engine raced. The dome light faded. Jeremy felt the sharp prick of a hypodermic needle, then the car shuddered beneath him as his captors stole him away.

“WHAT IS YOUR name?”

Jeremy awoke in a narcotic haze and blinked his eyes, trying to adjust to the brilliant light around him. There were no windows. One door. Cinder-block walls, stained dark at the margins. Water flowed across the concrete floor. He sat in a steel chair, the sort he’d seen in government office buildings. This one was bent so badly he had to balance to keep from falling backward.

He might have thought this a drug-induced hallucination if not for the pain. His hands had gone numb from lack of circulation. His shoulders throbbed from the way they’d tied him. The thin, metallic taste of blood stuck to his tongue. He remembered Roger Glover sucker punching him in the eighth grade. These knuckles were smarter; sharp enough to cut without breaking teeth.

“What is your name?”

Jeremy heard the voice as if through a tunnel, distant and monotone. His head fell forward, but someone sprayed him with water so cold it straightened his back. A garden hose snaked in through the door. His shirt lay in rags on the floor.

What the hell? he wondered. Anger rose up in his gut, overpowering the fear and the pain and the complete incomprehension of what had happened.

“What’s your name?”

Caroline’s face appeared in front of him. They hit him with another blast of icy water. Then the kids. Maddy, Chris, Patrick. He shivered against the cold.

Whack! Another blow, heavy and blunt, hit him somewhere in the front of his face.

He dropped his head and blew mucus out of his nose, onto his chest. He started to retch, but there was nothing in his stomach to vomit. His eyes welled up uncontrollably as a clot of blood loosened behind his lower lip and spilled out of his swollen mouth.

Who are they? he wondered when the fog cleared long enough for rational thought. Egyptians? Why the hell would they care about some guy in a rented car? Americans? Who? Couldn’t be the FBI. They didn’t work like this.

Wait a minute, Jeremy thought. He carried no credentials, no badge, no ID of any kind. Maybe they didn’t know who he was. The revelation prompted Jeremy to open his eyes and lift his head. These people had simply made a terrible mistake.

“Stop . . .” His voice seemed to lose itself. “Stop. My name is . . .”

But the words caught in his throat. Maybe it was the convulsive shaking from the ice water, or the way his tongue stuck between his broken lips. Something froze in his wandering mind long enough to keep him from announcing his identity. Maybe that’s what they wanted—for him to admit he was . . .

ZZZEEEEEEEE!

A high-frequency wail shot him bolt upright in his chair. It raged in his ears, loud as the flashbangs HRT threw, only sustained, like a tooth drill, undulating and burning in his skull. He tried to shake it out of his ears, but it stuck to him.

“What is your name?” someone yelled, point-blank.

My God, what is happening? Jeremy’s mind started to run from him.

“He ain’t talkin’,” one voice said. Boston accent. “Give him the water board.”

There was movement, then hands, a table, and he was lying flat on his back with his head over the edge. Two men held him as another clamped a thick leather strap over his forehead. They pulled it taut, wrenching his head backward, almost perpendicular to his body.

“Last time. Who are you?”

Jeremy’s eyes darted back and forth, searching for reference, as a short, dark figure emerged from the other room. The man stepped in from the right and stood over him a moment. He wore a green T-shirt and had long hair. His eyes stared down through Jeremy’s exhaustion and pain and fear to a place reserved for nightmares.

“My name is George,” he said, almost endearingly. “I need to know yours.” 

Jeremy tried to call out, but the leather strap stretched his neck at a cruel angle, making it almost impossible to talk. He tore at the restraints, uttering unintelligible grunts. No one else spoke. The room fell so quiet, Jeremy could hear water flowing out of the hose and into the drain.

The dark man placed a towel over Jeremy’s eyes, and all light faded to a vague gray pall. He waited for the pain, rigid as a child in a dentist’s chair, but there were no blows. Someone pressed a cloth against his face while another poured some kind of fluid down his throat.

Jeremy choked, completely bewildered at the sensation. The fluid erupted in his nostrils as he seized against the tonic, bucking, lurching, helplessly sucking more of it down his windpipe into his searing lungs. His body started to spasm, tearing at the restraints as the liquid raged in his chest, stealing the air, shutting out the voices, all sound, the light.

Images of his family flashed through the agony as he choked. He remembered strange things: a Slinky moving down stairs, the smell of honeysuckle, Cap’n Crunch for breakfast . . .

The whole room glistened steel white, then disappeared. Into black.

WHEN HE AWOKE, Jeremy found himself fully clothed, cleaned, and free of all restraints. He sat in an overstuffed parlor chair with his arms out beside him. An Art Deco chandelier hung from the center of the room, filling the space with warm, diffuse light. A television blared next to him: Pat Sajak introducing a Wheel of Fortune contestant from Ojai.

Jeremy looked around, trying to recover his bearings. Walls covered in brocade fabric and marked by ogee moldings and brass sconces rose to tall ceilings. Hotel, probably, he thought. Expensive.

Closer, seven of the thirteen other HRT selectees rested quietly on couches and comfortable chairs, staring blankly at the floor. They looked broken, devoid of personality and ambition. Two other men stood near the door: Jeremy’s Pakistani driver and the man with the AK-74.

Jeremy licked the inside of his swollen lip to make sure his mind was not playing tricks on him. Every instinct urged him to get up and run, but something in the look of his fellow selectees stilled his legs. None of them seemed intent on leaving. Maybe they knew something he didn’t.

“Give me an R!” one of the contestants said. Vanna moved to turn three letter cubes.

The Pakistani driver chuckled. “They love that friggin’ R, don’t they?” he asked no one in particular.

Suddenly, two HRT operators entered the room. They spoke briefly to the doorkeepers; then the selection coordinator, a thick man named Quinn, moved to the center of the room. He spoke benignly, as if the faces staring back in amazement were nothing more than furniture.

“The following is an individual event of indeterminate duration,” he announced. “Your next objective . . .”

