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Prologue

 


March 22.

Mexico-Arizona
border.

 


Nate Cohn, a
pharmacist by trade, swept the rugged brush-strewn hillsides with
his cheap Russian nightscope. Nate and his two companions were
members of a group of vigilantes called the Minutemen, an
unofficial and unsanctioned private militia who had taken it upon
themselves to help out the U.S. Border Patrol with the interception
of illegal Mexican immigrants. They were not equipped quite as well
as the government agency, but unlike the patrol’s officers, they
were able to drink beer and smoke the odd joint while they waited
to intercept the wetbacks who’d managed to slip past the
agents.

Nate’s feet
were killing him, his orthotic insoles a bad fit for the
Vietnam-period military boots he affected as part of the tough-man
vigilante image he was trying to foster. To further his discomfort,
sweat streamed down his chest soaking his vintage Desert Storm
combat jacket. The extra sixty-five pounds he’d gained in the
thirty years since his high school graduation made these evening
excursions to the border region a lot more arduous than he’d
imagined they would be. He found few ways to avoid his shifts,
however, as his barbershop rants about illegal Mexicans streaming
across the border had left him without a credible way of refusing
to help out when his friends asked him to join. The truth was he’d
rather be at home dozing in front of his new flat screen
television.

Nate flinched
away from the nightscope, dazzled as headlights and a small
searchlight sprang from a Border Patrol truck perched on top of a
hill that overlooked the border’s tall fencing. The truck began to
move, a pool of jiggling light about a quarter mile south from the
position that he and his companions had assumed.

“Something’s
going on up there, Ted. Take a look, will you,” Nate said. “Damned
night-vision scope just blinded me.”

Ted
Jefferson, tall and lightly built, resembling more the scarecrow
from The
Wizard of Oz
than a vigilante, rose from the
lawn chair parked next to the beer cooler on the tailgate of Nate’s
Lincoln Navigator. “Hold my beer for me for a sec, will you,
Pepsi?”

He handed his
beer to Jack Fergus, the myopic third of the self-proclaimed
citizens border patrol unit. Fergus was a primary school teacher
who wore glasses so thick that some of his friends still called him
Pepsi, a high school nickname he’d earned decades before in
reference to his spectacles.

Ted raised his
20 x 50 binoculars to his eyes and focused them on the
headlight-lit tableau playing out a quarter of a mile away. He
could see six men framed by the headlights of the Border Patrol
truck and one of the officers walking up to them. The other
patrolman, he guessed, remained in the truck, likely calling in on
the radio. As Ted watched he could see the six figures gather
around the Border Patrol officer, obscuring him from view.

“So what’s
going on?” Nate asked.

“Not much.
Looks like they just bagged themselves a half-dozen,” Ted replied.
He kept the binoculars trained on the men above for a few more
seconds and then exclaimed, “Oh shit!”

“What?” both
Nate and Pepsi piped in unison.

Ted had just
seen the Border Patrol officer stagger from the centre of the small
group of men, stumble to the front of the truck and then lurched
from view into the darkness outside of the headlights’ glare. Ted
turned for a moment and said, “Looks like those pricks just
cold-cocked the Border Patrol.”

In turning to
address Nate and Pepsi, he’d missed two quick flashes of light that
emanated from the knot of men above. Raising the binoculars again,
Ted saw the six men moving toward the truck.

“Let me see,”
Nate asked. Ted passed him the binoculars. The darkness outside the
blaze created by the truck’s lights hid what was going on above.
The truck’s spotlight suddenly swung upwards, stabbing the sky
briefly, and then winked out.

“What’s going
on?” Pepsi asked again.

“I don’t know,”
Nate replied, passing the binoculars back to Ted, “but something’s
not right.”

The truck
started to move, bounced twice and then began winding its way down
the rough track. Behind it, sprawled on the gravel and desert scree
and invisible to Ted, lay the bodies of the two Border Patrol
officers.

“They’re coming
this way,” Ted said. “We’d better get ready just in case they need
our help.” He let the binoculars drop to his chest and plucked his
old .30-30 Winchester from its resting place in the back of the
Navigator. The rifle was old, a hand-me-down already worn by years
of hard use when Ted was given it as a young teenager. Its
familiarity comforted him in a way that Nate’s high-tech Ruger and
Pepsi’s Glock 17 handgun did not. He considered his weapon a
classic.

While none of
the men dreamed of using their weapons, they were not averse to
swaggering back and forth with them, terrifying any illegals they
were detaining while they waited for the Border Patrol to show
up.

“You guys
ready?” asked Nate. In the distance the truck had reached the
bottom of the hill and was snaking along the track towards the
three men. Nate’s disquiet grew. Something didn’t seem right. He’d
never seen the Border Patrol stuff six men into a small truck and
then abandon their post. Usually they called in backup and a
transport vehicle. His palms grew slick with perspiration as he
picked up the Ruger and positioned himself on the far side of the
rutted trail they’d parked beside. “Pepsi, you’d better get in the
truck. If it looks like there’s going to be trouble, get on the
cell and call for some help. Ted, you stay on that side and flag
them down. I’ll cover you.”

“Yeah, right.
You cover me,” snorted Ted.

“You don’t
think those Mexis have done anything to the Patrol boys, do you?”
asked Pepsi.

“I doubt it,”
replied Nate. “But better safe than sorry. You never know these
days. Used to be the damned wetbacks would cross the border, steal
a little water from your livestock and take off their hats when
they saw you. Hell, they even used to open and close the damned
cattle gates behind them on their way through. Now the arrogant
bastards are just as likely to flip you the bird or tell you to
fuck off.”

“Heard it
before, Nate,” grumbled Ted under his breath, and then he said, “I
don’t like it. You didn’t see that officer stumble toward the truck
like they’d just blindsided him.”

“Could be he
just tripped on a piece of brush, too,” replied Nate.

“Could be, but
that isn’t what it looked like to me.”

The Border
Patrol truck wound down the steep trails and then, high beams
blazing, heaved its way out of a dry arroyo and drove towards
them.

Ted stepped to
the roadside, one palm out, the other hand cupping his eyes against
the glare. The truck slowed and stopped a few feet back. He walked
toward it on the driver’s side. Nate approached the passenger side
window and heard someone speaking from inside the truck.

“What’s the
problem, sir?” The voice was heavily accented, almost a parody of a
Mexican accent.

“Sheeit!” Ted
exclaimed. “What the hell do you pricks think your doing with this
truck? What the hell did you do to the…?” He never finished the
question. A flash illuminated Ted and the six occupants of the
truck for a split second.

Nate
heard a phfft, almost a
pop, and then Ted staggered back, looking down at his chest in
bewilderment. His rifle fell to the ground as he half-turned and
then collapsed heavily.

“Ted!” Nate
screamed as he started to run towards his friend. Then, as he
realized what had happed, he stopped and drew his pistol from his
belt. Two muzzle flashes from a silencer-equipped .32-calibre
automatic were all he saw before the ground seemed to rush at
him.

Pepsi sat in
frozen disbelief as he watched his two friends fall. His shaking
hands had hardly started to reach for the Navigator’s ignition
before the door flew open and rough hands dragged him from the SUV.
He had no time to understand the depths of his misfortune before he
too lay dead — two neat holes in his face and his glasses several
feet away, one lens shattered by a bullet.

Minutes later
the Border Patrol truck sat abandoned, its doors open and the
feeble glow from its dome light faintly illuminating the corpses of
the three vigilantes sprawled around it as the tail lights of their
Navigator disappeared down the track and onto the blacktop, headed
toward Sierra Vista and Interstate 10.

 


June 21.

Eastern
seaboard.

 


The incessant
rumble from the engines of the Olympic Airlines airbus altered note
for the first time in hours. The captain announced, first in Greek
and then in heavily accented English, that they were beginning
their descent into New York’s JFK. Dozens of travel-numbed
passengers stirred, busying themselves with their own pre-landing
rituals as the cabin crew started to clear up and get ready for
arrival. The weather was clear but a little turbulent, causing the
airbus to roll and yaw and clearly distressing some of its more
highly strung occupants.

In his business
class seat, middle-aged Greek entrepreneur Apostolos Zoupaniotis
sat quietly, his dark eyes taking in the activity in the cabin. His
neck prickled with anticipation of their landing. His seatmates on
either side ignored him, rebuffed hours before by his curt manner
and unwillingness to engage in conversation. Apostolos was normally
a friendly and outgoing chap, but the real Apostolos Zoupaniotis
was lying in the trunk of a rental car in a busy public parking lot
in Athens.

The gentleman
travelling with documents that included an elegantly forged Greek
passport in Apostolos’ name was known to his friends as Shojaa’
Bala’ Awi. He was born in Palestine and as a young child had
learned how to throw rocks at Israeli soldiers. Later, rocks turned
to Molotov cocktails and then to automatic rifles. He’d burst
several Israeli scout cars wide open with homemade roadside bombs
and completely destroyed a Mercedes SUV that belonged to CNN —
unfortunately, he had always thought, without any Western
journalists inside. For that job he’d used his favourite weapon,
the RPG 7 rocket launcher. Awi proved quick-witted and resourceful
enough to avoid capture by the Israelis, attributes that brought
him to the attention of several well-placed fedayeen of Hezbollah.
Several years of training in Hezbollah camps and three years in
Athens developing Greek mannerisms, language and, most importantly,
Greek-accented English had readied him for the mission on which he
was currently embarked.

Below the
airbus the waters of Long Island Sound glinted, pleasure craft and
sailboats zigzagging across its brilliantine surface. A few
thousand feet above the sound, Awi quietly rehearsed the hour that
lay ahead, especially those moments he would stand face-to-face
with a U.S. Customs officer. Five years of his life had been
dedicated to the encounter and to the weeks that would follow, but
no one would have known by his outward appearance the anxiety with
which he faced their imminent arrival.

 


July 26.

Honolulu,
Hawaii.

 


Four young men,
suitcases in hand, exited the front doors of the arrivals terminal
into the humid tropical heat that prevailed beyond the air
conditioning of the Honolulu International Airport. Honolulu was a
far cry from what they’d become accustomed to in the training
facilities of North Korea. The four men, all originally from
Indonesia, had been hand-picked because they had the colouring and
facial attributes that made them appear more Japanese than
Indonesian. To anyone who asked them a question, their replies
would be offered in broken English with the halting nature of a
Japanese man searching his mind for the next unfamiliar word.

They all spoke
fluent Japanese and poor English, and they had a two-day layover in
Hawaii before travelling on to San Francisco. When asked by Customs
the purpose of their trip, they had excitedly answered,
“Conquistador, the Conquistador car show in California.” Their
manner, their knowledge of Japan and of automobiles and their
apparent enthusiasm for everything American belied their training
and the depth of their hatred for the country they were entering —
and their willingness to die for their Islamic beliefs.

These were
among the last of a furtive army that had for the last two years
been stealing into North America disguised as businessmen,
tourists, honeymooners, students and immigrants. No one in this
quiet band looked like or acted as if they were from anywhere that
Islamic beliefs were common. In all cases they appeared to be from
countries and cultures that, if not aligned with the doctrines and
sharing the dominant beliefs of the United States, at least offered
no threat or resistance to them or to American foreign policy in
general. They had arrived singly or in small groups, had no
knowledge of any other group and needed little to no direction or
control.

Their missions
were clear, they had backup plans and targets if their primary
missions proved too difficult or dangerous, and they were not to
endanger themselves or be caught or killed. This army was trained
to be flexible, to go after targets of opportunity, targets that
offered the least risk to themselves. Unlike the fodder of the
Middle East who strapped on belts of high explosives to blow up
marketplaces and weddings at the behest of their imams, these men
were too well trained and valuable to waste in a flash of RDX. They
were destined to be far more lethal. Their task was to bring down
the crusaders’ empire and to glorify the nation of Islam. Their
missions were planned, refined and honed over the years since the
fall of the World Trade Center. They were indoctrinated to the
point where, to a man, they believed they were the Scimitar of
Allah, a weapon designed to cleave the head of the Western world
from its shoulders.

The great hero
Osama bin Laden, despite the propaganda, had been dead for many
years. A nameless but far more powerful and ambitious man had
created, built and tasked this army. In all cases the only thing
these soldiers knew as an organized military force was that they
were not to strike any blow, break any law or draw any attention to
themselves in any way until after the eighteenth day of the eighth
month of their third year in operation. Aside from a lamentable
episode in Arizona that, fortunately, the American press had blamed
on organized drug smugglers, the infiltration had been smooth and
bloodless.

A few members
of the underground army who’d posed as immigrants had seen their
applications disallowed, and a couple who were found to have
expired student visas were picked up and deported. In those cases
the instructions were clear. They were to go quietly and in no
circumstance fight the deportation or expulsion. They were to react
with disappointment but without any hint of aggression that could
betray their training.

A first strike
that would shake the entire world would signal the beginning of the
campaign. The four men who were on their way to California after a
brief stay in Hawaii, the only group with a strict timetable, were
to accomplish this initial strike. After that, the timing of
attacks was entirely up to each group or individual. Once they had,
Allah willing, accomplished all of their set tasks, they would be
free to strike anywhere and at any opportune target they wished.
Their greatest goals would be to avoid capture and to strike blow
after blow. Before their arrival, America already thought it was at
war with Islamic fundamentalism. The nation and everyone in it were
about to find out what war was all about.

 


 



Chapter
1

 


August 15. 1:30
p.m. Pacific Standard Time

Santa Barbara,
California.

 


Derek James
nosed his 66 Jaguar E-Type onto Highway 101 swinging around and
past a group of tourist-laden cars that had been arresting his
progress along State Street, Santa Barbara’s main drag, for over
twenty minutes. He was thinking he should have known better than to
venture at midday into the tourist-ridden street with a vintage car
that was prone to overheating, but he’d thought he could get away
with it.

He had, but
barely. The car’s Smith’s temperature gauge, the most important
gauge on the dash, had risen steadily toward the red zone, despite
the howling aftermarket cooling fans, as Derek had inched his way
though town. Once on the highway and clear of heavy traffic, the
needle started to fall and Derek accelerated southward toward
Montecito. The growl of the Jag’s twin-cam six resonated though the
car’s elegant cockpit and the lithe wooden steering wheel contorted
beneath his grip as he joyfully swung from lane to lane around
other traffic.

Derek was
acutely aware that his Jag was nothing special to the tens of
thousands of car aficionados who were gathering at Santa Barbara
for the automobile concours at the Conquistador Golf and Country
Club on the coming weekend, but it was at least not a rented Toyota
or Chevy Cobalt. He’d been stuck with both those cars on his two
previous visits to the concours, and he’d hated them. His
reassignment from the FBI’s Quantico, Virginia, headquarters to a
post as liaison with Homeland Security in Southern California had
few perks other than the proximity of his Los Angeles office to the
one car event he never missed.

He, like
thousands of other serious autophiles, was making the pilgrimage to
the Conquistador Concours d’Elegance, a showing of the finest and
rarest cars in the world. This extravagant affair was held at the
exclusive Conquistador Golf and Country Club in the Balmoral
Private Reserve, a huge and very exclusive gated community near
Santa Barbara. The cars graced the exquisitely kept fairways behind
the opulent Trocadero Lodge, and the Conquistador, as it was known
by enthusiasts, had over the years become the foremost auto show in
the United States and perhaps the world, attracting the rich, the
famous and the powerful from all over the globe. As was once said
by an entertainer who was himself a car enthusiast, the show behind
the Trocadero Lodge was a place where the millionaires could watch
the billionaires.

Derek
decelerated, glorying in the Jaguar’s snarl as it bled off speed
through the gearbox and he threw the car onto the off-ramp for
Montecito. He had just minutes to meet with Vanessa Leighton, a
willowy brunette he’d been dating for almost four years and the
very first serious relationship he’d been in. This was the first
time Vanessa’s schedule had allowed her to visit the concours with
Derek, and he was looking forward to sharing it with her, indeed
just looking forward to spending time with her after six weeks’
abstinence. Due to his transfer from Washington to LA, theirs was
now a long-distance relationship, but even distance seemed to pose
no serious challenge to their love and affection. If anything, it
put a finer point on it.

Vanessa had a
pixie-like face and bright blue eyes that suited her
often-mischievous manner. It was a manner that disguised a
razor-sharp intellect. She’d flown in from Washington DC, where she
was a freelance forensic analyst for various defence attorneys. Her
job was to review and bring into dispute the forensics presented as
evidence by district attorneys in Washington and other eastern
seaboard locales. That she was very much in demand was testimony to
how often she found flaws in evidence that, before her review, had
seemed airtight. Many Washington forensic scientists had been
keenly embarrassed when she brought their findings into question or
disproved them outright, and Vanessa had found herself largely
ostracized by that community, a fact that bothered her very little.
That she made four times the money other forensic experts made did
little to help her popularity.

Derek pulled
into the lot of their hotel, one of the few built right on the
beach, with a great view of the coast and of the city of Santa
Barbara itself. While Santa Barbara was often cloaked in fog and
low clouds, the nearby hotel was bathed in pools of sunshine,
something Derek had noticed a few years before and took full
advantage of each year.

Vanessa stood
waiting in the lobby, looking out over the ocean through the
enormous windows that lined the hotel’s seaward side. Derek tried
to sneak up on her, but she turned with a smile as he
approached.

“Finally,” she
said. “I thought maybe you were stuck under the hood of the other
woman. I know how jealous and temperamental she is.” Vanessa’s
reference was to Derek’s E-Type. She had always referred to the car
as “the other woman,” since she thought the Jag likely ranked about
even with her in Derek’s affections.

“Nope, the
Jag’s been running great, although I almost had a problem in Santa
Barbara,” Derek replied. “I got stuck in traffic and she almost
overheated.” He gripped Vanessa by the waist and kissed her firmly
on the lips. Then he stood back looking at her. “God, now I know
why I miss Washington so much. How are you, sweetheart?”

“I’m just
fine…” She paused to look him in the eye. “Now.”

Derek smiled.
“The room’s on the second floor with a great view of the sea otters
fooling around in the breakers.”

“Lovely,”
Vanessa replied. “I could use a few minutes to freshen up, and then
I’d love to get something to eat. This view is just wonderful.” She
looked over the breakers that were crashing onto the shore. “It’s
been years since I’ve been to Santa Barbara. I’d forgotten how
beautiful it is.”

They stood
together for a moment, arms wrapped around one another’s waists,
looking out at the ocean view, and then with a sultry smirk,
Vanessa poked Derek in the ribs and said in her most fetching
voice, “I think I would like to see your room now, sailor.”

 


An hour later,
as Vanessa finished dressing and Derek slid back into his jeans and
buttoned his shirt, he asked, “Do you want to go up to Santa
Barbara or just nip into Montecito, maybe to one of the restaurants
on the esplanade?”

“The esplanade
sounds good. Santa Barbara’s too much work right now.” Vanessa was
weary from both the trip and their exuberant lovemaking. She
slipped on an attractive red and white striped blouse and rummaged
about in her suitcase for a pair of low-heeled pumps. Balancing on
one foot while she righted the shoe and pushed her other foot into
it, she asked complainingly, “So now I’ve done what a girl’s got to
do to get fed around here, can we get a move on before I waste
away?”

Derek grabbed
at her to pull her back onto the bed.

“Not on your
life, mister. This femme fatale needs food,” she giggled as she
danced back out of his grasp.

 


August 15. 1:30
p.m. PST

Burlington,
Wisconsin.

 


“So, Mr.
Youngblood, do you know why I pulled you over?” asked the state
trooper as he checked Jimmy Youngblood’s licence, insurance and
registration.

“No, sir,”
replied Youngblood. He struggled to maintain his composure as he
considered his options should the officer somehow discover the two
hundred and fifty pounds of military-grade explosives secreted
behind interior panels and stuffed below the rear seat of his
beaten-up and faded 1979 Lincoln Town Car. Just about the only
thing he could think of was to kill the trooper and dump him back
into his cruiser, although to accomplish that unnoticed was sheer
fantasy considering how busy the road was.

“Well, Mr.
Youngblood, you are not wearing your seatbelt,” said the officer.
“I should ticket you, but as you are from out of state,” he added,
referring to Youngblood’s South Dakota licence plates and driver’s
licence, “I’m going to let you off with a warning.”

“Thank you,
officer;” Youngblood replied, taking his papers back from the
patrolman and then groping for and fastening his seatbelt.

“Have a good
day, sir,” said the officer.

Youngblood felt
a surge of relief and started to raise his window.

“Just one more
thing, Mr. Youngblood,” said the trooper, leaning down to him.

Youngblood’s
hand froze on the window button.

“If you don’t
mind telling me, are you in Wisconsin on business or pleasure?”

Youngblood was
ready for this. “Pleasure, sir. I have a girlfriend goes to college
in Milwaukee, and I was visiting her. I’m on my way home now.”

“Well, sir,”
replied the patrolman, satisfied, “you keep your seatbelt fastened
and have a safe trip.”

“I will
officer. Thank you.”

Youngblood put
his car in gear, and making sure to signal, he edged into traffic,
leaving the officer and his cruiser behind.

Jimmy
Youngblood from South Dakota was actually Talal Abu Bakre, formally
a Yemeni national but now posing as a Nakota tribal member of the
Sioux nation. While he kept far away from South Dakota to avoid any
possibility of detection, Bakre, with his colouring and high
cheekbones, was well enough schooled in the Nakota and their
culture to fool anyone who was not Sioux themselves. His job was to
marshal explosives and weapons in designated caches and then post
their locations so they could be utilized by others he would never
see or know anything about if everything went to plan. He had been
at this for two years, moving tons of materials all over the United
States. While he was one in a long and very clever supply line, he
had never met anyone else in the chain. His assignments were all
sent to him in code over the Internet, disguised within porn or
gaming websites. He used the same sites to post supply locations to
an invisible army.

That these
sites actually made money for the organization, mostly from
pathetic Americans, amused him, especially considering the use
those dollars were being put to. Bakre thought the sites disgusting
but understood their value. There was little chance of their being
discovered for the communication devices they really were. He’d
gotten used to the images of females and males engaged in revolting
acts and had learned to ignore even the faintest stirrings by
reciting passages from the Quran in his head. As part of his
training he’d memorized much of the holy book so he could still
worship and keep strength. He missed fingering his own worn and
faded Quran, left behind in another world, and he missed the mosque
very much. But his mission dictated that he could never risk being
seen taking even the slightest interest in Islam. Keeping a Quran
could spell disaster if discovered. If he were ever found out
despite all his precautions, he was prepared and equipped to commit
suicide swallowing a cyanide caplet he kept in a packet of gum, a
packet that was never farther from him than his shirt pocket.

A little more
that a week before his brush with the Wisconsin state trooper,
Bakre had been thousands of miles away positioning a huge cache of
explosives and dozens of small well-padded vials containing a dirty
brown powder in a secure drop near Santa Barbara.

 


August 15. 4:45
p.m. PST

Montecito,
California.

 


Derek and
Vanessa walked back to the hotel from the esplanade, where they had
just enjoyed a great steak dinner in a nearby restaurant and poked
around in several of the gift shops that lined the street. Like
many summer evenings on the coast, the air was chilly and damp, so
much so that Vanessa had bought a light jacket to ward off the
cold.

“So what do you
feel like doing?” asked Derek.

“This isn’t my
week, it’s yours. You lead, I’ll follow.” replied Vanessa, zipping
up her new jacket against the damp breeze.

“There are two
car auctions within walking distance. Are you up to taking a quick
peek at their inventory?”

“Sure,” replied
Vanessa, clearly invigorated by the meal. “Are you thinking of
buying something else? A Ferrari perhaps? You’d fit in better in
your new digs with a Ferrari.”

“Contrary to
popular belief, my dear, Los Angeles FBI agents don’t make enough
to drive Ferraris, keep a stable of starlets or own property on the
beach, unlike some forensics examiners I know,” Derek replied with
a grin.

As the couple
strolled down the mall toward the hotel that hosted one of the
auctions, four Japanese tourists, digital cameras swinging from
their necks, emerged from one of the hotel’s side doors and jostled
past them. Neither Derek nor Vanessa paid any attention to the
four, their interest taken up by a vintage Maserati on display on
the promenade. Even had he noticed them, neither Derek’s suspicious
nature nor his anti-terrorism training would have been roused by
their passage, so perfect was their camouflage.

 


Gema Wulandari
pushed past the American couple, followed closely by Liem Swie,
Megawati Supomo and Abdul Haris Nasution. None of the four had
heard these names, their real Indonesian names, spoken aloud for so
long that anyone calling them by them would have been convincingly
ignored. Wulandari was known as Inoue Nariaki, Supomo was Kato
Kakerie, Swie answered to Sato Tadashi and Nasution’s new persona
was Ishikawa Chicao. Their Japanese identities were solid — each
had belonged to real Japanese businessmen who were selected because
they travelled widely and had few if any close personal ties in
Japan. Those men had disappeared, their corpses completely
destroyed so there was no chance, however slight, that any trace
could be found that might raise questions about their
replacements.

The four
Indonesians had adopted the Japanese identities seamlessly and
their impersonations had stood up through several Customs
inspections as they made their way across the Pacific. Their
travels had taken them from North Korea, where they’d been trained
and where they’d received their new identities months before, to
Beijing. In Beijing they were supplied with the appropriate
documents to compliment their new identities, and to all intents
and purposes, they became Japanese. From Beijing they made their
way to Singapore, leapfrogged to Taiwan and then on to Japan, the
litmus test of their facade, even though they only spent a few
hours in the terminal waiting for a flight to Hawaii.

They spent four
days in Hawaii, a small layover designed to familiarize them with a
culture that until then they had only experienced in the abstract.
Then they travelled on to San Francisco and finally a long car ride
south on Highway 101. They were booked into one of the most
expensive hotels in town, in keeping with the affluence of their
personas. Now, years of training and indoctrination were to bear
fruit. Gema Wulandari and his accomplices were to strike the first
blow, which was to unleash a firestorm on the North American
continent, and they had only three more days to prepare.

 


August 17. 2:35
a.m. PST

Eighteenth
fairway, Conquistador Golf and Country Club.

 


Kato Kakerie
and Sato Tadashi carefully picked their way along the rugged
shoreline at the base of the fifteen-foot bluff that bordered the
eighteenth fairway at the Conquistador. Carrying punishingly heavy
packs, they had slipped down to the shoreline a quarter mile north,
crossing a property on which a new house, its construction not
advanced enough to warrant security or alarms, was being built in
the woods bordering the beach. They’d made their way, deftly
navigating their course over the serrated rocks and slick boulders
revealed by low tide. Secreted behind the seawall, the sound of the
breakers covering any small noise their equipment might make, they
methodically scanned the area for guards, late-night workers or
even errant revellers left over from celebrations in the lodge
earlier in the evening. Although security at the golf club was
almost non-existent, they were taking no chances. Even the
slightest possibility of discovery would scrub the mission.
Alternate targets for the contents of the knapsacks had been
chosen, but none were as attractive as the Conquistador.

Clambering
quietly up the embankment, they slipped across the fairways to a
row of tents that were partially erected and would, on completion,
house art displays, refreshments, souvenirs and VIPs. Stopping at
each tent they removed pins from the upright supports and pushed a
length of detcord, a ropelike high explosive, into each hollow
tube, letting it hang to the bottom. They then poured in several
pounds of a gelatinous liquid high explosive that firmed within a
few moments of exposure to air. Following that, they stuffed cotton
pads into each hole to insulate a series of plastic bags full of
powder, which they inserted one by one on top of each cotton pad.
Finally, they firmly anchored a tiny pre-set electronic
timer-detonator, barely larger than a thumbnail, to the end of the
detcord and gingerly pushed the end of the cord, complete with
detonator, into the hole and far enough down the tube to avoid the
steel pin when it was replaced. Kakerie and Tadashi repeated this
procedure more than twenty times, preparing at least two poles in
each of the large tents that covered the fairway from one end to
the other.

The most
anxious part of the process was sneaking to the main pavilion,
which stood next to the clubhouse, and preparing four of the
uprights there. This was the pavilion where all the judges and VIPs
attending the ceremonies would be seated, and the charges installed
there were specially designed for them. Along with the explosives
and powder, Tadashi added several pounds of jagged roofing nails to
the mix. This was not just to target the luminaries gathered under
the tent but also to insure casualties above them, where scores of
other public figures, celebrities and their families would line the
balconies of the lodge itself to watch the cavalcade of rare and
expensive automobiles as their drivers paraded them past on their
way to pick up their awards.

By four in the
morning the two men had retreated down to the shoreline, relieved
to be rid of their excruciatingly heavy burdens. Now that they
carried only empty knapsacks, they made much better time with far
less labour on their way back along the coast to the building
lot.

At 6:00 a.m.
Sunday, the morning of the concours, they would meet Inoue Nariaki
and Ishikawa Chicao in the parking lot of one of Santa Barbara’s
fancier hotels and depart to drive south along Highway 101 toward
Los Angeles. Until that time, they would take a cheap hotel room in
Carpinteria, a few miles south on Highway 1, and stay away from
their companions and Santa Barbara.

 


 



Chapter
2

 


August 18. 2:47
a.m. PST

Matthews
Academy, near Trocadero Lodge.

 


Inoue Nariaki
and Ishikawa Chicao, disguised in work shirts and baseball caps,
drove slowly past the mansions that border Balmoral Drive, headed
for the tree-lined sports fields at Mathews Academy where owners
and handlers were offloading and preparing the show cars that were
to grace the fairway later in the morning. In their guise as
enthusiastic Japanese car buffs, the pair had reconnoitred the
sports fields the day before. From late afternoon until a little
after sundown, they snapped pictures and spoke to show car owners
and handlers about their plans for the coming day. By the time they
departed, they’d picked out several cars that they were almost
positive would be left unattended until about five in the morning.
Each of them sat outside under car covers, unlike many of the show
cars, which spent the night locked up in the dozens of car
transporters that sat in neat lines across the field. Only one car
was required for their purpose, but having several alternates
chosen assured them of success.

They drove into
the sports fields, and a couple of security guards, who sat in a
small pavilion drinking coffee, waved them past. Their rented cube
van was signed out from a small, disreputable and desperate rental
agency near Santa Barbara Airport, a company where few questions
were asked and cash was king. The white van bore a large vinyl
sign, supplied in their arms cache and applied only hours earlier,
that proclaimed in bold script Carson Classic Car Detailing, for
Show or Go, a logo that also graced their baseball caps and the
breast pockets of their work shirts. It was the same logo that
several other cube vans already in the field sported, vans that had
been buzzing around all week.

Driving down
one of the aisles formed by the huge car transporters, they arrived
at the end and were pleased to note that their first choice, a 1929
Pierce Arrow touring car, sat under a car cover, unmoved from where
they’d first seen it in this fairly remote part of the polo field.
It was parked in a quiet spot, quite isolated from the pre-show
preparation that even now bustled in some areas closer to the
entrance and the coffee tent. They were doubly pleased about this
car’s availability, as its owner, Bob Gentry, was an elderly
gentleman in his early eighties, attending the show for the
experience and not intent on a ribbon. In their chat with Gentry
and his wife the afternoon before, Chicao had ascertained that
Gentry had done all the cleaning and detailing he was likely to do
and all that remained was to pull the car cover off before the old
man, accompanied by his wife and several other family members,
including a great-grandchild, drove the Pierce Arrow down to the
show field.

Nariaki pulled
the cube van alongside the car, blocking it from the view of anyone
who might venture this far back, and parked. The van’s interior
lights had been broken so that they would not turn on when the
doors were opened, decreasing the chance of arousing anyone’s
curiosity. Clambering out, the two men walked to the back of the
van, pushed up the well-oiled rear door and pulled two large tool
boxes, also emblazoned with the Carson logo, from the van’s back
bed. Chicao then wriggled under the massive old Pierce Arrow with a
small battery-powered, hooded work light, and Nariaki pushed the
first of the tool boxes to him. The car’s immense ground clearance
gave Chicao ample room to work, and he opened the tool box and
started to remove several large bricks of high explosive.

The explosive
was made to adhere tightly to any surface it was pressed onto, and
it did not take Chicao long to mash lots of it into several deep
recesses in the car’s underbody. Finished with the first, he shoved
the empty tool box out and waited for the second to be slid under
the car. Nariaki pulled the first tool box out and was just bending
to push the second under the car, when he froze. A man with a small
flashlight emerged from between two tractor-trailers about forty
feet away and walked towards them. Chicao remained under the car,
motionless, as the man got closer. The small beam from the
flashlight caught Nariaki in its shaft.

“Sorry,” the
flashlight bearer said as he swung the beam off Nariaki. “Just
looking for a place to piss back here.”

“It’s okay,”
replied Nariaki, with the best American accent he could muster. He
then turned his back on the man and made a show of noisily
returning the empty tool box to the back of the van.

The man kept
going, driven by the urgency of a full bladder, and disappeared
beyond another row of parked trucks. Nariaki relaxed, thankful that
he had not had to deal with the interloper. Someone disappearing
from the sports fields in the middle of the night might not be
noticed in time to change the events to follow, but it was better
not to have to kill him and take the chance.

Nariaki
slid the next tool box to Chicao. Chicao opened it and removed
several more bricks of explosive. Finishing with those, he removed
a small package of the same small preset detonators his associates
had used in the tent poles on the fairway. He shoved two into each
brick, building redundancy. A single detonator was likely enough to
ignite the whole load, but he was taking no chances. Each detonator
had a small button, which when depressed after the unit was
inserted into the plastique initiated an anti-tamper program in the
detonator’s tiny brain. Trying to draw the detonator from the
plastique would alert an O2 sensor
as it reached fresh air. If the bomb was discovered, even the most
experienced technicians would ignite the forty pounds of
military-grade high explosive as they tried to extract the
detonators.

Finished,
Chicao scrambled out, and the two men threw the second empty tool
box into the van, closed and secured the rear cargo door and
clambered in. They drove back past the two security guards, one of
whom gave them a small wave and a nod, and then the pair turned
left, leaving the sports fields and following the twists of
Balmoral Drive southward and away.

 


6:00 a.m.
PST

Ocean Rest
Hotel and Spa parking lot. Montecito, California.

 


Kato Kakerie
and Sato Tadashi pulled into the hotel parking lot and drove around
the back to the loading docks where Chicao and Nariaki had parked
the cube van. Access to the loading dock was normally forbidden,
but a twenty dollar tip to the grounds and maintenance supervisor
had convinced him to allow Chicao to park to one side of the dock
on a day no deliveries were expected. They’d told the supervisor
they only needed the space until early afternoon at which time they
had to attend to clients and would move it. Nariaki placed a
smiley-face sunscreen across the front window to block any view
into the back of the van and then locked up, double checked the
padlock on the rear door and circled the van to make sure that no
casual inspection would arouse suspicion. Additionally he taped a
handwritten note to the inside of the driver’s window that stated
that the van would be moved by 1:00 p.m. It would. These measures
were all taken to allay suspicion. It would be inconvenient if
someone were to discover the additional one hundred and fifty
pounds of high-grade explosive and the remainder of the brown
powder that now rested in the back.

The hotel
explosion right in the centre of affluent and tourist-rich Santa
Barbara was set for a full hour after detonation of the Pierce
Arrow at Matthews Academy which would follow the explosions in the
tent supports by just three minutes. This allowed time for the news
of the attack at the concours to spread before the next blast, a
measure thought to maximize confusion and panic. Tampering with the
van doors or breaking a window would activate a vibration sensor
and ignite the load prematurely. While not desirable, a premature
explosion wouldn’t really alter the course of the events. The hotel
bomb was a fitting way to get rid of the excess explosives and
biological dispersal agent they’d been supplied with. While none of
the explosions would equal the strength or severity of blasts like
Oklahoma City or the U.S. Embassy bombings in Africa, they’d be
quite deadly on their own, and when associated with the biological
agents, the effect, it was hoped, would be even greater and far
reaching.

Chicao and
Nariaki climbed into the rental car with Kakerie and Tadashi, and
the four — Japanese tourists all — drove away from Santa Barbara
southward on the 101, using the several hours remaining before the
blasts to get as much distance between them and the Conquistador
Golf and Country Club as a driver obeying all the laws and speed
limits could.

 


August 18. 9:30
a.m. PST

Santa Barbara,
California.

 


Vanessa
finished the last of her western omelette and asked the waitress to
refill her coffee. “I like this little place,” she said to Derek,
referring to the breakfast nook they’d discovered stuck down one of
Santa Barbara’s side streets.

“Yeah, it’s not
bad. It’s about the only place you can get a simple breakfast
around here,” replied Derek through a mouthful of poached egg.

“So the plan
is?”

“Well, I figure
if we get there in the late morning, say about eleven thirty, we’ll
miss the opening rush. The awards ceremony will be starting around
noon, so some of the crowd will move over to the awards grandstands
and may thin out a little around the cars on the fairway.”

“Grandstands
and awards ceremonies. It sounds just like that cruise night at the
White Castle you used to drag me to in DC,” laughed Vanessa.

