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        “Men occasionally stumble over the truth, but most of them pick themselves up and hurry off as if nothing ever happened.”

        –Winston Churchill

      

      

      
        
        JUNE, SUSSEX COUNTY, DELAWARE

      

      

      Roger Zorn awoke from a deep sleep to the mingled stench of ammonia, charred flesh and something that smelled like shrimp left to rot in the sun. Even though the limo’s tinted windows were shut tight and the air conditioner ran forcefully enough to make him shiver beneath his windbreaker, the stench was turn-back strong.

      Zorn sat up straight in the cool leather of the town car’s rear seat. Though he was fit for a man in his early sixties, his neck was stiff from having slept sitting upright with his head tilted steeply back, and his thinking felt clouded from his too early start at four A.M.

      “What on earth is that smell?” he asked the driver.

      The latter, a taciturn fellow in his late fifties, likely ex-military, as Zorn judged from his close-cropped graying hair and his lean physique, answered after a moment’s pause.

      “We’re in Delaware, sir. Big-time chicken farms here.”

      Zorn looked out the window. In the morning’s pre-dawn glow he could see countless rows of soybean plants and, beyond them, fields of waist-high cornstalks. Nowhere could he spot any of the sprawling, flat-roofed poultry sheds typical of a commercial chicken farm.

      “Really? I don’t see any sheds.”

      “It’s summer. Smells travel and the worst ones have superior range. We should be coming out of it soon.”

      “How much farther to the air base?” Zorn asked, rubbing his tired face with both hands.

      “ETA in twelve minutes,” the driver answered, glancing at the car’s navigation screen. “We’re running ten minutes early.”

      “Do you come out here often? With passengers, I mean?”

      “Not until recently, sir. The flights used to travel from Joint Base Andrews. Once a week. Now that they’ve moved out to Dover, flights run daily.”

      “And your passengers? Mostly contractors like me?”

      “Yes sir, mostly.” The driver shot a glance at Zorn in the rearview mirror and Zorn could detect uneasiness in his eyes. “Sorry, sir, but I’d better not say more. We’re not supposed to talk about the flights or our passengers.”

      “Don’t worry. I don’t work for Tetra Corp. I won’t tell them anything you said.”

      “I appreciate that, sir.”

      Ten minutes later, as predicted, the town car pulled off the highway and stopped behind a dozen tractor-trailer units queuing at a bomb-inspection roadblock to enter Dover Air Force Base. The base, home to two airlift wings and more than a quarter of the nation’s strategic airlift capability, had grown busier than ever to support the president’s new containment strategy to stop the spread of fresh jihadist insurgencies across North Africa, the Middle East and South Asia.

      By now, the sun had peeked over the horizon and was casting long shadows onto the air base, which at six in the morning already teemed with trucks on their way to unload cargo at the largest military airfreight terminal in the world. Zorn felt a shiver of excitement as the town car inched forward. Soon he would enter the lion’s den. At least he wouldn’t be traveling alone.

      When the sniffer dogs finished their loop around the limo, the bomb inspection team waved Zorn’s driver on. Through the vertical steel bars of the sliding security gate, Zorn spotted an Air Force sentry dressed in desert camouflage fatigues and a black beret. When at last the town car pulled up to the gate, the young guard stepped out from behind a waist-high sandbag barrier to the driver’s window, reached in to accept the driver’s Tetra Corporation identification card and checked it against a list on his clipboard. Next he asked to see Zorn’s passport, gave it a quick glance, and returned it before waving the car through.

      The driver cruised past several blocks of nondescript administration buildings before making a sharp right turn and parking outside a windowless cinderblock structure that bore no markings except for a street number. Barbed wire entanglements that stretched across the building’s roofline and sides barred access to its rear. Zorn stepped out of the car and looked up and down the street. Unlike the area around the gate, here the town car was the only vehicle visible for a block to either side, with not a pedestrian to be seen.

      The scream of a heavy-lift C-5A Galaxy cargo aircraft taking off with all four engines at maximum thrust was enough to hurt Zorn’s head. He pressed his palms hard against his ears until the noise let up. Then he reached for his overnight bag and dragged it out of the car onto its two wheels.

      “I’ll take you inside to check in, sir, but from there, you’re on your own,” the driver offered. “When you get back, one of our people will be waiting for you. No need to call. We’ll know you’re coming.”

      To Zorn’s surprise, the building’s steel front door opened onto a brightly lit reception area filled with stylish office furniture worthy of a hedge fund office or a pharmaceutical company. The only thing missing was a corporate logo. Instead, the Stars-and-Stripes and the Delaware state flag stood to either side of photos of the U.S. president and vice president, marking the place as a government facility. Zorn drew a deep breath and caught the odor of fresh paint.

      As Zorn approached the reception desk, a camouflage-clad female Air Force officer in her late twenties stepped out from a back room and greeted him with a deferential smile. She was tall and slim and rather plain looking without the enhancements of make-up, but showed some attractive curvature inside her loose-fitting fatigues. She wore a brimmed patrol cap covering dark hair that barely reached the nape of her neck. The bars on her collar tabs showed her rank as first lieutenant and the name tag on her chest read “Vazquez.”

      “Mr. Zorn?”

      “That would be me. Good morning, lieutenant.”

      Zorn drew his passport out of his shirt pocket and opened it to the photo page. The officer inspected the document closely before slipping it into a manila envelope.

      “I’ll take over now,” she said to the driver, who nodded once and made his exit without a word.

      Next she tore open a sealed letter-sized envelope and held out a set of military dog tags for Zorn, along with a Tetra Corporation ID card bearing his photo, under the name Clifford Weaver. He tucked the tags and their chain into a pocket of his windbreaker, chuckling to himself at the alias and wondering if people would be calling him “Cliff” where he was headed. A name suited for adventure.

      Lieutenant Vazquez stepped out from behind her desk and moved in close enough that Zorn could detect the lingering fragrance of her bath soap. Irish Spring came to mind. Or was it Coast?

      “Because this is a classified flight,” she said with a solemn expression, “you’ve been logged in under a pseudonym so that there won’t be an official record of your travel. I’ll hold your passport and any other forms of identification here, including your driver’s license and credit cards. You won’t need them where you’re going.”

      She held out a slender hand, palm up, to receive his wallet. He withdrew all the cash and stuffed it into a trouser pocket before forking over the card-filled wallet, which she promptly dropped into the manila envelope that held his passport.

      “Any other materials that might identify you, sir? Prescription drug bottles? Engraved jewelry? Monogrammed clothing?”

      “Nope. I read the instructions. I’m clean.”

      “Then I’ll take your cell phone. No electronics allowed from here on.”

      He turned off the phone and handed it over.

      She acknowledged the device with a curt nod before sliding it into the same envelope, sealing the flap and depositing it in a combination-locked file drawer.

      “All right, sir, come with me. But first, please put this on over your shirt and trousers.”

      Lieutenant Vazquez pulled open another drawer and removed a sealed plastic bag that contained a one-piece flight suit made of khaki-colored cotton twill. Zorn laid his windbreaker over a chair and stepped into the flight suit. It was a couple sizes too large and fit easily over his shirt and trousers. The zippered front closed easily and left plenty of room to move his arms and shoulders. As he expected, the suit bore no sign of name, rank or service branch.

      “Has Undersecretary Craven checked in yet, lieutenant?” Zorn asked after handing back the empty plastic bag for disposal. “He and I are supposed to be flying together. Should I wait for him here or will someone else escort him out to the aircraft?”

      The young officer’s face clouded over.

      “The undersecretary canceled earlier this morning. Didn’t his office contact you?”

      “No.” Zorn tried not to show his apprehension at being left in the lurch. “You’re certain he canceled? Did you take the call yourself?”

      “No, sir, but the duty officer’s message left no doubt.”

      “I hope you don’t mind my asking, lieutenant, but is there anything about this flight that might be, let’s say, out of the ordinary? Anything I ought to know before I get on board?”

      “Nothing at all is out of order with the flight, sir,” the young woman bristled, her earlier deference suddenly replaced by thinly veiled indignation. “The crew is expecting you. If anything at all has changed, you’ll be briefed on board. Please come this way, sir.”

      She punched in a key code to disarm the alarm on the office’s rear door and ushered Zorn onto the tarmac. Parked ten yards away was a black Chevy SUV with gray tinted windows. She opened the rear door for Zorn to climb in, but instead he tossed in his overnight bag and circled around to the front passenger seat so as to have a better view. Vazquez raised an eyebrow but didn’t object before taking the driver’s seat.

      “The aircrew will know me only by my pseudonym, right?” Zorn asked once the SUV’s engine roared to life. “Is it fair to assume they all hold TITAN-level clearances?”

      “Yes, sir, everyone you’ll meet on the trip will be cleared for TITAN material. Of course, their access to compartmented information may vary.” She cast a sideways glance. “And from now on, you’ll be known as Mr. Weaver. Is that all, sir?”

      “Thank you, lieutenant. I think I’ve got it now.”

      Lieutenant Vazquez backed out from the parking spot with a lurch and set off at a clip along the edge of the tarmac, past the control tower, toward a series of hangars. En route they passed a quartet of parked Lockheed C-130 Hercules cargo planes, aging turboprops that, judging by their plain white non-military paint jobs, likely belonged to Tetra Air Logistics. Two of the aircraft had lowered their rear loading ramps to take on cargo and passengers. Parked a short distance from one plane was a school bus with blacked-out windows. Zorn watched from afar as the bus unloaded thirty or forty detainees dressed in bright orange jumpsuits. They were shackled together in single file, but each had managed to unzip his jumpsuit sufficiently, despite being handcuffed, to bare his left shoulder to receive an injection from a medical team gathered at the base of the loading ramp.

      As the SUV drew even with the bus, Zorn’s gaze focused on the first man in line, a gangly youth with shaggy black hair and sloping shoulders who towered over those behind him as he shifted his weight absently from one sneaker-clad foot to another. The youth wore a Lincolnesque beard in the style favored by many Islamists, but what struck Zorn most about him was the look of utter despair in his eyes. Here was the proverbial dead man walking, a wretch who seemed to have died where he stood without anyone to close his eyelids. The face looked familiar. Where had he seen it before?

      The moment the SUV passed the line of detainees, Zorn realized that he had left something behind. His windbreaker was still flung across a chair with his alias ID card and dog tags inside.

      “Lieutenant,” he began with an embarrassed wince. “I’m afraid we may need to go back to your office.”

      The young officer took her foot off the gas and let the car slow down.

      “Is something wrong, sir?” she asked, giving him a sidelong glance.

      “I left the alias ID back at your office, in my jacket.”

      “No problem, sir.”

      As she made a tight U-turn on the tarmac, Zorn detected a faint smirk on her face but said nothing. He deserved it.

      Once they were back at the office, the lieutenant returned phone messages while Zorn used the toilet. As a result, it was nearly a quarter of an hour later when they reached a spot near where Zorn had seen the gangly youth and his fellow detainees queue up for injections. But now the bus was gone and one of the C-130s had closed its loading ramp and was firing up its engines for takeoff.