You thought you had proven yourself, but you never had.


PHASE I

Alice started to her feet, for it flashed across her mind that she had never before seen a rabbit with either a waistcoat-pocket, or a watch to take out of it, and burning with curiosity, she ran across the field after it, and was just in time to see it pop down a large rabbit-hole under the hedge.

In another moment down went Alice after it, never once considering how in the world she was to get out again.

— Lewis Carroll, Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland


I

Four Months Later

“THE COMMITTEE WILL come to order.”

United States Senator Elizabeth Beechum, a Democrat from South Carolina, tapped a wooden gavel and stared out over S-407, a Capitol hearing room reserved for top secret briefings. The space felt typically quiet this morning, barren of the reporters, pool cameras, and curious tourists common to other congressional forums.

“Good morning, gentlemen,” she said, noting that of the twenty-odd people in the room, she was once again the only woman. Typical, she thought. She’d seen progress during her twenty-three years in Washington, but Congress remained the world’s most powerful boys’ club. The fact that a Republican Senate had elected her to a third consecutive term as committee chair—the only such cross-party vote in anyone’s memory—had little to do with gender. She was a consummate professional in a world that spoke its own language, handed out secrets grudgingly, and demanded uncompromising allegiance to rules. Even the Republicans knew they needed her.

“Before we get started, I want to read into record that this is the United States Senate Select Committee on Intelligence.” The four-term senator spoke loudly and with a refined Southern lilt. “Today’s session is a closed hearing on technology matters. All minutes, conversations, and proceedings are classified top secret, in their entirety.”

Beechum read in the date, the time, and a list of the witnesses seated in front of her. There were two representatives from CIA and one each from the National Security Agency, the Defense Intelligence Agency, the FBI, and the Department of Homeland Security. She called out the names quickly, like a homeroom teacher reciting the roll. This was rote process, an administrative speed bump she’d bounced over a thousand times before.

“I want to thank you all for coming today,” Beechum added, slightly distracted. The committee’s six other members settled into their seats as she glanced down at the morning’s Washington Post, which lay discreetly propped against her knees.

BEECHUM AND VENABLE LOCKED IN DEAD HEAT, the top headline proclaimed. Despite Democratic efforts to pick a presidential nominee by the end of March, the race still looked too close to call. Connecticut governor David Ray Venable held on to a four-delegate lead, but party officials from California to New Hampshire were vowing to vote their conscience and Washington was awash in speculation. With a month to go before the Democratic National Convention, Beechum knew that the slightest turn in momentum—just one decent news cycle—could make her the first woman ever to lead a major party’s bid for the White House.

“Let me say that we are particularly honored to have a special guest with us this morning,” she said, trying to concentrate on the matters at hand. “Mr. Jordan Mitchell.”

She nodded toward an elegantly dressed executive perched at a witness table directly across from her. Mitchell’s perfectly groomed shock of white hair, John Dean glasses, and bespoke suit stood out in bold contrast to the lineup of military uniforms and drab, government-grade polyester.

“Welcome, Mr. Mitchell,” the senator said. “It’s nice of you to join us.”

Jordan Mitchell needed no further introduction. As chief executive officer and majority stockholder of Borders Atlantic, the world’s largest telecommunications company, he rivaled Bill Gates as the best known of America’s billionaires. His How to Succeed in Business books often ranked among the year’s bestsellers; his high-profile acquisitions filled financial pages around the world. Magazines often fawned over his triumphs. He’d been profiled by 60 Minutes. Twice.

“Good morning, Madam Chair,” he said, smiling. “I want to tell you what an honor it is to testify before your committee. I’ve long admired your objectivity and foresight in safeguarding this great nation. And I want to add that you look even more . . . engaging in person than on TV.”

Charmer, Beechum noted in the margins of her agenda. Fortunately, he wasn’t her type. Men like Jordan Mitchell condescended to women, rebuffed oversight, and largely ignored any authority greater than their own. He lived for himself in a secular world of bottom lines, balance sheets, and cost-benefit analyses. She’d seen enough of his kind during her two decades in Congress. His money and power singled him out in the business world, but it would serve him poorly in here.

“Thank you, I’m sure,” Beechum replied, trying to sound flattered. “This committee certainly appreciates your cooperation. I understand you canceled a trip to Dubai so you could join us.”

Mitchell nodded his head. He saw no need to elaborate.

“I want to assure you, as I said before,” Beechum continued, “that our discussions are classified in their entirety and will not leave this room. We all understand the sensitivities of this issue and want to make you feel comfortable being completely candid.” 

Mitchell smiled politely. He felt comfortable in Washington, but only while clinging to two steadfast tenets: (1) never trust a politician and (2) never say anything you don’t want to hear on CNN two hours later. Jordan Mitchell had billions of dollars resting on the new initiative they’d invited him in to discuss, and there was no way he was going to tell Beechum or her cronies anything that would place it in jeopardy.

“If I may . . . ,” a voice interrupted.

Oh, hell, here it comes. Beechum winced. She turned toward Marcellus Parsons, the senior Republican from Montana. The tall, lanky cattleman adjusted his bolo tie, cleared his throat, and fired up his Big Sky hubris.

“I want to tell you, sir,” Parsons said, “what a distinct honor it is to have a man of your singular accomplishment before this committee. The new Secure Burst Transmission—or SBT—phones that your company has developed will reestablish the United States as the preeminent leader in the worldwide telecommunications industry. We’re honored by your presence.”

Beechum tried not to choke on Parsons’s kowtow. He was right, of course, about the technology. That’s why they were here: Mitchell’s company had developed a totally secure, low-cost encryption system that would allow virtually any subscriber to communicate without fear of interception. It worked as well on cell phones and landlines as it did in cyberspace and would be a boon to businesspeople, Internet marketers, and personal privacy advocates.

Unfortunately, terrorists, criminals, foreign governments—anyone capable of shelling out $59.99 a month—would enjoy the same protections. Unless Mitchell shared his secrets with U.S. intelligence agencies, Borders Atlantic would set back signals interception efforts by twenty-five years.