“No, not quite
that classy.” Derek smiled. “There are no Castle burgers to be
had.”

A few minutes
later, they finished up, and Derek left enough on the table to
cover breakfast and a considerable tip to the harried young
waitress who’d been dealing with a rush of customers. They
sauntered out into the morning mist and walked to the Jag, doing a
little window-shopping along the way. As they strolled along the
street, gazing into art galleries and store windows filled with
antiques, they passed within a hundred feet of the plastique-filled
cube van.

“Let’s go up
and down a couple more streets, and then we’ll head over to the
concours,” said Derek.

“Good. And I’d
like to pop back into that store across from where we left the Jag
before we leave. They had a scarf I liked the look of, and I think
I’ll buy it.”

“You’re talking
about the Bugatti scarf?” asked Derek, having noticed her examining
it earlier under the watchful eye of a store clerk.

“Yes, I liked
it.”

“Well, take a
look, but I’ll bet it’s going to be expensive.”

“Don’t care. I
liked it, and I’m not going to buy too much else this trip. I made
a solemn promise to myself before I left that I wouldn’t spend the
morning of my flight home scrambling around looking for a cheap
piece of luggage to carry everything I didn’t have when I got
here.”

 


9:30 p.m.
Pakistan Standard Time (9:30 a.m. PST)

Islamabad,
Pakistan.

 


The old man
shifted his weight once again in a vain attempt to get comfortable
on the thin rugs that graced the floor of this meeting room. His
name was Muhammad al-Munajjid, and he was supreme amongst a dozen
or more fundamentalist Muslim leaders, clerics, freedom fighters
and businessmen that were gathering to await the events that would
soon transpire on the American west coast.

A large, flat
screen television, the only modern touch in the bare whitewashed
room, sat on a simple table at one end, placed in such a way as to
afford a view to all of the men seated along the walls. The
television was tuned to CNN, but the sound was presently muted so
as not to intrude on conversation. The room had an almost festive
feel as a woman wearing a dark blue burka served strong teas and
Pakistani sweetmeats to the guests. Her movements were quick and
nervous, an indication of her fear of the men gathered in this
room.

Al-Munajjid
gestured at the woman to leave the room and cleared his throat to
get the men’s attention. The room fell silent. “My friends,” he
said quietly, “in just a few short hours we will finally answer
this crusade the Americans have visited on our sacred lands. They
will see their own blood shed on their own soil. They will learn
that real war is far more than dropping bombs on woman and children
from far up in the sky, and they will soon realize, as they see
their comfortable lives crumble to dust, that this war is one they
will all lament.”

He paused for a
moment and then, his voice rising, continued. “No longer will war
be something to entertain them on their televisions. No longer will
war be something their president can use to establish his power
over the weak and rob them of what little they possess. No longer
will war be a fruitful way to keep the nations of Islam under the
American boot. They will, Allah willing, soon see the streets of
their nation running red with the blood of their children. They
will soon see their cities burn to ash.”

Al-Munajjid
spat the short sentences with venom, punctuating each one with a
thrust of his clenched fist. “They will soon see the sword of Islam
strike the heads from the shoulders of their leaders. They will
soon see their factories razed, their industry stopped. No longer
will they be safe in their towns and villages. No longer will they
be safe on their beaches or in their markets or even at their
sporting events. Indeed, the Americans will soon find they are not
even safe in their own beds. We will school them in what the rest
of the world has known for many years” — he paused for a moment for
effect and then continued with a sneer, his tone dripping with
revulsion — “that they are a scourge, a pestilence, a plague. They
are a disease that we will wipe from the face of the world.
Americans will soon know how weak they truly are — once they go
hungry, once they hold the bloody corpses of their children to
their starving breasts, once their government lies in ruins at our
feet.”

Al-Munajjid’s
voice dropped so low that the men in the room leaned forward to
hear it. “My friends, I know this in my heart as surely as I know
that Allah has blessed us and will look on us with his love and
approval. This night will see the first blow fall. That first blow
will be as the first leaf of a tree settling to the ground in
autumn. Others will follow just a surely, just as relentlessly, and
they will be just as uncountable. This war will be our war, fought
on our terms, and our war will have them running in circles and
snapping at their own tails like the rabid dogs they are. Their
great weapons and their brutal soldiers will be powerless to stop
us. Soon we will have them tearing at their own wounds in their
blind rage and confusion. America will know what price their
crusade against us exacts. America will soon know despair, and
America will soon see the jubilation of the rest of the world as
America shatters and falls to the earth. And when it has fallen, we
will walk upon it, and it will know the remorseless tread of our
feet. Then all men will be free to rejoice in the power and wisdom
of Allah.”

The room was
silent, his audience rapt as al-Munajjid raised his cup to his
lips, signalling an end to his soliloquy. He nodded to those around
him and then rose stiffly and walked from the room, head bowed.

He was tired
and wanted to rest for a couple of hours before the event. The
truth was he would rather sit by himself alone and without a
television. Years of careful planning hung in the balance, and his
heart pounded in his chest, his palms grew slick, and he was dizzy
with stress and anticipation as the moment of the first attack
approached. He did no want the others to see or sense his
nervousness. Indeed, they must not be allowed to sense the
slightest weakness in him. He must remain the lion in a pack of
vicious jackals. Soon enough he would see what his hand had
wrought. He was unstoppable..

Behind him, the
room filled with excited but hushed conversation.

 


10:00 a.m.
PST

Eighteenth
fairway, Trocadero Lodge complex, Santa Barbara, California.

 


It was another
typical Santa Barbara morning on the lawn at the Concours d’
Elegance behind the Trocadero. The lodge and the condos, pro shops
and boutiques clustered around it were already buzzing with
activity. Low clouds, almost fog, spawned by the cold deep waters
that lay offshore, scudded across the brilliant green fairways
behind the lodge, fairways that had been converted into the world’s
most expensive parking lot. Hundreds of classic and antique cars
ran in lines along the golf course, their owners busy fussing with
them, cleaning and wiping off dew drops one more time before the
judging.

The judges were
circling in teams, staring at tiny details, measuring, selecting
and discounting, conferring in small groups and avoiding the
owners’ attempts to ingratiate themselves. Already hundreds of
people milled about, studying the art of the car raised to levels
of excellence that required hundreds of thousands, and in some
cases millions, of dollars to achieve. In minutes, those hundreds
of onlookers would swell to thousands as the gates opened at the
top of the hill and the general public surged in, one hundred
dollar tickets in hand.

By eleven
o’clock, barely an hour before the first-class winners would start
rolling across the winners’ dais, the number of people crammed into
the concours surpassed fifty thousand. Among that fifty thousand
were a significant number of the world’s richest individuals,
ranging from industrial tycoons and dot-com millionaires to movie
stars and Hollywood directors, all strolling about, seeing and
being seen.

 


10:30 a.m.
PST

Santa Barbara,
California.

 


Derek glanced
at his wristwatch as he and Vanessa strolled along the last few
storefronts on the street where the Jag was parked. “We still have
time, but not a lot,” he said to Vanessa.

“I won’t be
long. I just want to grab that Bugatti scarf,” she said, turning
into the little boutique’s doorway.

Derek remained
outside, a smile playing across his lips as he watched Vanessa
converse with the store clerk. Moments later she walked from the
store, and Derek burst into laughter at her evident consternation.
“Told you,” he exclaimed gleefully.

“Three thousand
dollars!”

“I know. As
soon as you said it was a Bugatti scarf, I knew how much it would
be.”

“But three
thousand dollars!”

“I suppose I
should have warned you that it was probably an original from the
1930s,” said Derek. “These days, collectors have them mounted and
hung on the wall rather than letting their wives wear them.”

“Well, it does
prove one thing,” said Vanessa.

“What’s
that?”

“I still have
great, grand and expensive taste. Maybe I should dump you and spend
the day at the show trolling for someone who can afford to support
me in the manner to which I have yet to become accustomed.” Vanessa
vamped and then danced out of the way as Derek took a swipe at her
behind and missed.

“Well, I guess
it’s time to head over,” he said, checking his watch for the third
time in the last five minutes. “By the time we get parked and take
the shuttle in, it’ll be around noon.”

They climbed
into the Jag, and Derek eased into traffic. He made a left turn
onto State Street and drove down the hill through town and toward
the beachfront. Making a right he followed a residential road past
small but very expensive designer homes that crowded one another
and hugged the winding road.

“God I love
these houses. They are all so perfect and the gardens…” Vanessa’s
voice trailed off as yet another spectacular home came into view
after a tight corner.

“They are
beautiful,” replied Derek, “but I’ll lay you odds even the smallest
of them is a couple of million dollars this close to the beach. One
thing about this area is that no one can afford to live here except
the filthy rich, even in a cottage of two thousand square feet.
Wait until you see the homes along Balmoral Drive and in the Post
Road area. Those are all probably thirty million or more.” He
reached over and squeezed her knee. “Tomorrow I’ll take you for a
drive along the coast, and you can see some of the houses and
private clubs that have sprung up around here lately. The money is
absolutely unbelievable.”

At that the
Jaguar rounded another bend, and the road opened up, forming lanes
around two gate houses that contained Balmoral Estates security
guards. Their uniforms resembled those of park rangers, hats and
all, more than of a private security service. Derek waited in a
short line and then waved his pre-purchased concours tickets at the
gatekeeper.

The guard
smiled and waved him on. “Enjoy the show, sir, ma’am,” he said,
tipping the brim of his hat.

“I wish the
security people in Washington were that polite,” said Vanessa to
Derek as she smiled at the guard.

Derek nodded in
agreement, engaged the clutch and accelerated away. The road was a
series of sharp turns and curves that hugged the thickly forested
hills. Every now and then they saw a shimmer of the Pacific Ocean
or caught a glimpse of some of the immense homes that sheltered
among the pines along the rocky coast. As they got closer to the
lodge where the concours was being held, the traffic stopped
dead.

“Damn,”
exclaimed Derek, “we still have about a mile to go, and then if
last year was any indicator, it will be another mile or two before
we get to the parking lots. I thought the traffic might be a little
lighter this late.”

“How far is the
parking from the show?” asked Vanessa. “These shoes are fairly
comfortable but they aren’t for hiking.”

“Shouldn’t be a
problem,” replied Derek. “There’s a shuttle bus from the parking
lots to the showgrounds.”

At that the
traffic ahead started to move.

“Thank God.
We’re moving,” said Derek.

Rounding
another bend they saw that the hold up was due to a delivery truck
making a turn into a narrow driveway. Traffic, while heavy, was
moving along the narrow roads well aided by volunteers in orange
and yellow safety vests. Twenty minutes later Derek was waved into
a parking spot in a grove of tall pines by a young orange-vested
volunteer who proudly sported a Police Auxiliary baseball cap. His
dedication to his parking duties was evidenced by the severity of
his bearing as he waved each car into its shady spot with about the
same effort as a crewman waving an F-18 onto the deck of an
aircraft carrier.

Derek and
Vanessa climbed out of the car, and Derek opened the trunk.

“What are you
getting?” asked Vanessa.

“I’m just
grabbing my jacket. It may be cool next to the ocean.” With that,
he donned a light jacket adorned with Conquistador crests on the
front and on the back an embroidered image of a car and the date of
last year’s concours.

“Oh, nice,”
said Vanessa.

“I’m starting
to collect them. And they’re almost as much as that scarf you
wanted,” Derek joked. “I’ll buy this year’s when we get down to the
clothing concession tent on the lawn.”

“So, why take
this one if you are going to buy one?”

“I can’t wear
this year’s jacket. That would be gauche,” gasped Derek in mock
horror. “Wearing last year’s shows I’m not a newbie. Wearing this
year’s would prove I am.”

“Oh, I see. Car
show etiquette,” smiled Vanessa, “like never use a Miller Beer can
as a rad overflow in a hot rod if a Budweiser tallboy is
available.”

“Yep,”
replied Derek. “Same thing, and by the way, I am impressed. You’ve been paying
attention.”

“Some things
just rivet a girl.”

They strolled
across the parking area, heading toward a knot of people who were
clearly waiting for a shuttle to the showgrounds. A few minutes
later a large shuttle bus pulled up, and they all squeezed
aboard.

 


11:58 a.m.
PST

Eighteenth
fairway, behind the Trocadero Lodge.

 


Freddy Smith
had been involved with antique cars for the better part of his
adult life. Within one category he was considered an absolute
authority, and that was the American luxury car of the late 1920s
and early 1930s. His favourites were the opulently appointed Pierce
Arrows and Packards, but it was his familiarity with all the
U.S.-built pre-war luxury cars that ensured a prestigious
invitation each year from the chief concours judge asking him to
evaluate the American class that featured these cars and included,
among others, Cadillacs, Peerless, Lincolns and Duesenbergs.

Smith had
already finished most of his judging duties for the day and was in
the middle of the final meeting with his fellow class judges to
determine best in class. This year the decision was a difficult
one, as each of the twelve cars in the class were so spectacularly
restored and different from each other that in a fair world each
would receive top honours. Of course, just being on the lawn at the
Conquistador was a top honour for a car and its owner, but owners
spent hundreds of thousands of dollars to win, and it was Smith and
three other judges’ duty to award first place in class. The winner
in this class would then be in the running to win best in show
against twenty or so other class winners It was the most
prestigious award in the old car hobby world, where even a million
dollars spent on grooming a car was more the norm than an
aberration.

The judging was
strict and impartial, although most of the forty or so judges at
the event had received offers of dinners, vacations on private
yachts and even money over the years from the odd owner or rebuild
shop that was unscrupulous enough to stop at nothing to win. While
Smith was very aware of these offers, as was every judge, he knew
of no instance when a judge had ever accepted a bribe, which said a
lot for the standards set by the concours and its judging
staff.

It was just a
few minutes to twelve, and he could hear the announcer on the PA
warming up the crowd and announcing that the first cars were
queuing near the podium to receive class awards for first and
second place in each division. The awards would build until four
o’clock, when the award for best in show would be announced with
fireworks, streamers, confetti and all the pomp due the finale of
such a major event.

One of Smith’s
favourite cars this year was one of the ones in his judging class,
a grand 1929 Pierce Arrow. While the car was very nicely done and
it was the closest in its fit and finish to what the car would have
been like brand new, it did not stand a chance against some of the
other cars that were so overrestored you could even see a
reflection of your face on the flat surfaces of their nuts and
bolts.

Smith had also
taken to Bob Gentry, the car’s owner, who plainly admitted he was
content just to have been invited and was enjoying himself
immensely. Pity, thought Smith, that so many other owners no longer
had fun but had turned the whole thing into a source of nail-biting
stress and into a money-dripping day where tempers often flared if
a judging ribbon failed to appear on a given windshield. Bob
Gentry, on the other hand, was just enjoying himself and his grand
old car, a car he had built himself over many years. If there were
an award for the true spirit of the hobby, thought Smith, Bob
Gentry would win it.

As Smith turned
his attention back to the other judges and their conversation, he
heard a sharp cracking coming from down the fairway. The huge crowd
obscured any chance for a view, aside from the sight of a small
cloud rapidly billowing upwards. Damn, he thought, something’s
happened. His first thoughts were that a car had a very nasty
backfire or, worse, caught fire for some reason.

 


11:58 a.m.
PST

In front of the
Trocadero Lodge

 


Derek and
Vanessa descended the stairs of the shuttle bus and sauntered to
the end of a long line of people waiting their turn to pass through
the show gates beside the lodge. “Boy, it’s still pretty crowded.
I’d have thought the lines would be a lot shorter by now,
especially at over a hundred bucks a ticket,” said Derek.

“The line’s
moving fairly well. We shouldn’t be too long getting in,” replied
Vanessa.

At that moment
Derek heard a cracking, a little like a shotgun blast, reverberate
off of the buildings that framed the entrance to the fairway. “What
the hell was that?”

Vanessa was
turning to reply when a volley of explosive concussions rent the
air in a staccato.

“That’s not
good,” Derek said, his face betraying recognition of what he was
hearing. “Vanessa, run,” he said quietly.

“What?”

“Just run!” he
yelled, grabbing her hand and almost pulling her off her feet.

The two raced
back through the throng lining the walkway until they were clear of
the crowd and away from the laneway between the buildings. Others
in the crowd divided their attention between the cacophony of
sounds coming from up ahead and the pair running past them. Many
people just stood there confused and unsure of what was going on,
while others started to run behind Derek and Vanessa. As the two
raced away from the buildings, they glanced back to see multiple
small mushroom clouds roiling upwards over the roofs of the
buildings that separated them from the fairway.

Once across the
road and well clear of the gates and the crowd around them, Derek
slowed. “Damn, I don’t believe it.”

“What is it?”
Vanessa asked, panting with exertion.

“It has to be a
series of bombs.”

“Shouldn’t we
see if we can help?”

“Yes, but not
until it’s safe. There’s no point rushing to help and getting
injured ourselves.”

At that, others
who were still at the gate and crowded into the narrow laneway
between the buildings started running in panic. The reason was
clear. Close on their heels, hundreds of screaming people burst
into the lane from the fairway beyond, ramming into one another and
into anyone else who stood in their way. Some fell and were
trampled. Others stumbled over them, and soon the lane was paved
with the fallen and injured while more and more people jammed into
the narrow space. The clothing of some people in the crowd was
blood-spattered and some were soaked in red. Many people were badly
injured, and as soon as the adrenalin and shock wore off, they
would collapse. The sound system, which had been playing classical
music interspersed with show announcements, squealed with feedback,
adding to the gruesome hubbub.

 


12:01 p.m.
PST

Eighteenth
fairway, behind the Trocadero.

 


Freddy Smith
was incredulous as explosion after explosion crackled through the
air. Down the fairway, he could see the tops of tents collapsing as
fireballs shot skyward. The sound of screaming started to grow, and
the crowd around him bolted in all directions. Women in designer
dresses and men in expensive suits gaped at the rising clouds and
then scattered, some stampeding for the exits, others running in
search of friends and loved ones. Compared to the piercing crump of
explosions, the fairway seemed almost quiet despite the screams of
the crowd.

Smith was
standing in front of the 29 Pierce Arrow and ran to its side, clear
of the throng that were pushing their way up the aisles formed by
the parked show cars. Bob Gentry, the Pierce Arrow’s owner stood on
the other side of the car with his family, his mouth agape at the
scene playing out around them. As thousands of people pushed toward
them, Gentry opened the car’s door and yelled to his family to
climb up out of harm’s way. Smith jumped onto the running board to
avoid the crowd, which by now was dangerous in its panic. A wall of
humanity surged around them, and from the vantage point of the
car’s running board, Smith could see that many of the show tents
dotted around the field were collapsing or had collapsed and that
some were on fire. Many people in the crowd were covered in a fine
brown powder that drifted on the air and soiled their clothes,
faces and hands.

Smith turned to
look at the lodge and was horrified to see that many of the windows
in the northern wing had shattered and that the reviewing tent and
VIP area had been flattened. He could see bodies strewn all over
the staircases and balconies, and flames flickered and grew
stronger in several of the windows on the lodge’s ground floor. The
food tents, which were a little closer to him, were completely
decimated when the initial explosions ignited the propane cylinders
that powered their portable stoves. The injured, dead and dying
were everywhere.

Smith turned
back once more to see Bob Gentry and his family standing in the
back of their massive car, hugging one another as they viewed the
hellish spectacle that unfolded all around them. Suddenly the air
rippled.

 


12:03 p.m.
PST

Hillside across
from Trocadero Lodge.

 


Derek and
Vanessa watched in disbelief as the crowd trampled people underfoot
in their mindless rush to safety.

“Oh my God,”
exclaimed Vanessa, “this can’t be happening!”

Derek held her
hand tighter, aware that for the moment there was nothing they
could do. In the distance the first sirens could be heard moaning,
and several police officers and security guards rushed toward the
crowd and then stopped as they realized that they would be crushed
if they tried to intercept the stampede. One policeman alone,
either because brave or unaware of the mortal danger, stood his
ground, holding his hands up to try to slow people before he too
was gathered in the surging throng and then fell and disappeared
beneath it.

Suddenly, the
shock wave of an immense explosion threw Derek and Vanessa to the
ground. Windows blasted from the Trocadero buildings, and a huge
column of smoke that dwarfed all those previous billowed skywards.
Derek threw himself over Vanessa to protect her as debris started
to rain down. Chunks of steel, masonry and other less identifiable
materials pelted from above.

One security
guard who was just scrambling to his feet was smashed back into the
ground as a chunk of the 1929 Pierce Arrow’s cylinder head hit him
squarely in the back, pulping his spine and internal organs
instantly. Derek felt a sting as a tiny piece of shrapnel sliced
though the flesh of his upper arm and buried itself in the ground.
Finally the patter of falling objects ceased, and Derek looked up
as he rolled off of Vanessa. The air was still full of smoke and
light debris. The crowd had been knocked to the ground, hundreds of
them cut down by the glass and masonry that had exploded from the
buildings. The only sound now seemed to be sirens in the
distance.

 


12:03 p.m.
PST

Eighteenth
fairway.

 


Freddy Smith,
Bob Gentry and Gentry’s family vanished as the air rippled upwards
trying to escape the incredible power unleashed from beneath the
old car. The car itself became tens of thousands of steel, iron and
aluminum fragments, as did the components of several of the cars
that were parked around it. Supersonic shock waves pulsated outward
in a perfect circle from the explosion’s epicentre, carrying those
fragments forward like scythes cutting through everything in their
paths.

While the
initial explosions had killed dozens, the new blast killed hundreds
and injured thousands more. The fairway became a carnal house of
burning cars and dismembered corpses. Fires flickered everywhere
and several cars started to burn. In no time, the fuel in many of
the multi-million dollar cars caught fire and new but much smaller
explosions dotted the fairway. At that moment the low scudding
clouds above parted, allowing the sun to shine through and
illuminate Dante’s inferno below.

 


The smoke from
the fires dotted about the fairway hung heavily on the still air.
If there had been anyone who was not escaping from the fairway or
rushing to help the injured, they might have noticed the floating
brown powder as it crept sluggishly through the air and settled on
everything and everyone who remained in the area. As the sun broke
through the clouds, the air stirred, creating a gentle northwards
flow that carried the airborne powder with it. Soon it would be
drifting through the woods and into the multi-million dollar homes,
county clubs, golf courses and equestrian facilities that dotted
the Balmoral Private Reserve. Some powder might even make it
beyond, to the city of Santa Barbara. The people touching and
inhaling it were far too preoccupied to notice.

The
ramifications were deadly. The apparently innocuous brown powder
floating on the light breezes and driven upwards on the spiralling
air from a host of large and small fires was composed of a
specially engineered form of ricin, the deadly toxin of the castor
bean mixed with a mutated hemorrhagic virus closely related to
Ebola. The two agents had been developed and blended into an easily
deployed airborne poison by former Soviet scientists who had been
working in several very secret and well-equipped laboratories,
first in Pakistan and then in Brunei when Pakistan came under
scrutiny by the West and its intelligence services.

 


When the Iron
Curtain fell in the 1990s and government programs were cancelled or
simply went broke, the Russian scientists working on biological
warfare agents went unpaid or became unemployed and their families
went hungry. Given the opportunity to make hundreds of thousands of
U.S. dollars in exchange for their cooperation in developing these
toxins, three accomplished biological warfare scientists jumped at
the chance. Years later they were successful beyond their wildest
dreams. With the help of millions of dollars rerouted from the oil
revenues of several Middle Eastern countries, they developed a
highly advanced and stable form of weapons-grade hemorrhagic
fever.

The three
scientists, however, would not enjoy the wealth promised them or
even get to see the fruits of their hard work. All three had long
since become part of the food chain many miles out in the South
China Sea. Their product, however, was still being manufactured and
shipped around the world in small quantities, almost always
disguised as cans of chocolate milk powder included in large
shipments of the real thing. A small but very particular flaw in
the label identified each toxin-filled can to their appointed
receiver.

On the fairway
almost all of the survivors among the fifty thousand people
attending the show had breathed in the mixture, as would the rescue
workers who would soon be arriving. Police helicopters and air
ambulances would further ensure the toxin spread to many more
people in the area in the coming hours, before the danger was fully
recognized and the entire peninsula quarantined.

 


12:10 p.m.
PST

Hillside across
from Trocadero Lodge.

 


Security guards
and police personnel had rushed to the gates over the last couple
of minutes. While they were just as confused and panicked by the
events, their training had kicked in, and they were blocking access
to anyone rushing to see what had happened and doing whatever they
could to help the injured and guide the remnants of the crowd to
safety.

Dozens of
people streamed past Derek and Vanessa, many injured and bleeding
and all grim faced or sobbing with shock and fear. Many survivors,
sensing relative safety, were collapsing on the lawn and under the
trees that lined the walkway up the hill. People were on
cellphones, either asking for help or contacting loved ones.
Several reporters were using their cells to report what had
happened. Derek and Vanessa both pitched in to do what they could
for the injured who littered the hillside.

Derek was bent
over an older, very well dressed gentleman. He was trying to
staunch the bleeding from several large wounds in the man’s left
leg. He had already tied a tourniquet made from the man’s expensive
sports jacket around the bleeding stump of wrist, where a
blast-borne piece of shrapnel had removed the man’s hand with
almost surgical precision. Vanessa worked beside Derek, ripping the
jacket’s silk liner into strips to make more impromptu bandages.
The man sat up suddenly, looked right into Derek’s eyes, mouthed
something inaudible and then fell back to the ground, dead. Derek
looked at Vanessa, whose eyes were red and full of tears, and
nodded.

The couple
moved on to the next injured person lying on the hillside, a young
woman whose face was streaming with blood from several wounds in
the crown of her head and whose non-responsiveness indicated she
was in severe shock. Derek noticed the smudges of brown powder that
soiled the woman’s bright yellow dress, her shoulders and neck.
“Vanessa, look at this.”

Vanessa leaned
forward to take a closer look. “It seems to be a powder, not dirt,”
she said, running her finger through it and examining the smudge on
her fingertip.

Derek stood and
took a closer look at several other people sprawled on the lawn. He
grimaced as he realized what is might be that had soiled some of
the people on the ground around them. “Oh my God,” he exclaimed,
“you don’t think this could be a nerve agent or something?”

Vanessa stood.
“I…I don’t know she said hesitantly, unconsciously wiping her hands
on her dress. She too looked at the people prostrate around her,
and at the others who milled about. Many of them had brown stains
on their skin and clothing. “Derek, I think we’d better tell
someone that there could be more to this than just the bombs,” she
said.

Derek pointed
at the temporary washrooms set up at the top of the hill, beside a
hedgerow. “Let’s get up there and wash, quickly, and hope to hell
that if it is anything, we haven’t absorbed it through our skin or
breathed in any.”

“Oh my God,”
muttered Vanessa as she looked at her fingers, some of them still
stained by the powder she had wiped from the young woman’s dress.
She bent down and wiped them back and forth in the soft grass at
their feet. Then for good measure, she dug her fingers into the
soil below, trying to cleanse them of all traces. She stood and
Derek pointed up the hill again.

“Let’s go,” he
said urgently.

They both
hurried up the hill.

As they half
walked, half trotted toward the portable wash stations that
accompanied the privies, Derek saw two state troopers, horror
transforming their features as they took in the carnage in front of
them. The officers were hurrying down the walkway towards them.

“Vanessa, you
keep going and wash. I’ll be there in a second. I just want to warn
these two and get them to call for a haz-mat team.” As he walked
toward the troopers, he pulled his FBI identification from his
pocket and flashed his badge.

 


12:30 p.m.
PST

Highway 101,
Thousand Oaks, California.

 


Kato Kakerie
and Sato Tadashi strolled out of the convenience store tearing at
the cellophane wrapping on their fresh packages of cigarettes. Both
were inveterate chain smokers, a condition that did not seem to
bother the other two occupants of the car at all. As they opened
the back doors to climb in, chatting in Japanese to one another,
Ishikawa Chicao yelled from the driver’s seat to be quiet and
turned up the volume on the radio. The newscaster was breaking the
story.

“Ladies and
gentlemen, this just in. We have an unconfirmed report that a
series of explosions has rocked a large car show near Santa
Barbara. We have few details at his time, but it is believed that
there are several casualties. The cause of the explosions has not
been determined, and Santa Barbara police and fire department
officials have not responded to our calls. Stay tuned for
continuing coverage of the explosion as details become available,
and now back to our regular programming.”

A Willie Nelson
ballad played from the car’s speakers as the four men glanced at
one another, smiling ear to ear. Chicao backed the car out of its
space and pulled into traffic, once again southbound, heading for
downtown Los Angeles, a new weapons cache and the next in their
series of strikes.

 


August 19.
12:45 a.m. PKST (August 18. 12:45 p.m. PST )

Islamabad,
Pakistan.

 


Muhammad
al-Munajjid swept back into the room with the large screen
television. The two men who had fetched him from his quiet
contemplation walked through the door first and took their
positions framing the doorway, their eyes roving over the other men
assembled in the room. While al-Munajjid trusted almost every man
in the room, his two bodyguards constantly watched every movement
and posture affected by those who were in close contact with their
charge, vigilant for any sign of betrayal.

Al-Munajjid
took his place of honour at the head of the room and watched the
blonde CNN newscaster, who sat staring into the camera with one
hand cupping her ear as she listened through her earpiece to her
producers as they briefed her on the breaking story. Below her ran
a video newstape repeating over and over that a series of bombs had
rocked the car show at the Conquistador Golf and Country Club and
that dozens of people were dead or injured.

“It’s been
confirmed,” she said. “There are dozens of injuries and there have
been deaths at the Conquistador Concours d’Elegance, a large car
show being held near Santa Barbara. A series of small bombs
followed by one major explosion reportedly ripped through a huge
crowd of automobile enthusiasts who had gathered to view the event.
The annual show was well attended by a public that normally
includes major celebrities, successful entrepreneurs and
financiers. It is not yet known whether any public figures are
among the victims. We have our first live feed from our affiliate
station in Santa Barbara taken from their news helicopter, which is
currently over the showgrounds.”

An aerial shot
of the fairway appeared on the screen. The camera wandered from
burning car to burning car, pulled back to pan the fairway, and
then zoomed back in to focus on knots of people clustered around
the bodies that littered the entire fairway. Many cars and several
of the large tents were ablaze, and columns of thick black smoke
rose from dozens of fires. The clubhouse itself was fully engulfed
in a conflagration that belched flames from several of the terrace
doors and from the shattered windows of its exclusive restaurant.
It was quite evident from the footage that hundreds of people were
gravely injured or dead and that firefighters and police were only
now running onto the fairway in significant numbers as they arrived
from nearby towns and stations.

In the
white-walled room, al-Munajjid allowed himself a grin of
satisfaction as his compatriots laughed and clapped one another on
the back, revelling in the news and the scenes that were playing
out on the American news channel. Al-Munajjid raised his hand, and
there was sudden silence, although every man still smiled
broadly.

“It begins.
Allah be praised,” exclaimed al-Munajjid. With that he rose and
strode from the room. He needed to speak to others who had quietly
supported him in jihad.

 


12:59 p.m.
PST

Post Road,
Balmoral.

 


“Hold on a
second, Derek. Let me get these off,” Vanessa said as she leaned on
Derek and pulled her shoes off, stuffing them into her purse.

They were
trudging along Post Road on their way to the parking lot where
they’d left Derek’s Jag. Hundreds of other spectators trudged along
the road as well, all returning to cars that were parked a mile or
more from the grounds. No parking lot shuttles were running. They
had all been pressed into service as ambulances to take the injured
to area hospitals. No one walking along the road was complaining
though. They had seen first hand what could have happened to them
had they not been lucky.

Derek’s cell
phone rang for the fifth time during the walk. He snapped it open.
“Yes, I am on my way to the car. I’ll get clear of the area and
give you a call when I get back to the hotel. Yes, Susan, the
receptionist has the hotel address. Check with her. I’ll notify the
hotel management that we’ll be taking it over as a billet for the
FEMA teams and Homeland Security. How many rooms do you want put
aside for FBI and Homeland?” He waited for the response. “Okay,
I’ll block off ten, and FEMA can use the rest. There will be lots
of rooms in both Santa Barbara and Montecito by tonight. I imagine
tourists are going to leave in droves.”

Derek listened
again and then continued. “Okay, John, I’ll wait for you and the
rest of the team to get here. You can tell Washington that I’m sure
it was a terrorist attack, and yes, I’m almost positive there is
more to this than just the explosives. I’m betting the powder we
saw on people was more than just residue from the blasts, but
you’re right. I can’t be positive. It’s just a guess.” He paused.
“I know Washington is going to resist sending in military
biowarfare teams, but I think that waiting is going to make it a
lot worse. At least get the haz-mat teams at Fort Dix ready to roll
as soon as we know for sure. If it’s not a problem, they can stand
down with no harm done.”

Derek’s frown
deepened as he listened. “If it were up to me, I would already have
them in the air,” he growled. Then he snapped the phone closed.

“God,” he said
to Vanessa, “Washington told LA that haz-mat won’t arrive until a
biological agent is confirmed. Someone is on the way up from Los
Angeles by chopper to do that, but they are still half an hour out,
and then it will be another hour until they can get set up, do
their tests and confirm whether it’s a bioweapon or not.”

“In the
meantime,” replied Vanessa, “people are thrashing about in what may
be a death trap.”

“I know, but
Washington doubts a biological attack is in progress and doesn’t
want to panic people until they get confirmation.”

At that, two
police cruisers, their sirens wailing, sped around the corner and
then slowed as they met the road teeming with pedestrians. With
sirens whooping they cleared their way through.

“It looks like
the state troopers I told have a least started to get the word
out,” said Derek.

In both cars,
the troopers were wearing tear gas masks, balaclavas and
gloves.

Suddenly, the
thunderclap of an explosion rolled through the tall pines of the
Balmoral forest.

“What the
hell,” said Derek, looking in the direction of the thunderous
blast. “It came from the north, like maybe Santa Barbara. It sounds
like another one, a big one.”

“Oh my god, oh
my god,” Vanessa cried, shocked at the ramifications of Derek’s
statement. Tears welled in her eyes. “What on earth is going on?
Who is doing this?”

 


1:00 p.m.
PST

Ocean Rest
Hotel and Spa, Santa Barbara.

 


At precisely
one o clock the timers in the van parked in the Ocean Rest’s
delivery area ignited the explosives. The van burst like a balloon,
fragments of its aluminum and steel body carried on the supersonic
pulse of the detonation. A young kitchen attendant was just about
to open the steel fire door at the back of the inn to dump some
kitchen waste when the door scintillated in front of him and
gathered him up as it blew down the corridor. He was killed
instantly.

Outside in the
parking lot, a family from White Plains, New Jersey, were backing
out of their parking spot when the concussive wave of the explosion
hit their side windows and turned them into a shotgun blast of
pebbled glass fragments. All four occupants — the parents and two
teenage children — were killed. No one else died in the blast, but
several people in their rooms were injured by glass fragments when
windows in the back of the hotel shattered. Car alarms screamed in
the parking lot, triggered by the explosion, and a mushroom of
black smoke climbed skyward.

Carried within
the billowing cloud, the remaining half quart of bioagent spread
upwards and outwards. About half of it was immolated by the blast,
but there was enough left to form a smudge in the air that eddied
on the gentle breeze as it floated straight toward the downtown
shops still packed with tourists before gently settling back to
earth.

 


August 19. 4:10
a.m. Japan Standard Time (August 18. 1:10 p.m. PST)

Air Force One,
thirty-five thousand feet, eastbound from Japanese territorial
airspace.

 


“Mr. President,
we have a communiqué from Washington regarding the explosion in
California. It seems that it may be terrorist related and the
target was a car show near Santa Barbara,” said Henry Woeburn, one
of the president’s many and varied assistants on this, the last and
homeward flight of a ten-day tour of the Asian Pacific region
following the World Economic Summit in Melbourne, Australia.

“A car show.
What kind of terrorist blows up a car show?” asked the
president.

“Well, sir, it
appears that this show is attended by a lot of VIPs, including very
high-profile business people and celebrities. It is evidently well
attended by the Hollywood set.”

“Oh, great,”
interjected Dan Blomstrum, White House chief of staff, “just what
this administration needs right now, more reasons for the Hollywood
fraternity to muckrake.”

“How many are
hurt?” asked the president.

“Sir, we don’t
have definite numbers at the present time, but initial estimates
indicate that perhaps as many as two hundred people have been
injured or killed.”

“Oh no,” said
the president quietly as the news sank in. “Well, for Christ’s
sake, get into the com room and get me as much information as you
can. I will have to say something shortly, and I want to know what
the hell is going on.” He turned to his chief of staff. “Dan, we
had better not wait until we land. It’d be best if I give at least
some kind of statement in the next hour or two. In the meantime,
make sure the press pool at the White House is assured that we are
on top of this.

“Henry, keep on
it and inform me as soon as you hear anything. Find someone on the
ground in the area who can tell us what is happening without
filtering it, and Henry, we had better stop in on the West Coast.
Go forward and ask the pilots to change our destination to Los
Angeles or San Francisco.”