      “I noticed that the detainees who lined up by that plane were getting injected,” he noted. “Inoculation against tropical disease?”

      No answer.

      “Yellow fever, maybe? Or Zika?”

      When Vazquez failed to respond, Zorn stared at her until she relented.

      “Something like that, sir. You’d have to ask the medics.”

      A moment later the SUV pulled to an abrupt stop alongside the second C-130 just as its rear ramp lifted shut. Zorn thanked Vazquez before grabbing his overnight bag and heading for the cockpit stairs. Inside the aircraft, he found its civilian contract pilot, co-pilot, and flight engineer running through their pre-flight checklist. Having flown many times in the 1960’s-era transport plane, the workhorse of the U.S. military’s airlift capability, Zorn already knew the interior layout and made a beeline for the only vacant seat in the cockpit, one of two located directly behind the pilots. Bright sunlight streamed through the double-row of windows that offered a one hundred eighty degree view of the tarmac.

      The pilot, a short and stocky fellow in his early fifties whose flight suit looked a size too small, interrupted the checklist to greet his passenger. He reached for a clipboard holding the flight manifest and read out Zorn’s pseudonym.

      “Welcome aboard, Mr. Weaver. I’m Travis, and my partners here are Clayton and Marcus. Is it okay with you if we call you ‘Cliff’? We’re a pretty informal bunch.”

      Travis spoke in a relaxed drawl that Zorn guessed represented Georgia, or perhaps the Carolinas.

      “Please do,” Zorn replied, smiling at the sound of his new nickname. “Excuse me for interrupting your checklist. Where would you like me to sit?”

      “Right there is just fine,” the pilot answered, gesturing toward the vacant seat. “Our navigator won’t be with us on this flight, so you might as well take his spot.”

      Since there were only four seats in the cockpit, Zorn wondered where Pat Craven would have sat if he had not decided to cancel at the last moment. Zorn remained silent while the aircrew completed their checklist review and, despite noise from takeoffs and landings outside, he couldn’t help overhearing their light-hearted banter, which centered on Caribbean sunshine, beaches, casinos, daiquiris, and bikini-clad women.

      “Man, is this job great or what?” the co-pilot gloated. “If they knew how much fun it was, they’d find a way not to pay us.”

      Clayton, the co-pilot, was an athletic type sporting a crew cut. Zorn guessed his age at about thirty-five.

      “Yeah, but this trip won’t be like that,” Travis replied to his younger crew member. “This time we’re headed to a closed base. And we’re flying straight back here tomorrow.”

      “So let’s get there on time, for once,” the flight engineer, added. “Meanwhile, I’ll go see what’s holding up Randy in the stern.”

      The engineer, whom the pilot had introduced as Marcus, seemed the most serious-minded of the three. He was tall and gaunt and his hands seemed to turn and twitch every few seconds.

      “What’s our estimated flight time?” Zorn asked out of idle curiosity.

      “Oh, usually about three hours, if all goes according to plan. Sometimes it takes longer. It all depends,” Travis answered. Zorn found the response oddly imprecise, given that the flight plan would have shown a specific number of hours and minutes. But he let it go. He was in no hurry today and looked forward to catching up on sleep.

      “So, is this your first trip to Transit Base Corvus?” Travis asked.

      “It is,” Zorn replied, hearing the name of his destination for the first time.

      “Well, I hope you enjoy the experience. It’s not what most people expect.”

      “Oh, I realize it’s a closed base, and that we’re not allowed into any of the resorts on the island…”

      “Excuse me, sir,” the pilot interrupted him, “but don’t say the island’s name out loud. Even though we all know which island Corvus is on, its location is classified. You never know who might be listening.”

      He tapped a finger to his communications headset, as if to indicate that military air traffic controllers, and possibly others, might be able to overhear them.

      Before Zorn could reply, the flight engineer handed Zorn the headset from the navigator’s seat.

      “Here, let me show you how your comms work,” Marcus offered, gesturing for Zorn to don the headset. Zorn accepted the headphones but didn’t put them on just yet. He turned instead to Travis, the pilot.

      “Would you mind if I caught a quick peek into the cargo bay before we take off? I’d like to see how our passengers are doing. Unfortunately, I missed watching them board because of a delay at the terminal.”

      “That’s no longer possible, sir,“ Travis responded. “We’re about to get going. You’d need a loadmaster’s rating to be back there right now.”

      “My company has chartered hundreds of flights on C-130s and I’ve ridden on plenty of them. Not once have I needed a loadmaster’s rating to ride in the back.”

      “The rules at Tetra are different.”

      As Travis spoke, Zorn noticed a fourth crewman enter the cockpit from the rear of the aircraft. Judging from the web harness the man wore over his flight suit, Zorn pegged him to be the loadmaster. But while the other three crew members fit squarely into Zorn’s image of U.S. Air Force veterans, earnest professionals who at times resembled bloodless appendages of the equipment they operated, this one was half a head taller than any of them and looked very red-blooded indeed. He strode into the cockpit as if the plane belonged to him and stood before the others with arms folded across his chest. Piercing blue eyes on full alert blazed out of his weather-beaten face.

      “Did I hear our visitor would like a look-see in the hold?” the man asked without making eye contact with anyone.

      “That’s right. Randy, I’d like you to meet Cliff. He’s flying with us to Corvus. Cliff, meet Randy, our loadmaster.”

      The loadmaster nodded in greeting and Zorn nodded back.

      “It’s your ship, colonel,” the loadmaster replied, turning back to Travis.

      A gracious smile broke out on the pilot’s face and once again he projected an airborne version of Southern hospitality.

      “All right, then, let’s see about giving Cliff a quick tour of the cargo bay once we’re at cruising altitude. Would that work for the two of you?”

      “Certainly,” Zorn answered.

      “Same here,” the loadmaster replied with similar bonhomie before turning back to Zorn. “But if you don’t mind my asking, do you have a particular concern about what’s back there?”

      “Not exactly a concern, but I do have a question. I noticed some of the passengers lined up for injections before boarding the aircraft. Can you tell me what sort of medication they might be getting right before takeoff?”

      Travis cast a nervous glance at his co-pilot, and then at the loadmaster. An awkward pause followed, until the loadmaster sidled up to Zorn and bent forward to address him in a conspiratorial whisper.

      “If you really must know, sir, it’s a sort of tranquilizer. Keeps the detainees from panicking once they’re up in the air, you see.”

      “Really? Is that standard procedure?” Zorn asked, scarcely able to conceal his disbelief.

      “Trust me, sir, the medical staff knows exactly what they’re doing. It’s all about the safety. And, so far, it’s been working like a charm.”

      Without waiting for a reply, Randy flashed a predatory grin and retreated back to the cargo bay. Zorn let the matter slide. After all, it was his own fault for being too late to observe the boarding.

      “Okay, everybody,” Travis said. “Let’s get this bird in the air!”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Once the plane had climbed to cruising altitude, Zorn turned off his headset and found himself lulled into sleep by the noise and vibration of the powerful turboprop engines. He awoke after an hour or so, read a book for a while, then dozed off again. He awoke a short time later to flashing lights and piercing alarms.

      “What’s going on?” he asked the flight engineer, who was typing frantically into an onboard computer.

      Marcus interrupted his typing and faced Zorn with a surprisingly nonchalant look on his gaunt face.

      “Fuel leak sensor. It looks like we’re losing fuel pretty fast. We may need to lighten the cargo load.”

      Then Marcus called the pilot through the onboard communications system.

      “Colonel, I think we’d better get Randy up here, fast.”

      In less than a minute, the loadmaster arrived at a brisk walk and took up position just behind the pilot, examining the array of dials, gauges and controls spread out before him.

      “How serious is it this time?” Randy asked.

      “Nasty,” came the pilot’s response, audible through Zorn’s headset. “How much weight can we shed back there?”

      “We’re carrying about ten tons, including thirty-six corpses and assorted cargo. How much do you need to drop?”

      “Pitch it all, if you can. We need to lighten up, and fast.”

      “Roger that, skipper,” the loadmaster answered.

      “Wait a second,” Zorn interrupted, his eyes wide with surprise. “Corpses? You mean we don’t actually have live passengers back there?”

      “Change of plan,” the loadmaster growled. “Passenger is a generic term. We fly ‘em dead or alive. For this flight, it’s corpses being repatriated for burial. The men you saw getting injected must have been waiting to board the other plane on the apron.”

      Zorn found this explanation even more difficult to swallow than the one before.

      “And you intend to dump them overboard like surplus field rations or ammunition?”

      “Look, buddy, it’s those stiffs or us. Think of it as a burial at sea. But there’s no time to gab about it. I’ve got to go back and unhitch the cargo.”

      Zorn opened his mouth to object, but Randy turned aside and spoke to the pilot.

      “I’ll need some help back there. Who can you spare?”

      “Clay and Marcus have their hands full. Take the VIP. I’ll waive all restrictions.”

      “Okay, got it.”

      The loadmaster reached into a cargo bin at the side of the cockpit, rummaged around, and returned to face Zorn with a spare web harness in hand.

      “Put this on. It can be dangerous around the cargo doors if you aren’t strapped in.”

      Randy then demonstrated how to step into the harness and tighten its straps. Zorn didn’t move. Then Randy thrust the harness to within an inch of his passenger’s nose.

      “Now come with me and do exactly what I say. That is, unless you want us all to go to the bottom together.”

      Zorn didn’t like it, but Randy was right. This was no time to argue. So he stepped into the harness, tightened it, and followed the loadmaster into the cargo hold. There he followed instructions to clip the carabiner from the long strap attached to his harness onto the overhead safety wire.

      Randy led the way to the rear of the hold, where Zorn noticed some three dozen figures in black vinyl body bags, each zipped up to the throat, leaving faces exposed. The corpses’ eyes were closed and their skin pallid but remarkably lifelike, as if embalmed. All the bodies lay atop metal cargo pallets lined up on roller conveyors, with feet pointed toward the rear loading ramp. Attached to the foot of each bag by a plastic cable tie was a gray cinder block.

      Why were the faces uncovered? And why the cinder blocks? And if Randy had only just learned of the fuel leak, when would he have had time to weight the body bags to sink to the bottom?

      Zorn stepped forward to take a closer look at the corpse nearest him but the loadmaster held out an arm to keep him back. In the same moment, Zorn felt himself thrown forward as the C-130 decelerated to enter a steep descent. Suddenly the engine noise faded to a murmur and Zorn felt light as air. Nausea ensued within seconds. Then the aircraft leveled off again.

      “What’s the matter? Never seen a stiff before?” Randy taunted on seeing Zorn’s face go ashen. Once the plane reached low altitude, he grabbed Zorn’s harness and led him deeper into the hold, where he pointed out the ramp controls, located near the left paratroop jump door.

      “See this? When I give you the thumbs down, push the red button to open the ramp. And keep pushing until the ramp stops. Once all the pallets have rolled off, I’ll give you a thumbs-up. Then push the black button until the ramp closes. Got it?”

      Zorn nodded. “No prayers or anything?” he asked, appalled at what he’d been directed to do.