“Why don’t we get started, then,” Beechum suggested. “Mr. Mitchell, I believe you understand our concerns about this new Secure Burst Transmission technology. The United States government spends tens of billions of dollars each year gathering information on offensive foreign powers. As the rest of our witnesses will attest, signals intelligence accounts for almost eighty percent of our overall information-gathering capability. It’s a vital part of our national defense.”

The committee’s witnesses—all government scientists and intelligence program managers—suddenly straightened to bent-leg attention, hoping Beechum would call on them for support. Each of them knew that these hearings carried real consequence. They all wanted to contribute.

“I would like to point out,” Parsons fumed, “that not all statements by the chair represent the intentions or opinions of the committee.” He cleared his throat again and nodded directly at Mitchell. “I, for one, hold dear the First, Fourth, and Fifth Amendment protections guaranteed in our Constitution and want to remind everyone of this country’s proud traditions of innovation and enterprise.”

Beechum tossed down her pen and shook her head. She poorly tolerated attempts to grandstand, especially when they implied any lack of respect for the Constitution.

“Senator, this is not about the Bill of Rights . . . ,” she replied, but Parsons interrupted.

“Then what is it? How does the United States Senate drag in one of this nation’s most prominent businessmen and accuse him of —”

“I accused him of nothing, Senator,” Beechum barked. “I simply —”

“Please, Madam Chair . . . Senator Parsons.” Jordan Mitchell raised his hands like a referee stepping in to break up a clinch. These legislators hadn’t even made opening statements yet, and they were already starting to kidney punch and bite.

“I understand both sides of this issue,” he said with the same avuncular confidence he used to sell books and cell phones, “but I think it is important to point out that these same objections have been raised with each major communications advance since the telegraph. Every time private industry comes up with something new, the government cries out that it will stymie their efforts to protect the greater good of the people. You cannot expect the technology sector to maintain superiority over foreign competitors then rein us in when our efforts exceed your ability to manage them.”

“We are at war, Mr. Mitchell,” Beechum chided. “With terrorism. I can’t show you the actual intelligence, but the FBI and CIA have credible and specific evidence of plans to strike a major American financial institution within the next few months. These SBT phones you are looking to introduce would give terrorists free lines of communication and make our job much more difficult. It could cost lives.”

Parsons bristled at her preaching. Like others on the House and Senate intelligence committees, he had received classified briefings about what was now known informally in Washington as “Matrix 1016”—an SCI, or Secure Compartmented Information, report regarding efforts by a little-known Saudi fundamentalist cell to attack or disrupt the Federal Reserve. Nothing in what Parsons had read pointed to specific dates, times, or methods for this long-lead plot, and nothing in that report gave Elizabeth Beechum the right to give one of America’s leading entrepreneurs a civics lesson.

“This committee’s primary concern is oversight, not regulation,” Parsons argued. “One of our most important functions is to prevent abuses of power, to make sure this government never oversteps its authority. I see no correlation between any classified intelligence reports and Mr. Mitchell’s new phone system.”

“Senators, if I may,” Mitchell interjected. “I fully understand that we are at war with terrorism and that we all have individual responsibilities. The problem is that we can’t stop technological advancement in the name of security. Private industry would never have developed the Internet, microwave-based communications, satellites . . . hundreds of remarkable inventions, if scientists were held to some government-administered litmus test.”

“This is different,” Beechum argued. She had worked her entire career in the intelligence community and knew its back alleys and mirrored hallways better than anyone else on the Hill. “Signals intelligence is our most effective weapon against terrorism, and you are rendering it obsolete.”

“Please,” Mitchell said incredulously. “Intelligence agencies have always found ways to defeat sophisticated encryption. Look at the FBI’s Carnivore program and the NSA’s Echelon system. Both were created to eavesdrop on otherwise secure communications, and both have been very effective. Yet, people have a reasonable expectation of privacy on their phones and computers, and fortunately for the consumer, my company has come up with a way to restore it. That’s not treason . . . that’s good business.”

“We’re not trying to infringe on America’s right to privacy,” Beechum huffed. Two decades on the Hill had given her a rock-steady sense of national security and a keen eye for bull. “We’re protecting our responsibility to investigate and gather intelligence.”

“I understand that,” he said. “But you are an elected public servant, and Borders Atlantic is a private business with shareholders, a board of directors, market analysts, and lawyers—all of whom tell us that we have the legal and ethical right to develop this technology.” He paused for effect. “If you feel it necessary to try to dissect our new SBT technology, jump right in line with our competitors, but please don’t make Borders Atlantic a campaign slogan for this year’s elections. Do not vilify us for political gain.”

Beechum rocked back in her chair, stunned at his strident arrogance. She planned to challenge an increasingly vulnerable president in the fall. Mitchell was taking one hell of a chance in goading her.

“You don’t really believe that, do you?” she asked. “You don’t really think that the right to make a dollar should override the government’s right to protect itself.”

“I’m a businessman, Senator, not a spy.” Mitchell looked Beechum straight in the eye when he said it, and she felt his power. This man had $47 billion in personal wealth and a huge multinational company behind him. He bowed to no one.

“Mr. Mitchell has a valid point,” Parsons interjected. “This new encryption technology will mean thousands of new jobs, billions of dollars in revenue, trade parity, market share . . .”

“And two new factories in your district!” The words jumped from Beechum’s mouth before she could gather them back.

Parsons stared at her, as did the other sixteen members of the committee. Politicians often threw mud, but not over pork. Everyone in politics knew that constituents voted their pocketbooks. There wasn’t an elected official alive who wouldn’t have welcomed factories like Mitchell’s into their district.

“I would think,” Parsons growled, “that the esteemed senator from South Carolina might consider her advocacy and protection of the tobacco industry before casting stones about factories in Montana.”

What had started as a quiet hearing was fast degenerating into a slugfest.