Woeburn turned
to leave the office.

“Oh, and
Henry,” continued the president, “don’t talk to anyone in the press
corps on board, until I give my say-so.”

“Mr. President,
do you think landing on the West Coast is wise. We really don’t
have any idea what the continuing threat may be,” cautioned
Blomstrum.

“Dan, we have
what, seven or eight hours to determine that risk before we hit
American airspace? In the meantime, who do we have on board from
CIA or FBI?”

“Really no one,
sir. Just about everyone on board is Secret Service, media or
economic and financial advisors.”

“Well, get
someone on standby from FBI or Homeland who can bring me up to
speed on the satellite link.”

The president
swivelled in his plush office chair to gaze out the window. The
aircraft’s giant wing was gently moving up and down as if flapping
to keep them airborne. At about a quarter of a mile away, two
Japanese F-15 Eagles held formation with two U.S. Navy Super
Hornets. The F-15s were an honour guard escorting the president
from Japanese airspace. The Super Hornets were the first of a
string of escort fighters that would rendezvous and accompany the
presidential aircraft as it winged across the Pacific. As the
president watched, the aircraft pitched slightly, right wing down
as the pilots altered its heading to take up a new course to the
California coast. The Japanese Eagles broke formation and turned
away, banking through 180 degrees, and headed back home.

A moment later,
the president was eyeing a new communiqué, a revised estimate of
the casualties. While still preliminary, the new accounting was
over two thousand, not two hundred, dead. His gut twisted.

 


4:20 p.m.
Eastern Standard Time (1:20 p.m. PST)

NW 25th Street
and NW 36th Avenue, Miami.

 


Miguel Ramírez
parked his beaten up van in the alley next to the three-storey
1950s brick building. He had been listening to the radio when the
first confused reports of the strike on the West Coast were
announced. He had finished his hamburger, thrown the wrapper on the
floor and headed to his task just two blocks away from where waited
in the parking lot of a fast-food restaurant. He knew that today
was the day and at what time to expect news on the radio. While he
did not know what that news would be, he had been told he would
know as soon as he heard it.

The van’s paint
was peeling and its rocker panels rusting, but new vinyl stickers
on the doors proclaimed the New Cuba Air Conditioning Company,
Sales and Service. It was a legitimate company, and Miguel had
actually worked there for almost a year. Walking to the back of the
van, he opened the dented cargo doors and pulled out a long heavy
cardboard box from the clutter of old air-conditioning equipment
and tools. The box was new and tightly wrapped with nylon packing
straps. Stickers from a well-known heating and air-conditioning
manufacturer adorned its sides, but in fact it contained something
much more sinister.

Ramírez was
twenty-four years old, American-born of Cuban descent, and he had
lived his entire life in South Florida, where his mother and father
struggled to make ends meet. His father worked in a cement factory,
where he’d earned a chronic cough and poor health from breathing
lime powder and other fine particulates at the jobsite. After years
of faithful and uncomplaining service, he was still only paid a
little over the minimum wage. Ramírez’ mother had become a Hispanic
stereotype, working as a cleaning lady for a maid service, and she
often put in twelve-hour days. She had arthritis and was constantly
harassed by her supervisor to speed up lest she be replaced by a
younger, faster woman.

Ramírez had
learned to hate America on the gang-ridden streets of Miami. As a
teenager, he had turned his back on the Catholic Church after the
local priest made several sexual innuendos culminating in a brief
tussle in the church’s recreation room. The priest suffered a
bloody nose; Ramírez, another great disappointment. Two years ago
he was converted to Islam by a Lebanese friend he’d met while
working in a fish market. Ramírez worked cleaning fish, surrounded
daily by the stink of entrails and his hands stained with blood.
His conversion to Islam had been gradual, but by the time he
finally quit the job, he had developed a burning hatred of America
and all its injustices and saw Islam as a way to force America to
change.

Ramírez
shouldered the box and entered the old building. A security guard,
a man in his late sixties seated at a rickety desk in the foyer,
asked him where he was going. Miguel gave him a work order
authorizing a Sunday repair to one of the air-conditioning units on
the third floor. The guard glanced at it and passed it back, his
gaze already wandering back to the soccer game playing on a small
television. Ramírez made his way to the stairs and started up.

On the third
floor, he walked past the offices mentioned in the repair order. At
the end of the dimly lit hallway, he came to a shabby green door
with a poorly lettered sign that read Roof Access, No Unauthorized
Entry. Pulling a key from his pocket, he unlocked the padlock he
had placed on the door’s lock hasp just the day before to ensure
that he would be the only one on the roof. Passing though the door,
he padlocked it from the back so there would be no surprises, and
then he walked up the short flight of stairs. The roof door creaked
outwards revealing a flat gravel-strewn roof redolent with the
smell of ancient sun-warmed tar.

He swung the
door closed behind him and secured it with a metal rod made for the
purpose and also set in position the day before, insurance against
someone getting past the bottom door. He walked across the roof and
checked the fire escape that ran down the east side of the
building, making sure it was still unencumbered and useable.
Looking down he saw the small orange Nissan Micra he’d borrowed
from a friend and parked across the street awaiting his escape.

Returning to
the west side of the building, he took a penknife from his pocket
and slit the nylon straps on the box. After opening the lid, he
reached in and removed a grey-green tube. The tube, originally
marked with U.S. military stencils, was the disposable launcher of
a Stinger ground-to-air missile. The missile had originally been a
gift, one of five hundred Stingers given by the CIA to the Afghan
mujahedeen. Never used against the Russians, it had been carefully
stored and then smuggled back to its country of origin. Now it
would finally be used but not in a way its maker, General Dynamics,
or its first purchaser, the CIA would have wanted.

 


4:30 EST (1:30
p.m. PST)

Hold-short
line, runway 08 L, Miami International Airport.

 


Captain Hans
Weber was in a poor mood. Lufthansa flight 237, departing Miami for
Berlin, had been held up at the gate for twenty minutes while a
Transportation Safety Administration officer checked the paperwork
on one of his 316 passengers, and then they’d had an interminable
taxi from concourse F to the hold-short line for runway 08 left. He
should have been in the air fifty minutes ago, and to make matters
worse, he now had to wait for several small commuter jets and
private executive-class twins to take off before his turn on the
runway.

First officer
Wilfred Hagler had handled the lion’s share of the taxi and the com
with the ground controllers while Weber made himself busy with some
maintenance reports that listed several non-critical snags with the
aircraft that in his opinion could have and should have already
been repaired. The most irksome was an faulty light in the
first-class washroom, a little problem that had given the cabin
crew a lot of grief. More than a few customers had been in the
middle of delicate things when the bulb flickered off and had ended
up thrashing about in a tiny pitch-dark cubicle searching for
necessities. That the light would then come on and show no further
signs of disobedience until yet another critical moment made it
seem as if an unseen jester were in charge of the switch. It was
not something Weber found amusing in the slightest, even if some of
the other crew had to hide their grins when the stewards reported
each complaint to the flight deck.

Hagler
acknowledged the Miami International ground controllers’ hand-off
to the flight controller and their clearance, and finally the
lumbering 747-400 swung onto the runway, its nose pointed to the
east. Hagler, who was still in control, pushed the throttles
forward to the stop, and the giant aircraft’s engines bellowed with
full power as it began its take-off roll down the runway. Finally,
with most of the runway behind it, the heavily loaded 747 clawed
its way into the air.

 


4:36 p.m. EST
(1:36 PST)

NW 25th Street
and NW 36th Avenue, Miami.

 


Miguel Ramírez
crouched on the rooftop, shouldering the thirty-five-pound Stinger
missile and launcher system and gazing westward in anticipation of
a target. If he’d been properly trained, Ramirez would have known
that launching at an approaching aircraft would confuse the
guidance system of the old heat-seeking missile, reducing his
chances of a hit. But in the eyes of his Lebanese friend and
mentor, Ramirez was expendable and not worth the investment of full
training. After fifteen minutes of early morning instruction the
day before, Ramírez was handed the Stinger and told to wait for the
news that was sure to come soon after three o’clock the next
day.

Aside from that
and instructions to scope out a certain rooftop, secure its access
and use its vantage for the launch, he knew little else of value.
In the unlikely event that he was captured before the strike, or
even after, he would be unable to supply the FBI with any useful
information, especially not anything concerning the whereabouts of
his “friend” who even now was on his way to another city, cloaked
in another impeccable identity. Ramírez did not know that his
friend and mentor, who had supplied the twenty-year-old missile,
had little faith that it would perform flawlessly even though it
had been well cared for. That was why he decided to leave his
expendable protege the task of launching it rather than endanger
one of his valuable fedayeen warriors.

On seeing an
American Airlines 767 rise into the air from 08 right, the
southernmost runway at the airport, Ramírez stood up, arming the
ten-kilogram missile as he rose and, without any indication of a
missile lock, pulled the trigger. The missile burst from its tube,
launched by a single charge from a small primary motor. Once
airborne and far enough from the launch point to avoid incinerating
its operator, the missile started to falter and a larger motor
kicked in, a tongue of flame lashing out from the missile’s back
end as it raced into the sky, accelerating to twice the speed of
sound. Ramírez dropped the launcher tube to the rooftop and watched
the Stinger corkscrew through the sky, searching for a lock.

The American
Airlines 767 was in little danger — the missile arced upwards and
then started to veer north. Ramírez spat with fury as he saw the
missile’s contrail arc away from his intended target. Suddenly the
little missile jinked and turned earthward, having found the
massive heat signature of the Lufthansa Boeing 747 as it climbed
away from the runway. The missile sped through the air its nose
pointed toward the 747. At the last moment, as the body of the
leviathan eclipsed its starboard engines, the missile lost the
signature emanating from them. For the 747 this mattered very
little.

The tiny rocket
slammed into the top of the Boeing, just four feet behind and above
the cockpit windows. It cut through the aircraft’s soft skin and
slammed into the flight deck’s armoured door, a tougher surface
than the aluminum it had just sliced through. The three-kilogram
warhead exploded. The flight deck, captain and first officer
disappeared in a ball of super-heated flame, and the outer skin of
the cockpit ripped away. Deprived of its control and critical
systems, missing much of its forward fuselage, but engines still
roaring, the immense airplane heeled over gently, careening to the
south. As the roll increased, the aircraft stalled and slid
sideways. For a moment, the inherent stability of the wings in
their take off configuration seemed to right the plane. Then its
tail dropped and the aircraft rose, gaining a few hundred feet and
extending its death throes across a sky now peppered with its own
fluttering debris. Suddenly the plane nosed down in a terminal
stall and plummeted to earth — a scant two thousand feet below.

Ramírez
couldn’t believe his eyes. His fury at missing the first aircraft
turned to elation upon seeing what the missile had hit. He had
watched as the plane veered southwards from its easterly heading
and started to drop. It screamed by his position so low he
instinctively ducked. As it passed, he ran a few steps and then
stopped, awestruck by what he had accomplished. He saw the aircraft
tilt skyward, gain a few hundred feet and then plummet to the
ground about three miles to the east of Miami International.

What Ramírez
didn’t know, nor did he care, was that the aircraft, brimming with
cargo, fuel and 332 souls, slammed almost dead centre into the
northwester face of Memorial Hospital. More than sixty-three
thousand gallons of Jet A ignited as the mammoth machine plowed
through the building. Propelled by the force behind them, flames,
debris and aircraft parts sprayed outwards consuming anything and
anyone in their path and spreading to nearby buildings, which also
burst into flame. Within moments, a firestorm raced through the
closely packed buildings that stood like dominoes behind the
hospital.

Ramírez ran to
the fire escape, down it and to the orange Micra while huge black
clouds roiled into the sky. If anyone saw him, they paid him no
attention as he started the car and rocketed off. In his mind, he
was a successful jihadist on the run. Authorities would detain him
within twelve hours, having found the launcher and easily connected
it to the abandoned van and cardboard box that had carried it.
While Ramírez would offer up lots of details about his Lebanese
friend and other Muslim converts he knew, nothing he said would, in
the grand scheme of things, prove very useful.

 


5:36 p.m. EST
(2:36 PST)

1 West 72nd
Street, New York City.

 


Lyndon Hersch,
better known as movie star Linden Lane, fretted in the back of his
Hummer limousine. He’d been held up on a movie shoot in Brooklyn,
and if he didn’t rush, he’d be late for a cocktail party being held
in his honour by the mayor of New York City. In addition to the
mayor, the governor of New York State and numerous other
politicians as well as fellow celebrities from both Broadway and
Los Angeles would attend.

Unlike many of
his peer group, Lane was conscientious to a fault and hated to be
late for any event. It was one of the many reasons he was
well–liked, not just by his fans but also by almost everyone who
knew him. Like many other celebrities, Lane was politically active,
but unlike most, he knew his stuff. He was a left-leaning
Republican, a conundrum he was able to make work, and was respected
for his world and environmental views by both Republicans and
Democrats. He also sponsored several worthwhile charities, all
American based and dedicated to the poor and troubled of his
country, as he believed that charity really should begin at
home.

He counted
among his close friends such people as Bill Gates, President
Clinton and the incumbent president. While immensely popular in
Hollywood and considered quite a prize by any party-throwing
Beverly Hills host or hostess, he rarely appeared on the party
circuit. He preferred to spend his private time on a
four-thousand-acre ranch he owned in Colorado, where his ranch
hands tended to the local wildlife and Lind’s small herd of quarter
horses and mustangs rather than to herds of cattle. No matter where
he went, he was rarely bothered by the paparazzi, as his method of
dealing with them was to walk over, shake their hands and have a
chat. They’d ended up with so many pictures of him over time that
the tabloids they stocked with sleazy images didn’t consider him
all that saleable an item.

His Hummer
limo, chosen for him in New York by his producers — in keeping with
the action adventure epic he was currently filming — and in Lane’s
opinion a detestable vehicle, pulled up to the curb in front of the
famous Dakota Apartments. These too were quarters Lane would never
in a million years have rented for the fifteen-week shoot but had
been supplied by the producers who sublet one of the opulent
apartments from an Italian clothing designer who was in Paris
organizing his yearly fashion show. Lane detested all the fuss and
bother, including the security that spun about him, but he
considered it a small price to pay for the privileges that his life
afforded him.

He started out
of the limo and was immediately noticed by a gaggle of tourists who
gathered daily in front of the Dakota to see the spot where John
Lennon had been gunned down. As he stepped to the curb his driver
came around the vehicle, once again too slow to arrive in time to
open the door for his passenger.

“One day, Mr.
Lane,” the limo driver said, “I’ll get around in time.”

“Not while I
have two good legs and two good arms you won’t, Morty,” said
Lane.

As they spoke,
the group of ten or so tourists surged toward them.

“Now ladies and
gentlemen, let Mr. Lane through. He’s on a tight schedule and can’t
be held up,” proclaimed the limo driver as he put himself between
the small crowd and Lane.

“It’s okay,
Morty. It’ll just take a moment. Hang on, people.” Lane turned and
grabbed a handful of autographed pictures from a map pocket in the
back of the limo. “I don’t have time to personalize them right now
— I am a little pressed for time — but if any of you would like to
send these pictures to the address on the back, along with your
name and a little bio about yourself and a return address, I’d be
glad to send them back personalized.”

In fact, he
really would take the time to read each letter and personalize the
photo before having his personal secretary mail them back. Numerous
times he’d been urged to save himself the time and bother of
answering fan mail by having his staff do it, but he refused,
replying that it was these people who were responsible for his
success and he owed it to them to answer their mail personally.

He passed out
the glossy photographs to each waiting hand. As he chatted to the
enraptured fans, he failed to notice two very un-fanlike workmen
coming around each corner of the Hummer from the street.

His first
inkling that something was wrong was when a woman gasped. Then she
started to scream. He turned in time to see one of the two men in
NYC sanitation coveralls level a small automatic weapon at him. Had
he not refused security or bodyguards, he might have had a chance,
but in all likelihood his protectors would have suffered the same
fate as eleven of the people standing on the sidewalk, including
Linden Lane himself.

There was an
odd popping sound as the gun he was looking at bucked in the
assassin’s hands. Behind Hirsch an accomplice opened up from the
other side. The knot of people was cut down, caught in the
withering crossfire. From their vantage points at either end of the
Hummer each gunman sprayed his victims with two magazines of thirty
bullets each, methodically ejecting the first and snapping in the
next before opening up again.

It took only a
few seconds. The noses of the low-velocity bullets had been
hollowed out and filled with a drop of mercury fulminate, an
explosive salt of mercury prepared with nitric acid. Then each
round was sealed with a drop of wax. These rounds exploded into
splinters as they hit their targets, making them far more lethal.
As well, each shell casing contained only about half a load of
gunpowder. This ensured lower velocity and that few bullets would
penetrate through and through. Instead they entered their victims
and bounced around internally until they hit bone or something else
hard enough to set off the fulminate if the initial impact had not
already done so.

Moments later,
the two gunmen ran from the carnage they had wrought and leapt onto
two small motorcycles parked across the road. They took off, their
small engines screaming, bobbed and weaved around cars and trucks,
and disappeared into the New York traffic. Behind them lay the
bullet-riddled remains of one of America’s most-beloved film stars,
hit five times, as well as ten other dead. Six more victims lay
badly wounded, felled by the explosive bullets that had torn gaping
holes in their bodies. Of the dozens of witnesses to the act, not
one could give the police an accurate description of the two men.
They said only that the perpetrators were white or perhaps Hispanic
and that they were dressed as garbagemen.

 


4:56 p.m.
Central Standard Time (2:56 p.m. PST)

Tulsa
Convention Center, 100 Civic Center, Tulsa, Oklahoma.

 


The five-ton
truck crept along Boulder Avenue, caught in the late-day traffic.
On its doors a sign reading Springfield Convention and Display
Supply Company accompanied a large vinyl photograph that graced
each of the truck’s box sides, showing an assortment of
mundane-looking chairs, tables, desks and convention booth
fixtures. Inside, the truck carried a hodgepodge of display booth
flats, chairs and other trade show supplies, the cooling bodies of
the truck’s legitimate driver and his helper and, on a pallet,
almost two tons of high explosives in boxes marked as blue and
orange display curtains.

As it neared
the convention centre, the truck pulled onto the wide pavement in
front of the main entrance and the man on the passenger side got
out and started to direct as the driver backed the truck toward the
front of the building. A security guard inside saw what was going
on and rushed out to intervene. “Hey, you. You can’t bring that
damned truck up here. The loading docks are around back,” he
yelled.

The man
flagging the truck walked over. “I am very sorry, sir, but I have
instructions to unload this special delivery through the front
doors,” he said with a heavy Indian accent.

“Well, you’d
just better get that truck around back,” replied the guard.

“No, sir,”
replied the man apologetically. “Here we have a written permission
from the trade centre’s office. Right here, sir.” He showed the
security guard a letter pinned to the clipboard he was carrying and
had been using to wave the truck backwards.

The security
guard took the clipboard from him and examined the letter, which
was on convention centre letterhead and carried the general
manager’s signature. “Well, it looks okay,” he said.

At that, the
truck’s driver got out and walked over. He too had a heavy accent,
which the security guard thought was Russian but was actually
Chechen. “We are going to go inside for a moment to get our
helpers,” he said.

“I can’t let
the two of you go in. One of you is going to have to wait with the
truck,” the guard replied.

“Please, sir,”
said the driver, “we have been on our way here for many hours
without stopping and I need to use a bathroom.”

“I do as well,
sir,” said the Indian man. “I have to go very badly and as soon as
we finish, we will get our helpers to unload. We will be gone only
a very short time.”

“Okay, then,”
replied the guard, relenting, “but one of you comes back as soon as
you’re finished in the can. I’ll stay with the truck until
then.”

The two men
started off, walking quickly toward the doors.

Just as they
opened the door, the guard yelled, “Hey, wait a minute.”

The two men
froze, the driver’s hand slipping to a Sig Saur automatic he had
concealed in the lining of his jacket.

“You guys
didn’t ask where the nearest shitter is. Walk in and take your
first left. It’s about fifty feet down the corridor and on your
right.”

“Thank you,
sir,” the Chechen replied as he continued on through the door. Once
inside, the pair started to jog, heading deeper into the building
and almost running down several people in the crowded hall. They
and hundreds of others were filing into the centre to attend a
World Wrestling Association grand slam event. Hundreds of men,
woman and children waited patiently for the doors to the sports
arena to open at six o’clock, only moments away. At one minute
after six, the two men hurried out the back of the building,
through the very loading docks the guard had mentioned, got into a
red Dodge Caravan that sat idling just outside on the street and
sped off.

At precisely
6:05, just as the guard looked at his watch and wondered how much
longer the driver and his helper were going to be, the timers
imbedded in the high explosives in the back of the truck went
off.

 


2:56 p.m.
PST.

Beach Resort
Hotel, Montecito, California.

 


Derek closed
the door to their room and leaned back on it. Vanessa sat, lost in
thought, at the window desk, gazing out over the ocean and the
waves breaking along the shoreline. She did not look away or
acknowledge Derek’s entry. Just beyond the breakers, two seals
popped their heads up between swells and surveyed the beach before
disappearing back into the beds of giant kelp that lay just
offshore. The seals did not have much to occupy their attention.
The beach was quiet, recently deserted by the usual mix of joggers,
tourists and surfers.

North along the
coast, black clouds were still rising into the air from Balmoral,
proof that the fires at the Trocadero still burned. Small dark
shapes buzzed around the columns of smoke — helicopters filled with
reporters and photographers, always the first to respond. Several
larger helicopters were coming and going, military or Coast Guard
personnel evacuating the injured.

“All the
arrangements have been made. The teams should begin arriving over
the next few hours,” said Derek. “Agents from Los Angeles should be
here any time, and San Francisco is sending down reinforcements.
Headquarters in Washington is also dispatching teams, so this place
is going to get pretty busy in the next ten hours or so. They’re
talking about a suspicious plane crash in Miami as well. A 747
crashed while it was taking off, and Jeff at the LA office said it
may have plowed into a hospital. There’s a rumour it was shot down
with a rocket.”

“God, I hope it
isn’t connected to this,” Vanessa said.

“I hope
it’s just an unhappy coincidence, but if it is connected, then we could be in a lot of trouble.
Anyway, let’s not panic yet. What do you want to do? Maybe we
should get you back to DC.”

“No, I can
probably be more useful here, and besides, I’ll bet travelling is
going to be difficult in the next few days.”

“I’m going to
take a break. The hotel manager will call us if he needs any help.
In the meantime, they’re going to assemble an operations room for
us, run phone lines and set up desks. We can refine it when the
teams start arriving.”

Vanessa turned
away from the ocean view, her eyes filled with tears.

“Oh come here,
sweetheart,” said Derek, seeing her distress.

She rose from
her chair, and he wrapped his arms around her as she buried her
face in his shoulder and started to sob.

 


Before they
arrived at the hotel, Derek had set wheels in motion by calling the
management and asking them to begin evacuating the hotel and to
secure desks, chairs and other requirements of the temporary
command post the FBI would set up there. Once he and Vanessa had
finally reached the parked Jaguar, the drive from the Trocadero
Lodge to their hotel — usually ten minutes — had taken over an
hour. They repeatedly had to pull off the road to make way for
emergency vehicles headed to the disaster and then they were caught
up in a nasty traffic jam. News had travelled quickly, and within a
very short time, the picturesque winding roads were jammed with
panicked tourists and locals trying to escape. Vanessa drove while
Derek made and received phone call after phone call on his cell
until the battery went dead.

Upon arriving
at the hotel, both Derek and Vanessa rushed directly to their room
and into the shower, where they scrubbed every square inch of their
bodies with every kind of detergent, body wash, soap and shampoo
that was available in the toiletries the hotel provided. As they
undressed, Derek dumped all their clothing, including their shoes,
onto a bath towel spread across the marble floor of the bathroom.
Grabbing the four corners of the towel, he tied them together and
stuffed the bundle into a large plastic suit bag. Tying the bag
tightly, he put it by the door, ready to be either tested for
contaminants or disposed of safely. Both prayed that the origin of
the brown powder they were trying to scrub away was far more
commonplace than the one they suspected — that the powder was from
some benign source.

But Derek’s
training as well as his common sense told him that the odds were
not in their favour. In fact, he’d already come to the conclusion
that the last and largest blast may have just been set dressing, a
dramatic conclusion to the attack, a graphic gift for the media.
The smaller series of popping explosions was more deadly, if, in
fact, it had been designed to spread a toxic agent.

 


“I’m okay now.
It’s just that things caught up with me,” said Vanessa, letting
Derek go, “I just keep getting images of all those people running
and that old gentleman dying in front of us. Sorry.”

“Sorry? Good
God, sweetheart, the last thing on earth you need to be right now
is sorry that you’re upset. Is it okay if I turn on the news for a
few minutes? Just to see if anything else has developed?”

Vanessa nodded
her assent.

Derek reached
for the remote on the nightstand and flicked on the television. The
picture appeared but no sound, and he raised the volume. The
television was set to a local and tourist information channel, so
he scrolled looking for CNN. The familiar logo appeared with a news
banner splashed across the bottom of the screen. Bold letters with
flames behind them proclaimed “America under attack” as images of
large buildings burning flashed in a square screen positioned in
the upper right hand corner, above a fetching blonde news
reader.

“Good God, look
at this,” he exclaimed.

Vanessa swung
in her seat to look at the television.

The blonde,
dressed in an expensive red suit with black velvet lapels held
several sheets of paper in front of her. Her face betrayed the
confusion and fear she felt as she scanned the hurriedly scrawled
messages on the paper. She was unused to such primitive methods as
news flashes on paper, but the teleprompter positioned over the
camera lens was not keeping up with events as the news of fresh
attacks poured in.

“This just in
from New York City. There are reports that film actor Linden Lane
has been shot by a gunman or gunmen outside of the Dakota apartment
building near Central Park. Initial accounts are that Lane was
killed along with several other people in virtually the same spot
that John Lennon was assassinated in 1980. Lane was in New York
working on a new action adventure film. He was scheduled to attend
a fundraiser hosted by the city’s mayor this evening and may have
been on his way there at the time of the shooting. We will have
more details as they become available.”

The newscaster
flipped to the next sheet of paper. “And from Miami, it has been
confirmed that Lufthansa flight 237, a Boeing 747 Jumbo Jet bound
for Berlin, crashed while taking off from Miami International
Airport. Unconfirmed eyewitness accounts indicate the crash may
have been caused by a missile launched from a nearby location.
Several people say they saw a trail of smoke across the sky headed
directly for the 747. It appears the aircraft was hit near the
cockpit, which was torn from the rest of the airplane.”

Aerial footage
of burning buildings appeared again behind the blonde anchorwoman.
“The plane crashed into a heavily populated part of Miami, setting
fire to several large buildings and virtually destroying the
buildings at the point of impact… Hold on a moment, ladies and
gentlemen.”

The newswoman
cupped her hand to her ear. She looked up and continued. “This just
confirmed. The building complex the Boeing 747 impacted was the
Goodingham Memorial Hospital. At this time there is no firm
estimate of the casualties, but they could number in the hundreds
possibly thousands. In further news, casualties in the bombing on
the West Coast in Santa Barbara are now estimated at over a
thousand, and some of the victims are being airlifted to hospitals
in Los Angeles and as far away as San Jose and San Francisco.”

She stopped her
narration for a moment, her eyes welling with tears. Then she
attempted to speak again, but the words would not come. There were
a few more moments’ hesitation while she composed herself, and then
she continued, her voice a little shaky but her professionalism
reasserting itself. “There were at least a dozen explosions on the
fairways behind the Trocadero Lodge at the Conquistador Golf and
Country Club…”

As the woman
droned on with her litany of disaster and death, the phone in the
hotel room rang. Derek picked it up. “Hello. Oh hi, Tom. Yes, I
heard. Miami and maybe an assassination in New York. You hadn’t
heard. It was just on CNN. Linden Lane, the movie star, was just
killed. Yes, there wasn’t much more than that. Hold on.”

Derek grabbed a
pad of paper and started taking notes.

Vanessa’s gaze
returned to the view of the ocean and the thick pillars of smoke
rising into the sky from the golf club. The thumping of helicopter
rotor blades had become almost constant, as many passed over the
hotel on their way to various medical facilities.

 


6:10 p.m. EST
(3:10 PST)

Sumner Tunnel,
Mystic River, Boston.

 


Officer Colin
Fitzpatrick, Boston PD, could just see the flashing lights ahead.
They were the emergencies on what looked to be a tanker truck in
the left-hand lane ahead, stopped dead and tying up traffic in the
tunnel so that it looked more like weekday rush hour than late on
Sunday afternoon.

There was
little point radioing in. Even with repeaters, reception was awful
on the worn-out radio set in his equally worn-out squad car. While
this was a freeway and not really his jurisdiction, he figured he
would stop and take a look, see if maybe he could help a bit,
although he did not relish spending anymore time breathing the
toxic air in this tunnel than he had to. He also got the
heebie-jeebies thinking about all that concrete, rock and, most
especially, water directly over his head.

He pulled to
the right and edged past the cars that were jammed bumper to
bumper. Pulling up behind the tanker, he set his roof lights
flashing, got out and walked up to the cab. Fitzpatrick hauled
himself up onto the running boards and looked in, but there was no
one in the front. He opened the door, clambered up and in and poked
his head around the corner into the sleeper behind the driver’s
seat.

“Hey buddy,
what the hell do you think you’re doing?” he asked the trucker who
appeared to be asleep in the back. “Hey buddy, wake the hell up and
get this truck out of here!” He gave the trucker a poke and got no
response. “What the hell?” he muttered to himself.

He grabbed his
flashlight from its holster and shone it on the man, grabbing his
shoulder and rolling him over to his back. The driver was very
dead, and a third of his face was missing — the exit wound caused
by the large-calibre mushroom bullet that had entered through the
back of his skull. He was killed when he stopped to relieve himself
at a rest stop beside the turnpike a few miles south of Boston,
several hours before.

Fitzpatrick
jumped down from the truck and grabbed the mike of his
walkie-talkie to report the truck and dead driver. At that second,
the three improvised mines duct-taped to the underbelly of the
petroleum tanker went off, almost in unison. Tens of thousands of
gallons of high-grade gasoline exploded into the tunnel. Within a
few minutes, the heat had become so intense the concrete started to
crack and pop above the truck, and the wind rushing down the tunnel
to feed the monster created an effect like a giant blow torch that
little around it could withstand. The tanker’s cab, what was left
of Fitzpatrick’s police car and all the cars in the surrounding
traffic jam sagged as if they’d been thrown into a smelter.

Farther up the
tunnel, those drivers and passengers who had not been killed by the
initial blast fled their cars, running before the intense heat in a
panicked attempt to flee the maelstrom behind them. Hundreds of
cars were already stopped, and more were piling up at the rear of
the jam, their occupants unaware of the problem until it was too
late. When they tried to back out again, they found themselves
hemmed in by the approaching traffic behind them.

Despite the
designers and engineers’ attempts to make the tunnel resistant to
such a cataclysm — one of many nightmare scenarios they’d
envisioned and tried to prepare against — they’d been let down by
building techniques, maintenance and budgets. As the concrete
heated and started to spall, it rained down in tiny flakes and
massive blocks, exposing the rock beneath to the searing flames.
Heat-induced cracks spread upwards to pockets full of water that
had been meandering down through natural fissures for years,
gathering above the tunnel and permeating the rock. In almost any
other circumstance, this water would have never been a threat. At
its worst, it would find its way though tiny cracks to make
unsightly stains on the tunnel wall, but circumstances had changed.
As this water started to trickle down through fresh cracks, it
flashed into superheated steam, and as more water entered the mix,
the steam’s expansive power opened new pathways in the rock. These
pathways raced upward like pressure cracks in ice, slicing through
the various strata that separated the waters of the Mystic River
above from the heavily trafficked tunnel below.

An immense
cracking shook the rock wall, and in an instant the inferno in the
tunnel was snuffed out as millions of gallons of water followed the
collapsing rock to the tunnel floor. The whole force and weight of
the river and the nearby ocean above rushed water up and down the
tunnel in a cascading hydraulic ram that swept away every car,
truck and person before it.

 


4:20 p.m.
Mountain Standard Time (3:20 PST)

Shelley Oaks
Family Restaurant, Highway 84 (old Route 66), a few miles south of
Las Vegas, New Mexico.

 


Hank White was
finished his day and heading home up Highway 84 on his way to his
small ranch south of the tiny town of Las Vegas, New Mexico. He’d
spent most of the day pissing around in Albuquerque, trying to find
parts for a broken windmill-driven pump he needed to water the
cattle on his ranch.

The pump was
the better part of sixty years old, and while a lot of the castings
were made of bronze and in fairly good shape, the pump rotor was
attached to a steel shaft had become fused to the bronze and the
dissimilar metals were now virtually inseparable. Hank had busted
the rotor when he was trying to get it off the shaft to replace two
worn bearings, and now he had spent a long hot day going from
supplier to supplier trying to find a reasonable substitute that
would fit the pump casing. He hadn’t had any luck and was in a foul
mood, knowing he was looking at several thousand dollars he
couldn’t afford to put in a whole new pump system. Either that or
he’d be filling fifty-gallon drums at the house and carting them
out to the cattle every morning. One thing about New Mexico summers
was that not much, including cattle, could survive very long under
its baking sun without a good supply of water.

He saw the Oaks
diner up ahead and figured he would stop in for a quick coffee and
see what was going on. The Oaks, as it was known locally, was a
popular spot despite its relative isolation and was usually pretty
busy with both county residents and tourists who were tracing the
old Route 66. The Oaks had been around since the early fifties, so
it was a bona fide historical stop for anyone making a Route 66
nostalgia tour. It didn’t hurt that both the food and the coffee
was good and there were two pretty waitresses serving it.

White pulled
his old Ford pickup into the parking lot and parked it at the end
of a line of cars in front of the restaurant. He strolled to the
front doors and walked in. Despite the twelve or thirteen cars out
front, there was no one to be seen. He thought that strange but
nonetheless sat himself down in one of the window booths and
grabbed a menu. He was hungry, and it was late enough to grab
dinner before he went home and started the evening chores. His wife
wouldn’t be there, as this month she’d pulled evenings shifts at
the small manufacturing plant in Las Vegas where she worked sorting
and boxing components for the agricultural sprinklers the company
produced.

White became
aware of an underlying scent in the air, like the smell of a rifle
just after it has gone off. It wasn’t strong but lingered despite
the restaurant’s two gigantic air conditioners, which blasted away,
dissipating even the smell of fried onions pretty quickly. Having
seen no one still, he dropped the menu onto the table and stood up.
“Hey, anybody here?”

There was no
answer.

He walked
toward the kitchen door behind the counter and gave it a push.
“Hello? Where is everyone?” he called into the deserted kitchen.
“Isn’t this the damnedest thing,” he said to himself.

He let the
kitchen door swing closed and walked along the counter, skirting
racks of souvenirs, Route 66 bumper stickers and the odd stuffed
Area 51 alien doll. When he reached the end of the counter, he saw
a pool of red on the floor. His first thought was that someone had
dropped a bottle of ketchup. His gaze followed the stream that fed
the pool toward the corridor leading to the washrooms. White got a
rush of adrenalin. He leapt backwards, turned and ran three steps
before he mastered his flight reflex. His heart pounding in his
chest, he walked hesitantly back to the counter and looked down the
corridor to a sight that would haunt him the rest of his life. In
the beige and green corridor lined with joke postcards, their
frames now knocked askew, lay the contorted bodies of eighteen
people — eighteen men, women and children who had been herded into
the dead end by three gunmen.

When the gunmen
received the signal from a sentry stationed at the front doors to
tell them the road and parking lot were clear, they opened up with
their heavy automatic weapons. They used clip after clip of
ammunition until many of the victims were unrecognizable.
Satisfied, they walked out of the restaurant, got into a small van
and headed off down 84.

Hank White had
been lucky. He’d arrived ten minutes late to the affair and
unknowingly passed the four killers on the highway as they made
their way toward Albuquerque and beyond.

 


9:30 a.m. New
Zealand Standard Time (3:30 p.m. PST)

Air Force One
over the Pacific.

 


Air Force One
had been running at full throttle since it left the Japanese coast.
It had just cleared the Date Line and was now on the same calendar
day as America. Inside the plane, a steady stream of reports had
been barraging the communications room. The president sat behind
two computer monitors in his office, scanning the reports as they
became available and working alongside the other men and women
crammed into the room to put the finishing touches on his first
public statement regarding the events occurring on the mainland and
to plan the military and governmental response.

The White House
press corps members who were on the plane had just been given a
bulletin outlining several of the attacks, and following the
president’s address, the press secretary was to keep them informed
of any new attacks .

“Mr. President,
would you like me to go in first and start the briefing?” asked
press secretary William Carver.

“No thanks,
Bill,” replied the president. “I’ll handle this one. You can keep
them up on developments after I’ve spoken to them.” He rose from
his seat, tucked in his shirt and slid into the suit jacket held
out to him by his aide. “Well, here goes.”