      But the loadmaster just rolled his eyes and walked away to busy himself among the pallets. A few moments later, he stepped to the opposite side of the aircraft and gave the thumbs down signal.

      “God bless their souls and give them peace,” Zorn muttered before pushing the red button to open the ramp. Suddenly the upper and lower cargo doors separated, allowing sunlight to stream into the airplane’s fuselage. The noise of the four turboprop engines grew to a deafening roar and the interior temperature dropped by tens of degrees. Gusts of wind buffeted Zorn, nearly tossing him off his feet. Then the upper and lower doors ceased opening. The rearmost pallets rolled down the ramp and those next in line followed. Nothing could stop them now. All at once Zorn felt his gorge rise and a strong urge to turn away, but something compelled him to keep watching.

      Only then did it catch his eye that one of the figures was a head taller than the others. And as it rolled past, he recognized the Abraham Lincoln beard on the exposed face of the lanky detainee he had seen queued up before takeoff. To Zorn’s horror, the figure seemed to writhe within its body bag. And he could have sworn that the eyes blinked open and shut several times. But before Zorn could take his thumb off the controls, the body of the tall young detainee rolled off the ramp and vanished into thin air. No parachute. Just a plunge straight down from ten thousand feet.

      Zorn stopped pushing the red button but more pallets kept rolling out. He scanned the faces that passed by but none of them moved a muscle.

      “What the hell!” Zorn shouted over the din. “One of the bodies just opened its eyes!”

      “It’s nothing! Forget it! Keep pushing the button!” the loadmaster shouted, unable to approach Zorn because of the spinning rollers that separated the two men.

      A moment late the pilot’s voice came in over Zorn’s headset: “For God’s sake, man, keep pushing the damned button! Now!”

      And so Zorn pushed and pushed until his thumb ached, until the last pallet rolled out into empty space. And his heart sank with them. Almost immediately the aircraft climbed from the sudden loss of weight, once again throwing Zorn off balance. He righted himself by putting a hand against the airplane’s fuselage and didn’t notice when the loadmaster stepped in behind him.

      “Man, I hate it when they do that,” Randy called out over Zorn’s shoulder, his voice conveying a distinct sense of relief.

      “When they do what?”

      Randy gave a short laugh. Then he stepped in front of Zorn to take over the controls, pushing the black button until the door was fully closed and the last ray of sunlight faded away.

      “When they do what, Randy? What the hell happened with that kid?”

      “Some kind of rigor mortis, probably,” the loadmaster replied with a shrug. “Damned creepy, but you see it now and then. Best to forget about it, unless you want nightmares. And, believe me, I’ve had my share.”

      Randy walked Zorn back toward the cockpit, unclipped him from the safety wire and helped him remove his harness. Zorn accepted the help without a word. But as he stepped forward toward the flight deck, he noticed a closed-circuit television camera overhead, its red light blinking. Had the dumping been recorded? Was there some video file now that showed him pushing the red button to tip the bodies overboard? Had he stepped into a trap?

      Back on the flight deck, the aircrew seemed oddly unperturbed by their apparent brush with disaster. No one acknowledged Zorn as he settled into the navigator’s seat and buckled in, even though he and Randy had ostensibly saved them all from a watery grave.

      Zorn was in no mood to be congratulated, anyway. He remained badly shaken, both by the emergency action and by his growing suspicion that the crew had deliberately manipulated him into tipping the corpses overboard — if indeed that’s what they were. When he’d seen the tall kid on the tarmac, he had been very much alive.

      “How much fuel do you reckon we lost up there, Marcus?” Zorn heard the pilot ask the flight engineer. “Was it as grim as it seemed?”

      “Wouldn’t you know,” came the co-pilot’s offhand reply over the headset. “Looks like another faulty sensor. It turns out we hardly lost a drop. But don’t you worry, chief. I’ll have it checked out the minute we land. With any luck, we’ll report the lost cargo, get the sensor replaced overnight, and won’t need to push back tomorrow’s takeoff one bit.”

      Zorn found the explanation unpersuasive as he replayed the sequence of events in his mind. Listening to the crew through his headset while Travis and Clayton plotted the final leg of the flight to Transit Base Corvus, Zorn calculated that the bodies must have been released over the Puerto Rico Trench, the deepest area of the Atlantic Ocean, some five miles below sea level. Considering that most of the flight had taken place over relatively shallow waters, and that their route had crossed the trench only briefly, the choice of drop site seemed remarkably opportune. At that depth, he imagined, no trace of what they’d dropped would ever be found.

      As soon as the plane landed and taxied to a halt near the control tower, Zorn unbuckled his lap belt and shoulder harness and gave Marcus a questioning look before heading out the door. The lean flight engineer, who had seemed so nervous before takeoff, gazed back at Zorn briefly before turning away. He knew. Of course he knew.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two: American Intifada

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        “In times of war, the law falls silent.”

        –Marcus Tullius Cicero

      

      

      
        
        FOUR MONTHS EARLIER, CARCASSONNE, FRANCE

      

      

      Roger Zorn drove through the gate of his ancestral French estate and immediately felt as if he were emerging from a trance. He had spent the entire morning in meetings at the Toulouse headquarters of the private security company that bore his family’s name. But he had left early to spend a quiet March afternoon replacing broken trellises at his recently purchased vineyard in Lezignan, about a half hour from where he lived in Carcassonne. The windows of his 2005 Citroën C6, an oddity of a luxury sedan that his late father had bought shortly before his retirement at age eighty-five, were rolled down. Zorn could hear the crunch of gravel as he passed through fragrant orchards of apricots and almonds that had just begun to display pale pink blossoms.

      It was nearly seven P.M. and the sun had already set behind Carcassonne’s medieval walled city. Zorn was hungry and looked forward to relaxing with a glass of wine, though he usually didn’t drink on weeknights. But tonight he didn’t care about rules, or duties, or responsibilities. Lately, he just wished people would leave him alone. Not just his clients and the board of directors, but his wife and children, too. He felt tired. He needed a change.

      Zorn left his briefcase and the garment bag that contained his business suit in the stone entrance hall and walked down a whitewashed corridor to the library, where he could hear the evening news playing on television. The library was one of the central rooms in the eighteenth century chateau and retained its original oak-coffered ceiling and parquet floor, though the walls were painted a pale blue to conform to the blue-and-white upholstery of the sofa and chairs. Afghan tribal rugs lent the space a warm and comfortable feel. On an antique oak sideboard he spotted a silver tray with an uncorked bottle of red wine and two empty balloon glasses.

      Kay, his wife of nearly thirty years, whom he had met in graduate school at Wharton during his transition from government service to a career in finance, reclined on the sofa. There she browsed on her laptop while paying intermittent attention to a wall-mounted television whose news broadcast showed images of daytime rioting, cars being set ablaze, and confrontations between helmeted police and black-clad protesters.

      “So where are the riots today? Paris? Marseille? Not Toulouse, I hope. I left there before lunch, so perhaps I missed them.”

      Zorn spoke in English to his wife, as both were American-born, though he was a dual citizen, having been born in Philadelphia to an American mother and a French father. Like Zorn’s mother, Kay had also fallen in love with France as a young woman and decided to stay.

      Kay rose from the sofa to embrace Zorn and offer him a kiss on each cheek. She was dressed in jeans and a knee-length cashmere sweater that flattered her shapely but no longer youthful figure. Zorn stood by while she went to the sideboard and poured a generous portion of wine for him and a more modest one for herself. He swirled the liquid in his glass and gave it a long sniff before picking up the bottle. It was a 2007 Corbières from a vineyard not far from his own. Zorn raised an eyebrow in pleasure and smiled at his wife. Only after each took a first sip did Kay respond to her husband’s question.

      “No riots in France today.” She held her glass by the stem, swirling it without stopping, as if by nervous compulsion. She pointed to the television. “That’s Minneapolis. And the same thing is going on in Detroit and Atlanta and a few other places.”

      “My god,” Zorn muttered. “What’s gotten into those people?” At that moment he spoke as a Frenchman.

      “It’s happening because the U.S. has finally retaliated for the EMP1 attacks.”

      “Aha. So Uncle Sam’s geniuses finally got around to figuring out who popped the nuclear missiles off their coasts?” It was more of a statement than a question.

      “So it seems.” Kay replied as she returned to the sofa. “A few hours ago, America dropped tactical nuclear weapons on military bases in Iran, Pakistan and North Korea.”

      Zorn followed her to the sofa and pulled up a Moroccan leather pouf to rest his feet.

      “What surprises me is how long it took the White House to make up its damned mind. The culprits had to be Iran and the Norks2 all along!” Zorn declared, gesturing with both hands and nearly spilling his wine onto the sofa. “And I wouldn’t be surprised if the Chinese egged them on. The president had no choice but to go nuclear. It’s settled defense doctrine. Anything short of that would invite further attacks.”

      “Well, the Muslims don’t seem to agree,” his wife observed without meeting his gaze. “Riots are breaking out all across the Islamic world. Now even in America.”

      Zorn took another sip, chewing it to assess its balance and structure.

      “Quel dommage,” he said in a low voice. “Or, as they say over there, ‘Welcome to our world.’“

      “Gloating doesn’t become you, Roger.”

      “Oh, come now, Kay,” he replied with a sideways glance. “France has endured an uninterrupted Islamist uprising since 2005, and yet the world blames us for failing to integrate the disaffected Muslim youth who reside in the bainlieues3. Now it’s America’s turn. Let’s see them handle their Muslims better than we do ours.”

      “Feeling French today, are we? How very convenient to be a dual citizen,” Kay observed with a wry smile. “It lets you distance yourself from either country when it makes a mistake, while you champion the other.”

      “Touché,” he replied, returning her smile.

      Until the next commercial break, the couple listened to a series of on-location reporters and talking heads who offered competing accounts of what had led to the rioting. One Washington-based intelligence analyst claimed that Iran had planned an EMP attack for years, even to the extent of test-firing short-range ballistic missiles from freighters in the Caspian Sea and detonating conventional warheads at altitudes above one hundred kilometers to simulate an EMP.

      Another expert reported a hacking outbreak within hours of the U.S. retaliatory strikes, along with scattered sabotage attempts against American oil refineries, pipelines, electric power stations and transmission lines. Some of these attacks had been traced to the Iranian Revolutionary Guards, Hezbollah, Hamas, Al-Qaeda, Islamic State and other alleged Iranian and Pakistani surrogates.

      An impeccably coiffed anchorwoman reminded her viewers that documents seized at Osama bin Laden’s lair in Abbottabad proved that Iran, though its official religion was Shi’a Islam, had been funding Al-Qaeda and other Sunni jihadists for years. The TV screen flashed image after image and one film clip after another to hammer home these claims, until Zorn felt his head would burst. At last he seized the remote and pushed the mute button.

      Kay Zorn tucked her feet under her legs and faced her husband.

      “Roger, why don’t you go back there and help Washington out?” She addressed him in the dry, mordant, slightly languid voice that she used whenever she wished to impress upon him some idea that he was unwilling to entertain. ”Your new Triage technology has helped the Interior Ministry hold down the jihad here in France. Why not in America? Zorn Security could make a lot of money at it, no?”