“Borders Atlantic is proud to bring nearly fifteen hundred new jobs to an economically challenged region of the United States.” Mitchell nodded, ever the tactician. “We could have built additional plants in Thailand or Mexico or even China, but we chose to stay with the world’s most productive workforce. In fact, we pledge to keep all new high-paying technology jobs inside the United States, where they belong.”

Bravo, Beechum thought. He had prepared well.

“It’s not the factories I object to, Mr. Mitchell; it’s the technology behind them. None of these jobs will matter much if the Americans working there have to live in constant fear of terrorism.”

She stopped herself short of proselytizing. “Before we nominate Mr. Mitchell for sainthood,” Beechum said, “there are still some questions the committee and I would like to ask.”

“I have all morning, Senator,” Mitchell answered. He nodded to Parsons and the rest of the committee, professional yet almost shamelessly nonchalant.

Beechum’s legislative assistant, a Harvard man in a club tie and a wrinkled Lands’ End button-down, leaned toward her with a stack of briefing papers, statistics, facts, and accusations. One of the folders—a top secret national security assessment—offered her all the ammunition necessary to knock Mitchell right onto the seat of his hand-tailored pants, but there was no point in playing her trump card yet. Without television cameras and politically savvy reporters, these hearings amounted to nothing more than a backroom pose-down.

Senator Beechum laid down her pen and took a drink of water. She was a Democrat in a land ruled by Republicans, and now they were declaring war on her authority. So what? she thought. This bastard was good, but she was better.

“BEEF! BEEF! BEEF!”

Jeremy Waller pushed his way through a crowd of men, trying to find a better view. Fifty HRT operators huddled near a kids’ swing set outside a split-level rambler in a Virginia subdivision called Hampton Oaks. All HRT personnel were required to live near the team’s training compound on the Quantico Marine Corps Base, facilitating quick response, and this was close enough to walk. Jeremy had just moved his family into a similar house down the street.

“You got ’em, Big Man!” someone yelled.

The focus of everyone’s attention seemed to be Albert Devroux, a Charlie Team assaulter, better known among HRT operators as “Beef.” At six foot three, 268 pounds, he still looked more like the kid in his Naval Academy football team photo than an FBI agent. His flattop haircut glistened in the withering afternoon sun. Sweat flowed in streams down the back of his pockmarked neck. Dirt and grass stained the knees of his khaki pants. He’d tried this once already.

“What’s the course, and what’s the record?” one of his teammates demanded.

Beef stared back into the man’s eyes, breathing heavily, trying to match his intensity. It was a rhetorical question, of course—the kind of thing men say to each other when they don’t want to admit they’re scared.

The “course” looked pretty straightforward. Beef stood behind a starting gate fashioned from croquet wickets and a garden rake. A well-worn path led across his back lawn, between the swing set and the trampoline, to an old hula hoop and a white plastic patio chair. Right in the middle of the seat rested a clear plastic cup filled to the rim with ice-cold Michelob.

The rules were simple: each competitor would get two attempts to run out to the hula hoop, complete a single push-up, then sit in the chair and chug the beer. Each run would be timed. The fastest time would win.

The problem—and there was always a problem in HRT contests—amounted to the location of the hoop and the chair. Albert had just recently installed an invisible dog fence around his yard, and the hoop lay dead center atop the underground shock cord.

Everyone would still be eating burgers and corn if one of the wives hadn’t complained that electric shock training seemed like a cruel way to treat the family pet. Albert pointed out that he had already tried it on himself and found the shock only mildly uncomfortable. That claim led to challenge. Challenge led to rules. Rules led to competition, and within twenty minutes, every man at the party had poured outside to test himself against the invisible fence.

Jeremy knew that participation in this contest put him in a tough position. As a probationary member of HRT’s New Operator Training School (or NOTS), he still hadn’t earned full membership in the elite club. The veteran agents standing around him would expect full effort, but they would not appreciate being upstaged by one of the “fucking new guys.” With graduation just three days away, Jeremy had to find a way to do his best without antagonizing the men who would control his fate for the next five or six years.

“Come on, baby, you can do it!”

Albert’s wife, Priscilla, hollered down to him from the back deck. Most HRT wives wouldn’t have interfered at a moment like this, but she stood above the fray like a battle warden, waving a barbecue spatula with one hand and tending Beef Jr. with the other. She couldn’t have cared less about decorum; this was a matter of pride.

Jeremy found a place at the edge of the crowd and shook his head. Whatever the contest, HRT operators wielded their survival-of-the-fittest mentality like a broadsword. Perhaps it made sense on some level. Only one person comes in first at a gunfight. Second place rarely matters.

“Are . . . you . . . ready?”

Beef rolled his head around on his broad shoulders, clapped his hands together, and nodded. The smell of crab cakes and pork barbecue floated out over the back lawn. Small packs of kids dashed in and out of the crowd, oblivious to the war brewing around them.

“On your mark . . .”

Quinny, a navy grad himself, stood next to the starter’s box with one hand on Albert’s shoulder and the other on a stopwatch.

“Get set . . .”

The crowd quieted. Priscilla Devroux lowered her spatula.

“Go!”

The place went nuts. Fifty men and assorted sons called out like spectators at a rock fight. “Beef! Beef! Beef!” they yelled, waving their fists in the air and laughing at his misery.

He moved slowly at first, measuring himself. The first eight or ten steps were easy, but as he got closer, the collar started to growl down low beneath his ears. After that, every step got harder. The growl turned to shock. A steady current of pain shot through his body, overriding natural electric impulses, turning muscles against themselves.

Beef tried to pick up speed. He knew that the big muscle groups would fail first. The legs. The back. They would cramp up and make it tough to continue, no matter how hard his mind pressed him forward.

He leaned all 268 pounds of muscle and bone into the contest. This was it, he told himself. Priscilla was watching. His fellow assaulters were cheering. Hell, all of HRT was counting on him. If Albert didn’t make it into the chair, a NOThead might actually lay claim to the Top Dog trophy. In the twenty-one-year history of HRT, that had never happened.