The hubbub from
the reporters hardly diminished as the president strode into the
press compartment, one of the few areas on Air Force One with a
seating layout like an ordinary airliner. Carver took the
microphone set up on a small podium at the front of the
compartment. “Ladies and gentlemen, the president of the United
States.” He then stepped aside as the president took his place. The
room grew quiet; the loudest sound, the steady buzz of the 747’s
engines.

“Hello,
everyone,” he started, his voice low and grave. “By now you have
all read the brief and know that we have a very serious situation
developing at home. It appears that the United States is under
terrorist attack and that these attacks continue. Since the briefs
were circulated, several more incidents have occurred that can only
be construed as forming part of a coordinated attack that spans
much of the Continental U.S.”

The silence
burst as fifteen correspondents all started asking questions at
once. The president held up his hand, gesturing for silence.
“Please, ladies and gentlemen. The press secretary will give you
details as soon as I have finished.”

He went on. “In
the face of this attack, I have requested that the FAA ground all
flights into, out of and over the Continental United States, Hawaii
and Alaska. This order covers both commercial and general aviation
not engaged in authorized search and rescue or humanitarian
assistance. All inbound commercial flights, if possible, are being
turned back to their points of departure or diverted to Canada,
Mexico or the Caribbean. Our borders with both Canada and Mexico
are now closed to inbound surface traffic as well. Anyone wishing
to leave the U.S. at any Continental border point will be allowed
to do so, but only after being cleared by either Homeland Security
or Customs and Immigration. The entire country, including Alaska,
Hawaii and Puerto Rico, is on red alert, as are all U.S. embassies
and consulates and government offices worldwide. Embassies will
admit U.S. citizens but not foreign nationals, and no new visas
will be issued. The visa waiver program will also be suspended
until further notice. At this moment, National Guard units are
being activated nationwide. White House staff has been in contact
with the governors of all fifty states and with all the federal
enforcement agencies, and state and municipal police forces are on
high alert.”

The president
cleared his throat and took a sip of water from the glass an aide
had just placed on the podium in front of him. “To continue, all
military leaves have been cancelled, and as we speak, the air force
is initiating combat air patrols over all major civic centres, and
the Coast Guard will be increasing its coastal patrols. These
patrols will be augmented by ships of the U.S. navy up to and
including destroyers, frigates and cruisers. Any aircraft carriers
currently in port or at sea and within range of the United States
will aid in the CAP and maritime reconnaissance. For the duration
of this emergency, no foreign shipping — aside from that moving
strategic supplies — will be allowed to enter U.S. ports, and all
foreign-flagged maritime traffic will be turned back from U.S.
territorial waters. U.S.-flagged ships and approved foreign
carriers of strategic supplies will be allowed to enter American
ports but will be boarded and inspected before being escorted into
dock.

“I would like
the citizens of this great nation to fully understand that neither
the U.S. government nor this office will tolerate this heinous
attack, and we will not rest until the criminals responsible for
these cowardly acts have been hunted down, whether they be the
perpetrators within our borders or operators in other countries who
may believe themselves to be safe from retribution.”

He paused and
looked at the stunned group before him. “I thank you for your
attention. Mr. Carver will now take over the briefing.”

Ignoring the
calls of “Mr. President” and the reporters’ questions he turned and
strode from the compartment. As he returned to his office, chief of
staff Dan Blomstrum passed him a new communiqué. He looked it over
and his stomach roiled. It carried descriptions of the attack in
Tulsa and the collapse of Boston’s Sumner Tunnel. The report put
the death toll at the Tulsa WWA match at over a thousand, many of
them children. There were no casualty estimates for the Sumner
tunnel, but preliminary reports outlined what looked to be a
complete collapse and few survivors. Authorities had ordered all
other tunnels in the Boston area and any major tunnels nationwide
closed.

“It looks as if
we’re closing the barn door after the horse has fled,” said the
president.

“Yes sir, it
appears that way,” replied Blomstrum.

 


4:30 p.m.
PST.

Dickinson Road,
west of Seattle.

 


The forests
around Seattle were as dry as tinder. It had been one of the driest
summers on record in Washington State, and tight controls had been
placed on campfires and barbecues, especially in the state and
national park systems. These conditions were gifts from Allah, as
far as Syed Atiq ul Hassan and Mohammed Ismael, U.S. citizens of
Saudi origin, were concerned. They sat in a light blue Dodge
Tradesman idling beside the road. The lightly trafficked road ran
ahead in an almost straight line for a couple of miles, and they
were waiting for it to clear of vehicles before they started their
run. In the back of the van, three milk crates brimmed with wine
bottles full of gasoline, simple Molotov cocktails with rags
stuffed in their mouths.

Seeing nothing
coming in either direction, Hassan clambered into the back of the
van as Ismael shifted into gear and swung northbound onto the road.
Hassan pulled the van’s side cargo door open, and then, as they
sped down the road, he lit bottle after bottle and hurled them into
the dense underbrush past the shoulder. After a mile, he ran out of
bottles and slid the door closed. Hassan accelerated, passing
southbound cars that were already slowing as their drivers saw the
flames leaping from the brush. The van turned left and disappeared,
heading eastbound only slightly faster than the conflagration that
its occupants had spawned.

A ten-knot
easterly wind fanned the flames’ progress, and soon a wall of fire
a mile wide and growing wider by the minute sped through the forest
towards the luxury homes and the commercial and industrial areas
that lay across Puget Sound from the city of Seattle.

Ten minutes
later the van sat abandoned in a busy home improvement centre
parking lot, wiped clean of prints and any compromising items
removed. Hassan and Ismael were in a small Jaguar sedan with tinted
windows, headed to an area where huge stands of timber stood dry
and unprotected. On the back seat, four more milk crates filled
with Molotov cocktails sat covered by a child’s Winnie the Pooh
blanket and a few toys stacked on top. The pair drove south, intent
on sowing the seeds of one of the greatest fires in U.S.
history.

 


5:42 p.m. MST
(4:42 PST)

Belden,
Idaho.

 


Belden, Idaho,
is a small town of a little over a thousand people situated
approximately sixty miles northeast of Boise, a couple of miles off
Interstate 90 along a well-tended two-lane stretch of blacktop. It
is largely a retirement community, set in a green bowl between a
series of low mountains and with breathtaking views in any
direction one cares to face. One of the town’s prettiest features
is its wonderfully landscaped reservoir, which does double duty as
a fine place to sit under aspens and weeping willows and read a
good book on a warm summer’s day. It is also storage for the water
people use to water their lawns, wash their cars and, most
importantly, drink.

While the
reservoir was a popular spot among the local townsfolk, it rarely
got visitors from farther away. Especially rare were young and
not-so-touristy sorts, so James Borless, out walking his
three-year-old Gordon setter, thought it a little strange when he
noticed a dark-skinned man in his mid-twenties wandering along the
reservoir’s north bank, just a hundred yards away. His eyesight was
not what it once was, and he’d left his glasses at home on the
kitchen counter sometime during the frenzy between plucking the
leash from the coat rack and exiting the house with the
enthusiastic seventy-five-pound dog. He wasn’t absolutely sure, but
it appeared that the young chap on the north shore was dumping
something into the water from what, with his poor eyesight, looked
to be a large thermos bottle. He figured it was just the last of
some old coffee or soup and dismissed the scene.

Had he turned
on his radio or television that day or at least had a coffee
himself at the local diner where the attacks on the United States
were the subject of every conversation since the morning, he might
have been more suspicious or given it more thought. A warning of
any sort might have alerted Belden’s tiny municipal office and its
three full-time employees that their water purification plant had
been broken into and tampered with so that toxins would pass
unchallenged.

A few hours
later James lay dying on his living room floor, one among three
hundred dead in the small town and another three dozen critically
ill. Most of those who survived incapacitation long enough to
realize something was terribly wrong and try to seek help died on
their way to the medical clinic. Not that help was there to be had.
Both nurses and the town doctor had fallen ill within hours of
sharing a pitcher of iced tea. Help from outside the town was on
the way, but almost nobody who drank water from the reservoir
survived long enough to see it, nor was any cure ever found for the
toxin that had been dumped in it. The few who survived the
poisoning soon realized that acute chronic pain and illness from
severe damage to the kidneys, liver and other internal organs would
be their new lot in life.

More than a
week would pass before state authorities announced that the
population of Belden had been poisoned by a new, virulent,
incredibly fast acting and previously unknown strain of E. coli
bacteria.

 


6:00 p.m.
PST

Fourth floor
meeting room, Beach Resort Hotel, Montecito.

 


Derek, as agent
in charge and as the first Fed on the scene, had just finished
outlining his eyewitness view of the attack on the greens at the
Conquistador Golf and Country Club and its aftermath to a room full
of law enforcement, FBI, Homeland Security, and Alcohol, Tobacco
and Firearms officers and one CIA agent. Hotel management had
equipped the room with a large screen television robbed from the
downstairs lounge and with an overhead projector, a dozen phones
and a switchboard, several desks and numerous chairs, drawn at the
moment into a fairly intimate circle. The last of the team to
arrive, two FBI officers and the CIA agent from Washington, were
part of a small group currently dedicated to this particular
incident.

With so many
attacks recorded across the nation and with so few qualified
federal officers to investigate them, the initial team assigned to
the Trocadero Massacre, as the media had already coined it, had
shrunk considerably in the past few hours as personnel on their way
to Santa Barbara were diverted to new areas of concern. Already
this bombing had taken a back seat on CNN as reports of new attacks
poured in from all over the country.

“So my final
concern,” Derek said, “and the most important one is the nature of
the brown powder released at the site. We’re still waiting for the
test results and that is really pissing me off.” Derek looked at
his watch. “We were supposed to have received results already, but
so far we have squat, aside from a brief preliminary report we got
at about 3:30 confirming that its origins cannot be explained as
residue from either cars or any of the services or products for
sale at the show. They suspect but they have not confirmed that
it’s a biological agent, and they’re saying they don’t know exactly
what it is yet. So, I think it’s prudent that we act as if we have
a confirmed poisoning on our hands. In the meantime, I appreciate,”
he said nodding at the local law enforcement officers, “the efforts
of the local police and Balmoral’s private security companies, who
have worked together to cordon off the lodge and the immediate
areas until we find out what we’re dealing with.”

At that moment
Derek’s cell phone warbled from his shirt pocket. “Excuse me a
moment, gentlemen.”

He listened,
his face darkening, and walked to a doorway and out to the balcony
overlooking the ocean, where he paced to a fro as he listened to
the lab report findings and the immediate and long terms effects of
the brown powder. A few minutes later, Derek re-entered the room,
and the buzz of conversation died as the men saw his face.

“We have a
situation here that is a whole lot worse than we thought. As a
matter of fact, the casualties we have taken already could pale in
comparison to what we have in store. Gentlemen, the lab has found
that the powder is a bioengineered weapons-grade blend of ricin —
an exceptionally toxic and incurable poison distilled from castor
beans — and what appears to be a stable and infectious hemorrhagic
fever similar to Ebola. The lab doesn’t know whether the fever is
transmittable from person to person, as the virus is not exactly
the same as its natural counterpart, but we should assume it is
contagious. The toxicologists are not sure exactly how long it will
take for symptoms to start showing, but their best guess is six to
twelve hours, at least for the ricin. If the other compound is
related to Ebola or Marburg hemorrhagic fevers, then it could be a
couple of days before people start to get sick. This is a
particularly devious mixture of toxins — basically, if the first
one doesn’t get you, the second will.”

Derek pursed
his lips and unconsciously shook his head before he continued.
“Even individuals who did not ingest or breathe enough ricin for it
to be fatal will likely be unable to fend off the fever. Their
immune systems won’t be capable of handling both toxins, and they
will shut down. In the meantime, infected individuals may be able
to spread the fever to others around them, so we are going to have
to start rounding up everyone who was at the event immediately and
isolate them until we know whether they are contagious or not.”

A captain from
the state troopers rose from his chair and asked, “What are the
symptoms? I mean, we’re going to have to tell people what to watch
out for.”

“What I have
been told,” Derek replied, “is that the people who are coming down
with the ricin poisoning will get severe abdominal pain, vomiting
and bloody diarrhea, followed by severe dehydration and falling
blood pressure. It starts within a few hours and can go on for
days. If an infected person lives longer than three days, their
chances of survival start to improve and anyone living five or more
days after contagion will likely recover, but just one milligram of
ricin is fatal to almost any adult. Of course, that’s not factoring
in the hemorrhagic fever. This means that an awful—” Derek stopped
for a moment as the image of Vanessa wiping the brown powder from
her fingers assaulted him. Gathering himself he continued. “This
means an awful lot of people who were in the area of the bomb
blasts have breathed in or swallowed far more than a lethal
dose.”

There was
complete silence in the room as the group digested the
ramifications of that fact.

Derek
continued. “Symptoms of the fever will take longer to kick in, and
symptoms will parallel some of the symptoms of the ricin, but you
can add severe chest pain, shock, delirium and hemorrhaging from
eyes, ears and other cavities and, in advanced cases, even sweating
blood. Some people have recovered from these fevers, but when I say
some, it is only a tiny percentage of those infected. That said,
this virus appears to be a manmade, biologically engineered
derivative for air dispersal, and we really have no idea yet if it
will run its course the same way as the natural virus.

“All I can say
is that if the evil bastards who put this together are counting on
a huge casualty list, they are probably going to get it. There were
a lot of important and wealthy people at this show, and what is
really terrifying me is that a lot of the ones who weren’t injured
left in their own private jets. If this compound is contagious and
they were infected, then chances are it has now been spread across
the country. We are going to have to get the records of departure
from the airport and track down every single one of those planes.
Some may have gotten home before the FAA’s no-fly order, but what
could make things a lot more difficult are the one who didn’t get
home and were diverted to the nearest available airport. We’d
better get the FAA on this as soon as possible.”

“On the ground
here, our job is going to be horrendous. The military haz-mat teams
are going to be here sometime tonight, and they’ll help us deal
with it, but for now, gentlemen, it is our job to keep the lid on.
I have suggested the military expand the cordon well beyond the
present perimeter and not let anyone in, aside from emergency
response personnel, in case the wind took the biological agents
farther than the lodge’s immediate vicinity. No one, and I repeat,
no one gets out no matter what the reason.

“The blast
downtown is going to be an even bigger problem, because the powder
may have blanketed neighbouring residential areas as well as the
commercial downtown to the north of the blast. We may see the whole
city locked down. Right now, people have been restricted to their
homes, and police are enforcing a total curfew. The decision to
maintain quarantine or initiate an evacuation is out of our hands.
However, if it happens, gentlemen, we had better start to plan what
the hell we are going to do with maybe a hundred and fifty thousand
critically ill people who require immediate medical attention. So
far, we have some military security on the ground, and they’ll be
taking over patrolling the perimeters. National Guard and regular
units are also on their way. Their assistance is critical, as I am
pretty sure there are not going to be enough of us to go around,
especially when you consider the scope of the ongoing attacks. This
means that we are going to have to work smart and efficiently with
a minimum of backup.”

Derek paused to
take a drink from a bottle of imported water. He couldn’t remember
the last time his mouth felt so dry. He looked around at the
grim-faced men and women in the room and imagined that his was not
the only dry mouth. “And finally,” he said, “for those of you who
will be on the ground running forensics, the rescue and casualty
work is largely out of the way, so you can get started on evidence
procurement. I do not have to tell you that you are going to have
to be very careful and wear full haz-mat suits as well as air
tanks. Pace yourselves, keep an eye on your air supply, and for
God’s sake, don’t rip your suits. You will be fully briefed by
military personnel when you get to the site. Vans will be set up
with the suits and supplies on each road at the final checkpoint.
You will not be cleared into the zone until you have been issued a
full haz-mat suit and have been briefed on its care and maintenance
by military personnel, who will help you suit up.”

Derek nodded at
two army officers seated on his left and holding up a bright
luminescent, lime green triangle with a row of numbers stamped on
it. “You’ll wear a pass supplied by the military at all times when
in the zone. Wear them around your neck, over your suit. You’ll
hand them back and check out when you leave. Do not forget, or you
may have an unpleasant meeting with the military security forces
manning the cordons around the area and providing security on site.
Also, if you need help with heavy lifting, call on them.

“Finally, the
corpses of the dead are still on site. Only living victims have
been evacuated. We’ll be setting up a morgue on the outskirts of
the zone, and the bodies will be transported by military trucks in
the morning. For now, concentrate your investigation on the
fatalities and the areas surrounding them, as unpleasant as that
is, and secure the immediate vicinity prior to the bodies’ removal.
We have probably lost some evidence, but if there is anything out
there that will help us get the bastards who did this, I want it
found.”

Checking his
watch again, Derek finished off. “Each of you has your assignments.
It is going to be a long night, so we’d better get started.”

 


6:30 p.m.
PST

Air Force One,
over the Pacific Ocean.

 


“Mr. President,
we have a new communiqué from Washington,” said Bill Carver. He
handed the president the notes, apologizing as he did so to Dan
Blomstrum, who sat in the chair opposite the president at his desk,
for leaning over him. Both the president and Blomstrum where in
shirt sleeves and without ties, and the desk was covered in
communiqués, messages and the paper clutter that builds so easily
when serious work is being done.

“Sit down,
Bill,” said the president.

Carver pulled
another chair up in front of the desk while the president read the
latest dispatch.

“Christ
almighty,” said the president. “Barely six hours and they’ve
started finger pointing and politicking on the Hill.”

“Yes, sir,”
replied Carver, “it isn’t like 9/11. The more unscrupulous in
Washington have learned there’s no long-term advantage to be gained
from commiserating with the White House, disaster or not. They’re
going to try to put the blame somewhere, and judging from this
sugar-coated turd from the senator and the emails from his cronies,
it’s already started.”

“Bill, I really
don’t care about any of this shit right now, and I do not want to
hear from the distinguished senator from Carolina, congressmen from
New York or anyone else that’s not directly involved in the
emergency.” He tossed the paper into the wastepaper basket next to
his desk. “Anyway, let’s get back to business. What about declaring
martial law, Dan? It seems to me that it may be the only way to get
a handle on this right now. We should talk to Admiral Irving at the
Pentagon and see how long the armed forces would take to implement
and enforce it.”

“That’s easier
said than done, Mr. President. It’s hard enough to declare martial
law in a small area, but to try to declare it and then enforce it
across the whole country could suck up an awful lot of resources.
I’d be worried that we’d drain resources needed to track down the
terrorists. I’d also be concerned that they might go to ground
until we are forced to rescind it and then start up where they left
off.”

“Possibly,”
said the president. “But on the other hand it would deny them the
freedom of movement they have now, and if they went to ground, we
still might be able to pick up their trails. At the very least, it
might break this cycle of attacks and give us some breathing
room.”

“I don’t
disagree, Mr. President,” replied Blomstrum. “But there is no
precedent for such a wide-ranging decree, and I’m just worried
that, well, knowing what a lot of Americans are like, the cure
might be worse than the disease. I’ve also been thinking we should
fly straight on to Washington and not land on the West Coast. In
the meantime, you can run things from up here.”

“You may be
right about diverting to Washington,” replied the president. “But I
want to spend as little time flying around as possible. Remember
what happened to my predecessor on 9/11. It may have been smart to
be on Air Force One during the emergency, but to the common man it
appeared a little cowardly, and I do not want to come off as weak
or cowardly right now. I need to lead, and I think that if we at
least touch down in California, it will make people feel a little
better.”

At that moment
another aide walked in with a communiqué and passed it to
Carver.

“Well, Mr.
President, there’s no question about staying away from Santa
Barbara now.” He passed the president the note.

“Oh my God,
this day is just getting worse and worse.” The president looked at
Blomstrum. “It’s a chemical biological attack. They have no idea
how many casualties we’re going to take in Santa Barbara, but the
governor is sealing the whole area off and wants to talk about a
major evacuation.”

The president
leaned forward, keying his intercom. “Lieutenant,” he said,
addressing the Air Force One communications officer, “get me the
governor of California ASAP.” He looked at the men in the small
office. “What the hell are we going to do with a whole city of
people who may become critically ill within hours?”

“I’ll contact
the CDC and make sure they’re up to speed and find out what the
contingency planning is for this,” said Blomstrum.

At that moment
one of the phones on the desk rang. The president nodded at his
chief of staff to pick up.

“No,” he
answered, “it’s Dan Blomstrum.” He listened for a few moments and
then softly replaced the receiver in its cradle. “Initial casualty
figures from the plane crash in Miami, sir. They think there may be
as many as two thousand.”

 


9:45 p.m. EST
(6:45 PST)

Office of the
chairman, Joint Chiefs of Staff, the Pentagon.

 


“Gentlemen, and
lady, have a seat,” said Admiral Allan R. Irving, making a sweeping
gesture at the five seats arranged in front of his desk. Despite
its opulent wood panelling adorned with historical paintings,
Irving’s office radiated an almost clinical, all-business feeling,
as befitted its latest resident. The five officers representing all
the U.S. armed services took their seats.

Admiral Irving,
chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, stood and walked around his
desk, sat on its corner and folded his arms. He was the very
picture of composure. Those who in the past had misinterpreted his
relaxed style of command with being soft learned very quickly and
to their detriment that Irving was as tough as old boots and
completely comfortable with hard decisions. He had not become the
top admiral in the U.S. Navy and gotten his four stars by playing
politics. He had earned the stars and the position through a career
filled with military adventure.

From his
start in a plastic gunboat patrolling the Mekong Delta in Vietnam
to his last shipboard command, a missile cruiser, he never flinched
from putting himself and his command into the thick of things. As
commander of the Ticonderoga-class missile cruiser
Normandy, he was
proclaimed a hero when he purposely ran his ship into the path of
three French-made Exocet anti-shipping missiles that had supposedly
been launched by terrorists but had come, in fact, from thinly
disguised Iranian gunboats. The missiles were aimed at the
nuclear-powered Nimitz-class supercarrier Harry S. Truman. Although Irving’s crew shot down two
missiles, a third slammed into the cruiser, which sustained heavy
damage to the bridge and superstructure, and the admiral was
wounded.

While
some Pentagon staff accused him of grandstanding, a naval board of
inquiry found that by his actions, the Truman had escaped the threat of severe damage and
possible destruction. The carrier’s decks had been crammed with
ordinance, fuel and heavily laden fighter bombers about to be
launched on missions in the Persian Gulf.

“So here’s the
situation,” Irving said gravely. “As you all know, we are under
attack by a seemingly well-coordinated group of terrorists who are
spread across the nation. I’ve been in contact with the president
several times to advise him of our posture and available assets
within the country.

“Our biggest
problem is the nature of these attacks. We’re pretty sure they’re
implemented by either single individuals or small cells of three to
ten terrorists. Groups like this are easier to combat using law
enforcement agencies rather than resorting to the military, but law
enforcement is going to be stretched to the limit, and as we all
know, interagency and interdepartmental communications are almost
nil. I have proposed to the president using military resources to
transport law enforcement officers to where they may be needed and
putting military personnel at their disposal to help in enforcement
and in patrols as well as having them secure strategic targets like
refineries or chemical storage or production facilities. We can
also coordinate actions and communications between the various
local state and federal agencies. I want to make sure that if some
town deputy on a country road in the heart of Alabama finds out
something that some other agency in New York State needs to know,
that intelligence will flow unhindered.

“I want
you people as a group acting as liaisons between your branches and
civilian law enforcement. Your overall task is going to be making
damned sure that the civilian authorities have every assistance and
material they require when they require it. What I do not want under any circumstances
is that we are seen to be flopping about without direction or,
worse, that the United States appears to be occupied by its own
military forces. We want to show Americans that they are safe, that
we are on the job and that we are there to help out their local
police forces, Homeland Security and the FBI. I would like to have
our first workable plan ready by the time the president gets back
to Washington or I meet him on the ground on the West Coast. Either
way you should have about ten hours or so.”

“Sir,” asked
Colonel Michael Pierce, “do you want us to include tactical
response teams or Special Forces in the plan?”

“At this point,
Mike, I just want a skeleton,” Irving replied. “You won’t have time
to get lost in the details. Right now, a general overview of how
military forces can be used to coordinate civilian communications
and threat response and to secure important installations
nationwide is required, and I don’t mean monuments and court
houses. I am very concerned about infrastructure, and I want to
make damned sure it’s secured. After that we can worry about other
classes of targets. Once the president has approved the overview,
we can start a more detailed plan and allocate resources.”

He scanned the
officers seated before him. “Anything else?”

No one
replied.

“Then, people,
let’s get to it.”

The officers
rose and filed out of the office.

Irving
walked around his desk and sat back down in his chair. Looking
across the room at a painting of John Paul Jones on the bridge of
his warship the Bon Homme Richard, he frowned and, paraphrasing, said under his breath, “We
have just begun to fight…but who?”

 


6:50 p.m.
PST

Compton,
California.

 


Rajid Singh was
walking north on South Alameda to get to the bus stop on East
Compton Boulevard where the two streets intersected. He had just
finished another twelve-hour shift in the convenience store where
he worked, often seven days a week, for minimum wages. His shift
should have ended at six o’clock, but the young girl who worked
evenings rarely arrived on time and was even more rarely
straight.

Today had been
no exception. She’d clearly been under the influence of something
when she walked through the door. Singh had given up complaining to
her about tardiness, because whenever he did, she would start
screaming, wag her finger back and forth and call him a
motherfuckin’ uppity raghead. Once, she had just glared at him,
turned around and walked out of the store, leaving him to work
until midnight. He’d learned his lesson and never made comment
again.

This was all
pretty hard for Singh, a U.S. resident for over fourteen months and
an electrical engineer by training. His diplomas were issued by the
Punjab Technical University in Jalandhar in his home province in
northern India and broke very little ice in the Southern California
job market. He lived in the hope that his lot would change and
spent every moment of his spare time making applications and
attending interviews, but so far the promised land had turned out
to be a dangerous, dirty and poverty-stricken wasteland.

Singh had heard
about the attacks that had started that day. Twice, young black men
had accused him of being an Arab terrorist. His protestations that
he was Sikh and had nothing to do with Muslims, extremist or not,
fell on deaf ears — not for the first time. Singh had become
acutely aware that many Americans had little knowledge of the world
aside from a few inaccurate scraps garnered from action adventure
movies. He’d reconciled himself to the fact that most of the people
who came and went from the convenience store each day would view
him, along with his turban, with suspicion and, in some cases,
loathing. In this classless society riddled with class
distinctions, he found himself at the bottom of the heap. He was
dreadfully homesick and wistful for India, where at least classes
were recognized and orderly and where his family held a position
far from the bottom.

Singh was only
a few steps from his stop and in plenty of time to make the next
bus on the line’s infrequent schedule when he was jolted by the
scream of rubber on the road next to him. He spun around as six
young black gangbangers leapt from the open doors of a beaten-up
late seventies sedan sporting brand-new gold-spoked wheels and
tires the thickness of rubber bands. For a moment, he didn’t
comprehend what was happening. He only grasped his situation when
the first blows fell, the ring of the aluminum baseball bats
strangely distant from the dull thudding he heard as the men rained
down blow after blow.

Singh fell to
the ground, bleeding and senseless from the repeated blows to his
head. He was mercifully unaware when the beating abruptly ended and
a young banger pulled a 357 Magnum from under his jacket and,
aiming it at Singh’s face, screamed, “Terrorist motherfucker!” He
pulled the trigger again and again until the firing pin fell with a
metallic click on a spent casing, the weapon’s full load expended.
The men jumped back into the idling car and, with a screech of
tires, took off. What they left behind would have defied
identification were it not for the green card the police found in
Singh’s slim uncluttered wallet.

His death
marked the first of the many reprisals that increasingly angry and
unreasonable mobs were to exact. Over the next days and weeks,
America would become a very dangerous place for anyone remotely of
Middle Eastern, South Asian or Southeast Asian origins.

 


7.:05 p.m.
PST

Beach Resort
Hotel, Montecito, California.

 


“I’m not
feeling very well,” said Vanessa, her voice strangely husky.

Derek froze,
panic welling in his chest. He had just popped down to their room
to find out if Vanessa would like to join the team members for a
late dinner of take-out pizza and sodas that hotel management had
arranged. The hotel’s own kitchen was closed, as several of the
staff had fled home to their families at the onset of the
emergency. The manager had been challenged even finding a pizzeria
that was open for business, but his persistence had paid off, and a
stack of cooling pizzas had eventually arrived at the front
desk.

Derek walked to
the side of the bed and snapped on the bedside lamp, breaking the
gloom occasioned by closed curtains.

Vanessa winced.
“I’ve got such a bad headache,” she said, shielding her eyes.

“I’d better get
a doctor,” Derek replied, his concern growing as he saw that she
was drenched in sweat.

“No, just get
me some Tylenol. I’ll be fine. It’s probably just a reaction to the
stress of the day,” she said, a wan smile on her lips.

“You’re
probably right, but it never hurts to be safe, and I just happen to
have a doctor handy upstairs. I’ll go and get him right now.”

Derek hurried
from the room, his calm exterior belying the panic he felt inside.
He knew what was wrong, and he knew that Vanessa — a full medical
doctor — also knew, despite her protestations. Only for a moment
did he pause to think of his own well-being, and then, dismissing
the concern, he hurried up the stairs to get the medical examiner
who was right now eating pizza in the fourth floor meeting
room.

 


7:30 p.m.
PST

Hollywood
Boulevard, Los Angeles.

 


“Hey, you can’t
leave that there,” yelled Officer Fred Dawes. He was addressing the
driver of a tour bus bedecked with banners that read, “Hollywood
Tours, See the Homes of the Stars,” who had clambered out of the
vehicle after parking it right in front of the Chinese Theatre.

From the
opposite side of the street, Dawes looked both ways and, raising
his hand to ward off the oncoming traffic, attempted to cross the
road after the bus’s driver. By the time he succeeded, the driver
had melted into the crowd of tourists and theatregoers who jammed
the sidewalks and courtyard of the famous theatre. On this warm
summer evening, scores of people lined the sidewalk in anticipation
of getting good seats to the latest blockbuster, while others,
mostly tourists, crowded the courtyard to compare their hand- and
footprints to those of the stars immortalized in concrete in front
of the venerable art nouveau building. Like millions of tourists
before them, many were no doubt a little disappointed by the
boulevard’s rundown and tawdry appearance. Stores selling cheap and
nasty souvenirs jostled with sex shops for the buyer’s attention,
but the grand old Chinese Theatre and the brass plaques and stars
buried in the sidewalk on the Hollywood walk of fame still
mesmerized.

On reaching the
bus, Dawes ran around to the passenger door, still hoping to see
its driver and praying that it was an unfortunate mistake. He made
a frantic call for assistance on his radio nonetheless. Dawes and
the rest of the LAPD were on high alert after the attacks that had
occurred and they were all on guard for just this kind of
circumstance. In his heart, he knew that none of the licensed tour
bus operators would have parked in this restricted area. He pulled
the folding passenger doors open and stepped up into the front of
the bus.

He saw nothing
unusual until he’d made it halfway down the aisle. Sitting on one
of the seats on the curb side were a number of large dark blue
backpacks, all identical and stacked on the seat like cordwood.
Suspecting the worst, he ran for the door — and missed the lifeless
body of the usual driver, stuffed between seats a few rows farther
back.

As he leapt
from the bus’s step, Dawes started yelling at the crowd to run.
“Bomb!” He screamed so loudly he could feel his throat ripple with
pain. “There’s a bomb on this bus!”

Many people in
the crowd froze in disbelief, and some even thought it was some
kind of Hollywood show. Others, more easily panicked, reacted
immediately. Startled by their flight, the whole crowd surged in
the primal mindlessness of the herd. In moments, over a thousand
people were scrambling in all directions, pushing and shoving to
get clear, many of them without knowing of what. Most of the crowd
had not heard Officer Dawe’s warning above the general hubbub of
traffic, pedestrians and music piped from the theatre.

Several older
men and women, unable to keep their feet, fell and were trampled by
the mob behind them. The traffic on the busy street, the bus in
front of the theatre and the theatre itself funnelled the fleeing
crowd into a flailing mass. Anyone fortunate enough to run
westward, cleared the theatre and reached the open area of the
parking lot. Those who ran eastward found themselves hemmed into an
area the width of the sidewalk — just twelve feet across. People
burst into the street in front of oncoming traffic. Several were
hit squarely, others clipped by cars that blared their horns as
their brakes locked and tires shrieked.

Officer Dawes
heard a siren start moaning as a nearby police patrol saw the
panicked mob spilling onto the street. He bent to help an old man
to his feet, and as he turned, he saw the front doors of the
theatre open and a group of moviegoers start to exit from the
theatre. With the dazed gait of people who have just sat for two
hours in the darkness in front of a flickering screen, they blinked
and stumbled onto the sidewalk.

Officer Dawes
pelted towards them screaming, “Get back inside!”

At that moment
the three hundred and fifty pounds of high explosives sitting in
the bus, accompanied by another hundred and fifty pounds of roofing
nails, erupted. The famous and ornate fascia of the Chinese Theatre
dissolved in the blast, driven inward and through the crowd milling
in its lobby. The bus evaporated, as did many of the cars and
people, including Officer Dawes, whose fortune that day had placed
him almost at the blast’s epicentre.

Moments later,
all that could be heard was a cacophony of car alarms and the
oncoming banshee wail of sirens as smoke rose into the still
evening air over Hollywood Boulevard.

 


8:15 p.m.
PST

Beach Resort
Hotel, Montecito, California.

 


“I’m pretty
sure she has ricin poisoning,” said Dr. Edward Kettel. Kettel was
the medical examiner for Santa Barbara and had been attending the
meetings in the emergency command centre set up in the hotel.

“So what can we
do?” asked Derek, his concern palpable.

The two men
leaned on the cement seawall outside Derek and Vanessa’s room.
Inside, Vanessa was lying in bed with a splitting headache. When
Kettel examined her, she’d begun to display symptoms of respiratory
distress, and she’d had a mild fever.

“There isn’t a
cure. We can treat some of the symptoms, but what we treat will
depend on whether she ingested the toxin or inhaled it. Ricin
exhibits differently depending on which route it took into the
body.”

“The truth is,
doctor, she could have done both. I might come down with it as
well. We were both in the same area, doing the same things, but
Vanessa bent down over an injured girl whose dress and skin were
covered in the powder from the explosions.”

“How long was
it before the two of you washed?”

“Just a few
minutes. We both ran up the hill to a wash station next to some
portable toilets. Vanessa actually scrubbed before I did, because I
talked to a couple of troopers and made a phone call. When I got
there, she was still washing her face and arms and hands.”

“It’s likely
that she’d already inhaled or ingested the poison,” said Kettel.
“How about you? Are you feeling anything like tightness in the
chest or a little shortness of breath?”

“No, I feel
fine,” replied Derek almost guiltily. “Well, I mean as well as can
be expected.”

“I’m going to
see if we can get Vanessa into a hospital. There is virtually
nothing I can do for her here, and the hours ahead are going to be
very rough for her.” Then Derek asked the question he’d been
dreading asking and whose answer he dreaded more.

“What do you
think her chances are, doctor?”

“I really don’t
know, but I would be less than honest if I told you that she isn’t
gravely ill. Ricin is very nasty, and if she survives the poison,
hemorrhagic fever may still be waiting in the wings. It’s still far
too early to see that present, but I have no idea what the two of
them will be like in concert.”

“Thank you for
your honesty, doctor.”

An
uncomfortable moment passed, and then Kettel excused himself to
return to the command centre.

Derek slipped
back into the room to lie on the bed and hold Vanessa in his
arms.

 


8:30 p.m.
PST

Air Force One,
over the Pacific, one hour from landfall in California.

 


“We’ve made
good time,” said Bill Carver, looking at his watch. He was speaking
to his aide, Amy Vandercamp, who sat in a plush seat across from
him in the 747’s staff lounge.

Amy, a short
and plump twenty-three-year-old with a quick wit that belied her
rather teddy-bearish appearance, put down the papers she’d been
working on, glanced at a scrolling GPS-fed electronic map of the
aircraft’s progress that was set into the bulkhead and looked at
her watch. “Yes, we have,” she replied. “We’re probably forty
minutes or better ahead of a commercial flight. It proves that the
new engines weren’t a waste of taxpayers’ money.”

Vandercamp
referred to a recent refit of Air Force One to replace its engines
with newer mil-spec performance units not yet available to the
airline industry. These were not only capable of pushing the
aircraft faster, they also used only three quarters the fuel her
civilian counterparts did, yet the president’s opponents in
Washington had howled long and hard over the supposed waste of
taxpayers’ money. In his defence, the president had pointed out
that, unlike many former administrations, he had not given a damn
about the colour of the plane’s couches or the rugs in the office.
All of the refits had been to upgrade performance, communications
and — a new wrinkle — self-defence.