      Having launched her own sort of missile, Kay Zorn took another sip of wine and waited silently for her husband to raise his defenses. But his face took on an expression more of hurt than of annoyance as he sat upright and cradled his nearly empty wine glass in both hands.

      “We still have an office in D.C.,” he began, staring into the wine. “And we’ve hired the best Washington lobbyists money can buy. But, except for some air logistics work and a pilot project for Triage, our U.S.-based competitors have completely squeezed us out of the American market. Which is a shame, because what America faces today is what France has wrestled with for the past fifteen years. And before that, it’s what Papa faced in Algeria. Hell, it was his paratroopers who invented modern counterinsurgency theory! Believe me, if Papa were over there to advise the president, the riots would be over and done in no time.”

      “Then why don’t you show them how, Roger? You’re an American citizen, after all. And you keep telling me that Zorn Security has the most advanced know-how for this sort of thing. Whatever your father could have done for Washington, you could do just as well.”

      “Of course I could,” Zorn agreed proudly, without proposing anything in particular. “But don’t kid yourself, Kay. Uncle Sam has an enormous counterterrorism establishment at his beck and call. And not just in the FBI, CIA, and the Pentagon. The U.S. has hundreds of private security contractors like Zorn Security, some of which could whip a decent-sized national army without breaking a sweat. Given a choice, I expect the Beltway crowd would prefer to do things their own way, even if it risks defeat, rather than accept help from France.”

      “Then what about that pilot project of yours? Couldn’t you use that to attract their attention? Why not show those Beltway people how the French security services are using Triage to sort out the jihadis from the shabab4?”

      Zorn shook his head and his mouth twisted into a painful frown.

      “I’d like nothing better. But we’ve been field-testing Triage in three U.S. cities for nearly a year without the slightest hint that the program will go national. Clearly, we’re being blocked. And lately I suspect that somebody over there may have lined up the pilot program in order to steal our technology. Maybe we made a mistake in taking it to the U.S. in the first place.”

      Kay Zorn cast a doubting look at her husband and drew a deep sigh but said nothing.

      “Okay, okay,” Zorn replied, not wanting to appear defeatist in his wife’s eyes. “Don’t get me wrong. I’d be happy to hop on a plane to chase a new contract in Washington if one appeared under my nose. But until the bureaucrats over there realize that our technology is head and shoulders above anything our American competitors can come up with, I don’t expect the phone to light up any time soon.”

      Without another word, Zorn gulped his remaining wine and set the empty glass on the table beside him. His wife offered a refresher but he declined. Instead, he rose and stepped behind the sofa to a wet bar concealed within a sliding pocket door. There he uncorked a very expensive bottle of Kentucky rye whiskey and made himself a jumbo Old Fashioned cocktail before retaking his place on the sofa and unmuting the television.

      A few minutes later, he had barely made a dent in the cocktail when his cell phone rang. It was a call from the United States. Not recognizing the number, Zorn pressed a key that allowed him to hear the caller leave a voicemail message.

      “Hi, Roger. It’s Pat Craven. Sorry to disturb you so late in the day over there. Listen, I got your new number from a mutual friend and wanted to reach out.”

      Zorn immediately recognized the voice of a former colleague in the CIA who had worked with him in Cairo. Until Zorn moved back to France to become CEO of Zorn Security after his father’s death, he had kept in touch with Craven via telephone and an occasional dinner whenever he traveled to D.C. But he had lost contact with the man in recent years. Curious why Craven might be calling him in France during a major national security crisis, he put the call through.

      “Pat. Just heard your voice on the line. It’s Roger. How the hell have you been? And whatever induced you to take time out of your busy day to give your old boss a call?”

      “I’m doing just great,” Craven replied with enthusiasm. “And you sound as sharp as ever.”

      Silence followed, and both men knew that it was up to Craven to declare his reason for calling. Kay Zorn cast a questioning glance at her husband, who replied with a shrug before turning away to take a sip of his cocktail.

      “Okay, I won’t beat around the bush, Roger. There’s a lot going on here right now. And it occurred to me that we might be able to help each other.”

      “Is that so? Where are you working these days? Still at Tetra Corp?”

      “Oh, heavens no,” Craven replied. Zorn could imagine his former colleague’s pursed lips and furrowed brow. “I moved on from there three years ago, when the new administration offered me a slot at DHS5.”

      “And what slot would that be?”

      “Director of operations coordination. But I’ve just been promoted to undersecretary for national programs and plans. It’s a big break for me.”

      “Ahh, nice move!” Zorn noted with respect. “Now, how could I have missed hearing about that?”

      Zorn expected some of Craven’s typical self-aggrandizing puffery in response, but none came. Instead, the younger man went straight to business.

      “Have you heard about the new congressional appropriation for emergency security measures? They rammed it through right after the EMPs hit. The program’s huge, and it’s clear we’ll have to outsource huge chunks of it.”

      Zorn raised his eyebrows and flashed his wife a thumbs-up.

      “Sure, that would make sense,” he said, trying his best to sound noncommittal.

      “Is Zorn Security planning to bid on any of the RFPs6 we’ll be issuing under the new program?”

      “I’m not sure yet, Pat. We were waiting for details,” Zorn fibbed. “Why, do you think any of it might be a good match for us?” Here he paused. “Or is the bidding restricted to U.S.-based contractors?” The last comment carried a distinct edge.

      “It’s wide open,” Craven replied. “The administration is pulling out all the stops to crush the jihadis wherever we find them. Look, the White House asked Congress for a declaration of war and got it within twenty-four hours. Then the president sought emergency wartime powers and he got those, too, followed by a major appropriations bill. Believe me, Roger, there’s something in this for everyone who’s willing to lend a hand.”

      Zorn felt his skin tingle and his heart beat faster.

      “Okay, let’s talk about Triage for a moment. Does this mean DHS is ready to move beyond the pilot program?”

      “Absolutely,” Craven agreed. “Triage is by far the best detainee risk assessment technology in its class. I definitely see a fit for us. I’d like you to present Triage to the emergency measures contracts team. Do you want in?”

      “Can you help make it happen, Pat?”

      Here Zorn cocked his head to one side and cast a doubtful glance at his wife.

      “I’ve come up a bit in the world since our last talk, Roger,” Craven said slowly, assuming the air of puffed-up self-importance Zorn knew so well. “Of course I can, or I wouldn’t be on the phone. Can you make it over here a week from now for the dog-and-pony show?”

      “Well, if I’m invited…”

      “You’ll get a bid package by courier before close of business tomorrow. Drop me a line if you intend to compete.”

      “I certainly will.”

      Zorn put the phone down, pondering what had just happened.

      “Who was that?” Kay Zorn asked, her eyes glittering with curiosity.

      “Do you remember Pat Craven, from my Cairo days? He’s a high roller at Homeland Security now. And he just happens to be gatekeeper for a big new security program just approved by Congress. Incroyable!”

      “And just when you were about to give up! Do you intend to submit a bid?”

      “I’ll have to run it by Walter and the board. But I’m sure they’ll want to pursue it.”

      Zorn searched for his cocktail glass and took a long pull from it.

      “Unfortunately,” he pointed out with a grimace, “if I have to be in D.C. a week from now, that means I’ll probably miss our granddaughter’s birth. I could be gone for several weeks. Maybe longer, if this thing pans out.”

      “Well, that’s quite the turn of events, isn’t it?” Kay observed with genuine wonder. “Thirty years ago you quit the U.S. government and swore you’d never work for them again. And now…” Her voice took on a tinge of irony. “Well, are you sure you want to put yourself back in enemy hands?”

      “How delicately put. Yes, I’d do it if I thought we had a fair chance to win a sizeable chunk of business. It might require handing off some of my duties here in Europe, but that could be arranged.”

      “Well, if you do go, feel free to stay as long as you must. Just don’t expect me to go with you. Not with the new baby due. Don’t worry. We’ll all be here when you get back.”

      “So you’re not concerned about my spending a month alone and unsupervised in the D.C. swamp?”

      But before Kay could respond, her own mobile phone rang.

      “It’s Ted,” she announced, her eyes suddenly wide with excitement. “I’ll put him on speaker.”

      Ted was the youngest of Kay’s three brothers, all of whom lived in the States.

      “Oh, Ted, I’m so relieved to hear from you! We’ve been watching footage of the Seattle evacuation. It’s heartbreaking! Where are you calling from?”

      “Missoula,” he replied in a voice heavy with fatigue. “The EMP didn’t reach that far inland, thanks to the Cascades. We managed to drive out to Montana and are staying with friends till we’re allowed to go back in.”

      “Sara and the girls are all safe and well?”

      “Sara’s pretty shaken up, but she’ll be fine once she has time to rest.” He paused and, when he resumed a moment later, he was on the edge of tears. “It could have been a lot worse. People were behaving like wild beasts out there. The mob scenes on the I-90 bridges were beyond anything I could have imagined.” His voice broke and he let the sentence drop.

      “Try not to think about it, Ted. You’re safe now and that’s all that matters.”

      A pained look came into Kay’s eyes and her chin quivered.

      “I just can’t get the past few days out of my head,” her brother went on. “Can you possibly imagine, Kay, the entire Pacific Northwest electrical grid going completely dark in the blink of an eye? With no water, gas or sewage? Experts are saying that Olympia and the southern suburbs may become permanently uninhabitable and have to be bulldozed. We could lose everything.”

      “How can I help, Ted? Do you need money? Do you want to send the kids to us while you sort things out?”

      “We’re okay for now,” Kay’s brother answered, making an effort to pull himself together. “Our investment accounts are frozen because of the bank holiday. But the government lets us withdraw four hundred dollars a day from checking, which is enough for now. God only knows what will happen when the financial markets reopen.”

      “Well, if you need a loan to tide you over…”

      “Actually, Kay, there is one thing.”

      Her brother drew another deep breath and let it out all at once.

      “It may be premature to mention it, but it would mean a lot to us if Zorn Security would consider repurchasing the shares of stock that we bought a while back.”

      Kay Zorn cast a troubled glance at her husband before answering.

      “I understand completely, Ted. I’ll talk to Roger about it first thing. Thanks for giving us some advance notice.”

      “You’re a gem, Kay,” her brother answered above high-pitched children’s voices that bickered and complained in the background. “Listen, I’ve got to go now. I’ll call again later in the week, okay?”

      “Yes, please do. Bye.”

      The line went dead.

      “Thank heavens they’re safe,” Kay remarked after putting down the phone. “But he’s dreaming if he thinks the government will let refugees back into Seattle any time soon.”

      Roger Zorn nodded in agreement, but his thoughts were elsewhere.

      “Under the circumstances, I can’t blame Ted for asking for his investment back,” he observed, gazing out the window into the darkness. “The buy-sell agreement was for five years, but…”

      “Can you manage giving him his cash back?”

      “Not right now. But that might change if we brought in some major new business.”

      “I’m sorry to put you under pressure,” Kay said, a painful frown distorting her lips.

      “All right. Let me ask you this: if we were to get Ted an early buyout, would your other brothers expect the same deal?”

      “Possibly,” she evaded. “But let’s put that aside for now. You’ve got enough to think about.”