Beef crossed the lawn, dived into the circle, struggled to his knees, and managed to get both hands flat on the ground.

Just one push-up, he coached himself. Just one. The beer drinking would be easy.

TWO HUNDRED THIRTY-FOUR miles south of Quantico, outside Raleigh, North Carolina, seven corporate executives gathered in a professional park for a little game of their own. The D’Artagnon Center looked like a thousand other office parks, a half dozen single-story pods with shingled roofs, big windows, and lots of parking. Dentists and pediatricians liked them for their relaxed atmosphere and easy access. In fact, suite 411 had been leased just a week earlier to Dr. Hernandez and Associates, general practitioners. The sign on the door still smelled of wet paint.

Inside, six men and a woman sat quietly in a sparsely furnished waiting room. Sunlight peeked in through cheap venetian blinds. Crumpled magazines lay on simulated wood grain. Wal-Mart prints hung in black lacquer frames on the walls.

“Cheap damned HMOs,” one of the executives groused under his breath. “I’ve seen better decorated whorehouses.” A couple of people nodded and smiled. No one else talked.

Shortly after they arrived, a door opened, and a homely nurse with reading glasses and field-hockey ankles stood in the doorway. The name tag on her uniform read “Debbie.”

“Good afternoon,” she said. “Dr. Hernandez will be right with you, but in order to expedite things, we need you to strip to your underwear.”

“Strip to our underwear!” one of them exclaimed. These were powerful executives from one of the world’s top corporations. Who the hell was she to ask them to take off their clothes? Besides, this group included a woman—a very attractive woman. Things like this didn’t happen in corporate America. Not in an era when a casual glance could end up in sexual harassment litigation.

“Please, do as I ask,” Nurse Debbie said. “I’ll be back shortly.” With that, she turned and left.

No one moved at first, but after a couple of tentative glances, a doughy, bespectacled corporate security executive named Dieter Planck self-consciously unfastened his Hermès tie, unbuttoned his shirt, and slipped off his Ferragamo loafers. While five other men and a woman sat in their chairs trying to decide if they really wanted to relinquish their pinstripe armor, this man dropped his pants and folded everything in a neat pile on the carpeted floor.

He sat back down in his chair with rolls of perfectly hairless gut hanging like milky bratwurst into his lap. Silver-rimmed glasses shimmied down his sweaty nose.

After a few moments, the door opened, and Nurse Debbie reappeared.

“The doctor will see . . .”

She stopped in her tracks, obviously perturbed that her patients had failed to follow instructions. “Excuse me,” she huffed, “but the doctor has a very busy schedule today, and we won’t get through this unless you do as I ask.”

Her tone left no room for misunderstanding. These junior scions of American enterprise made ten times her salary, but the first step toward this company’s new executive vice presidency passed through the door behind her. She held the key.

“I see you’re ready, sir.” She nodded toward the German. “This way, please.”

With that, Dieter scooped up his neatly folded clothing and waddled after her in bare feet. The door closed behind him with a firm thump.

“Screw it,” one of the men said after a moment. He shed his Hugo Boss three-piece and sat down in a bright red thong. A human resources consultant from Orlando stared a moment too long, then grudgingly shed his togs, too. Within a few moments, all of them had stripped. In a corporate world where the color of a designer label could differentiate between strength and vulnerability, these people had just rendered themselves impotent.

WHILE JEREMY WALLER and his mates swam outside in the testosterone pool, Jeremy’s wife, Caroline, sat in the house trying to stay cool with the rest of the HRT wives. Patrick, their ten-month-old, had missed his nap and wasn’t happy. Maddy and Christopher were running around with all the other kids. She had a presentation due at the office on Monday and no time to take the afternoon off for foolishness like this.

But today had been marked for HRT. No arguments. No excuses. The team’s initiation process included a formal graduation ceremony for incoming NOTS graduates, but that was a private affair. Today was for the families. All were expected to attend.

“What a beautiful little boy!” A refined-looking woman reached out to wipe a dribble of formula off the baby’s chin. “You must be Caroline Waller. And this must be Patrick.”

Patrick started to fuss again. Perfect timing, Caroline thought.

“Louise Cannell, dear,” she said, offering a Junior League smile. “I just wanted to take this opportunity to welcome you aboard.”

Caroline recognized the name. Her husband, Steve, was one of the assault team leaders.

“Nice to meet you.” Caroline smiled. It was the only thing she could think of. How does one thank the wife of a man who sent Jeremy home bleeding, bruised, and exhausted every night?

“You call me any time you need something, OK? We have to stick together while these boys are out doing whatever it is that they do.” Louise offered a kind smile and disappeared among the casserole warmers. She didn’t strike Caroline as someone she’d confide her deepest secrets to, but then again, any port in this storm might be worth hanging on to.

This sudden change in lifestyle had come as a bit of a surprise to the Waller clan. Their first four years of Bureau life had been wonderful. Springfield, Missouri, was a vibrant, affordable city that allowed them a nice standard of living on an entry salary of $41,370. Northern Virginia, on the other hand, seemed like one boundless subdivision with no sense of community. Housing was much more expensive here, and she’d stayed home with the baby for a year, creating a gap in her résumé that made job hunting tougher than she’d hoped. Even with a master’s degree in psychology, she’d had to settle for a low-paying position on a community services board.

Fortunately, Maddy and Chris liked their new school and had found plenty of friends in the neighborhood. The other NOTS wives had formed a close support network, sharing everything from babysitting to an occasional girls’ night out. Jeremy seemed genuinely happy in this new job, despite the long hours and sometimes brutal work. This was Jeremy’s dream, but she’d get used to it, too.

“Mommy, Mommy, Daddy’s up nextht!” 

Maddy flashed by, covered in Fudgsicle. Her tongue poked through the hole where two front teeth should have been, translating common English into the second-grade lisp.

Patrick stared up at her from beneath his bottle, sensing that quiet time had ended.