There were
additional classified upgrades to the defence capabilities of the
aircraft. In truth, despite her size she would make a good
accounting of herself against almost any airborne foreign
adversary. What she lacked in manoeuvrability and speed, she more
than made up for in hidden long-range defensive clout. She packed
six medium-range AIM 120 AMRAAM air-to-air missiles and a
half-dozen short-range AIM 132 ASRAAMs in two weapons blisters
added to the underside of her wings. These missiles could be used
against aircraft posing a threat within a 360-degree radius from as
far away as 130 miles to as close as 300 yards.

“At this rate,
I guess we have an hour or so in the air before landing,” Carver
continued.

“Where are we
landing?” asked Vandercamp, “Has the president made up his
mind?”

“Yes. We’re
landing at Edwards Air Force Base, about seventy-five miles from
Santa Barbara and protected by mountains. It’s a good place to put
down from a security standpoint, and it’s close enough to Santa
Barbara that the president can have meetings with some of the
people working the bombing, if we get them choppered in.”

As he spoke a
staff member entered the lounge and asked Carver to join the
president.

Carver entered the office, and the president motioned him to take a
seat. Henry Woeburn and Dan Blomstrum were already seated.
“Gentlemen,” the president began, “I’ve just received word of an
attack in Los Angeles. A bomb detonated in front of the Chinese
Theatre in Hollywood just as the early show was getting out and a
crowd was lined up for the next show. Casualties are said to be
high, but I have no word on how many people were killed or injured
as of yet.”

He took a
breath and continued. “I have no room for error with these events.
As a result, I’ve been agonizing for the last hour over whether I
should declare not only a national emergency but a period of full
martial law.”

“Mr.
President,” Woeburn interjected, “there is no precedent. Do you
even have the power?”

“Actually,
Henry, there are several regional precedents, and of course,
Lincoln declared martial law during the Civil War. That said, none
of these — not even the suspension of liberties during the Civil
War — can compare to martial law being declared nationally in this
day and age. We are going to have to restrict not just movement but
communications. That means we could be looking at cutting back
cellphone and Internet communications or maybe even blacking them
out completely for a period of time.”

“Good God, sir,
the country will be crippled. People will freak out,” said
Carver.

“I’m aware of
that. In fact, I am acutely aware of it, and I’m torn between the
damage that could be caused by curtailing telephone and electronic
communications and the damage caused by allowing terrorists on
American soil the luxury of unrestricted Internet access and
communication among themselves or with others overseas. I’ve
already addressed this issue and discussed the problems with
Admiral Irving, and he is taking it to an emergency meeting of the
Joint Chiefs.”

“What about the
question of authority?” asked Blomstrum.

“That’s hazy, I
have to agree. Congress certainly has the power to declare martial
law, but by the time they implement it we may have lost control of
the situation. The White House legal staff have offered the opinion
that if I make the declaration, Congress can give tacit approval by
either ignoring it and allowing it to stand, sanctioning it — which
would be the best situation — or, if a majority is in favour,
striking it down. Even if they voted to strike it down, it should
allow us enough time to get things under control.”

“Sir, what if
this is a one-day wonder and they’ve shot their bolt?” asked
Woeburn.

“I can’t take
that risk, Henry. First and foremost, we haven’t caught any of them
yet, and only one of them — the thug in Miami — has even been
identified. We have to eliminate the threat at home, and it may
take martial law to do that. Then, when we are back on an even
keel, we’ll root out the organizers and make them pay. And,
gentlemen, when I say make them pay, I absolutely mean it, and I
don’t care who in the end is found responsible. Up until now, we’ve
had to pretend that we were working with and making nice with
foreign governments that hate our guts and are clearly on the other
side.

“While
they smile and stick out one hand for money from us, the other is
busy passing out favours to the terrorists. Most of these
governments are doing everything they can to screw us, short of
declaring war. I would even lay bets that some of them are
using our aid money to
fund terrorist initiatives. It’s time we abandoned diplomacy. Any
country that we suspect is involved in this or even gives this
attack tacit approval is going to get a kick in the
balls.”

He let that
statement sink in for a second before continuing. “So far, we have
no intelligence indicating or even hinting that this was going to
happen. It’s hard to believe there wasn’t even a hint. Even the
attack on 9/11 was easy to see in retrospect, and if they’d been at
a higher alert, it might not have happened, but then hindsight is
always 20/20. This has blindsided us far more, because we’ve been
looking for trouble, although I’m sure there will be a few things
that have been picked up that will start to make sense now — things
that either the media or our honoured opponents on the Hill will
delight in ramming down our throats.”

“Once again,
our intelligence services have let us down,” said Carver.

“That’s true,
they have,” replied the president, “But then both this office and
Congress have insisted that they engage in street brawls using
Queensberry Rules, so we shouldn’t complain when they lose their
teeth to a set of brass knuckles. I’ll tell you this” — he stabbed
the desktop with his finger, the stirrings of rage tingeing his
usual calm and control — “and this will be going on the record as
well. When we hunt these bastards, this time the gloves are going
to be off. I don’t care whose political or religious sensibilities
we disturb. If we have to lay a beating on someone or pull out a
few fingernails to get them to talk, so be it. Enough is
enough.”

 


8:38 p.m.
PST

Beach Resort
Hotel, Montecito, California.

 


Derek stood
back to let two paramedics ease Vanessa onto a stretcher and secure
the belts. She was clearly in pain and knew how serious her
condition was becoming. Moments before the medical evacuation
helicopter had alighted on the beach in front of the hotel, she
had, with rasping voice and laboured breath, described to Derek the
agonizing pains she was getting in her chest and stomach. He did
his best to comfort her, stroking her hair and telling her she
would get through this. He was torn. He didn’t want the paramedics
to take her away from him, but at the same time, he wanted them to
hurry, to get her airborne and away, to get her to safety and to
someone who could cleanse her of the evil compounds that festered
within her body.

Dr. Kettel had
used his weight to divert this chopper from the evacuation still
underway in Santa Barbara. Vanessa, along with three other patients
on board, was headed for the Community Memorial Hospital in
Ventura. Primarily a heart institute, it was one of many medical
facilities pressed into service in anticipation of the effects of
the agents released at the Conquistador and in Santa Barbara.
Already, advance teams from the Center for Disease Control and
Prevention, in Atlanta, had arrived at various hospitals in and
around Los Angeles to set up emergency medical clinics to treat
casualties of both ricin poisoning and hemorrhagic fever, if it
started to show up in the next few days. Vanessa, having been
poisoned in the first blast at the lodge, was one of the first to
be headed to the CDC emergency response clinics.

The U.S. Army
was also going to set up medical facilities in the form of complete
field hospitals, some of which were already in the air on their way
to central California. The U.S. government and the Federal
Emergency Management Agency had learned well the lessons taught by
the various natural disasters that had plagued the country over the
last decade. Of all the criticisms that were to be levelled at them
over the next few months and years, none would suggest that the
emergency response had been lacking in any way during the first
days of the American War. Soon, Vanessa and hundreds of victims of
ricin poisoning from the Conquistador blasts would be joined by
thousands more, from the later blast in downtown Santa Barbara.

Derek held
Vanessa’s hand as the paramedics slid her stretcher into the Bell
429. Normally, the helicopter would have held only two litters, but
the crew, with a bit of ingenuity, had jury-rigged a support that
allowed them to place a third stretcher over the other two. It was
into this position that they strapped Vanessa’s stretcher, making
sure after they did so that the blocks of wood that supported her
litter above the others were secure.

The helicopter
whipped up a stinging sandstorm, and Derek cringed. protecting his
eyes and face with his hand. Then it lifted into the air and, nose
down, accelerated over the water and southward. He stood on the
beach watching its navigation lights merge with dozens of others
blinking in the distance as the evacuations continued into the
gathering gloom of night.

 


August 19. 9:00
a.m. PKST (August 18. 9:00 p.m. PST)

Islamabad,
Pakistan.

 


Muhammad
al-Munajjid sat back in the opulent leather seat in the rear of the
new white Range Rover as it inched its way through early morning
traffic on the northern outskirts of Islamabad. His three
companions kept a close eye on the bicycles, three-wheeled delivery
trucks and tiny cars that competed with one another in a chaotic
scramble for progress along the packed roadway in front of the
Rover.

Al-Munajjid
thought it amusing that in an hour or less he would be free of
these earthly bonds, winging his way westwards in a luxury jet,
that iconic symbol of the very people whose destruction he had
dedicated his life to. He’d received continuous updates on the
progress of the attacks on America and was delighted. They’d
succeeded beyond his wildest dreams. Of the four hundred freedom
fighters he’d deployed in the United States, not one had been
caught and the effects of their first day had thrown the United
States into convulsions. CNN and all of the other American news
services broadcast each wound repeatedly and in detail, compounding
the effects and amplifying each pinprick far beyond its real
tactical or strategic significance.

Al-Munajjid
knew and understood that neither four hundred nor four thousand nor
even forty thousand fighters in the United States could endanger
the nation’s security unless the Americans themselves, with their
fascination — even obsession — with bad news and their belief in
immediate solutions, created a panic that would make authorities
lose control. He was confident that his pinpricks would so enrage
the beast that eventually, seeing no clear-cut foe, it would turn
in its rage and start consuming itself.

Within a few
minutes the Range Rover, driven by one of three personal
bodyguards, turned onto a lightly travelled roadway. Two of these
hard men were from the Pakistan Military and the other from an
American-trained elite Saudi military unit. They were all fanatical
in their belief in and obedience to Al-Munajjid.

Al-Munajjid was
tired, his age finally catching up with him after a sleepless
night. He was now drained of the exaltation that had pumped
adrenalin through his veins each time he learned of a new attack’s
success. At first, with news of the bombing in Santa Barbara, he’d
sought seclusion and contemplation, praying for the triumph of his
plan, but as cheers and laughter resonated down the austere
hallways of the mosque, he rejoined his associates, revelling in
the success of each strike and in the on-the-scene coverage the
Americans media were kind enough to supply to the world.

The Range Rover
turned at a laneway guarded by two Pakistani military police
officers. With a nod, they raised a barrier and allowed the Rover
down a short road that culminated in two Pakistani Air Force
revetments, blast shelters for their American-supplied F-16s. One
of the concrete walls hid a white Falcon 50 jet with a bright green
tail adorned with the personal markings of one of the members of
the Royal House of Saud. This secure area at the northwestern end
of the Benazir Bhutto International Airport was well away from
prying eyes, especially those of the American crews of the C-130
and heavy jet transports that came and went from the main terminals
each day, dropping off supplies and personnel to support the
combined U.S.-Pakistani hunt for terrorists in the northern
mountains along the Afghan border.

This was one of
the things that most delighted al-Munajjid about the Americans.
They were, despite their immense power, almost childlike in their
innocence and stupidity. For a decade now, they’d chased their own
tails in the rugged Hindu Kush and in other mountain ranges of
Pakistan, places no real terrorists would spend a single moment. He
laughed to himself when he thought of how the U.S. forces had been
chasing about after these fictional mountain terrorist
organizations, based on information supplied by real jihadists and
funnelled through friends in the Pakistani intelligence community.
In some cases, the terrorists had even used U.S. military force to
settle personal vendettas against tribal leaders and others with
whom they were at odds. In effect, the Americans had been
responsible for the deaths of many tribal leaders they could have
enlisted as allies. Their unmanned attack drones were particularly
useful in this respect. Once given the coordinates, they could be
relied on to completely eliminate their targets.

The Rover
pulled up next to the Falcon 50 and al-Munajjid’s bodyguards
clambered out, scanning in all directions for possible assassins or
other trouble. As Al-Munajjid stepped out of the luxury SUV, a
young man in a designer suit appeared at the door of the jet and
walked down the steps, arms out in greeting, his diamond-studded
Rolex glinting in the sun. “Welcome, my dearest cousin. It is so
very good to see you, and congratulations on your success. Your
family and friends await you at home,” he said, embracing
Al-Munajjid.

Within minutes,
the steps were pulled back into the aircraft, its door sealed, and
it rose into the air on a course for the Middle East and its home
base in Riyadh.

 


9:26 p.m.
PST

Air Force One,
Edwards Air Force Base, California.

 


The president’s
747 flared and gently touched down on the runway at Edwards Air
Force Base and taxied to the main building complex, nestling itself
into a flock of Boeing C-17 transport aircraft. Portable stairs
were already on the way as the huge aircraft glided to a stop, its
engines spooling down quickly. The president and his staff,
however, stayed on board. Air Force One was a far more effective
and better-equipped base of operation than the air base’s
administrative complex, so work would continue on board.
Nonetheless, the President was greatly relieved to be back on
American soil.

Making landfall
so near the first bombing and at the first available opportunity
was a master stroke in leadership. Putting himself at risk, no
matter how small, helped boost the morale of a desperate American
public and dispel a little of the panic the media had whipped up in
their mindless obsession with bad news and its associated
ratings.

The base
commander and a couple of staff officers were the first aboard to
greet the president. In a quick businesslike meeting, the base
commander outlined for the presidential staff the steps that had
been taken to allow media access and bring in the various experts
they had requested. The president’s was scheduled to remain at the
base for six hours before departing to Washington. A press
conference would be held in two hours.

Twenty minutes
after Air Force One touched down, three Gulfstream IV business jets
in U.S. Air Force markings and escorted by F-16s touched down and
taxied to positions near the 747. From them burst members of
Cabinet, the National Security Agency, the CIA and the military,
including the president’s chief military advisor and head of the
Joint Chiefs, Admiral Irving. Only FBI director Peter Archer was
missing, stuck waiting for a military flight back from Italy where
he was holidaying. As a group, they mounted the steps into the
presidential aircraft and were shown to their seats in a spacious
boardroom where they waited for the president to take his own seat
at the head of the table. Among their number were the secretary of
Defense, the secretary of the Interior, the director of Homeland
Security, the director of the CIA, the secretary of energy and the
attorney general.

The president
strode into the room moments later, accompanied by Blomstrum and
Carver. “Good evening, ladies and gentlemen,” he said to the group
seated along both sides of the conference table.

“I have called
you all here for a number of reasons, so I’ll get straight to the
point. In the last few hours as these attacks have progressed, I’ve
been at a bit of a loss as to how we are going to effectively
combat them. In my consultations with Admiral Irving, it has become
clear to me that the military and law enforcement agencies are
going to have to work hand in glove to control this situation and
ferret out and eliminate the terrorists. At this time, we have very
little reliable information on how many have infiltrated the
country, how they got in, how long they have been here or where
they are from. My first question is addressed to Director Dowd,” he
said, looking at Allan Dowd, director of the NSA, the organization
tasked with monitoring worldwide electronic communications for
threats to the United States.

Dowd, a nerdish
individual who cultured disarming affectations like his bowtie and
his famous baggy brown discount suits, looked like a deer in the
headlights as he waited for the presidents question.

Sensing Dowd’s
discomfort, the president held up his hand. “But first, ladies and
gentlemen, let me clear the air. I am not looking for scapegoats.
I’m looking for solutions. Right now the most important thing we
can all possibly work toward is an immediate halt to this attack,
followed by the arrest of its perpetrators. Following that, I want
the organizers, who I am damned sure are sitting overseas somewhere
watching TV and rejoicing, nailed to a cross. And I tell you this,”
he said, punctuating the last five words with his index finger on
the desk, “I do not intend to play hide-and-seek with these pricks
for the next decade. I want their heads on a platter — and fast.
We’ve had over ten years to find out how not to fight these people.
Now we’re going to have to get smart about how to fight them. Now,
let’s get down to business.

“So, Allan,” he
said, addressing the director again, “has there been any
intercepted communications that in hindsight look like command or
control for these attacks?”

“No, Mr.
President. We’ve been pouring over our intel, and if anything, our
flow of suspicious communications both internally and externally
has dropped off somewhat over the last few months. We haven’t found
anything the computers interpret as command or control — encrypted
or not — even when we review records of communications in the areas
of the attacks, both preceding them and afterwards. If they are in
communication with each other, it isn’t by cellphone or computer —
at least not using any of the key words or sequences the computers
are looking for.”

“What about
your department, Bob?” asked the president. He was addressing Bob
Dutton, director of the CIA. Dutton had been a good friend of the
president for many years and was considered, even by opponents, as
competent, imaginative and resourceful, a good choice for the
position he’d been assigned.

“We’ve had no
clear indications of this attack, sir,” he replied. “Since the
attacks began, we’ve talked to British, French and Israeli
intelligence, and none of them had any inkling that this was about
take place. Whoever’s behind this is not from the usual list of
suspects. Very few known terrorist organizations are anywhere near
sophisticated enough to do this without our getting at least a
whiff, and to do it on such a large scale, to attack in such a
widespread, coordinated and stealthy assault is well beyond their
technical capabilities. Hell, most of them are just ignorant rabble
whipped into froth by their religious leaders. They’re almost
always incredibly easy to spot because they can’t get far enough
beyond their rabid fundamentalism to operate in a Western society
without bringing suspicion on themselves.

“Whoever’s
involved in this has got to have spent time in the States and been
able to operate without causing a ripple. The other strange thing
is no credible claims of responsibility have been posted. Usually,
this bunch can’t wait to jump around shooting guns in the air and
bragging about how they’ve given their all to Allah. This time,
nothing. It seems the mainstream terrorist organizations are just
as surprised by this as we are. That’s not to say these attacks
haven’t caused a stir. There are huge spontaneous demonstrations of
support for them in almost every Middle Eastern country. It’s like
Christmas in Iraq and Iran, and even the Saudis are having trouble
keeping their population’s jubilation under control.”

“There’s
something I’d like to add,” said Dutton, who had paused to take a
sip of water from one of Air Force One’s emblazoned crystal
glasses.

“Yes, Bob, go
on,” said the president.

“One of the
things that has characterized just about all major terrorist
attacks over the last few years is that they are suicide attacks.
It seems, judging by what we’ve been able to determine so far, that
not one of these is a suicide bombing. It seems they have in mind
the conservation of their assets.”

“Meaning?”
asked the president.

“Meaning these
attacks could continue until we’ve discovered every last one of
them. Our biggest problem will be to determine how many there are
in the country and how the hell we’re going to track them down. So
far, all these attacks have could have been accomplished by a
couple of dozen individuals, so I hope they’ve shot their bolt, but
we have no way of knowing how big this fifth column is nor what
kind of schedule they intend to keep. If they’ve got a lot of
sleepers, it’s conceivable this could go on sporadically for
years.”

The room fell
silent. The dull rumble of F-15s flying combat air patrol over the
air base punctuated the insulated skin of the president’s
aircraft.

There was a
knock on the conference room door.

“Come in,” said
the president.

Henry Woeburn
poked his head in the room. “Sorry for the interruption, Mr.
President, gentlemen, but sir, you had said to inform you of any
significant news immediately.” He passed the president a
bulletin.

The president
took a minute or so to read it while the others in the room spoke
among themselves in muted tones. He finished reading and, looking
up, addressed the room. “Well, as if we didn’t have enough on our
plates. People have begun rioting in New York, Miami, Atlanta and
several other larger cities. Several mosques, Islamic centres, Sikh
temples and even synagogues are burning, and this reports that
Muslims as well as other religious and ethnic groups are being
dragged from their homes and beaten to death.

“Admiral,” he
said looking straight at Irving, “I want the military to stop this
and stop it now.” He continued, “Gentlemen, I had intended to
announce in an hour that I was seriously considering implementing
marital law. That is one of the items I was going to discuss with
all of you at this meeting. However, this forces my hand. I’m going
to proclaim martial law immediately.

“Dan,” he said
addressing the White House chief of staff, “get the White House
legal department busy.

“Bill,” he
said, addressing his press secretary, “let’s get this ball
rolling.” He rose and, with Bill Carver following, headed from the
room to ready his proclamation.

 


10:15 p.m.
PST

Beach Resort
Hotel, Montecito, California.

 


Derek wandered
out of the fourth-floor command centre. Behind him the room buzzed
in a controlled frenzy. Computers keyboards clicked, phones
warbled, and several young assistants darted from desk to desk
delivering phone messages, faxes and emails. Everyone was intent on
their job, and motions were not wasted.

The rescue and
evacuation of the injured was well over. Now the bustle was
investigatory. Here, a dozen investigators compiled information
that was streaming in from the white-suited forensics teams combing
every inch of the fairway and poking through the debris of every
burned-out car. Several forensics concentrated their search on the
large hole blasted into the fairway by the vaporization of the old
Pierce Arrow. They dug into the soil to unearth what the blast had
buried in the hope of finding clues to the identities of the
perpetrators of this mass crime.

Derek was at
heart a field agent, his skills and nature far more suited to
on-site investigation and to following leads than to acting as a
glorified office manager. For a few hours he’d managed to put his
worries about Vanessa to one side — not ignored, but the knot in
his chest made tolerable by the minute-to-minute tasks that kept
him busy. Now that the investigations were literally humming along
and the immediate pressure was off, the worry came back like a iron
fist squeezing his guts. He had tried phoning the medical centre
several times, but the phone would either ring frustratingly
unanswered, or a passing volunteer would pick it up who could not
really tell him how Vanessa was or even if she was in the
overcrowded emergency medical facility. He’d thought about driving
down and using his credentials to get in, but that would be
tantamount to going AWOL.

Derek stood on
the balcony, watching white caps form on the incoming rollers and
then break as the waves washed onto the beach, driven by the rising
tide. They appeared iridescent in the floodlights that lit the
beach and threw everything into sharp black-and-white relief.
Beyond the breakers, the dark ocean merged with the clouded sky to
obscure the horizon — an inky black bowl stretching out into
infinity.

Far fewer
blinking lights hovered in the distance over Santa Barbara. The
hastily assembled fleet of medevac helicopters and aircraft had
done their jobs, and now the residents of Santa Barbara were
hunkered down behind closed doors, experiencing a curfew for the
first time in their lives. For a few dumb teenagers choosing the
wrong time for rebellion and the odd homeless person, the night had
provided an exciting new experience. Insectile troops in
camouflaged haz-mat suits and breathing gear and yelling muffled
commands arrested them — their M 16 carbines levelled at the
suspects — and trundled them off to emergency detention quarters
set up in an abandoned glass factory.

“Derek, there’s
a call for you. She says she’s a presidential assistant.” One of
the agents, a chap he knew from the Los Angeles Homeland Security
office, leaned through the doorway onto the balcony to deliver the
message.

Derek thanked
him and walked in and took the phone. “Hello. Special agent James
here,. May I help you?”

“Special agent,
the president has requested a brief meeting with you. He
understands that you were the first agent on the scene and that you
are attached to Homeland Security as a special advisor,” said Amy
Vandercamp, Carver’s aide.

“Well, yes, I
was the first on the scene, but not in any official capacity. I was
actually attending the show. I’m sure there are others here who
would be better qualified to brief the president at this point.
I’ve been setting up the offices and haven’t spent any time on the
ground.”

“I understand,
but there was a specific request for your presence,” she
replied.

“There’s
something else,” Derek continued. “My girlfriend and I were both
exposed to the biological agents. She is already sick and I may
come down with it as well. I know that the medical people here are
worried that it may be communicable.”

“Yes, special
agent, and appropriate steps will be taken during your visit.
However, we’ve been told that the probability of infection is
relatively low to non-existent.”

“I hope you’re
right,” said Derek.

“We can have
you picked up within the hour, sir.”

“Where am I
going?” asked Derek.

“You’re coming
to Edwards Air Force Base.”

“I’ll be
ready.”

“Thank you,
sir,” said Amy, and the line went dead.

 


Thirty minutes
later a Blackhawk helicopter landed on the beach in front of the
hotel. Derek was met by two army non-commissioned officers as he
walked towards the helicopter’s open side door.

“Mr. James,”
yelled a corporal over the roar of the rotor blades.

“Yes,” replied
Derek.

“Please, sir,
put this on,” said the corporal as the private accompanying him
passed Derek what looked like a painter’s suit and a mask.

Derek pulled
the white one-piece suit on. He had a little trouble getting it
over his expensive English loafers and, in the process, filled one
with sand. He jumped around trying to get his balance but got no
help from the two soldiers, who stood well back from him. He got
the suit on and zipped up the front.

The corporal
yelled, “The hood as well sir.”

Derek pulled
the hood over his head and then donned the medical mask.

The private
handed him a pair of yellow-tinted safety goggles. “If you would
put these on, sir, they will protect your eyes while we spray you
down with a decontaminant — just to be on the safe side.”

The corporal
grabbed a pump sprayer from the helicopter and passed it to the
private, who sprayed Derek from head to foot, asking him to hold
his arms over his head and rotate three hundred and sixty degrees
as the private did so. “Good, sir. Climb aboard,” the corporal
yelled over the sound of the idling helicopter as the private
finished.

Derek clambered
into the large olive drab machine, settled himself on one of the
canvas-covered benches and secured his seat belt. The Blackhawk
lifted from the ground, swung out over the water and then, rising
quickly, reversed course, passing directly over the top of the
hotel and then eastward towards Edwards. Looking down, Derek saw
his Jag in the parking lot and thought to himself how childlike and
unimportant the day’s events had painted his preoccupations with it
and his interests. He kept trying to drive away the thought that if
not for him, Vanessa would still be in Washington instead of lying
critically ill in a hospital in California.

 


11:00 p.m.
PST

Seattle.

 


Art Dodson, an
eight-thousand-hour pilot, pulled gently back on the yoke of the
twin-engined Cessna Skymaster and applied some left rudder, pulling
the plane’s nose up and away from the thick roiling smoke that
billowed from the wildfires below. The fires lit the night sky,
shimmering off the smoke and the overcast sky and reflecting the
inferno beneath. He banked away from the raging fires that were now
overwhelming both industrial and residential areas in the eastern
reaches of Seattle’s bedroom communities. Then he increased
throttle and trimmed for the climb.

Art was the
bird dog and fire boss for the drops of water and fire-suppression
chemical made by a fleet of water bombers. His task was to direct
each bomb run in the hope of cutting off the flames’ rampaging
progress. So far, neither Art nor the bombers he was coordinating
were winning. A summer of drought had made for tinder conditions
and turned each tree into a grenade ready to explode at the merest
caress of flame. Driven by winds rising to fifteen knots, the fire
leapt from crown to crown and immolated two-hundred-year-old trees
in seconds. Dry underbrush went up in a second vicious
conflagration that had already taken five fire and pumper trucks by
surprise. Their crews had barely escaped with their lives as the
trucks’ fuel further fed the storm.

The monster
bellowed with the combined roar of a thousand locomotives, and
those on the ground vainly attempting to fight it were overwhelmed
by the sound and their lungs seared by its breath. They
communicated using hand signals and gestures, and they fought on,
knowing that at any second they could fall victim to the capricious
nature of the firestorm. Art couldn’t help but worry about the
brave men and women below protected from the dragon by nothing more
than canvas coats and soot-smudged helmets. They were brave and
hardy souls whose only weapons were handheld shovels and backpack
sprayers. Their fight seemed as hopeless as a swimmer using a pen
knife to battle a great white shark, and even more dangerous.

He set course
eastward at five thousand feet, winging around the smoke columns
that rose thousands of feet farther into the sky. The aircraft
bucked and hammered as the writhing fountains of superheated air
created updrafts and wind shears that could easily kill an
inexperienced pilot. Clearing the front, he turned and dove to
check the monster’s progress. The forest was giving way to more
highly populated residential areas, but the fire showed no sign of
abating. Where the forest gave way to fields and meadows, it
adapted to the new fuel source, racing across the openings like
storm-driven waves inundating a beach. To the north, he could see
an industrial area burning, the flames punctuated by brilliantly
coloured explosions as heavy power lines, electrical equipment and
chemicals of all descriptions ignited and added their stored energy
to the cataclysm.

Art pulled the
Skymaster from its dive, checked fuel and then radioed that he was
bingo and headed back to base. He turned over his duties to another
controller arriving on the scene in a Beech Bonanza. Looking down
as he winged away, Art knew there was going to be no stopping this
conflagration until it reached the shores of Puget Sound, the strip
of water that, fortunately, protected downtown Seattle proper.
Before that happened, there was very little that he or anyone else
could do to stop it. In fifteen years of fighting wildfires, Art
had never seen anything like this. The inferno was now thirty miles
from north to south along a front created as six or seven smaller
but still immense fires merged, fires that had been planned,
implemented, and executed to be unstoppable..

Below the
Skymaster, hundreds of thousands of cars were fleeing eastward by
any route they could find. Art blinked back tears as he saw how
many of them were not going to make it.

 


11:45 p.m.
PST

Air Force One
on the apron at Edwards Air Force Base

 


Derek sat
watching the ebb and flow along the corridor on Air Force One from
his vantage on a stowable leather-upholstered bench adjacent to the
entry door. He’d had a couple of companions, but his pure white
Tyvek coverall and mask had not endeared him to them, and they’d
slid away from him as he took his seat. In short order and to their
evident great relief, they’d been whisked away to meetings
somewhere within the monstrous flying command post.

Alone for the
first time in hours Derek realized how weary he was. It had been a
truly horrendous day, but he’d had little time for reflection up
until now. He was palpably worried about Vanessa, but he was not in
the least worried about coming down with the poisoning or fever
himself. He felt no physical distress aside from exhaustion, and he
had a feeling that he’d dodged the bullet. That made his concern
over Vanessa even more wounding. His mind kept returning to those
moments when she’d leaned over the young girl who’d been dusted in
brown powder. He berated himself with the thought that if he’d just
been a little more on the ball, suspected it was a biological agent
sooner, perhaps Vanessa wouldn’t be in the throes of poisoning. The
horror they’d witnessed at the Conquistador ran back and forth in
his mind like a tape recording. He felt guilty that he’d not done
more. That he had really done everything he could and done it
properly and sensibly never entered his mind.

A young air
force lieutenant approached him. “Special agent James?” she
asked.

“Yes,” Derek
said, stirring from his reverie.

“Please follow
me, sir.”

She turned and
walked up the corridor as Derek gathered himself up. As he followed
her, his plastic suit chafing at each step like corduroy, he
couldn’t help but marvel at just how big the aircraft was. The
corridor was busy with earnest-looking people, a flood of activity
that his progress parted like the waters of the Red Sea.

The lieutenant
reached a doorway and opened it, gesturing for Derek to enter. He
passed by her into a small room very much like the green room he
had once occupied before an appearance on a New York talk show to
discuss terrorism and the FBI. On a sideboard, there were two
decanters, marked coffee and tea, as well as bottled water and a
small assortment of pastries. As he sat in one of the comfortable
waiting room chairs, he noted the coasters on the sideboard next to
him. Each bore the presidential coat of arms and the motto “Air
Force One” beneath it. A small plaque on the sideboard read,
“Please feel free to take a coaster as a souvenir of your visit to
Air Force One.” Derek resisted the urge, but for the first time a
sense of where he was cut through the fatigue, and he felt
butterfly wings stir in the pit of his stomach.

He sat for
twenty minutes before the same lieutenant opened the door and asked
him to follow her. This time, two large dark-suited individuals,
clearly Secret Service, took up positions behind Derek, escorting
him down the corridor to another small room. He was ushered inside,
and one of the men addressed him while the other stood at the door.
“Just a final security check, sir. Could I see your identification,
please?”

Derek opened
his contamination suit and dug out his FBI credentials and passed
them to the agent.

The agent
donned a pair of latex gloves before taking the card and examining
it. “And your personal ID, sir,” he said.

Derek passed
his wallet.

The agent
quickly scanned Derek’s license and his social security, medical
and credit cards. Seemingly satisfied, he passed the credentials
back and nodded to the other agent, who stepped forwards with a
small metal detector.

“Arms up,
please,” he ordered, before passing the detector up one side of
Derek’s body and down the other. It squawked several times. As it
did, Derek, who was familiar with the procedure, rummaged for the
offending items and produced them. Satisfied, the agent withdrew
back to his post by the door. Derek rezipped his suit.

“One last
thing, sir. Your side arm, where is it?” asked the first agent.

“I don’t have
it with me,” replied Derek. “I was on my own time when this
happened. My issued gun is in my locker at the office. I have two
other personally owned handguns, both at home in a gun safe.”

“Thank you,
sir,” said the agent, opening the door and nodding at the
lieutenant who waited outside.

“This way
please, sir,” she said.

Derek followed
her along the corridor a few feet, and then they turned, passing
two Air Force Security Forces personnel, and ascended a staircase
past another Secret Service agent stationed at the top and to a
spacious well-appointed reception room that ran full width of Air
Force One, with portholes on both sides. At the forward end of the
room a richly decorated wooden door carried the presidential coat
of arms in marquetry, the soft hues of inlaid wood blending to form
a perfect replica. Tucked inconspicuously in the left-hand side of
the room was a smaller door with the sign “Crew only.” Derek
assumed it accessed the flight deck and engineering.

A gentleman sitting in
one of the padded easy chairs, each of which had seat belts for use
in flight, rose, tucking the papers he had been reading into the
crevice between the seat cushion and the arm. “Special agent
James?” he inquired.

“Yes.”

“Hello. I’m Dan
Blomstrum, White House chief of staff. Normally I would offer my
hand, but in this instance…”

“I understand,
sir. No need to apologize.”

“Come on, then,”
Blomstrum motioned. He knocked lightly on the door with the coat of
arms and started to open it even before the muffled response came
from inside.

Derek followed
him into the inner sanctum of Air Force One.

“Please, have a
seat,” were the first words Derek heard from the president of the
United States, who sat behind his desk, shirt sleeves rolled up and
looking a little haggard.

“Thank you,
sir,” replied Derek nervously, taking the offered seat, which had a
plastic cover draped over it. Dan Blomstrum made himself
comfortable in another chair beside the president’s desk. Derek
noted that both men sensibly kept their distance.

“Special
agent,” continued the president, “I understand you have had a very
rough day, so we won’t keep you long. You’re probably wondering why
you’ve been asked here, especially considering the scope of the
problem this county has faced in the last few hours, so we will cut
to the chase. Dan?”

Blomstrum
shifted in his seat and peered at Derek over the top of his
glasses. “We are going to have to act quickly and decisively to put
a stop to these events,” he said. “That’s going to mean rooting out
the organizers, not the perpetrators. To do this we’re going to
need a corps of dedicated people who have intelligence and
anti-terrorism backgrounds. We understand that anti-terrorism
intelligence has been your specialty at the FBI for some time, so
it’s not surprising that the director placed your name on a list of
ten individuals within his department who are suited for what we
have in mind. It was serendipitous that you were at the initial
bombing, and that’s why the president wanted to see you
personally.”

He continued,
“In the last few hours, staff in Washington and at the Pentagon
have come up with a plan to blend several services and departments
into coordinated intelligence and strike teams. Initially, for the
intelligence gathering, the teams will comprise two individuals
responsible for the hunt, with special tactical units at their
disposal who are capable of securing or eliminating any parties of
interest. We’re going to try to keep these teams’ response time to
within a couple of hours. The military will be handling the
logistics of that. That means help will never be very far away, and
physical action will be left to the strike teams, composed of Navy
Seals, Green Berets and other special service tactical units.

“The intel
teams will comprise agents from the FBI and the CIA and, in a
departure from standard policy, we are going to allow the CIA to
operate in country and the FBI to operate out of county. The idea
behind putting together these teams is to improve the flow of
intelligence and make available information from both departments
as soon as it is required. In county, the team leader will be FBI
or Homeland; outside, the CIA agent will lead. Both parties will
share their departmental intelligence without reservation.

“The military
will also be cooperating nationally with the law enforcement
departments, making sure there will be no information bottlenecks.
This should allow us to pool the resources of every agency and law
enforcement department, hopefully enabling them to track down the
terrorists who are in country and to supply the intel teams with
anything of significance they discover. This information, along
with anything gathered overseas by the CIA, Military Intelligence
or NSA, may prove critical to getting at the people responsible for
these atrocities.”

“Derek,”
interjected the president, “it’s unfortunate that you happened to
be on site for what appears to have been the trigger attack, but
that terrible coincidence may help us, and I thought I should ask
you personally for your views on the attacks and on our preliminary
response.”

“Mr. President,
what sticks in my mind is that these attacks resemble more a
Special Forces style of warfare than they do standard terrorist
practice. For instance, none of the attacks that I’m aware of have
been suicides. That departure from normal terrorist methods may
mean our opponents are far more dangerous and far better trained.
If that’s true, then we’ll have our work cut out for us. They’re
striking at so many diverse targets that it’s going to be almost
impossible to predict or secure against further attacks without
locking down the whole country. That task alone defies imagination.
I think that if we are to have any chance of ending this quickly,
we’ll have to find the leaders and capture or kill them.”

“That is almost
point for point our thinking,” replied the president. “We’d
appreciate you heading one of the teams.”

“I’d be pleased
to, sir. My only hesitation is this.” He indicated the suit he was
wearing.

Blomstrum
spoke. “Derek, we’re pretty sure you are non-infectious, or you
wouldn’t have gotten in here. The suit and mask are just a further
precaution. The blood they took from you back in Montecito so far
indicates you are in the clear. However, we’re going to put you up
in the base hospital for further testing and observation, just to
be on the safe side. Once you’re given the green flag, you’ll head
to Washington to be paired up and assigned.”