      “Yeah, like winning that contract in D.C.”

      Turning away, he reached out for his cocktail glass and downed its remnants in a single gulp.
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        * * *

      

      The drive from Zorn’s residence to the Hotel de la Cité’s parking lot, just outside the walls of the citadel, took only ten minutes. From the lot it was a five-minute hike up the steep ramps and cobbled streets to the hotel. Zorn’s father, founder of Zorn Security, had been born in the old city, and Zorn never ceased to feel a thrill whenever he approached the medieval fortifications at night, their witch-hat turrets lit by flood lamps, looking like the backdrop to a troubadour’s tale.

      Though tourists swarmed the ramparts by day from April through October, most hopped aboard their sleek motor coaches by late afternoon, leaving the walled city deserted except for its thousand or more permanent residents and overnight guests. And through March, evenings were even quieter.

      Tonight, Zorn was the sole pedestrian making his way through the Porte Narbonnaise and up the narrow Rue Cros Mayrevieille toward the Basilique St.-Nazaire. He could feel a fresh breeze from the nearby limestone hills and, in the moist air, a faint scent of rosemary and wild thyme. He had nearly walked off the wine and whiskey by now and felt invigorated as he entered the hotel, an eleventh-century bishop’s palace converted into a five-star property that boasted vaulted ceilings, leaded Gothic windows, cavernous medieval fireplaces and first-class regional cuisine. The bar was tucked away in the palace’s former library, whose dark wood shelves and panels and claret-colored leather armchairs exuded tranquility.

      Walter Lang, Zorn Security’s Board Chairman, sat alone in a corner at the far end of the library, reading a newspaper. Zorn had called him to arrange the meeting moments after Kay ended the phone call with her brother and retreated to the kitchen to prepare dinner.

      “Have you been watching the news clips from America?” Zorn greeted the older man.

      “I have,” Lang answered, raising a hand to summon the bartender, who also served as waiter on quiet nights.

      Zorn had known Walter Lang his entire life and thought of him as a member of the family. Lang was an Alsatian who had served as a junior officer under Zorn’s father in Algeria and joined René Zorn as the first full-time employee of his private security firm during the summer of 1962. Though past his eightieth birthday now, Lang still carried himself like an old soldier. Dressed in tweeds as he was tonight, he projected an old-fashioned elegance imbued with a whiff of mothballs.

      The waiter appeared without delay and leaned over Lang’s shoulder to take his order.

      “Ricard for me,” the old soldier declared with a glance at Zorn. “Shall we make it two?”

      Ricard was the brand of pastis7 favored among Lang’s fellow paratroopers in Algeria. Half a century later, it remained the top-selling spirit brand in France, particularly in the south, where it occupied an essential niche in the Languedoc culture.

      “Ricard was Papa’s favorite, but, alas, not mine. I’ll have a glass of Byrrh8 on the rocks with a twist of lemon, please.”

      The waiter retired with their orders and Lang spoke up first.

      “So what sort of excitement has brought you to see me tonight, Roger?” Lang sat back in his armchair with one long leg crossed over the other, his gray eyes twinkling with irony. “I was just thinking over the weekend how dull things have been of late.”

      “We’ve been offered an opportunity,” Zorn began. “In America, of all places. A former colleague of mine who’s well placed in Homeland Security has invited us to bid on an expanded contract for our Triage system.”

      Lang regarded Zorn with a long, cool glance, like an old tomcat lazing in the sun, yet aware of all that went on around him.

      “And you know this man well enough to trust him?”

      “Well enough to give his invitation serious thought. In the past, you may recall, our chief problem in Washington has been gaining any access at all to major bids.”

      “I’ve heard about America’s new emergency measures,” Lang noted. “The cost will run into the billions. Even a few scraps from the table could give us a much-needed boost.”

      “Yes, the project presents a major opportunity, but under the current administration, Washington is more of a madhouse than ever. The project might lead in unpredictable directions.”

      “It could also help us attract a strategic acquirer,” Lang replied, uncrossing his legs and leaning forward.

      For the past year, Lang and the other directors had been urging Zorn, as CEO, to seek a merger or strategic alliance with a larger defense contractor to enable Zorn Security to compete more effectively in the global marketplace. For while the company was well positioned in Europe, the Middle East, and Africa, it faced mounting competition in Asia and the Americas. Merging with a major U.S. defense or security contractor could solve the company’s problems overnight.

      When the idea of selling the business was first raised, Zorn had been stung by the perception that the board, consisting mainly of his father’s former associates, lacked confidence in his leadership. But Lang had assured him that this was untrue. More relevant was the fact that most board members, along with many of the company’s senior executives and technical staff, had reached the age when their primary goal was to cash in their shares of the privately held business.

      Even Zorn himself, now in his early sixties, had felt the occasional urge to retire. Indeed, one might interpret his spur-of-the moment decision to spend the afternoon tending vines rather than wooing clients as a sign of that fatigue. Parlaying a major U.S. contract for the company’s Triage technology into a merger could offer a golden parachute to everyone at Zorn Security who wanted one.

      But a buy-out also posed risks. What if the sale failed to fetch the share price that the board desired? Or if, upon closing the deal, the buyer stripped Zorn Security of its most valuable assets, fired its employees, and left its smaller clients high and dry? Or what if some long-forgotten skeleton in either party’s closet scuttled the deal and led to nightmarish litigation in the American courts?

      The world of private military and security contractors included some highly disreputable players. Zorn could think of several potential acquirers to whom he would never want to sell. As CEO, majority shareholder, son of the founder, and a seasoned veteran of the global security contracts business, the task of finding the right acquirer would fall squarely on his shoulders.

      “I can’t argue with you about the upside,” Zorn conceded with a smile. “Our biggest U.S. competitors have boatloads of money to spend on acquisitions and are eager to expand into our markets. What military-industrial giant wouldn’t pay dearly to get its hands on best-in-class technology like Triage?”

      “Yet you have misgivings?”

      Before Zorn could answer, the bartender returned with their drinks on a silver tray, along with a bowl of mixed nuts, a small ice bucket, and a carafe of water for the Ricard. Lang spent the next few moments pouring water over the pastis and topping it off with two ice cubes.

      “Santé!” Zorn greeted the chairman, lifting his glass.

      “A la tienne!”

      “About my misgivings, then,” Zorn resumed when they had put down their glasses. “Long ago, you and Father and a majority on the board chose not to dirty your hands with rent-a-merc9 work, black-site interrogations, or contract prisons. Instead, you centered the company’s business on advanced intelligence applications, crisis management and air logistics. What if the American contract leads us into areas where we don’t want to go? Are we willing to stick our hands in the merde after having worked so hard to avoid it?”

      “Certainly not,” the chairman responded with a dismissive wave of his grizzled hand. “But using Triage to identify terrorists among America’s growing Muslim population involves none of that. Let us bid on the risk assessment and air logistics portions of the American program and leave the rest.”

      “Much of the program will likely be classified,” Zorn pointed out. “We may not know exactly what we’re getting into until we’ve signed the papers. What if we’re asked to take on more than we’ve bargained for?”

      “That is a long-term consideration, to my mind, and in the long term we are all dead,” Lang parried. “The task at hand is to secure a seat at the American table, show them what we can do, and then attract a cash-rich acquirer to buy the company for a steep price. Once they hand over the cash, they can do whatever they want with our U.S. contracts.”

      Having spoken his mind, Lang let out a short, hard laugh and took another sip of pastis.

      “So you are not concerned about our people being asked to carry out, how shall we say, harsh measures?”

      “Throughout his life, your father never hesitated to take harsh measures whenever he found them necessary,” Lang answered with cold, unblinking eyes.

      But the remark seemed out of character for the old man. For while Lang had idolized Zorn’s late father and had taken on his values and even some of his mannerisms during their years together, the two old soldiers possessed distinctly different temperaments. Unlike René Zorn, a human dynamo who never eased up or gave quarter, Lang was a cautious man who calculated at least two moves ahead, watched for pitfalls, and was always ready with a Plan B.

      “Today, with Islamist terrorists running rampant on every continent, what sane person can deny the need for ferocity?” Lang went on. “This is no longer a matter of professional ethics, Roger. It’s a question of preserving civilization.”

      “Ah, so we’re back to ‘Nécessité fait loi10’?”

      While the two men agreed on most things, Lang’s experience fighting insurgencies in Algeria and Southeast Asia had left him with some strongly held beliefs that Zorn could not bring himself to share. For Lang, the ends often justified the means. Zorn preferred rules, even in warfare, though he knew Lang considered him the weaker for it.

      “War is a dirty business,” Lang went on, pursing his thin lips. “Excesses occur on all sides. One must get past one’s inhibitions if one is to prevail.”

      “But that’s just my point, Walter. I’ve worked among these contractors and their government bosses for years. For the Americans, the goal never seems to be final victory. It’s more about dragging out the fight, extending contracts, and maximizing profit. The contractors realized long ago that the U.S. government can print unlimited quantities of money, and they aim to grab their share as long as the party lasts.”

      Zorn picked up his glass and drank. The Byrrh felt refreshing after his long walk. He grabbed a handful of nuts from the tray beside him and waited for Lang’s response.

      “Listen, Roger, I’m an old man who’s seen much, but sometimes your cynicism exceeds even mine. If what you say is true, and the emergency measures last longer than expected, would you then decline to bid in the first place? Would you forfeit the chance to do right by your employees, shareholders, and family? What do you see as your goal in all of this?”

      “My goal?” Zorn was taken off balance by the question. “Do you mean as chief executive, or as an individual?”

      “Both. Is your first aim to maximize shareholder value? To crush the jihadists? Or to keep your delicate hands clean?”

      “All of the above.” Zorn replied, letting the gibe go by. “Declining to bid would serve only the last of those aims. But entering into an open-ended program of government overreach could end in our forfeiting all three. That’s why I would go to Washington but impose limits on our participation.”

      Walter Lang laughed again, this time with a harder edge than before. Expecting a lecture from the old man, Zorn set down his aperitif glass, crossed his legs and leaned back to hear him out.

      “If only your father could hear you now,” Lang began, shaking his bald head. “Here you are, wielding the one tool most capable of turning the tide in the greatest counterterrorist campaign of your lifetime, and you want to set limits? Limits, did you say?”

      Zorn knew better than to respond. The old man was a walking encyclopedia of military history and could come up with counter-examples to refute any argument Zorn might advance. Besides, Lang’s question was likely rhetorical, as his harangue seemed far from exhausted.

      “Do you have any idea how many times your father risked his life and his soldier’s honor in battles that were trivial by comparison to this? Have you no ambition? No yearning to leave your mark on history or to build on your father’s legacy? I know of no man alive more capable than you of instructing the Americans in how to crush their intifada11. But first, you must prove to them that you will go all-out for their cause. Limits be damned, I say!”

      “I am not my father.” Zorn fumed at Lang’s willingness to invoke his father’s memory to score rhetorical points. “Zorn Security is my responsibility now, not his. I must consider more than Papa’s legacy.”

      “Until now, I wonder if you have considered it at all.”