“Caroline!” someone yelled. Priscilla Devroux shuffled in with Beef Jr. dangling from her mansard hip. “Your man’s out there thinking he’s gonna put all these other boys down. Ain’t you even going to watch?”

The thought hadn’t occurred to her. But with all the other wives looking on, Caroline didn’t really have much choice. HRT wives supported HRT husbands. She knew the rule like a marriage vow.

“Go ahead on out, sweetie,” Melissa Tovar said. She reached for Patrick and nodded toward the back deck. “You go and cheer him on.”

BY THE TIME Nurse Debbie returned to the waiting room an hour and ten minutes later, the six remaining executives had begun to fume. They sat in their underwear, with no laptops, PDAs, or cell phones to occupy their time. The man in the red thong slumped in his chair with his jacket pulled over his shoulders, withdrawn into embarrassment. The lone woman sat quietly at the end of the line in a frilly bra-and-panty set of Italian design, ignoring the glances.

“OK, look,” the nurse said, leaning through the half-open door. “I hate to do this to you, but Dr. Hernandez just got called to an emergency at the hospital. I’m afraid we’re going to have to let you go and reschedule for later in the week.”

The groans and deep breaths told her everything she needed to know about their feelings. These people wasted time on nothing, particularly while in their underwear.

“If you could just check in with the receptionist on your way out, she’ll get you signed up.” With that, Nurse Debbie turned and disappeared someplace behind the door.

“You’ve got to be shitting me!” the man in the thong exclaimed. He stood up, snatched his clothing off the floor, and hopped into his pants. “We sit here all morning for some stupid physical and get treated like a bunch of management trainees? I don’t have time for this crap.”

“Who do they think they are?” another man asked no one in particular. The others dressed quietly, as if this were just another day at the office. When they were done, the door opened again, and the nurse entered with her clipboard.

“I hate to inconvenience you,” she said, “but we just located another doctor to conduct your physicals. If you could just slip out of your clothes, we’ll try this again.”

“I’m out of here,” the man in the red thong announced. One of the other executives followed him out the door. The other four quietly stripped off their clothes again, just as directed.

“I thought I was done with this sort of thing when I processed out of the Navy,” one of the men said after a while. He didn’t look upset. He was simply trying to make conversation.

The Hispanic lawyer beside him offered a hand and a tentative smile. “Joel Garcia. Office of General Council in New York,” he said. “You here for the Quantis gig?”

The navy man nodded. “Fred Hastings. Portland office.”

“Mark Den Ouden,” the next man said. “I run the Bangkok motherboard plant.”

The last candidate, a tall athletic-looking woman of Middle Eastern extract, sat with her knees vised together, hands neatly folded in her lap. Her evenly tanned, well-conditioned body almost glowed at the margins of her expensive lingerie, making it hard for the others not to stare.

The woman could have introduced herself as Sirad Malneaux, vice president of the company’s IT division in Atlanta. She might have bragged about her meteoric rise up the corporate ladder or mentioned that corporate in New York had called personally to recruit her for this new position. But she didn’t. The quiet, beautiful woman at the end of the row stared straight ahead and said nothing at all.

JEREMY WAITED UNTIL all the veteran operators had tried their luck with the course before moving up to toe the line himself. Everyone crowded around him as Quinny held his hand on Jeremy’s shoulder and set the stopwatch for official time. Fritz Lottspeich and the rest of his NOTS class stood three feet off to the side offering various thumbs-ups and winks of encouragement. Everyone knew that Jeremy had the last and only chance of beating Beef’s run. Though HRT’s big man hadn’t actually downed the beer, he had been the first to make it into the hula hoop and complete a push-up. Despite all the bravado, it had been the best effort anyone could muster.

“Are you ready?” Quinny asked. Jeremy leaned forward onto his left leg, held his hands out in front of him, and concentrated on the chair across the lawn.

“On your mark . . . get set . . .”

“Hoo-ah!” Lottspeich yelled, drawing more than a few scowls. New guys were supposed to keep their mouths shut.

“Go!” Quinny yelled.

Jeremy pushed off from the starting line and moved fast, jogging toward the hoop, picking up speed like a long jumper searching for stride. If the men yelled after him, he couldn’t hear. The bright afternoon light dimmed around him. Smells of barbecue disappeared. Even Maddy’s beautiful little voice faded into distraction.

Unlike most minds, which narrow at times like this to a single focus, Jeremy’s began to unfold with possibility. Instead of fixating on a single approach to the problem, his consciousness swelled with variability.

HRT evaluators had noticed it during selection. While most candidates bulled their way through challenges, Jeremy relied on creativity and enterprise. In one hostage scenario, he had avoided violent confrontation by assuming the role of a drunken street person and sneaking in the back door while role-playing HRT evaluators waited for the typical frontal assault. In another he won a twenty-mile overland race by stealing a bicycle from the FBI Academy garage and peddling his way past the rest of the crowd.

What rules? he’d asked when other selectees complained about cheating. He had been given an objective and Global Positioning System coordinates for the finish line. No one said anything about how he was supposed to get there.

HRT’s front office agreed and watched him each day with greater interest. Whether planning arrest scenarios, running shooting drills in the Kill House, role-playing, or competing in physical contests, Jeremy distinguished himself with ingenuity. He wasn’t always the fastest or the strongest, but he never failed to achieve clarity of thought.

The industrial psychologists that HRT had contracted to evaluate selection detailed this in their test results. Extraordinary, their reports read. Remarkable. HRT’s selection coordinators agreed. Team records listed a couple other candidates who came close to Jeremy in terms of IQ, but none of them possessed his psychological profile. With regard to originality, intuitive intelligence, and emotional maturity—key traits in an HRT operator—this man stood out as a singularity. He looked perfect.

Jeremy cared nothing about IQ scores or personality types as he closed on the hoop, though. Caroline smiled down at him from the deck. Maddy floated down the slide. The whole team stared on with varying degrees of expectation, but he concentrated on the problem at hand. The only things that stood between him and a cold mouthful of beer were a couple hundred volts of DC current and a gut check.