“Special agent
James,” said the president, “I would like to personally thank you
for your actions today.”

“Thank you,
sir, but I just did what needed to be done.”

“Yes, you did,
and that’s precisely the point,” replied the president.

“Do you have
any questions?” asked Blomstrum.

“Just one, sir.
My girlfriend, Vanessa Leighton, has ricin poisoning, and I
couldn’t get through to the find out how she’s doing. I was just
wondering if someone here could find out for me. She was evacuated
from the Beach Resort Hotel in Montecito.”

“Consider it
done, special agent,” said Blomstrum. “We’ll have someone contact
you regarding her condition as soon as possible. Give her
particulars to the lieutenant when she takes you downstairs.”

“Thank you,
sir. I appreciate that.”

Blomstrum rose
and opened the office door, ushering Derek from the room. Derek’s
guide, the young lieutenant, waited in the reception room, and
Blomstrum spoke to her about Derek’s request.

Derek looked
back as the president’s door swung closed. The president was
already on the phone, head down and scrambling through the piles of
paper on his desk.

 


August 19. 2:35
a.m. CST (12:35 a.m. PST)

Texas
Industrial Complex, Gulf of Mexico.

 


Ben Garner
walked along the fenceline adjacent to the stinking, oily,
chemical-laden shipping canal. The canal ran into the heart of the
industrial complex, serving the huge fleet of ships that came and
went every day to off-load their cargoes of fuel oil, natural gas
and other chemical and petroleum products from around the world.
The Texas Industrial Complex was a huge facility tucked into
Galveston Bay, along the Gulf Coast, and protected by its seawalls
from much of what the Gulf of Mexico had thrown at it over the
years. A few miles south, across the bay, glowed the city of
Galveston, perched on a triangular sandbar, and to the northwest,
Houston lit the sky.

Garner had been
a security guard at the complex for almost fifteen years and knew
the sprawling industrial facility by heart. Some of the younger
guards would occasionally get themselves turned about and wander,
lost in hundreds of acres of oil, gasoline and natural gas storage
tanks and the maze of accompanying pipes and conduits, but Ben
always figured you could drop him anywhere, and at a glance, he
could tell you exactly where he was.

The night was
overcast and a little dreary, with a soft drizzle that soaked your
clothes before you were even aware you needed a raincoat. He
figured he should head over to the guardhouse and grab his slicker
before much longer, perhaps as soon as he’d finished walking the
dockside. He passed under a spider’s web of lines, power cables and
pipes leading to a tanker that sat at berth. Several dock hands
were about, and floodlights lit the area as the tanker gave up its
cargo to the ravenous storage tanks that stood in ranks from the
docks back for hundreds of acres. Work around the complex went on
24-7, although it was usually concentrated in small pockets, like
the off-loading areas. The tank farms themselves were pretty
lonely, even during the day shift.

Ben, now a
couple of hundred yards past the tanker and well beyond the dock’s
floodlights, caught a furtive movement down one of the access
routes. He aimed his flashlight, but aside from a jumble of pumps
and a parked portable compressor, he could not make anything out.
He walked up the narrow road, figuring he might as well check it
out even though it was probably just raccoons or, at worst, a
coyote. “Hey, anyone there?” he called.

There was no
answer. Thinking he must be seeing things, he decided to keep on up
and then turn left to head back to the guard station along
Industrial Canal road. It was a crappy night to be on foot. After
he dried off, maybe he’d dry off and grab a cruiser to patrol the
tank farms.

He was just
passing the old Ingersol Rand compressor when he caught movement
again and saw a figure slip furtively behind it in an attempt to
hide. “Hey, what the hell? You, come on out here!” yelled Ben.

A figure
dressed in black came around the end of the compressor and into the
glare of Ben’s flashlight.

“What they hell
do you think your doing?” he asked. “Christ, are you supposed to be
a ninja or something?”

The intruder
was dressed in black from head to toe and had the hood of his black
jacket pulled over his head and obscuring much of his face.

When Ben saw
that the rest of the man’s face was blacked out with camouflage
makeup, he realized with a sinking sensation that this wasn’t an
ordinary intruder. When he stepped back, his progress was arrested
by a thick muscular arm that wrapped itself around his face and
pulled him off balance. He never saw and barely felt the well-honed
commando knife that slit his throat deeply, so deeply that the only
sound that emerged was a soft gurgle. His attackers hauled him into
the maze of pipes servicing the nearest storage tank and continued
with their work.

Half an hour
earlier a small inflatable, crowded with six men, had paddled
silently from the breakwater outside the harbour and up the canal
to a tumble-down wooden wharf that was perfect for hiding the boat.
Four men slipped ashore shouldering heavy backpacks and carrying
two black canvas sacks each. Two of them headed inland while the
other pair made their way along the docks toward the off-loading
area and their inadvertent meeting with Ben Garner.

The men
remaining in the boat waited a few minutes hidden amid the
barnacled and ooze-encrusted wooden pilings that held up the
remnants of the obsolete dock. Seeing the other four were clear,
they paddled out, keeping close to the docksides. When they reached
the end of the canal, they paddled across to the its southern
shore, where numerous white natural gas tanks, each the size of a
five-storey building, crowded together like ripe puffball
mushrooms. At the same time, four other men slipped among the tanks
on the west side of Highway 197, which cut the tank farm in two,
lugging identical backpacks. They crept under poorly maintained
fences and made their way from tank to tank, stopping for a moment
at each one to lay a magnetic shaped charge before heading to the
next. They also mined several of the largest of the myriad pipes
and transfer valves that criss-crossed the farm.

An hour later
the intruders had retreated to the low-income housing of Texas
City, on the complex’s northern and western boundaries. The men in
the inflatable turned on a small electric outboard and returned to
the old Dodge Minivan that waited for them next to a building on
Dike Road where it ran out along the breakwater into Galveston Bay.
Once, the pair had to hold their breathe as a Coast Guard cutter
emerged from the gloom and drizzle and passed within fifty feet of
them, but no alarm was raised.

As of yet
America and her occupants had not learned the hard lessons of war
on their own soil or the rewards of vigilance.

 


2:15 a.m.
PST

USAF medical
clinic, Edwards Air Force Base.

 


As he stepped
from the staircase servicing Air Force One, Derek was met by a
small blue four-door Chevy with USAF stencilled on its doors. The
driver, a young private, opened the back door for him, and once he
was inside, whisked him from the airfield apron to the
administrative heart of the air base. Within minutes, they pulled
in front of the base hospital, and Derek climbed out, opening his
door before the private could.

“Have a good
evening, sir,” said the young man.

“Thank you,”
Derek replied. He walked though the front doors of the hospital and
to the reception desk.

“May I help
you?” inquired the duty nurse, eying Derek’s Tyvek suit and
mask.

“Yes, nurse.
I’m Special Agent Derek James. I was told you people were expecting
me.”

“Special
agent,” a voice called from behind him.

Derek turned to
see a portly staff sergeant walking across the foyer.

“Sorry. I was
supposed to meet you at the curb. I didn’t think they would get you
here that quick,” he said and reached out to shake Derek’s hand.
“My name’s Fabricio González.”

Derek started
to reach out and then withdrew his hand. “Sergeant.”

“It’s okay,”
said the sergeant, holding up his hands to show that he was wearing
latex gloves. “Come on, follow me. Your suite awaits.”

Derek tailed
the good-humoured sergeant down a brightly lit corridor painted the
standard hospital green with cream trim. Near its end, the sergeant
turned into a room on the left, flicking on the lights as he did
so.

“Here you go.
Private quarters and just as good as the Waldorf. Make yourself at
home. I fancy you can’t wait to get out of that suit.”

“Your right,”
replied Derek. “I’m starting to pong a bit.”

“I know,”
replied the sergeant with a facetious grin. He opened another door
that led off the room. “Here’s your ensuite.” He indicated a small
washroom equipped with a shower.

On seeing it,
Derek suddenly felt that nothing else in the world mattered more
than taking a warm shower, followed immediately by bed.

“I’ll leave you
alone,” said the sergeant. “When you take off your suit and
clothing, just toss them into this hamper.” He pointed to a
stainless steel container next to the bathroom door. “We’ll supply
you with a decent set of clothes. You look like a large shirt to
me. Pants?”

“Thirty-four
waist, thirty-six leg.”

“Great. I’ll
make sure we get you something that doesn’t fit,” he quipped. “Have
a shower, and then I’m sure the doctor will be in to see you.” And
was gone, the door swinging closed behind him.

Derek undressed
and stepped into the small shower, adjusting the water to as hot as
he could take. For minutes he just stood under its blast, leaning
against the wall with his eyes closed and enjoying the heat. Then,
after a quick wash down with a bar of soap, he was out and
towelled.

There was a
toothbrush wrapped in plastic and a new tube of toothpaste on the
shelf above the sink. He took advantage and then stepped out,
dressed in the light blue terry cloth bathrobe that had been
hanging on the back of the door.

He was greeted
by a middle-aged man sitting in the corner of his room, replete
with greying hair, white lab coat and clipboard. “Special agent
James?” he asked as he rose. “Good evening. I’m Doctor Walters. I’m
just going to take a bit of blood, your temperature and give you a
quick once over. Then I’ll let you get some sleep.”

“Pleased to
meet you, doctor. You’re not in a haz-mat suit,” said Derek — part
statement, part question.

“No. We leave
that for Hollywood. Even if you have Ebola, it’s not that
infectious as long as proper precautions are taken. I will ask you
to refrain from sneezing or coughing on me, however,” he said with
a grin.

“Deal, doctor,
as long as you let me get some sleep soon.”

“Hop into bed,
then, and give me your left arm.”

For the second
time within twenty-four hours, Derek had blood taken. The doctor,
wearing a mask and gloves, listened to Derek’s breathing and heart,
poked his abdomen and asked him a few questions about tenderness,
shortness of breath and anything else that might be symptomatic of
ricin poisoning or hemorrhagic fever. He made a few notes and then
said, “It looks good to me, Derek. I think you’re going to be in
the clear. We’ll know more when we get the results of the blood
test back. In the meantime, I’ll leave you alone, and you can get
some sleep. If you have any trouble sleeping, take these.” He
offered Derek two pills in a small paper cup. “They’re mild
sleeping pills.”

“Thank you,
doctor.”

“Good
night.”

“Good night,
doctor.”

Doctor Walters
closed the door behind him and started down the corridor.

“Hey, doc.”

Walters turned
to see the staff sergeant making his way toward him.

“Yes,
sergeant?”

The sergeant
leaned close and said quietly, “We just got a message for special
agent James. His girlfriend, she was evacuated to Community
Memorial Hospital in Ventura with ricin poisoning.”

“Yes?” asked
Doctor Walter.

“She didn’t
make it, sir. Seems she passed away about an hour ago.”

“Ah jeez,”
groaned Walters. “Thank you, staff sergeant.”

“You going to
tell him?” asked the sergeant.

“No, not
tonight. He needs sleep. It will keep until morning.”

“Good night,
sir.”

“Good night,
staff sergeant.”

 


4:45 a.m. CST
(2:45 a.m. PST)

Texas
Industrial Complex

 


The
dockworkers monitoring the pumping out of the oil tanker as it
gradually rose in its berth with each passing hour heard an unusual
cracking over the sound of the pumps and the mechanical gear they
tended. For a moment, it sounded as if a thunderstorm was moving
in, but the cracking became ever louder. Suddenly there was a
massive whoomp and an
immense ball of flame shot into the overcast above their
heads.

Panicked, the
workers broke to run along the quay, their clothing already
starting to smoke, instinct screaming at them to get away from the
storage tanks that loomed over the docks. Again and again, the deep
whoomping reverberated, and fresh mushroom clouds of burning
gasoline, oil and crude rose into the sky. Debris started to rain
down, some of it flaming liquids, some of it riveted steel
sections, one inch thick, of the storage tanks. Flaming petroleum
bathed the ocean-going tankers tied up alongside the docks,
absorbing the mammoth ships and their cargoes into the expanding
maelstrom.

The shaped
charges had done their work, bursting each tank and pipe on which
they’d been laid. The devices themselves were simply made but
effective, designed so a small primary shaped charge would burst
into the tanks and vaporize a little of their contents. Next, a
secondary charge, mounted piggyback, detonated. The delay was just
the microsecond required for the proper introduction of its high
explosive force. These secondary charges mated with the vapours
released by the shaped charges, starting an expansive reaction. The
charges, none much larger than a lunchbox, were merely tiny
detonators, but the amount of energy they were designed to release
was immense.

Within minutes,
hundreds of millions of gallons of petroleum and chemicals merged
into a raging inferno that brought a false dawn to the skies of
Houston, melting the shingles of nearby houses and lighting the
tarred roofs of industrial buildings on the outskirts of the
complex. Tank after tank exploded and rivers of flaming fuel filled
and then overran the dykes that had been made to contain much
smaller spills. Then the natural gas storage vessels, scattered
around the site like flightless blimps, detonated in a carefully
choreographed delay. The gas containers blew flames into the sky
that rained down again, igniting homes and businesses over a
quarter mile distant. The heat near the inferno’s centre was so
intense that steel ran like water and miles of pipes laden with
fuel or fumes sagged and burst. No force on earth could stop the
rampage. The maelstrom of liquid fire and deadly smoke would burn
for days, until it ran out of fuel.

Almost
simultaneously, a few miles to the northwest near the centre of
Houston, another smaller tank farm across the river from the
Houston Industrial Complex erupted, raining fire onto the housing
projects that bordered it. Fire trucks rushing from the city to the
Texas Industrial Complex turned back, racing to contend with the
other smaller, but no less deadly, inferno that threatened to
engulf Houston’s downtown core.

Around the
United States, nine other major tank farms burst into flames. The
Amoco refinery in Chicago went up in spectacular fashion, as did
tank farms near Detroit, Savannah, New Orleans, Washington, San
Francisco, Denver, Wichita and Atlanta. Within days America would
have to decide just how far it was willing to dig into its
strategic reserves in order to keep neighbourhood gas stations and
continue day-to-day commerce. If there’d been any doubt in the
minds of the American public as to whether or not they were at war,
the huge palls of smoke rising into the sky, visible for hundreds
of miles, put an end to it.

For many
Americans their war had finally come home. For the first time, this
was not just an electronic display in their living rooms of distant
events under vivisection by an inexhaustible supply of
self-important talking heads.
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3

 


August 19.

USAF Medical
Clinic, Edwards Air Force Base, California.

 


Derek woke
suddenly, a horrific dream casting him abruptly into wakefulness.
His surroundings momentarily disoriented him, until the events of
the day before came rushing back. Never one to laze, he immediately
threw his legs over the side of the bed and rose, shaking off the
grogginess of a deep but troubled sleep. Stepping to the small
window, he opened the white venetian blind. He could see the bustle
of the base outside, as cars, trucks and other less identifiable
wheeled maintenance vehicles passed back and forth along the dusty
roadway in front of the hospital.

He turned to
see that at some time during the night new clothes had been
delivered as the staff sergeant had promised. Draped over the back
of the visitor’s chair in the corner was a pair of black slacks.
Socks and underwear were on the seat neatly folded, and there was a
white shirt and plain black tie hanging from a hook next to the
bathroom door. His shoes had been placed neatly under the chair and
cleaned and polished almost to a shine — not an easy task with a
pair of comfortable English walking shoes. He dressed in the
unfamiliar and exceedingly plain outfit, omitting only the black
tie. The room was a little close despite the hum of the building’s
air conditioner, which tried ineffectually to keep the desert
outside at bay.

After slipping
on his shoes, he decided to poke his head out and see what was
going on. As he reached for the door handle, there was a knock that
made him jump. “Come in,” said Derek, stepping back from the door
as it opened.

Doctor Walters
stepped into the room.

“How are you
feeling this morning?” he asked.

“Not bad,
doctor.”

“Good. So far
we haven’t gotten any indication that you’ve been infected.
Preliminary findings on the cultures came up negative for
hemorrhagic fever, and it seems that you were fortunate to have
avoided contact with the ricin poison as well. That said, I have
some very bad news for you.”

“Vanessa?” said
Derek, a feeling of dread overwhelming him.

“I’m afraid so.
I’m very sorry to have to tell you that she passed away last night
from the toxic effects of the ricin poisoning.”

The
doctor went on, but the sudden grief and shock struck Derek deaf as
his mind raced over the news, back to the moments when he last saw
her, held her and stroked her hair as she was loaded aboard the
medevac chopper. To even earlier moments, when she kneeled beside a
young woman in a saffron dress, trying to help her, and puzzled
over the brown smudges on the woman’s skin, hair and clothing. Then
back, back to the hours before their fateful arrival at the
Conquistador and the guilt-laden surge of what if? What if he had not begged her to come out to the
show? What if they had just spent more time shopping? What if, what
if, what if?

He stepped back
and sat on the edge of the bed, collecting himself. Suddenly, his
surroundings became crystal clear as a wave of hatred eclipsed his
grief, rushing into his mind and body with an almost physical
assault. His life had just been given irresistible purpose.
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August 20.

Andrews Air
Force Base, Maryland.

 


Catherine Hunt
had just returned from a six-week sojourn that had started in
Belgrade, moved on to Istanbul and culminated with a day spent in
Haifa meeting counterparts in the Israeli intelligence agency,
Mossad. Catherine had serendipitously run into an arms supplier who
specialized in selling sophisticated Eastern and Western European
weaponry to fundamentalist movements all over the Middle East and
Asia. Rumour had it that Joachim Schmitt, a former East German
Stasi captain, was doing his best to add stolen Soviet-era nuclear
weapons to his arsenal for sale. If that was the case, then there’d
be any number of people in America, Europe and Israel who’d be very
interested in his whereabouts.

Catherine had
come across Schmitt by accident when he was introduced to her by a
mutual acquaintance in Belgrade, an acquaintance that did not know
she was a CIA field operative but did know that Schmitt dealt in
arms. His was a profession that many people in the former Eastern
bloc thought of as sexy and glamorous.

Catherine had
been introduced as a successful financial writer and economist, a
fiction supported by a website that listed her publishing history
and her resume. She was supposedly in Belgrade to review the rising
and falling economies of the newest Eastern European
democracies.

Schmitt was
almost as taken with her alleged celebrity and the interest she
exhibited in him as he was with her stunning good looks, silky red
hair and lithe five-foot-seven frame. He immediately invited her to
a reception he was hosting at a palatial home overlooking the
Dardanelles in Turkey. Catherine had put the invitation and
subsequent visit to good use and collected the names of several of
Schmitt’s potential customers. Before Schmitt bade farewell to his
guests, after which, incidentally, he’d planned on bedding
Catherine, her “editor” called with an emergency meeting in London.
Promising a quick return, Catherine said her goodbyes and arranged
to meet Joachim in a week.

Her fictional
departure to London actually led to a change of planes in Italy and
an El Al flight to Tel Aviv and on to Haifa, an excursion extended
courtesy of her superiors in the CIA to Mossad. Mossad spent a few
hours debriefing Catherine. It was her opinion, after meeting with
the businesslike but affable Israeli agents, that Schmitt’s days
were very much numbered. Her assignation with Joachim Schmitt, set
for a week hence in Sarajevo, would certainly be kept, but not by
Catherine.

Catherine was
still in Haifa when news of the first attacks on America reached
the world. She sat in a small hotel room watching CNN and the BBC,
sick to her stomach as each vile incident was described and
redescribed. Within six hours she had been called to the U.S.
Embassy in Tel Aviv and issued orders to return to the States on
the next available flight — a U.S. military airlift command C-130
Hercules, all commercial flights to the States having been
grounded. It was the noisiest and most uncomfortable flight that
Catherine had ever endured, despite the earplugs she’d been issued
on boarding. She wondered how military personnel could arrive
anywhere fit for duty after ten hours on one of these
boneshakers.

The aircraft
landed at Andrews Air Force Base, near Washington, and disgorged
its ragtag collection of military and diplomatic corps personnel as
well as a number of civilians like Catherine who were no doubt
intelligence operatives, “spooks” in the common parlance. The group
were cleared by both military and Customs officials, and Catherine
boarded a minibus that took her to a waiting room near the base’s
gates where she could call a city cab. She was aching and weary and
couldn’t wait to grab a few hours’ sleep in her little-used
apartment near the bedroom community of Chevy Chase. She had a few
hours before she had to report to Langley in the morning for what
she could only imagine would be reassignment.

 


August 20.

Dulles
International Airport, Chantilly, Virginia.

 


Derek stepped
off the U.S. Air Force Gulfstream into a driving rain that poured
down his neck as he raced for the access way to the terminal at
Dulles International Airport, near Washington DC.

It had been two
days since the attacks on the United States commenced. After the
initial twenty-four hours, they had seemed to peter out, leaving a
nationwide response to chase ghosts and founder. While no new
attacks had been initiated, the effects of the opening assault were
still ricocheting through the fabric of American society and its
economy, which had been put on hold. Seattle was still dealing with
raging fires, although part of the wildfire was now under control.
Miami was grief-stricken over the downing of the 747 and the
thousands of casualties from its impact and the subsequent fires.
Tulsa was burying its dead, and Boston was trying to find a way to
seal the rift in its shattered tunnel so it could start pumping out
the millions of gallons of water that still covered an unknown
number of corpses. The whole nation was looking over its shoulder.
People were scared stiff of eating in restaurants or even drinking
water that wasn’t bottled.

The destruction
of several of the largest fuel storage facilities and the
firestorms they ignited, some still burning, had not only exacted a
horrendous toll on people, neighbouring cities and the environment,
but also caused gasoline prices to soar by a dollar a gallon at
those gas stations that still had an adequate supply. Many stations
were run dry by panic buying and could not get resupplied. The gas
companies were too nervous to dispatch fuel tankers without escort
by law enforcement or the National Guard, both of whom were already
overstretched. Few regular deliveries were being made, and
consumers were restricted to purchases of five gallons or less in
most regions.

Military
patrols in Humvees aided regular police patrols nationwide, and
police officers, even those responding to domestic disputes, had at
their backs companions in olive drab and carrying M-16s. For the
first time since the American Civil War, the United States was
rallying to enter battle on its own mainland, but against whom?

The president
had declared martial law. However, in most parts of the country,
citizens would not notice much of a change. There were no
nationwide curfews in effect, but local governors in several states
where violent anti-Muslim demonstrations and rioting had taken
place had the power to impose curfews and use National Guard and
even regular military forces to quell unrest. Despite these
measures, there had been lynchings and murders all over the United
States as a range of ethnic groups received the brunt of people’s
misguided hatred and vengeance. Military manpower was short
everywhere because much of America’s standing army and many of its
National Guard were taken up with the never-ending commitment to
the Middle East and, to a lesser extent, Afghanistan. The number of
personnel required to ensure security along the Iraq-Iran border as
well as patrol the rest of Iraq was a constant drain on an armed
forces already strained by recruitment numbers that had dropped by
the year.

While no
politician had dared propose a draft, the Pentagon had sent memo
after memo quietly begging for some kind of action to bolster its
flagging resources. The United States had supposedly handed over
power to the Iraqi government long ago, but a pullout of American
forces would result in civil war and there was no doubt that Iran
would sweep in to take over and put in place a friendly Shiite
puppet. For several years, Iran had been steadily building up its
forces along the border with Iraq, and it was commonly believed
that they would invade the moment American forces were withdrawn.
The Pentagon had also had to fill the gap in Afghanistan as one by
one other nations in the alliance pulled out. Now ninety percent of
ground forces in the troublesome region were American, and they
controlled only twenty percent of the country. The rest was split
among different warring factions, few of them with any affection
for the West and its interests, although almost all of them were
eager to profess cooperation as long as they were compensated.

As for the
first attack on American soil at Santa Barbara, its true scope was
just starting to be felt. Thousands had died both on the greens of
the Conquistador and in the city of Santa Barbara, and while that
in itself was horrendous, the strike had lopped the heads from many
large corporations and companies as well as killing dozens of
celebrity figures. The economic ramifications of so many highly
placed fatalities could create long-term havoc. The hemorrhagic
fever had not yet stricken many of those exposed to it, and
epidemiologists hoped that the weapons-tailored virus might fizzle,
but the ricin had been all too effective in its ability to kill and
debilitate. Military and civilian authorities had set up special
emergency clinics in warehouses and hangars to treat the hundreds
of ricin victims as well as thirty or forty people who seemed to be
exhibiting early symptoms of fever. Hundreds more were confined to
special emergency observation areas where doctors, nurses and
paramedics monitored them for any signs of illness.

So far, the
state’s response had been immediate and Herculean, but any further
attacks on the same scale would seriously stretch medical and
emergency services, perhaps to the breaking point.

Derek walked
from the small plane toward a terminal complex devoid of activity.
A U.S. Marine met him at the stairs leading from the tarmac to the
companionway, checked his ID and allowed him to pass. Once inside,
Derek followed the signs to ground transport, walking though empty
corridors that had lost their familiarity along with their teeming
hordes. The terminal building, its stores and eateries closed and
barricaded, felt like a ghost town and put a fine point on Derek’s
mood, which bordered on depression.

He
stepped out of the terminal and flagged one of the three cabs that
sat at the curb. Not until they were well away from the airport did
the roads take on some semblance of normality, the traffic light
for the time of day but still fairly busy and comforting in its own
way. The one discordant note was the number of military vehicles on
patrol, mostly Humvees, whose crews included machine gunners
standing in the roof hatches and manning light weapons. As of yet
the military had seen no need to panic people with the introduction
of armoured vehicles to city streets, but those, ranging from
Stryker armoured cars to Abrams main battle tanks, were marshalled
within striking distance of most points in Washington, a fact
the Washington Post had trumpeted as military and civilian heavy equipment
transporters moved the vehicles to their assembly points, hidden
under tarpaulins.

Derek wasn’t
tired. Physically he was three hours behind, on Pacific Standard
Time, and his respite in hospital, where he’d been kept under
observation pending the results of a full spectrum of tests, had
rested his body if not his mind. He was doing his best to continue
functioning normally while in the throes of grief for Vanessa.

He’d been
recalled to Washington to meet with other agents from the CIA and
FBI on their new tasking, but the only home he had there was
Vanessa’s apartment. He’d dropped his own apartment when he was
assigned to Los Angeles, with the intention of coming home to
Vanessa’s whenever he visited from the West Coast. They had both
decided that, since he rarely used his own digs even when in town,
it was silly for him to maintain them while he was away for an
undetermined length of time.

It was the
closest he’d ever come to a permanent commitment to a woman, but it
felt so very right whenever they were together that neither of them
had had doubts or reservations. After their relationship had gotten
past the tempestuous, lovesick first stages, it had become
comfortable and deeply loving. Despite leading incredibly busy,
stressful and complex professional lives, they fit together like a
pair of gloves and had become dependent on one another for shelter
from the world when they needed it — an important consideration in
professions that brimmed with all that is worst in the human
condition.

Derek didn’t
want to stay at the apartment. It would be filled with ghosts.
Instead, he asked the driver to take him to the Marriot on
Pennsylvania Avenue, just a few blocks from FBI headquarters. He
felt like a visitor in a city he’d called home for almost twenty of
his thirty-two years. The sooner he was reassigned and the farther
from anything familiar he was sent, the better. His one deeply held
hope was that he’d be sent somewhere that would present him with
the opportunity to take revenge, both for his nation and, more
importantly, for himself.

 


August 20.

Ta’if, Saudi
Arabia.

 


Muhammad
al-Munajjid relaxed back into a fabulously expensive Italian
recliner, a mystery novel by a famed English author close to hand
and a fresh cup of tea on a small convenience table beside him. He
was enjoying the cool breeze that brushed across the balcony of his
luxury home perched in the hills overlooking Ta’if, the summer
residence of the Saudi government.

Ta’if sat high
on the slopes of the Al-Sarawat Mountains, near the Red Sea and
Mecca, and was a popular escape among Saudi Arabia’s ruling classes
from the blast furnace Riyadh became during the summer. Ta’if had a
long and turbulent history and was renowned as the place where the
prophet Muhammad was stoned after city leaders had rejected his
teachings. Driven from the city, his forces returned a decade later
to lay siege. Although the siege itself was unsuccessful, city
leaders negotiated a conversion to Islam, and Ta’if entered the
fold. It had always been known for its fertile soils, cool climate
and agricultural produce, which fed the populations that lived on
the plains below. It was also a very secure city and largely free
from Western intelligence gathering.

Al-Munajjid was
very pleased with the progress and results of his attacks. The
United States was in a state of confusion, and as he had hoped,
much of the country had turned on itself with riots and civil
unrest. The American media, hoping to relieve the situation
somewhat, was trying to downplay these witch hunts, but to little
avail. Dozens of people had been beaten to death or lynched, and in
some places, the police had been powerless or even unwilling to
intervene. Few mosques remained standing in the United States.

The nation’s
economy had ground to a halt, it had cut itself off from the rest
of the world, its harbours and airports were idle, and much of the
population spent their days at home behind locked doors. Just as
al-Munajjid had instructed, his primary assault teams had backed
off, leaving the Americans to panic and lash out at phantoms. In a
few more hours, his warriors would begin a new round of attacks,
none so dramatic as the first series, but designed to instill fear
and panic and demonstrate to Americans that they would find no safe
haven.

His sponsors
were as pleased with their proxy attack as he. Two of their
representatives had waited for his arrival at an office near Ta’if
Regional Airport with news that the first monetary transfers had
been made to his personal accounts, accounts skilfully hidden
around the world. Those payments would proceed on an agreed
schedule for the foreseeable future. The first payments alone
covered all of al-Munajjid’s personal expenditures for the years of
planning. The next in the series would assure him of a handsome
profit on his investment. If all went according to plan,
al-Munajjid would soon rank among the top ten wealthiest citizens
of Saudi Arabia and wield power that did not rely on religious
fervour alone. Al-Munajjid was a clever man. He’d insisted that the
payments all be made in Euros, not in American dollars. Never a
trusting soul, not even in currencies, he had already instructed
his bankers to convert most of his deposits to gold and silver
bullion.

 


August 21.

J. Edgar Hoover
Building, FBI headquarters, Washington DC.

 


Derek wound his
way thorough the concrete obstacles littered around FBI
headquarters, protection recently added to that already afforded by
a small moat, lined by cement walls, that surrounded the building.
Security was tight, tighter than he had ever seen before, and
several two-man military teams patrolled the exterior. The main
entrance was guarded by regular Washington police officers, and on
entering the building, Derek joined a long queue of people waiting
to pass through security. The building’s foyer looked like an
airport security area with its metal detectors, scanners,
bomb-sniffing dogs and multitude of security personnel.

After a few
minutes in line, he noticed there was a shorter, faster-moving one.
A sign declared that it was for FBI agents only. He walked to the
back of that line and within a few minutes had been processed and
cleared. He was asked to wait in a ground-floor room while his
arrival was announced. From there he would be picked up and
escorted to his assignment meeting — all new procedure. He sat for
fifteen minutes in a room that was usually an information and tour
assembly point for the crowds of tourists who in normal times
jostled one another for a look into the inner workings of the
Federal Bureau of Investigation. In truly American fashion, even
the FBI had its entertainment division.

Derek walked
along the room’s back wall, looking at a rogues’ gallery of framed
pictures displaying bootleggers, spies, Ku Klux Klansmen, serial
killers, hardened criminals and, most recently, terrorists that the
bureau had arrested over the years. He thought to himself how
wonderful it would be when the wall could feature the bastards
responsible for the latest atrocities. He was deep in thought when
a friendly voice stirred him from his reverie.

“Hello, Derek,”
said Brian Good.

Derek
turned and smiled. Good was an old friend in the bureau, and Derek
had worked with him successfully several times in the distant past.
He was exceptionally tall and thin and had always reminded Derek of
Ichabod Crane from The Legend of Sleepy Hollow. Good, however, while appearing frail had proven
himself a brilliant field agent and was well respected. He’d been
assigned to the FBI’s counter-terrorism department at almost the
same time as Derek, although they had never been teamed together
since their appointments.

“Hello, Brian.
I see you have the same tailor,” said Derek, smiling at Good’s
rumpled appearance. “Don’t tell me we’ve been teamed up.”

“No such luck,”
replied Good. “I’ve just been sent down to pick you up and deliver
you upstairs. I’ve been put in charge of coordinating the teams
we’re assembling. It seems to be my lot to live life behind a desk
while everyone else goes out to play.”

“But you’re
probably going to make director before you’re forty,” laughed
Derek.

“Well, I’m
shocked and hurt that you, of all people, would think that I’m a
political animal. By the way, could I interest you in a campaign
button?”

The pair
laughed as they walked to the elevator, where Good pushed the
button and they waited side by side.

“I’m really
sorry to hear about Vanessa,” said Brian uncomfortably. “She’s
going to be missed.”

“Yes, she is,”
said Derek.

As if by mutual
consent, they said no more on the subject.

The elevator
doors opened and the two men strode in. Good punched a button
marked for the third floor, and the doors slid closed.

 


Derek sat by
himself a couple of rows back in the briefing room, Good having
excused himself to run another errand. There were at least forty
people in the room, yet there was virtually no conversation and
little noise aside from the odd self-conscious cough or the
creaking of wooden chairs.

Through the
windows, to the northwest, a thick column of black smoke could be
seen rising into the air a few miles away. Derek, along with
everyone else in the city, knew that the source of the smoke was
the smouldering remains of the first mosque built in North America.
Rioters had set fire to the Islamic Center of Washington DC, on
Massachusetts Avenue, in the early hours of the previous day. The
graceful building in Moorish style, which opened for worship in
1957, had burned for hours as the crowds that surrounded it gently
but firmly kept firefighters from intervening, crowds that had
cheered every time a wall fell or a new blast of flame shot
upwards. Fortunately, no one had been killed either inside the
building or out.

That good
fortune had not accompanied the destruction of many other mosques
across the United States. Followers of Islam had built dozens of
mosques and Islamic centres across the country since this one’s
minaret first broke the Washington skyline. Now, almost all of them
had burned or, if they were lucky enough to have escaped that fate,
been cordoned off and closed by police in the interests of public
safety. The public worship of Islam in the United States had come
to a very sudden and, in many cases, violent hiatus.

Derek sat up
straight in the uncomfortable wooden chair as assistant director of
counter-terrorism Miles Nichols, entered the room along with the
assistant director of the CIA, George Henry, and the director of
the National Counter Intelligence Executive, Peter Hulling. The
three men stood at the front of the briefing room, Nichols and
Henry on either side of Hulling, who took his place behind the
podium, placing a sheaf of papers on its desktop.

Hulling looked
over his shoulder at the map of the USA that was projected on the
wall behind him, held up a remote control and clicked it. Several
red lights appeared on the map. “Ladies and gentlemen,” he began,
“you all know assistant director Nichols and assistant director
Henry.”

The two nodded
at the assembled group, and Hulling continued.

“The
illuminated points on this map show the attacks on the U.S. I am
confident that all of you are current, but I will review them for
clarity. As you can see they are fairly evenly spread over the map,
but there doesn’t appear to be any particular pattern to their
distribution. We’ve found no pattern to the methods that have been
used either. In only two attacks, in Santa Barbara and in Belden,
were biological agents used, but they were distinctly different
agents. For Santa Barbara, it was ricin, the toxin derived from
castor beans, and it was mated with a hemorrhagic fever. In Belden,
it was a form of E. coli. All of these agents were weapons-grade,
not natural. The ricin and the E. coli were very effective. The
hemorrhagic fever, we hope, is waning. So far, most of the victims
in the Santa Barbara area who have succumbed died from ricin
poisoning.”

Derek listened,
his face a stone, while Hulling’s voice droned on with information
that made him want to scream in rage.

“We can’t
assume, however, that the fever is not a threat. Over one hundred
people contracted it. However, at this stage it does not seem to be
as aggressive as the wild African varieties, and most if not all
those effected show promising signs of recovery or have at least
stabilized. It won’t do to let down our guard, though. The CDC
think it may have a long gestation period and present itself more
aggressively later this week. I certainly hope that’s not the case,
but we’re keeping anyone who may have been exposed and has not been
cleared by testing under observation. That means that we have
thousands of people literally incarcerated in the Santa Barbara
area.

“The attack in
Belden was on a tiny retirement town of absolutely no strategic
value, but it seems that the terrorists are out to prove a point —
the point of course being that Americans are not safe no matter
where they are.

“The strikes on
the refineries are a serious blow and one we should have all seen
coming, but there’s no point trying to place blame. We all knew how
vulnerable those sites were, and evidently, so did the enemy. They
were the only ones who did anything about it.

“Seattle was
perhaps the simplest attack. We have evidence that it was
implemented with nothing more than bottles full of gasoline.
Casualties so far are in the hundreds, and property loss has not
been determined at this time. Those fires are still raging.