      Zorn felt his face flush and he felt a sudden urge to get up and leave. Having ethics didn’t mean he was soft on terrorism or a poor steward of his father’s company. But he couldn’t let the reproach go unanswered.

      “How can I forget his legacy?” Zorn snapped. “I never wanted to work for Papa’s company, and I never dreamed that he would some day let me lead it. But once he decided to retire, suddenly no one else seemed fit to walk in his footsteps. He badgered me endlessly till I agreed to join the board, and then pulled strings so that I would have no choice but to take the helm on his death. Oh, I’ve considered Papa’s legacy, all right.”

      “And it’s a truly remarkable one, in which you can take great pride.”

      “I’m sure it is, Walter, but there are many in America who would disagree. Like it or not, the Zorn name is held in quite low regard there. We can expect various activist groups to oppose any contract bid from Zorn Security. They’ll sling every glob of mud they can dredge up against us, from Papa’s alleged Nazi war crimes, to torture in Algeria, assassinations in Indochina, disappearances in Argentina, and so on and so on.”

      Walter Lang listened while a hint of a smile formed on his pale lips.

      “Yet, in times like these,” Lang pointed out, “those in authority who are charged with crushing the intifada may also consider the Zorn legacy an asset. Whether you intend to dirty your hands or not, if you fly your father’s colors, they will trust you. They will say: ‘Here is someone who doesn’t shrink from unpleasant tasks.’”

      Suddenly Zorn’s grip tightened on his glass and his eyes screwed into narrow slits.

      “But that person isn’t me, Walter. I couldn’t possibly hold myself out as my father’s clone.”

      “Then let someone else do it for you!” the old man roared. “That is why we hire publicists!”

      “Are you proposing that we aim our appeal to the hard-liners in the administration? That we roll the ball down their alley and give them the full dose of Papa’s potent medicine, toxic side effects and all?”

      “Has it not occurred to you, my dear Roger, that the primary reason why we have been asked to bid is that the hard-liners must have insisted upon it? Men steeped in counterterrorist doctrine, who understand that your father’s methods bring results? In desperate times, those with the strongest views decide the issue. I say, offer the Americans our stiffest medicine and give them good reason to choose us over our competitors.”

      Zorn cast a questioning look at Lang but in his heart he suspected the old man might be right. Sometimes Lang sounded just like his late father, so closely aligned were the two old soldiers’ minds after decades of working and fighting side by side. And most of the board members were cut from the same cloth as they. Clearly, their advice would be to offer bold solutions, presented with the hallmark panache of the late René Zorn. Roger held a majority of Zorn Security shares and could overrule them, but what good would that do? Maybe the time had come for him to take a deep breath, do what he was called upon to do, and leave the outcome to fate.
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        * * *

      

      Walter Lang waited until he could see Roger Zorn walk past the registration desk and leave the hotel before he removed his mobile phone from his jacket pocket and dialed.

      While it rang, he looked at his watch: half past eight in Carcassonne, or half past two in Washington. A generic recording from the recipient’s wireless carrier came on as the call went to voicemail. Lang left a message in heavily accented English.

      “It has been decided. We will participate in the bidding. Our chief executive will travel in a few days. Your cooperation will be appreciated so that events turn out favorably for all concerned. Call me if you wish.”

      He pressed the red circle to end the call and gestured for the waiter to bring the check.

      “Charge it to my room,” he said, and left without bothering to sign.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three: Clausewitz of Counterinsurgency

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        “There are decades where nothing happens, and there are weeks where decades happen.”

        –Vladimir Ilyich Lenin

      

      

      
        
        MARCH, WASHINGTON, D.C.

      

      

      Margaret Slattery could not recall a time when she had felt more discouraged. She trudged out of the conference room on the second floor of the Eisenhower Executive Office Building and steered clear of the overeager staffers huddled around Charles Scudder, the newly promoted deputy national security advisor. The man was a complete fraud, an intellectual clever-dick with the soul of an eel who had long ago risen to the level of his incompetence. The only reason this time-server now occupied a coveted office in the West Wing of the White House was that his predecessor had erred too far on the side of caution.

      From what she had gathered, the previous deputy had been too slow to propose a plan to counter what the media had dubbed the “American Intifada.” The president lost patience. And Charles Scudder, spotting his chance of a lifetime, stepped forward and blithely promised POTUS the moon.

      Slattery lingered across the hall from the conference room until she spotted the president’s senior policy advisor, Nelson Blackburn, coming out the door. But on her way across the hall to speak to him, another attorney stopped her to have a word and she failed to reach her target until he entered the tiny office that Blackburn used between meetings in the Eisenhower Building.

      “Knock, knock,” she said as she followed him in and closed the door behind her.

      Blackburn was already across the floor switching on the flat-screen television, which was kept going at all times when he was there, tuned not to cable news or C-SPAN, but to Sesame Street, the Muppet Show or the Cartoon Channel. Though no one in Washington would ever compare him to Mister Rogers, at sixty-one, he did have a certain rumpled, grandfatherly look, in his wrinkled blue suit, open-neck white shirt frayed at the collar, and scuffed loafers. And, despite his incisive wit, Slattery had always found him fair-minded and willing to listen.

      As a partner in a Washington-based law firm specializing in defense and intelligence-related contracts, Slattery had performed occasional legal work for Blackburn over the years. So when Blackburn asked her to do some pro bono legal work for their party’s presidential nominee, she accepted. Now, as a senior White House lawyer, Slattery often collaborated with Blackburn on national security issues, and the pair had formed a tacit alliance.

      “What in heaven’s name is going on?” she demanded, sparks flying from her sea-green eyes. “Am I delusional, or did Charlie Scudder just give DHS free rein to pursue their insidious police-state nonsense? And how in hell did that idiot ever get a seat at the NSC1?”

      “Come now, Margaret. Look at it from Charles’s perspective. He sees himself as a foreign policy guy – that’s what got him onto the NSC staff in the first place. He couldn’t care less about the domestic side of his job, so he’s delegating the emergency security measures stuff.”

      Blackburn’s voice was warm, but his eyes remained blank and cold, like uncommitted bystanders to the conversation.

      “So that justifies his turning the asylum over to the crazies?”

      The meeting that Slattery, Blackburn and Scudder had just attended was the second, and likely final, session of the Deputies Committee of the President’s Crisis Planning Group. The CPG Principals Committee, comprising the president, vice president, secretaries of state, defense and homeland security, along with other high-ranking national security officials, had met just once before punting to its Deputies Committee.

      That swamp-savvy gang then sketched out a perfunctory response to the intifada from thirty thousand feet and delegated its execution to bureaucrats another level lower. This deft move left no fingerprints and allowed each committee member to maintain plausible deniability while lesser officials were left to shoulder the blame for any smashups.

      “Let’s wait and see,” Blackburn replied, stealing a glance at Kermit the Frog and Miss Piggy on television.

      “But Scudder was talking about revoking visas and green cards2, annulling naturalizations, and ordering mass deportations! While my boss, the White House counsel, utters not a peep when this chattering nitwit cites Korematsu3 as legal precedent for what he’s doing! Was no one else in there even listening?”

      Blackburn shrugged.

      “You’ve got to hand it to the guy,” he replied while cramming his ample midsection behind the desk. “He’s certainly got an eye for the main chance. When his former boss stupidly calls the intifada the ‘new normal’ and tells us all to get used to it, Charlie notices the smoke billowing out of the president’s ears and steps into the breach. I expect he’ll have about a month to produce results or he’ll be out on the street like his predecessor.”

      “And where does that leave the Constitution and the Bill of Rights, now that DHS is the lead agency fighting the intifada?”

      She stood with fists on her hips and feet wide apart, as if ready to pounce. But Blackburn remained unfazed.

      “If the attorney general and the White House counsel won’t speak up for civil liberties, Margaret, I suppose that leaves it up to you, doesn’t it? You’ll just have to do your best and hope your superiors have your back.” Blackburn’s expression turned cloudy as he opened his laptop and watched it come to life. “So why not go to Charlie’s meetings? Make yourself some friends over at DHS and show them how to fight the jihadis the proper way.”

      Slattery knew that, when Blackburn’s face took on that look, it was a waste of breath for her to say more. While her boss, the White House counsel, might not back her up in a situation like this, Blackburn would. Except that he wouldn’t want to know details. Not yet, at least. He was clever that way.
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        * * *

      

      Roger Zorn pulled his rented Volvo SUV out of the parking lot at the hotel outside Dulles International Airport where he had spent the night after a late arrival from Paris. He had not been to Washington in over a year, and what he saw of the Virginia suburbs from the Dulles Access Road at seventy miles per hour shocked him. Tent cities every few miles, litter everywhere, and homeless people panhandling at every freeway exit. Most of them doubtless were refugees from EMP-stricken New England.

      Like Kay’s brother Ted and those who had fled Seattle after the EMP attacks, these refugees would probably never enter their homes again. Entire towns and cities on both coasts had been cordoned off as uninhabitable and would likely be razed. Because, without electricity, and with most electronic circuitry damaged by the EMP surge, all critical infrastructure systems had collapsed at once: water, sewage, waste disposal, communications, transport, banking, and everything else that rendered modern urban centers sustainable. Hundreds of thousands of Americans, chiefly the elderly and infirm, along with passengers aboard crashed aircraft, had perished since the attack, and millions rendered homeless.

      Traffic was sparse as Zorn merged onto Interstate 66 toward downtown D.C. He switched on the radio, which was pre-tuned to a news-talk station. The morning drive-time host, a fast-talking disc-jockey with a million dollar voice, offered a brief comment on the latest casualty estimates from the EMP attacks before urging listeners to call in and express their thoughts about America’s nuclear retaliation against Iran, Pakistan and North Korea.

      The first two callers were quick and to the point:

      “Wholly justified,” offered a retired Marine colonel. “The president couldn’t have responded in any other way without inviting further attacks.”

      “They got off lightly, in my humble opinion,” added a female airline pilot. “Do you realize America lost over a thousand civil aircraft that day? The EMP blew out their circuitry and they dropped like rocks. The FAA hasn’t released casualty figures, but our union estimates over fifty thousand passengers and crew members died. Our nuke strikes against enemy military bases didn’t kill nearly that many.”

      The third caller was an elderly woman, a retired high school teacher from a Virginia suburb.

      “People out there have no idea how close we came to being wiped out as a nation. If that third missile had exploded over the Midwest, the country’s entire electrical grid would have gone down and taken years to rebuild. Two hundred fifty million Americans would have died of starvation, disease and exposure within a year. I’m sorry, Les, but you can’t turn the other cheek to something like that. Never again.”

      The fourth caller was a young man who launched into an anti-Islamist rant that quickly lapsed into profanity and had to be cut off. Zorn switched to another station but arrived during a commercial break. Rather than spin the dial again, he turned the radio off. If these callers were at all representative of the country’s current mood, then something had at last managed to unite the American people. And, for the moment, they seemed to have closed ranks against a new Axis of Evil.