Jeremy crossed the lawn and started his dive five feet from the hoop. Both hands landed in the circle on the first bounce. He struggled to his knees and propped himself in a forward lean, but his muscles fought back in wrenching spasms. A thick, jagged pain shot up into his skull, then down his spine. Strange sensations stuck in his mind: the smell of marzipan, the taste of lime, a hollow ringing in his ears.

Just one push-up, he thought. He bent his arms, reflex took over, and by the time he pushed himself up and rocked back on his knees, he knew he’d won. Even trembling now under a high-frequency shiver, he started to smile. All he had to do was sit in the chair and drink the beer.

Jeremy slowly climbed to his feet and stood in the circle. He cupped the beer between his paralyzed hands, turned to sit, and lifted his feet off the ground.

And then it was over. Suddenly the pain subsided. Shapes and noises filtered back into his conscious mind. Parts of his body still ached, but only out of recollection. Maddy waved at him from the top of the slide.

Jeremy looked back at the crowd of HRT operators just a stone’s-throw away. His NOTS class stood there, hoping he had the will to finish the job. Fritz Lottspeich, his closest friend among them, nodded his head, urging him to chug the damned thing and get it over with.

But it wasn’t as simple as that. This was about legacy. Jeremy had a chance to define himself among the operators. Maybe they’d never figure out that once he lifted his feet off the grass and sat in the plastic chair, all the voltage lost its ground. It was high school physics—the reason birds can roost on power lines. The moment he raised his feet off the well-worn turf, that damned collar became just another piece of leather. Maddy could have worn it herself without bothering her pretty little neck.

The crowd stared at Jeremy as if he were an apparition sitting there in the middle of the circle with his legs crossed beneath him. Twenty seconds had passed, maybe more.

“Holy shit,” Beef mumbled. “What’s up with this guy?”

When Jeremy had recovered enough for the taste of marzipan to leave his tongue, he raised the cup to the crowd. “To NOTS,” he toasted. Anything more would have been a taunt.

NURSE DEBBIE RETURNED to the waiting room after another hour and a half.

“You’re not going to believe this,” she said. “But the doctor we found had a personal emergency and had to leave. I’m very sorry, but we’re going to have to reschedule after all.” 

Garcia laughed out loud. Hastings shook his head and immediately reached for his pants. “What the hell is up with you people, anyway?” he asked the nurse as she turned to leave.

“I’m just doing my job,” Nurse Debbie snipped before storming out.

The Bangkok plant manager buttoned his shirt. “I don’t give a damn either way,” he said. “As long as I’m on the company dime . . .”

The woman dressed as dutifully as she had disrobed. First the skirt, then the white linen blouse and waistcoat. She buttoned the garments quickly, precisely, turning away from the others to prevent the process from becoming a strip show.

“Can you believe this?” Hastings asked her. He looked a bit put out that she hadn’t said a word all morning. “I have two reports waiting on my desk to finish. If I had known that we . . .”

Suddenly the door opened again, and Nurse Debbie reappeared. She stared at the floor and gripped the clipboard tightly against her chest beneath crossed arms.

“Headquarters just called and said they are sending the program director over to conduct your physicals.” Her voice began to shake. “They want you to undress again.”

“Right.” Hastings laughed. “Tell your program director to kiss my ass.”

Garcia finished tying his shoes. Den Ouden buckled his belt.

“Come on,” the plant manager said, motioning to the woman. “You gonna let these idiots jerk you around like this?”

Nurse Debbie watched as the three men marched out. Only the close-lipped woman stayed behind. She slipped off her jacket and started to undress again, just as directed.

“Actually, that won’t be necessary, ma’am,” the nurse said, once the others had gone. “The doctor will see you now.”

With that, she waited for Sirad to gather herself, then led her out of the waiting room and down a hallway. Nurse Debbie walked quickly, still holding the clipboard to her chest like a shield. “Thank you for your cooperation,” she said, stopping at a closed door. “You’ve been very sweet to put up with all of that.”

She knocked twice, then opened the door to reveal a stark white room furnished with nothing but a glass-topped conference table and six low-rent chairs. A handful of men sat quietly around the table, jotting notes on legal pads.

“Congratulations, Ms. Malneaux,” the man at the end of the table said. “You’ve just passed the first hurdle in this application process.”

Sirad shook her head in dismay, unable to say a thing. This was no doctor’s office. The men sitting in front of her were not giving physicals; they were the same six colleagues who had waited outside with her all afternoon. The man offering congratulations was Dieter.


II

ROOM 3171 IN New York’s Albemarle Building was known throughout the business world as the “War Room.” Every corporation had one, that sanctum sanctorum in which top executives hunkered down against hostile takeovers and proxy skirmishes, but this chamber had become legend.

Originally designed by Edward H. Clark during the waning years of the Gilded Age, this sumptuous space had seen little renovation in more than a century. Who would dare change a thing about a room that allegedly hosted a fistfight between a young President Theodore Roosevelt and an impertinent railroad executive? Rumor held that the first man to commit suicide on Black Thursday in 1929 launched himself from the room’s vaulted Tiffany windows, falling thirty-one stories and smashing into a double-parked Wills Sainte Claire. The massive red-oak conference table at its center still bore the mark of a .45 caliber bullet that supposedly bounced off a Paulding Farnham candlestick after a former CEO fired his gun in a fit of jealous rage.

While most boardrooms came with teleconference technology, Internet connections, and electronic jamming devices, the War Room carried the Empire swagger of another era. From its claro walnut paneling to the black bile tones of its palace-sized Oushak carpet, room 3171 looked like a space bred for conflict.

Jordan Mitchell liked it that way. He believed that men perform better when surrounded by consequence. That’s why he lined three walls with select pieces from his renowned collection of Henry rifles and Luddite truncheons. Though corporate wars are fought with cell phones and frequent-flyer miles, Jordan Mitchell never let his people forget the time-proven utility of blunt-force trauma.