“Boston, of
course, is ongoing. We have no idea how many people died in the
tunnel, but divers found the wreckage of a gasoline tanker at what
appears to be ground zero. The tunnel is so unstable that further
dives have been postponed until a plan for stabilizing the roof and
walls can be engineered. In the meantime, the victims’ remains will
have to stay where they are, except for the few recovered so far.
Based on missing persons’ reports, we estimate that dozens
perished. Of course the dollar value of losing that tunnel remains
to be seen, but we all know what it took to dig it in the first
place. The economic impact on the city is substantial. Every other
tunnel there has been shut down or had its use severely
restricted.”

Hulling paused
and took a moment to shuffle the pages in front of him. He cleared
his throat before continuing.

“The truck bomb
at Tulsa was sickening, because it appears that they targeted
families, especially children, and we’re sure the diner massacre at
Las Vegas, New Mexico…” — he held up his hand — “yes, New Mexico,
not Nevada, was a deliberate attempt, like the poisoning in Belden,
to show the American public they are not safe anywhere. The bombing
in Hollywood in front of the Chinese Theatre appears to have the
same motives.

“So far, I am
very unhappy to say, we have only one suspect in custody. He’s a
young Cuban American by the name of Miguel Ramírez who, we have
confirmed by physical evidence as well as his own admission, shot
down the Lufthansa airliner in Miami. It seems he was not even
aiming for the 747, but misfired the rocket at an American airliner
as it took off. It was just bad luck of the worst kind that it hit
the 747. Rodríguez has revealed under questioning that he is a
convert to Islam and that his handler was a Lebanese immigrant by
the name of Adnan Awada.

“We have not
been able to trace Awada. It seems he disappeared shortly before
the missile attack and has not been heard of since. We have no
state or federal records on Awada, so we have to assume that he was
working under a false identity or identities and is currently
laying low. I’m afraid Ramírez was disposable and they have
protected themselves from his revealing any useable intelligence.
All he spouts is anti-American gibberish. We will continue his
interrogation, but I don’t think it will lead anywhere. It does
raise a very uncomfortable question, however. This Awada has been
in the country for some time. Just how many other sleepers or
radicalized American youth are out there who are willing to
contribute to these attacks?

“As you all
know, the attacks seem to have concluded. But since the people
responsible have not been apprehended, we can only assume they are
positioning for another series. In the meantime, we’re bolstering
security everywhere possible. Our biggest problem is manpower,
which is stretched thin across the nation. The National Guard,
army, navy and air force are doing what they can, but they’ve got
serious personnel problems as well. Most of their forces are
committed overseas. Many of our assets on the ground are tied up
fighting vigilantism, so they’re having a hard time providing
security to the installations in their areas that may need it most.
There is talk of bringing several battalions home from overseas to
assist, but this has not been confirmed, and of course, their
withdrawal from the Middle East and Asia will only serve to
destabilize further already dangerously volatile regions.

“That may just
be the objective of these attacks. At present no one, aside from a
few fringe groups, has taken responsibility for the attacks or made
any demands. That means we don’t know what they want or even
whether they want anything. As hard as it is to say, the best
scenario would be that this is a revenge attack with no particular
aim in mind.

“This is where
you people come in. Your jobs will be to spread out not just across
the U.S. but over the rest of the world and, using any intelligence
you can find, to track down the bad guys. The president has told us
we will have a free hand and whatever resources we require. You
will be allowed to use any methods you deem effective to obtain
information that will further your assignments. This is the first
time we have been allowed to play using the same rules as the bad
guys. Hopefully, that is going to be a real shock to them and an
advantage to you.

“Most of you
have already met your new partners and have your assignments. For
those recent arrivals who have not, please see Brian Good at his
office on the second floor. He’ll pass out your assignments and
make introductions. Are there any questions?”

A hand went up
near the back of the room and agent Peter Todd stood.

“Sir, you
didn’t mention the shooting of Lyndon Lane in New York. Is it tied
in with the rest of the attacks?”

“We suspect
that’s the case, and we’re investigating on that basis. The
assassination of celebrities is a new but certainly effective
tactic, because it hits everyone with a sense of personal loss they
may not feel when a refinery goes up or a tunnel is bombed.”

“Are there any
more questions?”

No one raised
their hands.

“Good. Now
assistant director Nichols would like a word.”

Nichols took
the podium, grasped the small microphone and pushed it aside. “I
don’t need this microphone to pass on what I want to say,” he said,
his voice unamplified but audible to everyone in the room
nonetheless. “I just want to wish you good luck and Godspeed, and I
hope from the very bottom of my heart that you’ll all come home
with a bag full of heads.”

Someone at the
back of the room yelled, “Yeah!” and the room broke into
applause.

Derek did not
applaud, but he certainly concurred with the sentiment.

Nichols turned
from the podium, and he and the other two directors filed from the
room.

Brian Good
strode up the aisle from where he’d been waiting, leaning against
the wall at the back, and took the podium himself. “Okay, people.
Most of you know who I am. For those who don’t, my name is Brian
Good, and I will be the coordinator of this project. Most of you
have your assignments and appropriate travel documents, so I want
to see you get cracking. For those who don’t I’ll see you
downstairs in fifteen minutes. That should be just enough time to
grab yourselves a coffee.”

As everyone
rose and hustled out, Good grabbed Derek by the arm. “Hold on a
minute, Derek. I want you to meet your new partner.”

“Catherine,” he
called, “hold up a second.”

Catherine Hunt,
already on her way out of the room, turned at the door and made her
way toward them. “Yes, Inspector Good?”

“Catherine, I
would like you to meet Special Agent Derek James. Derek, Catherine
Hunt.”

Derek took
Catherine’s hand and shook it. Her grip was firm, unusual in a
woman. Then he took in her appearance. She was stunning with her
dark red shoulder-length hair and milk white complexion, but
Derek’s hollowed-out emotions were unreceptive to the appraisal of
her assets most men would have subconsciously made. He took her
hand with detached professionalism. “Pleased to meet you, Miss
Hunt.”

“Please,” she
said, “call me Catherine.”

“Catherine,”
Brian Good continued, “is CIA. and has just returned from an
assignment in Eastern Europe and the Middle East. She’ll be your
partner. I’ve already briefed her on your background and training.
You’ll have the next couple of days to get to know each other and
get settled with the intel people and some of the special ops team.
Derek, you haven’t met them yet, but your special ops team is good.
They’re all Navy Seals, and they’re going to be the tip of your
lance. They can do most of the dirty work for you, should the need
arise.”

“You know,
Brian, I don’t think doing dirty work is going to be an issue,”
replied Derek.

“I understand,
but if you get into a situation, use them, and that goes for both
of you,” he said, glancing at Catherine. “Your task and talents are
investigative, and we don’t want you in harm’s way if we can avoid
it. Leave the rough stuff to the pros. I have briefing packages
downstairs that will supply you with all the information you’ll
need. These packages, by the way, are classified EYES, and they’re
not allowed to leave the building. As a matter of fact, they’re not
allowed to leave the second floor, so you’ll have to memorize any
information you need. You probably have lots of questions, but the
brief will outline most of the procedural crap. I know this is
likely a bit of a surprise for you both, especially the dual-agency
teaming.”

“I was aware of
this operation. The president and the chief of staff told me,” said
Derek. He wasn’t bragging; he was stating a fact.

“The
president?” asked Good incredulously.

“Yes. Two days
ago in California.”

“Seriously,”
replied Good, maintaining a note of incredulity in his voice.

“Yes. I went on
board Air Force One when he landed in California before I spent two
days being poked and prodded in the Edwards infirmary. The
president was interested in eye-witness accounts of the Santa
Barbara attack. Of course, by that time there was a lot more going
on than just the one attack, but the chief of staff told me about
the formation of the teams, and they asked if I was interested, and
here I am.”

“Well then,”
replied Good, “let’s get down to my office, and I’ll give you the
file with the most current information in it, and the two of you
can spend a couple of hours going over it. Later on today you’ll be
introduced to the strike team coordinators. They’re on their way in
from Pensacola right now.”

“I’m looking
forwards to it,” said Derek as the three of them grabbed an
elevator for the short descent.

When the
elevator doors opened on the second floor, they were met by a
maelstrom of activity as people rushed up and down the corridor. A
young man spied them and ran towards Goods waving a paper. “Sir,
sir,” he gasped, passing the paper to Good.

Good scanned
the contents. “Oh shit!” he said.

 


August 21.

Cheyenne,
Wyoming.

 


It had been a
normal mid-week morning at the Minuteman Café on Del Range
Boulevard near the Cheyenne Municipal Airport. The café was crowded
with early risers there for the bacon and eggs special as well as
commuters stopping in to grab a quick coffee and a pastry on their
way to work. The café serviced employees from the Frontier Mall
just across the road, several local industries, the airport, and
the Francis E. Warren Air Force Base, home of many of the remaining
Minuteman intercontinental ballistic missiles.

A long line of
people waiting for take-out coffee further added to the congestion
but most customers reckoned that the wait was worth it. Locals
thought more of the Minuteman’s coffee than they did of Starbucks’,
as evidenced by the virtually empty parking lot of the Starbucks
nearby. If the Minuteman’s parking lot had been a little less full,
someone might have noticed the rusty, brown Chevy Citation that
pulled into a parking spot immediately in front of the cafe’s large
picture windows. They might also have noticed that rather than
coming in for coffee, the car’s driver walked around the corner of
the restaurant and climbed into a waiting van, which then drove
slowly off the lot, turned east on Del Range and drove away.

A minute later,
the abandoned car disappeared in a blinding blast from two hundred
pounds of high explosive that blew the Minuteman Café from its
foundation and slaughtered everyone inside.

 


August 21.

Albany, New
York.

 


The traffic on
the I-90 was typical morning rush hour stop and go where the 85
dead-ended, dumping its travellers onto the connecting interstate.
A large red cube van, puffing clouds of blue smoke from a valve
train that was years past its prime, pulled over directly under the
overpass that brought westbound traffic from the 85 onto the 90
below, traffic that was headed for industrial and commercial areas
in Albany and neighbouring Schenectady. The van’s driver set his
emergency flashers, climbed out and opened the vehicle’s hood.
Moments later a dilapidated tow truck pulled off in front of the
van, and the van’s driver got in. The tow truck drove off along the
shoulder, passing the slow-moving commuter traffic in the 90’s west
bound lanes, and on reaching the Washington Avenue exit, took the
ramp and disappeared into the city.

No one noticed
anything unusual — not until the RDX high explosive and two and a
half tons of ammonium nitrate, diesel fuel and powdered aluminum
detonated. The force of the blast threw cars hundreds of feet,
twisting them into unrecognizable burning scrap. It was strong
enough and close enough to destroy the overpass’s main structural
supports so that the ramp above collapsed onto the I-90 in a rain
of twisted rebar and shattered concrete.

Within the
space of two hours, thirty-five other car bombs, some of them
enormous, had detonated in crowded areas or beside congested
highways along the eastern seaboard and in the Midwest.

 


Wednesday,
August 21.

Fifth Street
East, Cincinnati.

 


Officer Gordon
Wojohowitz had spent eleven years on the Cincinnati police force
and was still pulling traffic duty. Many in his position would have
resented being in the same unit for most of their careers, but
Wojohowitz was exactly where he wanted to be. He was a good cop,
but his ambitions lay in other places — he was one of the
best-known model railroaders in the eastern United States. His home
was a wall-to-wall collection of model trains and all the
paraphernalia that goes with them. Conservative estimates placed
his collection at over half a million dollars, perhaps more at
today’s prices, but it was moot to Wojohowitz. His pay was adequate
to his needs, and he would die before a single item in his
collection was put on the auction block. His passion had excluded
from his life many things including a wife and family, but he was
content with his life even if it was not a truly happy one. Even
contentment had eluded many of his friends and fellow police
officers.

He was in his
patrol car, parked on the right-hand side of Fifth Street East, a
one-way eastbound street in Cincinnati’s downtown core, and he was
about to move out after finishing a bit of paperwork. Suddenly a
car, followed closely by a late-model black minivan, started a
right turn the wrong way onto Fifth from Sycamore. Realizing their
mistake, both cars’ drivers swerved into a left-hand turn, cutting
in front of other cars and setting off a concert of squealing
brakes and blaring horns.

Wojohowitz
checked his mirrors to see if he was clear to pull out and give
chase, but oncoming traffic was thick. By the time he flicked on
his emergency lights and found a hole , both vehicles had started a
northbound turn onto Broadway, another one-way. Wojohowitz cut
across the traffic and careened around the corner in pursuit. He
saw that the van had pulled up on the right-hand side about halfway
along the block. He just caught a glimpse of a dark-complexioned
youth jumping into the rear seat of the accompanying car, which
then sped off. A chill spread through Wojohowitz. Grabbing the
mike, he broadcast his suspicions.

“Unit 324
requesting backup. A black minivan has been abandoned on Broadway
between Fifth and Sixth. Driver has fled the scene in a white
economy car, possibly a Nissan or Toyota. Unit 324 in pursuit.” He
toggled his siren and depressed the accelerator. In front of him,
the traffic parted magically, giving him a free shot up Broadway
after the white car.

His suspicions
that the car’s occupants were up to no good were confirmed as they
sailed through a red light at Sixth, narrowly missing several
vehicles in the intersection. He gained on them, and when he got
within ten car lengths, the white car started to weave back and
forth through the traffic. To Wojohowitz’s horror, he saw a gun
barrel poke out of the rear passenger side window. But instead of
targeting the oncoming police car, the gunman started to spray the
cars around it and pedestrians on the sidewalks.

Wojohowitz got
back on the radio. “Shots fired, shots fired!” he screamed into the
receiver. “Suspect car is firing automatic weapons into traffic!”
He slammed the accelerator to the floor, aiming the car directly at
the rear end of what he could now see was a Nissan Sentra.

The gunman,
sensing immediate peril, changed his tactic. The rear window of the
Sentra exploded as he took aim at Wojohowitz and fired through it.
He was a moment too late. The bullets stitched the police car’s
hood, their paths diverted from their target, and across the
right-hand side of the windshield.

The impact of
the cruiser ramming the back of the much lighter Nissan threw the
gunman off balance, and he stopped firing while the cruiser carried
the smaller car along. The two cars careened into and across the
New Street intersection. Suddenly the cruiser’s engine seized,
victim of the heavy-calibre slugs that had torn through it. The
cars separated, as the Nissan accelerated away, flying into the
next major intersection, at Broadway and Seventh, at almost seventy
miles per hour. An eastbound straight truck was crossing on the
green.

The white car,
physics dictating its course despite the driver’s attempts to
swerve, slammed into the side of the truck just back of the cab. It
slid under the truck’s heavy steel chassis, a good section of the
car’s roof peeling back, and split open the truck’s right-hand
saddle tank, spewing diesel all over the road, the car and its
occupants. Despite the spray of sparks as the truck dragged the
small car forward, the fuel’s low combustibility saved the area
from conflagration.

As the truck
ground to a halt, the gunman who’d been in the rear seat staggered
from the wreckage and collapsed, the automatic assault rifle still
in his hands. Dropping the rifle, he tried to crawl away from the
wreckage, rising and then falling back to the ground as a badly
shattered leg defied his adrenaline-induced attempt to flee. The
car’s driver had died with the impact.

Wojohowitz
slammed to a halt and leapt from his crippled car, shattered glass
pebbles cascading from him as he pulled his revolver from his hip.
He ran toward the gunman, who scrambled crablike through the diesel
fuel and debris on the pavement, blood streaming from a head wound
and his left leg, which was clearly facing in the wrong direction,
dragging. He was still trying to escape, but his attempt responded
now to a mindless, undirected instinct. As Wojohowitz started to
yell his warning to freeze, the gunman’s head fell to the pavement,
and with the onset of shock, he stopped moving.

Wojohowitz
kicked the automatic weapon a safe distance away. He looked down at
the semi-comatose man and then turned to survey the carnage that
marked the white car’s progress up Broadway from Fifth Street East.
He took in wounded pedestrians lying on the sidewalk and cars
skewed helter-skelter everywhere, many showing multiple bullet
holes and some whose occupants were seriously wounded.

Then the air
shimmered with a flash of light followed a moment later by an
immense cracking. The explosives in the van three blocks away had
ignited. The blast was powerful enough to bring down a good section
of the nearest building, including a skywalk that connected it to
the building opposite.

Wojohowitz
stood there stunned, mouth agape, before a sight the likes of which
he’d only ever seen on news reports from the Middle East. Consumed
by rage, he looked down at the man at his feet and, summoning every
bit of strength in his body, he kicked him. The man’s hip shattered
at the blow from Wojohowitz booted foot. But in his semi-conscious
state, he could only groan.

There were many
witnesses to this act, but not one ever complained — nor did anyone
in the media or the police department when that kick, caught by a
traffic camera at the intersection, was released and played again
and again in the media and on the Internet. The incident’s fame
spread rapidly, fuelled by a revenge-hungry American population.
America had its first important prisoner of the war, and its first
hero.

 


 



Chapter
5

 


August 21.

Situation Room,
the White House, Washington DC.

 


“The trouble
is, sir, that we don’t have enough available manpower on the
ground,” said Admiral Irving. He was seated at the conference table
in the White House’s underground situation room. Unlike its replica
in Hollywood movies, the room had no glowing screens or noir
lighting. In fact, it was bright and airy, despite lying sixty feet
underground. The walls were decorated with historical paintings, a
sink and buffet complete with coffee and pastries stood to one
side, and as a concession to modern technology, flat screen
computer monitors had been built into each place at the table. A
very large flat screen TV and monitor hovered at the foot of the
room next to the door, a position that afforded everyone in the
room an adequate view.

Currently the
image on it, and on the computer screens on the conference table,
was of the continental United States. Round red circles indicated
the sites of large attacks; smaller red pinpoints illustrated the
locations of the car bombings.

The president
sat at the head of the table, which was otherwise populated by the
heads of American law enforcement and the U.S. military, several
cabinet members and his own advisors.

“Iraq is a lot
smaller,” continued Admiral Irving, “and the armed forces have a
lot more latitude for action, but we have found it almost
impossible — no, actually impossible — to predict when or where
terrorists will place a car bomb or stop them from doing it, and
there are nowhere near the number of cars in Iraq that there are
here. If we found a way to restrict car bombings, the terrorists
could just change their approach and use improvised explosive
devices instead. In Afghanistan and Iraq, those have ranged from
donkey carcasses and other road kill packed with explosives to
traffic light control boxes in the middle of intersections rigged
with high explosives. Most of these are remotely activated, so the
bomber just waits until a juicy target rolls by and detonates the
bomb. If you think about the potential for creating these devices
that exists in this country, the problem is staggering. I just
don’t know how we’re going to get a handle on this other than
tracking down the bombers and eliminating them. That’s going to be
a matter of good investigation techniques, not military
action.”

Irving sat back
in his chair, his piece plainly stated.

“Mr. President,
I have to agree with Admiral Irving,” said FBI director Peter
Archer. “We have to track down the enemy agents both here and, even
more importantly, abroad who are responsible. To do that we’re
going to need one hell of a lot more information than we have now.
In the meantime, however, a lot of our assets are tied up trying to
control American citizens who are taking things into their own
hands. On top of several riots, we’ve also had hundreds of murders,
lynchings and beatings countrywide. In almost all cases the victims
have been American citizens with Arab, Pakistani or Sikh
backgrounds.

“These
investigations are drawing away valuable assets we could use in
other places. Troops could put a stop to the rioting and the mobs.
I can’t think of any other way to put a stop to the civil unrest.
The military and National Guard has to control the populace while
law enforcement goes after the bombers. I can’t have valuable
detectives and agents tied up investigating a bunch of hooligans
who’ve decided to kill the local video store owner because they
think he’s a terrorist, not when we could be missing valuable
forensics and eyewitness information. I know that local forensics
investigators have been doing the best they can, but they just
don’t have the resources available to them that we do. The FBI has
to prioritize and stay focused on just the enemy threat for the
time being.”

“The trouble,
gentleman, is that you are asking me to suspend American freedoms,
starting with the freedom of assembly,” said the president.

“Mr.
President,” replied chief of staff Blomstrum, “we may not have any
choice. In order to get a handle on this, we may have to apply full
martial law, at least until we can make some headway on finding out
who’s behind the bombings and stop, or at least reduce, the number
of attacks.”

“I agree, Mr.
President,” interjected Admiral Irving. “A patchwork approach to
the implementation of martial law is not going to work. I think
most Americans are going to understand that until the emergency has
passed they’ll have to give up some of their freedoms. People are
scared. A firm hand will dispel a lot of their fears and help quell
the unrest. It will show them that we’re serious about their
protection.”

The
president sat quietly, head down, clearly reflecting on the
conversation that had raged around the room for the past two hours.
It all led to one conclusion, one no American president had ever
had to make before on so grand a scale, and one guaranteed to
become a cause célèbe among his opponents on Capitol Hill.

He looked up, a frown
crossing his features. “All right, gentlemen, enforce martial law —
curfews in all major cities and anywhere else necessary and,” he
looked directly at the directors of the CIA and FBI, “detention
without charge for periods of up to a week, but no longer than a
week. Do you understand?”

They nodded assent.

“Good. For now,
let’s wrap this up. I want you all here again in twenty-four hours.
In the meantime, gentlemen, get me the pricks responsible for
this.”

 


August 22.

University
Hospital, Cincinnati.

 


Awae Doloh woke racked
with pain. Doloh was twenty-three years old, a Muslim from southern
Cambodia. He had entered the world of extremism when a teenager,
recruited by the radical Mujahedeen Islam Pattoni, a group intent
on killing its way to a free Muslim state in southern Thailand. By
the time he was nineteen, he’d been recruited by Jenmaah Islamiyah,
an Asia-wide terrorist organization with strong ties to al Qaeda
and Osama bin Laden’s International Islamic Front. He spent time
fighting in Afghanistan, where he was selected to train to enter
the USA as a Philippine university student in an agricultural
program.

His first attack had
gone terribly wrong only in that he’d been captured. His handlers
would be more than pleased with his actions, which had killed
forty-seven people, destroyed most of a high-rise office complex
and closed down the Cincinnati core for hours.

His head
throbbed, and the nerve endings from his waist down screamed at the
traumas they had endured. Unable to move more, he turned his head
slowly, taking in his surroundings. As his eyes focused, the
brilliance of the room made his head pound, and he felt as if his
forehead would split open. The source of the agonizing light was a
standard fluorescent fixture over his bed and a window that, from
his vantage point, showed only sky. Once he’d come fully to his
senses, he lifted his head enough to see that he was naked and
firmly strapped to a hospital bed. For good measure, both his
wrists were handcuffed to the bed’s stout side rails.

With a surge of
panic, he realized he was captive, and the events of the day before
swam back into his mind. He remembered the flashing lights and
police siren as his partner screamed at him to get into the Sentra.
They left the bomb-laden van as planned and hurtled off in an
attempt to elude the police car that had pulled out after them. He
remembered the feel and sound of the AK-47 roaring in the car’s
close confines as he fired indiscriminately in an attempt to
distract the police, perhaps make them stop the pursuit. He
remembered the incredulous looks of the people who saw him fire. A
vignette flashed into his memory of an elderly gentleman looking
down at the fountain of blood that gushed from his stomach, just
pierced by a heavy slug from the assault gun.

He remembered
nothing of the accident or how he came to be in this bed. He felt
hollow as he realized that unlike his fellow glorious freedom
fighters spread out across the United States, he’d failed in his
mission to avoid capture and now he was powerless even to take his
own life as he’d been instructed and trained to do.

A woman’s face
appeared in the small rectangular window in the hospital room door
and then disappeared. Moments later two large men, both wearing
dark suits, strode into the room. The taller of the pair took a
position at the foot of the bed while the other man, shorter but
stocky, pulled the visitor’s chair next to the bed and, with a
flourish, spun it around so the chair back was facing Doloh. The
man was in his mid-fifties and had dark brown hair, greying at the
temples, and a relatively unlined face — interesting looking if not
actually handsome. He swung one leg over the chair, saddle-style,
crossed his arms and rested them on the chair back. Then he stared
at the captive for a minute.

Doloh
steadfastly refused to meet his gaze, but he couldn’t help the
occasional glance that flicked nervously at the imposing figure
beside his bed. His apprehension was compounded by total
helplessness and immense pain. He’d received cursory medical care,
but his badly shattered leg had not been repaired or put in a cast,
and he’d not been administered any painkillers.

Finally the man
at his side spoke. “Well, son,” he said softly, “you are in a world
of shit, aren’t you? I’m not even going to pretend to be your
friend, but I will give you some friendly advice. You are going to
tell us everything you know one way or the other. My advice is that
you just tell us what we want to know, now, with no fuss or bother.
If you don’t, then what you’re feeling now won’t add up to a hill
of beans compared to what you’re going to feel. Do you
understand?”

Doloh looked
away, gazing out the hospital window at the leaden skies that
promised rain. He missed the man’s gently reaching over. He did not
miss the excruciating pain as the man forcefully poked his finger
into the swollen and discoloured swelling over Doloh’s shattered
hip. Doloh screamed at the bolt of pain.

“That, son,”
the man said, rising from the chair, “is just so you get my point.
My friend and I are going to give you a little time to reflect. Say
half an hour?” He checked his wristwatch. “And then we’re going to
come back and continue our little chat.” He reached down and shook
Doloh’s broken leg on his way out, another blistering jolt.

The two men
left Doloh alone to stare at the large clock hanging on the wall.
Suddenly all the lessons learned from his handlers and spiritual
leaders about Allah’s blessings and the strength he could derive
from his cause paled in comparison to the agony he felt and the
remorseless sweep of the clock’s second hand.

 


August 23.

On board a
Cessna Citation, midway between Washington and Cincinnati.

 


Derek glanced
at Catherine, who sat across from him on the small jet. She was
busy with a sheaf of papers, mostly reports on the bombings that
had occurred over the last two days. She was poring over them in
the hopes that some of the attacks’ signatures would correspond to
techniques used in other places in the world and reveal something
about the enemy’s identity.

Derek had very
little to say to Catherine. She was certainly very businesslike,
which made it easy for Derek to interact with her with a minimum of
effort. She seemed to have no need of small talk, preferring to
busy herself with paperwork and research. That suited Derek well.
He thought Catherine would make a good partner, but he was in no
way interested in socializing or having to pretend interest in
anything but the task at hand.

The pair had
been assigned to fly to Cincinnati to take part in the
interrogation of the terrorist in custody there. While the young
man apparently had no specific knowledge about the organizers of
these attacks, he was proving to be a wealth of information on some
of their procedures and was giving insight into how the attackers
got their explosives and firearms. Under questioning, he’d already
revealed a good portion of his background and the organizations to
which he’d belonged in Asia. It came as no surprise that Islamic
fundamentalists were behind the attacks, but it had come as some
surprise that he and his partner had belonged to a movement
dedicated to the creation of an Islamic state in Thailand and in
other countries in Southeast Asia.

Derek was lost
in thought, many of them about Vanessa. He’d made numerous calls,
sometimes using his position in the FBI as a wedge to get
information, but to date he still had no idea when Vanessa’s body
would be released to her family or when or how she would be brought
back to Washington. He’d spoken to her mother and brother several
times over the last few days and knew that they were getting even
less information than he was. They were grief-stricken over
Vanessa’s death, but neither of them blamed Derek. Vanessa’s
father, on the other hand, had answered the phone once and, on
hearing Derek’s voice, had very abruptly hung up.

He’d never
liked Derek or what Derek did for a living very much, despite, or
perhaps because of, the fact he’d been a Washington PD officer for
twenty-eight years before his retirement. On the odd occasions when
Vanessa had asked Derek to attend a family function in Virginia,
where they now lived, some very icy silences had occurred when
Derek and her father found themselves in a room alone. Derek
assumed that now the old man was blaming him for Vanessa’s death.
But he couldn’t possibly blame Derek any more than Derek blamed
himself.

The Citation
bucked as it hit some clear-air turbulence. A pile of papers
Catherine had piled on the seat beside her slid to the floor. “Oh
shit,” she exclaimed, bending to pick them up.

“How’s it
going?” asked Derek as he unbuckled his seat belt to help her
retrieve the papers that had slid under the seat.

“So far there
doesn’t seem to be any consistent pattern,” she replied. “The
techniques, explosives and procedures they’re using are wildly
different, and some materials may have been foraged for locally,
while others are imported and have definite military origins.

“Forensics
found chemical markers at some of the blast sites indicating
domestic materials, and some of those have been traced to small
amounts of explosives that have been disappearing from building
sites and mining companies for over two years. Other bombs are
homemade concoctions of ammonium nitrate, diesel, powdered aluminum
and a number of other easily available and widely used materials,
and some are high-grade military explosives from God knows
where.

“The good news
is that they may have blown their more exotic weapons in the first
day’s attacks. There hasn’t been any bio or chemical attack since
then. It’s still pretty early to tell, but my guess is that for the
most part they’ve been scavenging the country for their materials.
Let’s face it, you can get pretty well anything you want here, and
a lot of the people selling are not curious or squeamish about how
it will be used as long as they make a buck.”

“What about the
stolen explosives?” asked Derek. “I wonder if there are any
leads?”

“These reports
are pretty sketchy,” replied Catherine. “But I doubt the
investigations went much beyond local law enforcement and these
reports filed federally. Thousands of pounds of explosives are
stolen every year, and only a few hundred pounds are usually
recovered. God knows where most of it ends up, but when you
consider that a few years ago we lost over 350 tons of explosives
in Iraq, where we’re supposed to be paying attention, the
disappearance of small amounts here wouldn’t make much of a blip on
the radar screen — not until now at any rate.”
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August 24.

People’s
Liberation Army Naval Base, Zhanjiang, People’s Republic of
China.

 


The flotilla of
destroyers and support ships was just slipping out of the harbour
at Zhanjiang at quarter speed. Rear Admiral Hu Xiaofeng stood on
the port bridge wing taking in the scene of sampans, ferries,
tenders and tugs scurrying to get out of the way of the ten ships
of his fleet. Most of his fleet was composed of the latest in
missile and attack destroyers, the largest being the 8,800-ton
Sovremenny-class destroyer that served as his flagship.
Accompanying her were three more Sovremenny-class ships, three
smaller 7,700-ton Chinese-designed and built Shenzen missile
destroyers, two Jiangwei frigates and a Weishanhu supply ship.

Not attached to
his flotilla, but spread out before it, was a group of
nuclear-powered 093 attack subs and Ming- and Song-class diesel
attack submarines. Over the last three days, these boats had
slipped out of their camouflaged sub pens fully submerged. Although
the submarines would eventually share the same patrol zones as his
flotilla, the undersea predators would follow independent and
solitary courses that had been set to avoid detection by American
satellites and, more importantly, by the American attack boats that
often lurked in the seas around Zhanjiang.

Hu was
terrified of the American subs. He knew their capabilities, and he
was also acutely aware that the Americans had been playing cat and
mouse with the Russians for almost half a century while the Chinese
submarine force, despite its Russian advisors, was still wet behind
the ears, with very little experience in the arts of undersea
deception. He also knew that a lot of the sophisticated electronic
equipment on both his ships and the Chinese submarines was
notoriously prone to failure, and he was not very confident in his
fleet’s ability to defend itself against or even to detect the U.S.
hunter killers if they were intent on causing him harm.

Unfortunately,
his superiors were blinded to the inadequacies of the flotilla’s
electronic warfare suites and instead enthusiastically denied that
the new Chinese navy was no match for U.S. forces, especially the
ones Hu was likely to meet up with in the area of responsibility
he’d been assigned in the Persian Gulf. His steaming orders were to
take the fleet to the new Chinese base in Pakistani waters, the
Gwadar deepwater port in Baluchistan.

The Chinese had
spent billions of dollars preparing this base so they would have a
strategic foothold close to the oil reserves of the Gulf. It
existed ostensibly to supply Pakistan with a deepwater container
and oil depot, but its design accommodated the PLA Navy quite well
and they kept a continuous but so far low-key presence there.
China’s original intention had been to a build a base in Iran, but
after the American invasion and occupation of Iraq, it was decided
that the U.S. presence would render a large base in the Gulf too
difficult to defend from surveillance or attack.

The base
in Baluchistan — close to the border between Iran and Pakistan —
was almost as convenient and was well suited to extend the PLAN’s
influence into the Indian Ocean as well as the Persian Gulf. It was
the final piece in China’s “string of pearls” strategy, a string of
strategic bases across the bottom of Asia and leading to the Middle
East. Of these, Gwadar was the latest and most important. It gave
the Chinese a base from which to observe and perhaps one day
control the Persian Gulf as well as providing a convenient point
from which to supply thousands of Chinese troops and armed civilian
support workers in East Africa, something of a logistical nightmare
from mainland China.

Hu had visited
the base before and hated it. The location was a small peninsula,
which jutted into the Arabian Sea southeast of the Strait of
Hormuz. It was desolate and blisteringly hot. The neighbouring town
of Gwadar was a primitive fishing village. The impoverished town
was populated by various Muslim factions, most of them from Iran,
and smaller groups of Hindus and Sikhs. These diverse and largely
antagonistic factions agreed on one thing only — their resentment
of the Chinese construction workers and naval personnel who had
flooded the area. Hu had experienced enough discipline problems
with bored and listless crew during his last visit, when he’d had
only one ship to worry about. Now, with a fleet and hundreds of
additional personnel, most of whom would be for the most part
restricted to base in the punishing heat, morale and discipline
were both going to be a challenge.

Hu Xiaofeng did
not fully understand nor had he been made privy to why the PLA
flotilla was being rushed to the Gulf, but his unvoiced opinion
was, considering the crisis in the USA, he might be steaming into a
hornets’ nest of U.S. military might in the Gulf, one that was on
full alert and feeling belligerent as well. He secretly prayed that
this sailing was just an ill-timed strategic exercise, one that
saner heads in Beijing would cancel while his fleet was en
route.

 


August 24.

Outskirts of
Fuzhou, Fujian Province, China.

 


Commander Tang
Xu of the People’s Liberation Army stood up from his desk,
stretched and pulled his uniform jacket from the back of the worn
wooden chair where he had draped it. His office and several others
were perched in the rafters of a massive dockside warehouse,
overlooking a scene of controlled chaos below. Dozens of
technicians and supply personnel milled about, servicing a host of
air-cushion landing craft in dingy grey camouflage packed into the
huge building. These were small ten-man amphibious assault craft,
but outside the warehouse, eight immense Zubr air-cushion landing
craft sat covered in camouflage that was designed to persuade the
American satellites above they were eight small warehouses. Other
medium-sized hovercraft and amphibious assault landing craft were
hidden in another twenty buildings that made up this supposedly
civilian cargo-handling port facility.

No expense had
been spared trying to deceive U.S. intelligence gathering while a
massive amphibious assault force was assembled up and down the
Chinese coastline opposite the renegade province of Taiwan. The
plan had been gathering steam for five years, and military assets
ranging from the huge Yuting and Yukan amphibious assault ships
down to the ten-man landing craft and hovercraft waited for the day
when Taiwan would, if needs be forcibly, returned to the fold. If
not for the protection the Americans gave the island, that would
have happened many years ago. Now, ironically, with American
technological and industrial assistance, China was fast becoming
powerful enough to do as it pleased within its sphere of influence,
a sphere that included Taiwan as well as contested areas such as
the Spratley Islands, claimed by both the Chinese and the detested
Vietnamese, among others.

Xu was a rabid
supporter of China’s emerging military power and global influence.
He was proud that China, long perceived as an unsophisticated
pseudo-communistic feudal society was now a world leader that many
Third World countries looked to as a partner in bringing down
American imperialism. One of Xu’s tasks was to interpret satellite
photographs. These photographs came not just from military birds
but also from agricultural and civilian satellites, some of whose
images he’d sourced on the Internet. His job entailed examining
photograph after photograph of camouflaged installations and
equipment whose detection by the Americans might give away China’s
intentions. The moment he determined there was a chance of
discovery, an alarm was sent out and the problem rectified. Even
equipment as large as landing ships was cleverly camouflaged as
civil shipping while civilian ships were dressed up in cardboard
and plywood to serve as military decoys in an endless shell game
aimed at concealing the gradual buildup of a huge concentration of
military might.

In a world
where it was assumed that American satellites could read the
address on an envelope tossed onto the top of a heap in a garbage
can, Xu’s job was difficult and stressful. Even worse, he would
never know whether the Americans had uncovered some or all of the
deceptions despite his best efforts.

Xu descended
the steep stairs to the concrete warehouse floor below. Mixing in
with the workers, many of whom were leaving for the day, he walked
to the door, where guards made sure that anyone entering or leaving
had the correct papers and was dressed in civilian rather than
military clothing. Xu, the originator of the rule, pulled a long
grey shop coat over his uniform. While most of those coming and
going did not effect military dress, wearing instead the blue or
light green clothing of warehouse workers, he could not bring
himself to run his command while not in uniform.

 


August 24.

University
Hospital, Cincinnati.