      As Zorn left the I-66 freeway ramp amid the satellite offices of Rosslyn, Virginia, across the Potomac River from once-fashionable Georgetown, most people he saw on the street seemed to wear melancholy expressions on hard-bitten faces. Many of the buildings had sandbag barriers stacked up outside their entrances and cement barriers along the curbs as precautions against car bombs. Heavily armed security guards stood outside every building where Zorn knew the federal government to have leased office space.

      He made his way to the antiseptic twelve-story office tower sheathed in bluish-gray reflective glass where Zorn Security’s U.S. subsidiary kept its offices. A minute later, he entered the digital code to retract the hydraulic wedge barrier blocking the entrance to the underground parking garage and pulled in.

      His first impression when he arrived at the building’s ninth floor was that the Zorn USA offices looked too lavish for the meager amount of business the subsidiary had been doing. But office décor was not his specialty and he rationalized that fancy digs might be de rigeur among defense contractors competing in the high-stakes Washington arena.

      At the reception desk, a plump brunette in her early twenties blessed with a flawless complexion and piercing blue eyes greeted him with a smile of recognition. Someone had probably shown her the boss’s photo the day before. On balance, he considered it a good sign.

      “Good morning, Mr. Zorn. I’m afraid Mr. Choe isn’t here yet to greet you. He drove downtown to pick you up at the Mayflower.”

      “Oh, rats, my mistake. I meant to text him last night but I couldn’t get my cell phone to connect with the U.S. carrier. My flight came in late, so I spent the night by the airport.”

      “Will you be staying tonight at the Mayflower? Should I call to make sure they hold your room?”

      “Thanks, but that won’t be necessary. I changed my reservation to the Hyatt down the street so I can walk to the office. Cheaper, too,” he added, gazing out the window toward the sun rising over the Potomac. “I figured I should set an example for frugality.”

      The girl nodded, handed Zorn a visitor’s security badge and used her own badge to unlock the bulletproof metal-and-glass door to the offices. Once inside, she led him to a large and well-furnished corner suite. But the place had a neglected feel, with its empty bookshelves and the sun’s morning glare exposing a layer of dust on the desktop. So, on second thought, Zorn asked the receptionist to show him to a vacant conference room. She led him to one that was filled with bright morning sunlight and offered an impressive view of the Marine Memorial and Arlington National Cemetery.

      Zorn had just opened his laptop and settled in when the receptionist returned with the message that Mr. Choe would arrive in twenty minutes.

      Until now, Zorn had never met Choe and knew relatively little about him, except for having leafed through his personnel file. Brandon Choe, chief operating officer of Zorn USA since the departure of the previous chief executive to join a competitor, was a Korean-American in his late thirties.

      According to his resumé, Choe had been a staffer on the House Intelligence Committee before joining Tetra Corporation. Soon after jumping ship from Tetra to Zorn USA, he had helped gain approval for the Triage pilot program and had harnessed his extensive roster of government contacts to win new air logistics contracts. When the COO job opened up, Choe won the nod over more senior candidates because he had a knack for getting results.

      An acquaintance of Zorn who had worked with Choe had described him as vain and highly strung, a health nut who sought eternal youth by exercising to near-exhaustion at a CrossFit gym, washing down fistfuls of dietary supplements with a fortified smoothie at lunch, and treating himself to manicures and facials at a unisex day spa.

      Lest Zorn conclude from this that Choe might be gay, the acquaintance had gone out of his way to assure him that Choe definitely chased women, even if his preference ran to those barely above the age of majority. None of this was germane to Choe’s employment, of course, and Zorn resolved to keep an open mind.

      Choe burst into the conference room ten minutes late, out of breath and looking more tense than perhaps he needed to be, considering that it was his boss’s error that had sent him on a wild goose chase to the Mayflower. To Zorn’s eye, his Number Two Man at Zorn USA looked surprisingly young for his age, dressed as he was in a classic two-button blue suit that seemed a shade too snug at the shoulders, wearing Italian-style loafers and vintage Ray-Ban sunglasses perched atop his close-cropped head. He didn’t look a day over twenty-five and could have passed for a model in a J. Crew catalog.

      The two men introduced themselves by first names, and Zorn felt reassured by Choe’s solid handshake.

      “Before we get down to reviewing the ESM package,” Choe began the moment he took a seat across the table, “there’s something you might want to address. The partner who handles our public relations is eager to meet you. She wants to know whether you’re ready to generate some media attention.”

      “Media attention? For what?” Zorn asked, drawing a blank.

      “For the EMP contract bid. Our competitors are already out there in force with media placements and surrogates, touting all they’ve been doing to help keep America safe. She wants to know if you’re available to do some press interviews, radio and TV appearances, op-ed placements and the like.”

      Zorn’s face held an expression of utter distaste, which Choe ignored.

      “And, while we’re at it,” Choe went on, “our chief lobbyist wants to know if you want him to set up appointments for you on Capitol Hill.”

      “Has anyone from the media or Congress reached out to us to request an interview or a meeting?”

      Choe shook his head.

      “Then let’s leave it that way. Any statements or appearances at this point might prompt pre-emptive badmouthing by our competitors. I’ll talk to the media when I’m ready.”

      “Okay, then,” Choe yielded. “I’ll be back in a minute with our draft Triage bid package.”

      But while the COO was away, the receptionist’s voice rang out from the conference room’s speakerphone.

      “Undersecretary Craven from DHS is here to see you, Mr. Zorn. He said you were expecting him.”

      “Yes, please show him in.”

      A few moments later, Patrick Craven appeared in the conference room doorway, all smiles.

      “Man, you have no idea how glad I am to see your face,” the undersecretary began, reaching out with both arms to give Zorn a man hug and clap him three times on the back. Then Craven grasped Zorn by both biceps and held him out for a good look.

      “You’re looking very buff these days, Roger. I wish I could say the same for me.”

      Craven, at six foot four, was three inches taller than Zorn and, at two hundred forty pounds, about fifty pounds heftier. Born into a working class black family in Wilmington, Delaware, he had won a scholarship to an elite New England boarding school, where he had taken on the protective coloring of preppy dress, mannerisms, and above all, speech. He had gone on to a prestigious liberal arts college where, as a drama major, he excelled at amateur theatrics and pledged to an old-line fraternity.

      “Now why would you be so happy to see me,” Zorn teased, “other than for old times’ sake? You’re an undersecretary now, Pat, and I’m just one of dozens of contractors vying for your business.”

      In fact, a phrase Craven had used in their phone conversation a week before had stuck in Zorn’s mind. When Craven had said, “We might be able to help each other,” Zorn had assumed at first that his former colleague was still at Tetra Corp. It was common practice for friends in the industry to do favors for each other. And depending on the circumstances, such logrolling need not raise ethical concerns. But favoritism from a high-ranking government official took on a different color.

      “You’re too humble, Roger,” Craven replied, taking a seat at the conference table without being asked. “Since your father passed away, you’ve become a pillar of the counterterrorism establishment.”

      “And you’re too kind,” Zorn replied, seating himself across from his guest. “Your invitation to bid on the emergency RFP goes above and beyond. If my company hadn’t been excluded from so many bids in the past, I might even be worried about claims of favoritism.”

      “Oh, don’t give that one another thought,” Craven replied with a perfunctory wave. “People accuse us of cronyism all the time. There’s far too much money at stake for contractors not to cry foul whenever they lose a bid. But in your case, I’ll be frank. We need fresh ideas to beat the intifada, and Zorn Security seems to have them. Your Triage tech is the best in its class. And don’t quote me, but the Big Five, including my former employer, haven’t had a novel idea among them in years.”

      “So, the purpose of this meeting is, shall we say, to help me put my best foot forward so that Zorn USA can get on equal footing with our American competitors?”

      “I couldn’t have said it better,” Craven said with a lopsided smile.

      “And you’ve invited Margaret Slattery to join us because…?”

      It was a curve-ball question.

      “Ah, yes, Margaret.”

      Craven lowered his gaze and rubbed the bridge of his nose while mulling his answer.

      “How to put it,” he began. “Let’s just say, Margaret is on the bid committee and has some concerns about Zorn Security’s reputation. She represents the White House, so her voice carries a lot of weight. Since she and I go back a ways, I asked her to come over to see if we couldn’t work things out in private.”

      Zorn had already searched Slattery’s name on the internet and found that she had taken an unpaid leave of absence from her law firm three years earlier to join the Department of Justice’s Office of Legal Counsel, which gives advice to the attorney general and the White House. From there she moved on to the White House Counsel’s Office, as deputy counsel to the president for defense and national security. But Slattery was also reputed to have a prickly personality and a penchant for emotional tirades that could not always be dismissed as tactical dissembling. By some accounts, her law partners weren’t at all unhappy to see her go.

      For the next few minutes, Zorn and Craven reminisced about their service together in the CIA. The two men had met when the Agency assigned Craven, then a first-tour case officer, to Cairo, Egypt, where Zorn served as deputy chief of station. Zorn took a liking to the younger man, who worked hard and showed the kind of adroitness as a manipulator that was essential to recruiting clandestine informants. Zorn surmised that someone who had once stormed casting directors’ offices in New York and Los Angeles to break into the soap operas, as Craven had once done, might have the right stuff to make it in the intelligence business.

      But the younger officer was recalled from Cairo short of tour when headquarters discovered irregularities in his operational finances and, far worse, fabrications in his agent reporting. Rather than resign, Craven accepted a reprimand and reassignment to menial administrative work. After a year, he quit to join Tetra Corp as an intelligence projects manager.

      “Do you ever regret that things didn’t work out for you at the Agency?” Zorn asked, at the risk of touching a sore spot with his former subordinate.

      “Never. Going into the private sector was the best thing that ever happened to me,” Craven replied, lifting his chin and fixing Zorn with a steady gaze. “How about you, Roger? A lot of people were left scratching their heads when you quit mid-career.”

      “I think I left at just the right time,” Zorn said after a short pause. “Right after the fall of the Soviet Union. For a while I missed the excitement. But not for long. By the time I resigned I was ready to go back to school and settle down.”

      The receptionist interrupted their conversation by appearing with Margaret Slattery in tow. The two men rose.

      Slattery hardly resembled the photos that Zorn had seen of her on the web. She looked considerably younger than her forty-nine years, a graceful redhead of above-average height with a freckled but nearly wrinkle-free complexion. She cut a striking figure in her single-button forest-green jacket and matching pencil skirt, worn over a white scoop-neck tee. Zorn had long had a weak spot for redheads, and this Slattery woman was some dish. He made a conscious effort to pull his eyes away from her neckline when they shook hands.

      The deputy counsel to the president returned his handshake with a firm grip and gave him a quizzical but not unfriendly look, as from the kind of woman who thrived on the admiring glances of powerful men. Zorn felt his blood rise, as if her touch had triggered some sort of chemical reaction. If some wily enchantress were ever to lead him astray as he waded through the D.C. swamp, it might well be someone like her.

      “It goes without saying that the president has made emergency security his top domestic priority,” Craven began after making introductions and offering Slattery a seat at the conference table. “Under the new executive orders, DHS and other federal law enforcement will be targeting an expanded list of terrorist suspects. And just last week Congress passed a rider to the DHS funding bill that names political Islam and sharia4 law as illegal subversive ideologies. That means we’ll be empowered to crack down hard on Islamist support assets inside the U.S. Would you say that’s a fair assessment, Margaret?”