“How are her polls?” he said, leading an assistant into the War Room. Mitchell wore a gray Savile Row suit and a Charvet oxford so tightly woven it shimmered like mica. He marched to his customary place at the head of the conference table, where a breakfast of three-minute eggs, grapefruit juice, and dry baguettes waited on antique bone china. He stood to eat.

“CNN/Time/Gallup puts Venable up by three points,” answered his chief of staff, a tall former marine named Trask. “That’s a statistical tie, but Beechum has gained four points in the past week and outperforms Venable among those most likely to vote. Newsweek has her on next week’s cover. USA Today is running a big profile tomorrow. She definitely has momentum.”

“For now.” Mitchell nodded. He snatched up one of the eggs and began to pace.

“The president fears her more than anyone else in the field,” Trask ventured. “She has name recognition, charisma, a squeaky clean background. I don’t know, boss—lots of people think this country might finally be ready for a female commander in chief.”

“Perhaps. But it’s not because she’s female; it’s because she’s the only one in the race with any balls.” Mitchell began to tap the egg with the edge of a fork. “She’s going to try and turn us into a campaign slogan, you know—a breakout issue. If she can define SBT as a threat to national security, she might be able to stop us through the FCC.”

“It won’t work,” Trask said. He rarely offered such bold speculation, but this seemed obvious. “People vote their pocketbooks, their consciences, their values. I don’t see anyone voting their cell phones.”

“This isn’t about cell phones!” Mitchell barked. “It’s about fear. Congress last year spent more money on terrorism than on all social programs combined—education, health and human services, transportation, all of it—and we still see threat advisories. We’ve invaded two countries, rearranged the law enforcement and intelligence communities, plowed two hundred billion dollars into the war effort despite a failing economy. And what have we gotten with all this? Nothing. No weapons of mass destruction; no ties between Saddam Hussein and al Qaeda. The American people have had enough of terrorism and know that this president’s policies simply don’t guarantee protection.”

Mitchell put down his fork and rubbed his temples. He hated to start the day with a headache.

“If she can find a way to link SBT with terrorism through this . . . Matrix 1016, we’re going to face significant problems,” he said. “Do we have the report yet?”

Trask reached into a pile of folders and briefing papers.

“Right here, sir,” he said, handing his boss a thirty-four-page document bearing Defense Intelligence Agency letterhead and a blue-ink SCI stamp in the top right corner. “Most of the language is typical military intelligence, but check page seven.”

Mitchell flipped through the document, quietly gloating over the fact that his wealth and connections had brought him information so secret, members of the House and Senate intelligence communities had only seen heavily redacted executive summaries. He stopped at a passage highlighted in yellow.

“Looks like they’ve got some signals intercepts . . . phone conversations, Internet-based wire transfers,” Mitchell said. “So what?”

“Read on,” Trask advised.

“‘Sole source HUMINT inside Riyadh and a highly positioned operative in New York indicates significant contact between known al Qaeda sympathizers and a major American corporation,’” Mitchell read aloud. “‘Frequency analysis, corroborating information detailed in FBI file 315A-WF-17753 and FISA trap and trace logs (BA-799, BA-811) suggest . . .’”

Mitchell froze midsentence.

“That’s right,” Trask said. “They know about our relationship with the Saudis.”

“Which means they’ve tracked our communications, but they can’t decipher our traffic.” Mitchell smiled, thumbing through the document, searching for more of Trask’s highlights. All phone-based interactions between New York and Riyadh had been handled through SBT prototypes. “That’s why Beechum is so nervous. She’s obviously seen more of this report than the rest of the committee. How close are we?”

“Riyadh signed the memorandum of understanding last night,” Trask answered. “The new ARVIS satellite launches next Tuesday from the Svobodnyy cosmodrome. Our magnetic resonance and microwave targeting packages ship tomorrow; country clearance and visas for our crews in Dubai should be ready by . . .”

“Should be?” Mitchell interrupted. “What do you mean should be?”

“Will be,” Trask corrected himself. “This is nailed down, Mr. Mitchell, from wire authority on all monetary transfers to medical evacuation drills into Qatar. By the end of this summer, Quantis will be the hottest product on four continents. Everything is moving right on schedule.”

Mitchell’s expression turned from consternation to pride in the time it took him to put down the report and resume his breakfast. Like most telecommunications companies, Borders Atlantic had suffered in recent years because of stagnant U.S. markets, but while competitors wrote off debt and hid their troubles in accounting magic, Mitchell had doubled R&D. The result, his scientists told him, was a new algorithmic encryption model based on something called “stochastic wave generation theory.” Program managers assured him that this encryption rubric was so advanced, it would take NSA’s mainframe computers more than a year just to map it.

Two months from now, Mitchell planned to introduce the world to a new SBT cell phone called Quantis. It was smaller, lighter, and more attractive than anything else on the market, and it could transmit gigabytes of information, including full-stream video, in encrypted microbursts. The days of traditional long-distance charges and by-the-minute fees were over. For a modest buy-in and $59.99 per month, consumers could enjoy the world’s first completely private, Internet-compatible cell phone—and do so in style. The wafer-thin phones weighed just two ounces, ran off a watch battery, and easily fit into a jacket pocket without even creating a lump. It would revolutionize the market.

“All right, what about sales?” he asked, turning to other matters. “Give me some figures.” He shoveled a piece of baguette into his mouth while pushing a manicured finger through the folders.

Trask watched Mitchell’s finger as it flipped through the pile and paused almost imperceptibly on the green-tabbed file marked Publishing.

“Number two, sir. You sold thirty thousand copies, domestic, last week. Those are last night’s quotes from our source at the Times.”

Mitchell opened the folder to a collection of newspaper reviews, magazine articles, and in-house sales projections. His latest book, The Trade, burned blue-hot on the New York Times bestseller list but hadn’t yet reached the coveted #1 slot.
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