 


Derek stood at the
foot of the bed, staring at the captive. The young killer had
received medical attention and now laid in a cast that extended
from his belly, down one leg to his ankle. He was covered in cuts
and bruises and one side of his face was badly swollen and
discoloured. His injuries were all the result of the collision with
the truck and the kick that had shattered his hip bone.

His
interrogators had left no further physical damage but had managed
to drain him of every scrap of important information that he knew
after only a few hours of questioning. Far from a battle-hardened
jihadist, his inquisitors had found a frightened and unworldly
young man who’d quickly succumbed to their threats and his own fear
and pain. It was good luck, really, to have had this one survive.
Derek was under no illusion that others when captured would crack
so easily. The CIA interrogator who’d grilled the young man offered
the opinion that Awae Doloh wouldn’t have been so easily broken if
he’d been from the Middle East, where hatred was a way of life and
instilled from the cradle to the grave.

Doloh had found
his jihad in his late teens, with the temporary passion that blooms
in the young but is quickly left behind as maturity and
responsibility start to steer the course. The southern provinces of
Thailand were only now becoming a hotbed of Islamic hatred, spurred
mostly by agitators from other Islamic countries. Thailand did not
as yet have the deep generational hatred that was a fact of daily
life in the Middle East. The agitators were working very hard to
change that.

Derek turned to
Catherine, who stood a few steps behind him. “Well, now we’ve seen
the enemy, let’s go and find out what they’ve managed to coax out
of him.”

A heavy-set
nurse who looked more like a prison matron than an angel of mercy
escorted the them from the room. She closed the door behind them
and locked it with a key that swung from a lanyard at her belt.

Catherine
nodded at the two uniformed guards, armed with automatic weapons,
who sat on either side of the door. Her nod was not returned by the
Special Forces men. They were bored stiff by the guard duty they’d
drawn but still regarded each visitor to the injured terrorist as
possibly hostile.

A few rooms
down the hall, a meeting room had been set up. Aside from Awae
Doloh, the floor was devoid of patients and medical staff. Derek
and Catherine entered and were greeted by the two men who’d busily
pumped out what little valuable information Doloh contained.

“So the world
still thinks this creep is in a coma?” asked Catherine of the men,
who were seated at a round table that dominated the small room.

“Yes, ma’am,”
replied one of them, rising. “And in a day or so, the world will
hear that he succumbed to his injuries. “We’ll ship him off to a
secure detention facility on a restricted base in Nevada so no one
will be the wiser.”

“Good,” replied
Derek. “The less the enemy knows about what we’ve found out, the
more chance they won’t go to ground.”

“I’m Bruce
Edwards. This is Hank Rain,” said the CIA interrogator, the same
man who’d given Doloh’s hip a poke and his leg a gentle shake the
day before.

Rain rose from
his chair and offered his hand to Derek. After a couple of minutes
of introduction, the four sat down together at the table. “Can I
get you a coffee or a soda, ma’am?” asked Rain.

“I’m fine,”
replied Catherine. “But thank you, and please, call me Catherine.”
She didn’t want to sound rude, but “ma’am” was what people called
her mother. She had a little trouble being called that herself.

“I’ll take a
coffee,” said Derek.

“Sure, I’ll
have the fixings brought up. You sure?” he asked again of
Catherine.

Derek twigged
that Rain might be trying to make a little headway with Catherine.
He doubted the man knew that Catherine was not only CIA but likely
outranked him as well. He probably thought she was FBI, since she
was introduced as Derek’s partner.

“No, I’m sure,”
she replied.

Rain stepped
out and Bruce Edwards began his report.

“So, when we
got started, we had a few minutes of ‘God is great’ and ‘Allah will
protect me’ before he decided that telling us his life story might
be a better idea than waiting for heavenly help. I’ve never broken
anyone so fast, and at first I was a little suspicious of how easy
it was, but soon it became pretty clear that this guy was trained
as a foot soldier. He’s not too smart, but luckily for us, he has a
good imagination. He spent a lot of time imagining all of the
things I said we were going to do to him.”

“So what have
we found out?” asked Derek.

Edwards fiddled
with a rubber band, expanding and contracting it between two
fingers as he replied. “Well, he doesn’t seem to know very much
about the command structure. The guy that died in the crash was
taking the orders, but Doloh did tell us that the instructions came
by laptop computer. That’s how they get their weapons and other
resources. They receive the locations via the Internet and then
pick up the goods.”

“Do you believe
him when he says doesn’t know how to locate or decode messages?”
asked Catherine.

“We’re not
sure. He’s been singing like a canary though,” said Rain, who’d
returned to the room.

“Yes, but in my
experience, singing like a canary can cover up a lot of what you
really know,” said Catherine.

“We
haven’t finished with him, yet,”
said Edwards.

“I’m sure you
haven’t, but remember, gloves are off. Do whatever it takes to
wring everything out of the prick. I don’t care if it kills him,”
said Derek quietly.

“Understood,”
said Rain.

“So what else
have you got?” asked Catherine.

“They’d both
been in the country for about six weeks and arrived together as
students,” continued Edwards. “Immigration says they entered on
student visas and their papers described them as Buddhists from
northern Thailand, but it seems they’re both from the southern
Muslim-dominated province.”

“Turns out Doloh is
from a good home,” added Rain. “We’ve checked on his family, and
they’re upper-middle class. His father’s a businessman, owns a
string of small grocery stores, and they’re not by any stretch
fundamentalists. The Thais are still trying to dig up more for us.
The dead one was known to them. They identified him immediately as
a small-time organizer and troublemaker, and he’s on their wanted
list. Doloh was known to associate with fundamentalists and was a
member of a pretty radical mosque but he isn’t wanted for anything
over there.”

“What about
their computer?” asked Catherine.

“We have it,”
replied Rain. “It was in the trunk of the car. It’s pretty busted
up, but the hard drive and everything else is just fine.”

“And there’s
not much on it,” said Edwards. “It seems that they spent a lot of
time cruising porn sites though. It’s full of porn-site
cookies.”

“What about
email?” asked Derek.

“No email. In
fact it wasn’t even set up to receive email,” replied Rain.

“So that
means,” said Catherine, “that they’re getting their information
from the Internet somehow. Maybe message boards or on some
website?”

“That’s what
we’re thinking,” said Rain, “but aside from a lot of cookies from
the porn sites, there aren’t many visits anywhere else — at least
anywhere that left indicators.

The techies are
all over it, though,” said Edwards. “If there’s anything buried on
the hard drive, they’ll find it.”

“Clever and
effective,” interjected Derek. “With disguised sites putting out
coded orders, we can’t shut them down, and the command structure
can remain completely hidden. Plus, without email the soldiers
can’t give anything away.”

“Or ask
questions,” said Catherine.

“Well, that’s
something else we’ve discovered,” said Edwards. “These guys were
getting info on how and where to pick up their supplies, but their
list of targets was self-generated. Doloh says that he and his
buddy got to decide targeting themselves, and they were free to
wander wherever they wanted. Doloh says they were trained to deal
with target selection and maximize civilian casualties.”

“I can’t
believe the strikes on the West Coast and the refineries were left
up to small isolated cells,” said Derek. “They were just too well
planned and implemented.”

“That’s my
thinking, too,” replied Edwards. “I think the first day was planned
a long time in advance. All of the attacks since then have been
small potatoes by comparison, and they’ve all been pretty standard
terrorist fare like car bombings and machine gunning. The first
day, almost all of the attacks were huge or, if not huge,
particularly chilling. Psychologically, that set up the nation to
expect the worst. Continuing the campaign using small teams and
standard tactics just keeps the whole county off balance and people
close to panic. Hell, in some cities the damage hasn’t been caused
by terrorists at all. It’s been rioting locals or gangs of thugs
burning down people’s homes, businesses and mosques. In some
places, it’s made the Mississippi burnings and the KKK look like a
pack of rank amateurs.”

“Martial law
should put a stop to that, for the most part,” said Derek. “But
it’s also going to make it harder for the terrorists to move
around.”

“Well, that’s a
good thing, isn’t it?” asked Rain.

“Not
necessarily,” said Catherine. “It will make it a lot harder for us
to find them if they’re forced into being even more careful.”

“And we’re
going to have a hard enough time as it is,” replied Derek.

 


August 24.

Ta’if, Saudi
Arabia.

 


“Yes, it seems
we have our first casualties,” said Muhammad al-Munajjid to his
visitor as he poured Shaye Bi Na’ Na, a heavily sweetened green tea
with mint, from an elegant and ornate Turkish teapot of solid gold.
He expertly poured the brew from a great height above cups the size
of shot glasses and finished with a flourish, secretly pleased at
his own prowess. Al-Munajjid was dressed in simple Western garb — a
turtleneck shirt and slacks — and wore an expensive pair of Italian
sandals.

His guest, a
tall gentleman with a noble bearing, rose from his place on a
Western-style couch. He wore the traditional clothing of the
Bedouin, the long flowing black robe called a bisht, and a ghutra,
the white head dress, with a dark green and beautifully ornamented
agal, or head band, adorning it. His bearing and posture gave away
what his simple nomadic dress did not. He was a man used to giving
orders and having them obeyed. That he met with al-Munajjid alone
and in such familial surroundings bespoke al-Munajjid’s standing in
the underworld of the far-flung and populous Saudi nobility.

“Are there
consequences?” the man asked.

“I shouldn’t
think so. One was reported dead at the scene, and the other was in
a coma and then died in hospital. Their bodies will give up
nothing, and there won’t be enough clues in their belongings to
reveal anything other than information we don’t care about,”
replied al-Munajjid.

“I hope you’re
right. If the Americans get their hands on any of your valiant
fighters and manage to extract information of note, things could go
badly for you. Your ‘new friends’ would be the first to abandon
you.”

“I’m sure they
would, but I have little to worry about. Virtually none of the men
in America can offer much of value, and the Americans’
interrogation techniques are soft and no match for the bravery of
my soldiers. Their laws are weak and not suited to breaking men of
spirit. Who can blame them. After all, they can only judge others
by how they are themselves, and they have become soft and fat,
accustomed to letting their machines doing the killing for them.
They have forgotten what another man’s blood dripping from their
fingers can do to loosen his tongue.”

“I will meet
with my cousins,” said the gentleman, “and express to them your
confidence in this matter. If all goes according to plan, we shall
soon be able to embark on our next joint venture and sweep from
power those in our government who would still support the
Americans. Then we will be free to aid our Sunni brothers in Iraq
without risk of American retribution.”

“I fear the
Americans are finding themselves far too busy to meddle in our
affairs any longer,” said al-Munajjid smiling.

The gentleman
drained the tiny cup of the strongly scented tea, pulled back the
voluminous sleeve of his robe and glanced at his expensive Cartier
watch. “I must go,” he said. “I do not want to be late to my next
meeting. There is much to do over the next few weeks and too few
with the stomach to do it. I should not like to show disrespect to
those who have the stomach.”

 


August 24.

Scottsdale,
Arizona.

 


Ashaq Mohammed
and Khalid Alawasat sat patiently in their beat-up Honda Civic,
impatiently waiting for the moment they would strike. The
temperature on the retail strip of downtown Scottsdale had already
soared to the high eighties despite the fact that it was only eight
thirty in the morning. The temperature bothered neither man
terribly. Both hailed from the searing wastes of Somalia where
they’d led similar lives as youths, reluctantly serving the
soldiers of warlords in the region and then enthusiastically
fighting for the Islamic Courts Union.

The Union was
an extremist Islamic group intent on taking over Somalia. They
waged a fierce see-saw war against the Somali government as well as
the warlords. Mohammed was recruited when he was just eight years
old by a raiding party of seven men, underlings of a local warlord.
They’d slaughtered almost everyone in Mohammed’s village over the
age of fifteen, including his mother, father, brother and two
sisters. Before they killed them, the soldiers used his two sisters
and several other girls in the village for some brutal
entertainment. Mohammed had been forced to watch. As he tried to
run to his sister’s aid, he was beaten down and left in the dirt
unconscious. Those that died that day were the more fortunate.

But five
children survived, Mohammed among them. They were press-ganged and
hauled from their homes. Mohammed’s first duties were sexual,
pleasuring the sadistic soldiers of the raiding party, who beat,
robbed and killed their way across the destitute countryside,
keeping only what they deemed valuable and laying waste to the
rest. He also had to fetch water, wash their clothing and prepare
their food, little of which he got to share. He was in all things
their slave. After years of physical and mental abuse, he finally
began to have his tormentors’ trust, received his first firearm and
was instructed in its use. He practiced for two weeks until he was
sure of his own proficiency. When he was slapped in the head and
scolded for wasting ammunition, he practiced with imaginary
bullets.

One very early
morning while Mohammed’s captors lay sleeping around the remains of
a small campfire, he found his revenge. He turned his weapon, an
old .303 British, on the men who’d made his life a living hell, men
who were convinced he now shared their ambitions. He’d hidden well
his seething hatred, which boiled from him now like pus from a
long-infected wound. After killing four of the men and severely
wounding and then mutilating the other three with a machete
fashioned from the leaf spring of a truck, he fled into the wastes,
headed for Mogadishu.

In Mogadishu he
was taken in by a militia unit of the Islamic Courts Union. Rather
than brutalizing him, they treated him well, fed him, clothed him,
schooled him in sharia law and indoctrinated him in the ways of
Islamic fundamentalism. When Mogadishu fell back into the hands of
what he was told was a U.S.-backed Somali government, Mohammed fled
westward to Kenya with a new friend, another Somali named Khalid
Alawasat. They managed to slip past Kenyan troops, who’d attempted
to seal the border, and made their way to Wajir in the east. Near
the Dadaab refuge camp, they were taken in by a recruiter from a
Kenyan-based Muslim organization with ties to al Qaeda. After
months of hard training and instruction, the two had entered the
United States, posing as Kenyan students taking economics at the
University of Phoenix.

Both had just
enough education and economic knowledge drummed into them to answer
questions that might be asked by Immigration officers or other
American authorities. Their thick accents and halting English were
also considered satisfactory and to be all they would need to
convince U.S. authorities of their bona fides as upper-middle-class
Kenyans looking for an expensive American education.

This morning in
the scintillating heat of Scottsdale, they were both dressed
casually in T-shirts sporting NBA logos, stylish shorts, sneakers
and baseball caps worn backwards. There was nothing furtive or
suspicious about them as they sat drinking coffee in the family
restaurant parking lot — certainly nothing that would cause a
passerby to wonder what lay under the blanket in the back seat.

Checking his
cheap digital Timex, Alawasat opened the car door and threw his cup
of coffee, still half full, on the ground. Mohammed crumpled his
empty cup and tossed it out the car window. Putting the car into
gear, he drove onto the road and north to their destination just
three blocks away. Mohammed checked his rear-view and nodded to
Alawasat, who undid his seat belt and pulled the blanket from the
Kalashnikov assault rifle and a string of hand grenades. He slid
the rifle from the back seat, careful to keep it low to avoid
anyone seeing it. After placing it, muzzle forward, on the floor in
front him, he lifted the hand grenades and cradled them in his lap.
Earlier that morning, he’d wired the six high-explosive
fragmentation grenades together and wired their pins as well so
that one pull would arm all of them and they could be tossed as a
group.

Mohammed drove
carefully. Neither man was a good driver, but Mohammed was
marginally better than Alawasat. Their experience and training
before arriving in the United States had been limited to a few
hours on a beaten-up Hilux Toyota pickup in a desolate area of
Kenya, so they found the traffic in Scottsdale and Phoenix to be
especially intimidating. They were painfully cautious because their
forged international driving permits would not stand up to the
close scrutiny attendant on an accident or serious traffic
violation.

Pulling into
the left lane, Mohammed maintained a steady speed, a little under
the limit. Ahead on the left-hand side was a busy driveway full of
SUVs and minivans — mothers delivering their children to the
Middleton Primary School summer daycare. He turned into the fray,
carefully easing his way through the small children, mothers and
daycare workers who streamed along the drive.

On reaching the
school’s jammed walkway, Mohammed stopped. He reached over and took
the grenades from Alawasat, opened his door and stood, pulling the
pins as he did so. Then, with a practised overhand, he tossed the
grenades in an arc above the heads of the small crowd and toward
the school’s front door. Then he ducked below the car.

The grenades
bounced off the shoulder of one woman, who yelped in surprise and
pain. They hit the ground and slid a couple of feet. Only one
woman, who’d once served in the military, knew immediately what
they were. She turned, gathering up her eight-year-old daughter,
and started to run, screaming a warning as she did so. Everyone
else stood watching her, stunned and unsure how to react. The
grenades exploded in a ragged howl, spraying blistering metal
fragments that cut down everyone within thirty feet and injured,
maimed or killed dozens of other people farther away with their
windmilling shrapnel.

Alawasat, who
had ducked below the Civic’s window frame, opened his door and
leapt from the car, Kalashnikov in hand and opening up on those
lucky enough to have survived the grenades. He sprayed everyone
within three hundred and sixty degrees as he walked around the car,
changing magazines twice before jumping back into the passenger
seat. Over three dozen men, women and children lay on the grass and
driveway, felled by the blast and the hammering assault gun. Other
victims, many with blood streaming from their wounds, lay on the
lawn in shock or ran about in confusion.

Mohammed pushed
the accelerator to the floor, roaring across the yard and
fishtailing inexpertly onto the road. He followed a much-practised
escape route, driving quickly but not so quickly as to exceed his
skills or raise attention. The car wound through subdivisions and
down laneways before reaching a small shopping mall with a
self-serve car wash. Mohammed parked the Honda beside the wash, and
leaving the assault rifle behind, the two walked quickly to a
waiting Pontiac Sunbird.

In the distance
they could hear the wail of multiple sirens. Twenty minutes later
they were on the highway and well out of Scottsdale, just passing
Cave Creek on their way north. As Mohammed drove, Alawasat pecked
on a laptop, surveying several pages of porn site advertising he’d
downloaded the day before and making rough notes about a few that
interested him. They had both changed into slacks, white shirts and
ties. Carefully laid on the back seat to avoid wrinkling were their
blazers, each emblazoned with the crest of a well-known cricket
club in Kenya. The Sunbird itself carried a prominent U of P
sticker on the rear window.

The pair were
going to spend the weekend in Sedona and then return to Phoenix,
just two good students having fun during summer break — until they
chose their next target. Over the weekend, they would use the
Holiday Inn’s wireless computer service to access various porn
sites Alawasat was now researching from his download. He’d glean
from them the location of their next weapons’ cache and make a
reference to it in the margin of one of his school notebooks. By
training, any notes during decoding would be made in water-soluble
fine point marker. When he was finished, he’d soak the pages in the
sink, inspect them and, satisfied the soluble ink scribbling was
ruined, flush the notepaper down the toilet for good measure.

By the end of
the weekend, they’d be directed to an online blog and learn the
location of their next weapons’ cache and its contents. With that
knowledge, they’d start planning their next attack.

 


 



Chapter
7

 


August 24.

The Oval
Office, the White House, Washington DC.

 


“We’ve gotten
lucky, sir,” said Dan Blomstrum to the president. “Phoenix PD found
the car the terrorists used, and they were videotaped getting into
a small dark-coloured late-model domestic, maybe a Chev or a
Pontiac. The camera that caught them was a good distance away,
inside a ma-and-pa convenience store, so the image isn’t great and
it’s in black and white, but they think it can be digitally
enhanced so we can at least pin down the make of the car and the
licence number.”

“Good,” replied
the president. “What else has been done?”

“Phoenix law
enforcement and the National Guard have set up extra checkpoints in
and around the city, but with the National Guard watching so many
facilities and them and the police trying to maintain order,
they’re not able to put as many personnel on it as they’d like.
They can keep up pressure for a while, but eventually they’re going
to get pretty tired. One of the problems is the sheer volume of
traffic they have to monitor.”

“Mr.
President,” interjected Admiral Irving, “I think we’re going to
have to put a ban on travel, at least non-essential.”

“Just what the
hell are we going to classify as non-essential,” retorted Bill
Carver. “The press are going to scream bloody murder.”

“Bill, at this
point, we don’t have the luxury of worrying about media reaction,”
said the president.

“I think,” said
Irving, “in light of the Middleton attack, we should close schools
across the nation, at least until we have the situation under
control. I’m thinking children’s activities like after-school
lessons, clubs and sports should likewise be suspended. That’ll
take a lot of unnecessary traffic off the road. We should also
order theatres and night clubs closed for the duration.”

“Oh, that’s
just getting better and better,” moaned Carver.

“Bill, he’s
right,” said Blomstrum. “We’re fighting a war on American soil
against what I hope to hell is a foreign enemy. The American people
might be a little spoiled, but they’re just going to have to
understand that these measures are being taken to shorten the
duration of the emergency and defeat the terrorists.”

“Order all
unnecessary travel banned,” said the President. “If people aren’t
going to work or shopping for food or on a health-related errand or
appointment, then they’d better have a damned good excuse to be out
and about. We’ll have to publish guidelines and give people numbers
to call for clarification.”

“What’s the
penalty going to be?” asked Carver.

“Immediate
seizure of their vehicle. We can impound them until the emergency
is over,” answered Irving. “My people worked this up, and we can
store seized cars in school grounds and on sports fields, which
won’t be in use anyway.”

“That’s simple
and elegant,” said Blomstrum. “If they get their cars impounded,
they’ve only got themselves to blame.”

“So,” Blomstrum
finished, “that should rap things up for now.”

“Just one more
item,” said Irving.

“Yes, admiral?”
said the president.

“Mr. President,
satellite intelligence as well as some of our assets in the South
China Sea have reported a strong Chinese flotilla headed into the
Indian Ocean. Nine warships supported by a tender. This force
comprises quite a few capable destroyers and destroyer escorts, and
ahead of them, we think, are an unknown number of diesel and atomic
subs.”

“Oh shit. Just
what we need, the bloody Chinese acting up,” said the
president.

“Yes, sir.
We’re not positive, but they could be headed for the Persian Gulf,”
said Irving.

“What would
they want there?” asked Blomstrum.

“They might be
tempted to take advantage of our present situation, especially if
they think it weakens our resolve internationally, sir. This might
be a show of force with plans on using Gwadar, their new deepwater
harbour in Pakistan. Until now, they’ve kept their official naval
presence there to a minimum, maintaining the myth that they built
it to aid the Pakistani economy, but with a naval force of this
strength based there, they could pose a serious threat to traffic
in the Strait of Hormuz.”

“What can we do
about it?” asked the president.

“I think
we should beef up our assets both in the Persian Gulf and the
Arabian Sea. We can shadow the Chinese force with elements of the
Pacific fleet. Our thinking is that a carrier task force on their
heels would put them in their place. If it were me, I’d think twice
before I did anything stupid with a carrier load of F-18 Hornets or
Strike Fighters milling about over my head. At the same time, we
already have two Virginia-class hunter killers, the
Virginia
and the Texas, in place. One is shadowing the flotilla, and the
other, we believe, is well ahead and in the baffles of a Chinese
nuclear boat.”

“In the
baffles?” asked Carver.

“It describes
the position a sub assumes behind another sub to avoid detection,”
Irving clarified. “Most subs can’t detect something following
immediately behind.”

“Well, that
about wraps it up,” said the president, looking at his watch.
“Admiral, stay on top of this situation, but remember, it’s a
sideshow compared to our other problems right now. Worst comes to
worst, I’ll give the Chinese premier a call and have a little
heart-to-heart. The Chinese don’t have the guts for confrontation
so a few well-worded concerns should convince them that trying to
take advantage of our present situation would not be prudent.”

 


August 24.

Over
Virginia.

 


The
twin-engined King Air had been chartered by the government to
transport officials quickly and safely from city to city on the
eastern seaboard. Commercial and private flights were still not
allowed over the continental United States, with the exception of
emergency rescues and mercy flights, and even those had to have FAA
permission and dial a special squawk code on their transponders.
Legal flights were continuously monitored by air traffic
controllers who for the first time in their careers had very little
else to do. Failing to get permission for a flight could result in
an immediate attack from air force, naval or Marine fighter
aircraft that loitered thousands of feet above and whose pilots
were not in the mood to give anyone the benefit of the doubt.

The King Air
was descending from twelve thousand feet and starting its approach
into Dulles International Airport, taking Derek and Catherine back
to FBI headquarters. Derek gazed out the window distractedly,
watching the lush Virginia landscape below roll past. He was weary
from lack of sleep. Turning in early the night before, he’d fallen
asleep the instant his head hit the pillow, but at one thirty he
was jolted from sleep by a nightmare. By three in the morning, he’d
given up trying to sleep and was watching television. All that was
offered, aside from infomercials, on the three channels available
on the motel’s beaten-up TV was a poorly scripted and even more
poorly acted early-fifties detective drama that proved inadequate
to the task of distracting him from the horrors that raced through
his mind.

Catherine, in
the room next to his, had no such trouble and had banged on his
door at six in the morning, bright-eyed and ready for breakfast. By
seven thirty, they were on board the King Air, winging back to DC
from Cincinnati.

Doloh had
offered up little more, when Derek and Vanessa questioned him, than
what he’d already told his other inquisitors. He was adamant that
he did not know how his partner had received his messages on the
computer. Derek doubted that. It seemed unreasonable and
inefficient that the terrorists would fully trained only half their
operatives. This group was many things, but inefficient was
unfortunately not one of them.

Catherine was,
as usual, skimming back and forth through numerous files downloaded
onto her laptop from the terrorist’s hard drive. Just about all of
it was porn sites, porn-site advertising or downloaded maps of
Cincinnati and surroundings. Nothing else was discovered on the
hard drive, which had now been stripped of everything it contained,
including information the terrorists had deleted but expert
manipulation had salvaged. By now the files had been forwarded to
the cryptologists and their immensely powerful computers at the
NSA. If encrypted codes had been embedded anywhere on the hard
drive, they would find it, or at least that was the hope.

Catherine
turned her laptop off, snapped it closed, and placed it on the seat
in front of her. “I don’t know how they’re getting messages from
this crap, or even if they are, but I can certainly say that porn
becomes remarkably boring after about ten seconds.”

“Or less,”
replied Derek.

At that moment
the aircraft’s co-pilot turned in his seat, pulled his head set
from one ear and addressed the pair, who sat a couple of rows
behind the open cockpit on opposite sides of the narrow aisle.
“Excuse me, but Flight Following has just asked us to give you a
message to call FBI headquarters immediately. You can use your cell
phone.”

“Thank you,”
replied Derek, fishing in his pocket for the slim cell phone, a
gift from Vanessa just two months before. He turned it on. The
signal strength was excellent at the aircraft’s altitude. Hitting
speed dial, he called Brian Good, who answered almost
immediately.

“Good,” he
barked into the receiver.

“Brian, it’s
Derek James.”

“Hi, Derek.
Listen, we have a lead. We have two of the fucks, the ones that
bombed the school in Scottsdale, and we have their computer and the
notes they were making.”

“That’s huge,”
replied Derek. “How did they get them?”

“Sons of
bitches were caught on a convenience store camera when they traded
cars. The images were blurry but we managed to get a partial plate
and identify a college sticker in one window. Police in Sedona
doing a drive-through check in a hotel parking lot in town bagged
the car. A tactical team was dispatched from Flagstaff and caught
them with their pants down. The suspects got the shit kicked out of
them, but they’re both alive, and they were taken before they had
time to do anything about the notes they were making. We have the
location of an arms cache where they were going to collect their
next weapons.”

“Who are they?”
asked Derek.

In the seat
across the aisle, Catherine watched Derek intently, trying to glean
information from one side of the conversation.

“Hold on a sec,
Brian.” Cupping the phone, Derek said, “Cath, they got the
Middleton School killers. There’s two of them.”

She
smiled, clenched her fist and mouthed, “Yes!”

“Sorry, Brian.
I just wanted to tell Catherine.”

“No problem.
Anyway, they got into the country posing as Kenyan students.
They’re probably Somali or Ethiopian, and they have definite al
Qaeda connections. They’re being questioned as we speak, but
they’re both tough nuts. It may be a while before we’ve wrung them
out, but for now, we’ve at least got their cache location. We’re
preparing surveillance on it now. Hopefully it will lead to more
terrorists or supply us with some more intel. Their computer had
the same thing on it as the one in Cincinnati — porn sites — and
they do use them to gather information. This is the first
substantial break we’ve had.

“When you land,
come straight in. I want to compare the information from Doloh with
what we’re getting out of these bastards, see if we can use what
he’s told us to give them the idea that we know more than we
do.”

“We should be
there in ninety minutes or less,” replied Derek.

“Great, I’ll
see you then.”

“Bye,” said
Derek, but Good was already gone.

Derek turned to
Catherine and filled her in as the pilots prepared to land.

 


August 24.

Skyline Drive,
Kaysville, Utah.

 


Jimmy
Youngblood, a.k.a. Abu Bakre, turned east on Skyline Drive, which
wound up the highlands to the bluffs overlooking the bedroom
community of Kaysville, near Salt Lake City. In the trunk of his
Lincoln, he carried eleven fire extinguishers, most of them looking
well used and all of them carrying recent certification tags. He
was headed for a secluded cabin in the mountains off of Skyline
Drive, a rundown little hovel, long abandoned, which would
nonetheless provide a secure weapons cache. He’d been informed the
shack was well off the road and surrounded by chain-link fence and
large “stay out” signs sloppily scrawled in black paint years
before.

Youngblood
manoeuvred the ponderous Lincoln skilfully along the drive, which
was proving to be a narrow dirt track with a grandiose name. He
travelled its rutted surface for almost half an hour before
reaching the almost invisible lane that led to the cabin. It had
been marked weeks before by a reconnaissance team. The marking was
simple, a torn plastic-weave cement bag securely wound into the
branches of a roadside tree —to anyone else, just a typical and
unremarkable piece of American flotsam.

The advance
teams that had scoured America for secure places to cache their
lethal contraband used a variety of markers. Youngblood knew them
all by heart. Each had been cleverly chosen so as that it would
look unremarkable but stand no chance of being compromised by any
real litter. In this case, the cement bag was from a company in New
Jersey, probably the only bag of its type west of the
Mississippi.

He drove the car,
ignoring the sound of the coarse, overgrown brush crowding the lane
as it did its best to scour the faded paint on the once
ostentatious luxury car. On reaching the old chain-link, he got out
and opened a new but purposely beaten up and dirtied padlock. It
was one of hundreds of artificially aged padlocks the terrorists
were using across the country, every one of which had exactly the
same key. He unlocked it and swung the rusty gate open, scraping it
across the ground until it lodged on a rock and would swing no
farther. The portal was wide enough to accept the Lincoln, so he
got in, squeezed the car through and drove on.

He pulled up in
front of the cabin in a puff of dust and realized immediately why
someone would choose to build this primitive little retreat. It
perched on a bluff overlooking a rugged valley in which not a sign
of man could be discerned — amazing when one thought of the
proximity of Salt Lake’s urban sprawl. He wandered into the cabin,
past a door that hung askew on broken hinges, his worn cowboy boots
marking the undisturbed dust on the floor.

Inside, was the
litter of disuse. A couple of broken wooden chairs, a pile of dried
and brittle newspapers and magazines, all dated from the late
seventies and early eighties, a couple of broken soft drink
bottles, an ancient dried-out condom and whatever detritus the wind
had stripped from the ground, trees and brush and carried past the
broken door. There was no evidence of recent use; the cabin was
just too remote to serve as a squat for the homeless or to attract
teenagers looking for somewhere to conduct their clandestine
assignations.

It was a great
place to temporarily store the fire extinguishers as well as the
twenty pounds of plastique explosives wrapped in cellophane whose
labels claimed it contained modeling clay. Several small detonators
were hidden inside the blocks as well. The fire extinguishers posed
an even greater threat than the plastique. Inside each one was
compressed sarin gas, one of the most toxic nerve poisons.

Youngblood did
not know that, but he knew that whatever was concealed inside was
unpleasant and bore careful handling. Likewise, he had no idea who
would arrive within the next day or two to claim the package or to
what use it would be put, and he did not care. He had his own
problems now that travel had been restricted. He’d already talked
his way through two checkpoints, telling the overwhelmed and
inexperienced guardsmen that he was on his way to his estranged
wife and kids, living in Tucson. His was one among hundreds of
vehicles backed up at each checkpoint, and he was polite to the
guardsman, something many citizens were not. As a result, they
passed him through with minimal scrutiny. His chief concern was
guaranteeing his constant and deadly migration from state to state,
city to city, spider hole to spider hole continued. He was one of a
dozen suppliers across the United States making sure the fedayeen
were well stocked with the necessities of their trade.

 


August 30

Situation Room,
the White House, Washington DC.

 


“Sixteen
bombings in the last week, sir, thirty-seven dead and one hundred
and fifteen injured by car bombs and IEDs. Ten are reported dead in
the Seattle fire, and we still have no idea of the monetary loss,
but conservative estimates put it into the billions. There are
still a few hot spots burning, but the winds have died down and
most of the fire burned itself out when it hit the shores of Puget
Sound.”

A nervous young
White House aide read the report. He shuffled through his papers,
cleared his throat and continued to read the damage briefing for
the men seated around the situation room table. “As you know, sir,
the mayor, two aides and three police officers were killed in an
underground parking garage in Youngstown, Pennsylvania, when a car
bomb went off as the mayor was arriving to work. That was two hours
ago. There’ve also been numerous shootings across the country, but
law enforcement thinks only a few of them were perpetrated by
terrorist forces.”

He faltered a
bit, cleared his throat and started again.

“A number of
them appear to be by citizens who are using the situation for
payback or by psychotic copycats. Civil unrest is for the most part
under control. There have been some problems in Los Angeles with
localized riots, and a lot of small businesses have been burned.
Military patrols of the city have been increased and checkpoints
set up, especially in South Central and East LA. There’ve also been
some problems in San Jose, but the local police have it under
control without military intervention. That’s the end of this
report sir.”

“Thank you,”
said the president, his tone indicating that the aide was
dismissed.

After a
moment’s nervous collecting and clearing papers into his briefcase,
the young man left the room, the heavy door swinging closed behind
him. The room was quiet for a moment, the men at the table
digesting the long list of insults that had just been read to them.
Finally, the silence was broken.

“Mr. President,
we have to get the country up and running again. The economy is
going to have a very hard time absorbing this as it is. If we don’t
loosen up some of the restrictions, it may not recover for years.”
The speaker was Gerald Billings, secretary of commerce. Billings
was an accomplished businessman and self-made multi-millionaire as
well as being a friend of the president, although he was another
chosen for his talents rather than his relationship. He was astute
and one of few bureaucrats in Washington who truly understood the
vagaries of the global economies that drove the American standard
of living. With air travel prohibited in U.S. skies and with severe
restrictions on rail, ocean and road travel, the American economy,
already reeling from the excesses of its banking and industrial
collapse before the attacks, was in peril of a complete and
catastrophic collapse.

Tens of
millions of Americans had been temporarily laid off or unemployed
and sat at home growing worried and impatient as they ran low on
money. Far too many people were living from paycheque to paycheque
and purchasing on credit. Cupboards were starting to empty, and
families to go hungry as the emergency approached the end of its
second full week. The second week had far fewer fatalities and
significant attacks than the first, but lack of success tracking
down the terrorists had demoralized the nation, and that
demoralization was already showing signs of turning into a backlash
against the government — or worse, against the police and National
Guard who were trying to maintain order and security.

Overall,
America had pulled together for the first week. There’d been
several riots, scattered civil disobedience and violence targeting
the immigrant population, but a combination of martial law and the
National Guard had quickly quelled the unrest. While these events
were troubling, for the most part the country had sat patiently
waiting for results. Patience was starting to wear thin on day
twelve of the emergency. With the start of the Labour Day weekend,
the abnormality of the situation was underlined for every man,
woman and child when local authorities and the media informed them
that most holiday celebrations had been cancelled and long-distance
civilian and commercial travel — aside from emergencies and
critical supply — banned.

In truth,
Americans were spoiled and unwilling to understand their changing
circumstances.

“I understand
the situation, Gerald,” replied Admiral Irving. “But we can’t open
up air or surface travel yet. The absence of larger, more
sophisticated attacks this week may prove that we’ve made it more
difficult for them to organize more extensive and damaging strikes
like the ones on the refineries.”

“What about
Seattle, admiral? That wasn’t a big strike, just a few well-placed
Molotov cocktails and dry summer weather,” replied Billings.

“Gentlemen,”
interjected the president, “we’ll have to allow some commerce over
the weekend, especially if grocery stores are to remain stocked.
And people will have to return to work and soon. We’d better
announce that starting Monday, we encourage corporate America to
return to work, but everyone will have to be on guard. I want
commercial air travel back as well, but CAPs need to be ongoing.
We’ll let the public know that if any aircraft is hijacked, our
only option may be to knock it down. That should reduce volume and
travel to people who really need to be somewhere. For now the U.S.
will remain on a war footing, but we’ll have to let people take up
their lives again. After all, this is our first time, but Britain,
Spain, France and a host of other countries have been living with
internal attacks for years. I hate to admit it, but this situation
may well be with us for some time to come. I don’t see any easy
short-term solutions presenting themselves.”
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