      Slattery gazed back at Craven with cold green eyes and returned a curt nod.

      “The problem we face,” Craven continued, “and the reason why we’ve invited Roger’s company to bid on the ESM contract is this: we have far too many targets to cover. By current estimates, about four million Muslims reside in the U.S. Of that number, national polling prior to the EMP attacks indicated that half wanted to be governed under sharia law and condoned violence against anyone who opposed it. Now, fast forward to today, after having lost a third of the nation’s electrical grid to EMP attacks and having retaliated against Iranian and Pakistani military targets with nuclear weapons.”

      “Not to mention launching a trade embargo and virtual blockade against Islamist regimes all across the Middle East,” Slattery added with an acid look.

      “Yeah, that too,” Craven conceded, twisting his lips into a smile. “So how do the polling data look today, post-retaliation? The latest data show that three quarters of adult Muslims in America now want sharia law, up from half; two of every three consider Islam to be at war with America; and nearly half of those consider it the duty of every Muslim to wage jihad against the U.S. Now, that’s a load of radicalized Muslims, I’d say.”

      “I question those numbers,” Slattery interrupted, folding her arms across her chest. “But even stipulating to them for the sake of argument, surely you’re not suggesting that we treat all Muslims as if they were disloyal? Our government did something similar eighty years ago by interning Japanese-Americans, and now it’s recognized as one of the worst setbacks to civil liberties in the nation’s history.”

      “You don’t need to remind me about civil liberties, Margaret,” Craven snapped, forcing a smile on his dark face. “And no, I’m not proposing that we round up all the Muslims and herd them off to camps like the Japanese.”

      “Then maybe you could clarify exactly what the ESM program aims to achieve,” Slattery challenged as she laid her folded hands on the table. “Once the government singles out someone as dangerous, what do you intend to do with him? Or her?”

      “ESM is meant to address the risk of political violence from radical Islamists embedded among millions of law-abiding Muslim residents, much like cancer cells in the human body. We aim to detect and neutralize those cells before they can do serious harm,” Craven continued with a smile that didn’t include his eyes. “The first step, which is where Roger’s technology comes in, is called Detainee Risk Assessment, or DRA. Roger, could you describe DRA in a nutshell?”

      “Of course,” Zorn answered, fielding the hot potato. He noticed that Craven’s forehead was glistening with sweat, while Slattery’s face had become a cold mask. “DRA prioritizes which suspect Islamists to target for detention, interrogation and possible further action. It does that by assigning a risk score to each suspect so that law enforcement can pursue the most violent ones first.”

      “And what ‘further action’ might we be talking about here?” Slattery pressed.

      “Prosecution, where probable cause of a crime exists,” Zorn replied. “Or deportation, in the case of non-citizens. But those decisions are for law enforcement to make. DRA is merely a tool to help assess which suspects present the greatest risk of violence.”

      “And our experts believe that Zorn’s technology is the very best at making that assessment,” Craven added with renewed confidence.

      Slattery shifted her gaze from Craven to Zorn. Raising herself to her full seated height, with both arms and ankles tightly crossed, she gave her face the expression of a squeezed lemon.

      “Okay, Pat, let me see if I have this straight,” she went on. “You’ve got more suspect Muslims than you know what to do with. You think you can use Mr. Zorn’s technology to sort out the dangerous ones, but you don’t quite know what to do with them once you’ve identified them. Not to worry, though, because Mr. Zorn and his company, arguably the private security contractor with the worst human rights record on earth, are on hand to advise you.”

      She shot Zorn a searing look. He bristled at the insult but held his tongue. Had this woman ever considered the countless innocent lives Zorn Security had saved by stopping the terrorists and insurgents whose rights she championed?

      “So would that be a fair assessment of the situation, Pat?” Slattery concluded, turning her eyes back to Craven.

      “Heavens, Margaret!” Craven protested, placing his right hand over his heart like some actor in Lincoln-era melodrama. “You make DHS sound like some kind of rogue operation. We’re following the law to the letter!”

      “And I assure you, Miss Slattery,” Zorn added in a wry tone, “regardless of what you might think, my powers can only be used for good.”

      Craven let out a laugh at the quip and Slattery showed a measure of good will by uncrossing her arms and breaking into a half-smile.

      But Zorn understood what Slattery was driving at. She had likely sensed early on that Pat Craven had a dog in the DRA selection race and that his motive for inviting her was to grease the skids for Zorn USA’s selection. But while Roger Zorn didn’t like to win bids this way, he couldn’t help but resent the woman’s ill-informed prejudice against him. The fact that she was so attractive made it sting even more.

      “I can see that you don’t believe me,” he added to provoke her.

      “And why should I, Mr. Zorn, when your company has participated in some of the most brutal counterinsurgency campaigns of the modern era? And when a Senate committee has called your father’s manual on the subject the ‘gold standard of global repressive practices?’”

      “Consider the source,” Zorn replied with a shrug. “One might also point out that the same book, Root and Branch, is taught at the world’s leading military academies and war colleges, from West Point to Beijing.”

      “Yes, I understand that your father’s admirers call him the ‘Clausewitz of Counterinsurgency.’ But his name also appeared on an Allied list of war criminals who served in the Waffen SS during World War II. Surely you can appreciate that the White House wouldn’t want it said that we borrowed our counterterrorist tactics from the Nazis.”

      “Come now, Margaret,” Craven interjected, his eyebrows raised in humble appeal. But Zorn waved him off, his blood having risen to a boil.

      “No, Pat, I’d like to address that. The company my father founded has nearly sixty years’ experience fighting insurgents and terrorists. That makes Zorn Security among the most experienced private security practitioners on the planet.”

      “Except that many consider your father’s brand of experience to be disqualifying.”

      “My father is dead, Miss Slattery. I run Zorn Security now,” Zorn went on, his fists clenched and his voice sharp as glass. “And as you may not be aware, I have an Ivy League law degree and spent eleven years with the CIA, nearly all of it in the Middle East, before resigning to pursue a career with several of America’s leading banks and investment houses. My record speaks for itself. And, as for the media’s fixation on my father’s early work, I suspect that much of that coverage was bought and paid for by our competitors.”

      “Forget the media, Roger,” Craven broke in with a note of exasperation. “They always side with the insurgents. What counts is that Zorn Security enjoys the respect of the DRA selection committee. And my goal is to make sure that your bid will be judged on its merits. So can we move on?”

      “Yes, by all means,” Zorn replied.

      “Of course,” Slattery added with curled lip.

      The air still crackled with tension, but the cloudburst had passed. Zorn, Craven and Slattery leaned back in their swivel chairs and waited to see who would break the silence. It was Craven.

      “Excellent. Then this meeting has achieved its purpose, which was to get the two of you acquainted, since I expect you may be seeing more of each other over the coming weeks. Margaret, am I right that you’ll be joining the other members of the selection committee for the Triage field demonstration next week?”

      “I’m looking forward to it,” she replied without smiling. “And, Mr. Zorn, don’t take my questions as a sign that I’m prejudged against you. Because I’m not. The White House merely wants to make sure that our ESM contractors will carry out their work without embarrassing the president. Consider my questions part of the due diligence process.”

      Margaret Slattery rose from her seat, nodded to Craven, and extended a manicured hand to Zorn, who accepted it and gave it a quick shake. For a moment the pair held each other’s gaze. Then, all at once, Roger Zorn sensed the same stirrings that he had felt when he first laid eyes on her.
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        * * *

      

      Once Zorn had seen his guests to the door, he found his way to Brandon Choe’s office, where the latter was busy pecking away at his computer.

      “About that public relations partner of ours. Can you get her on the phone?”

      “Right away, boss.” Choe folded his laptop and turned his full attention to Zorn. “Changed your mind about going on the publicity circuit?”

      “Not exactly. But I’ve decided to draft an op-ed piece to defend our record and I want her firm to place it for us. Wall Street Journal, Bloomberg, Financial Times, something along those lines. Anyway, I’ll attach a list of target publications. Please tell her I’ll pay premium rates. But I want the thing published by the end of next week.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Four: Islamic Youth

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        “Allah didn’t create man so that he could have fun. The aim of creation was for mankind to be put to the test through hardship and prayer.”

        –Ayatollah Ruhollah Khomeini

      

      

      
        
        MARCH, MINNEAPOLIS

      

      

      On an ordinary winter weekday evening, the Ibrahim family was gathered in the kitchen and family room of their suburban Minneapolis ranch house. Anita Ibrahim, in jeans and a zippered fleece, stood at the food island preparing dinner while her husband peered over her shoulder. Amjad Ibrahim still wore his office uniform of khakis and navy blazer over a button-down blue dress shirt, sans cravat. His high forehead, darting eyes, and expression of perpetual curiosity gave him an owlish look.

      “Anita, Anita, you’re not doing it right!” he declared in an amused tone that was far from unkind. “This isn’t India! You must tone down the spices!”

      His wife rolled her eyes and went on cooking with an indulgent smile.

      Amjad Ibrahim, at fifty-one years of age, was barely a year older than his wife. Both had come to America in their early twenties and had met in graduate school, Anita in pharmacology and Amjad in medical engineering. They had married relatively late in life, but the marriage had gone well for both spouses, producing contentment and prosperity, along with a son, now a college freshman, and a daughter who was a sophomore in high school. The two teens lay sprawled on the carpeted floor in the adjacent family room, exchanging text messages with friends while awaiting dinner, in no hurry to buckle down to homework.

      Amjad sipped from a glass of lemonade flavored with rose water as he hovered over his wife’s shoulder at the stove.

      “You’ll never guess what happened at work today,” he told his wife with a laugh. “Thorson, the fellow in the next cubicle, asked me if I was Israeli! It seems that he couldn’t place my accent and thought my name sounded Jewish. He was so embarrassed when I told him I was Bengali! But, afterward, it occurred to me that maybe I should have let him go on thinking of me as a Jew. You know, Americans see Jews as very capable. Bengalis, not so much. And once he figures out that Bangladesh is a Muslim country…”

      “If he couldn’t figure out your name, maybe he won’t figure that one out, either.” Anita laughed, turning around to face her husband. “How many Americans know anything at all about Bangladesh?”

      “Oh, he’s bound to find out eventually. As it happens, he attends your church. Before long, he’ll notice my absence on Sundays and put two and two together.”

      “Then maybe you should join me in church more often,” Anita nudged her husband. “Throw him off your scent.”

      “Christmas and Easter are quite enough for me, thank you. Which is about the same amount of time I spend in the mosque.”

      At that moment, their son, Imran, approached from the family room and peered at them from across the food prep island.

      “You could try my mosque, Dad.”

      The youth towered over his father, who was of medium height.

      “Not until they get rid of that Pakistani firebrand of an imam.” Amjad’s response came out with more bite than he intended. “And, while we’re on the subject, you might spend less time listening to his sermons and reciting the Quran, and more time on your math and chemistry.”

      “Your father’s right,” Anita joined in. “You have to master the difficult courses if you want to get ahead and find a good job after college. You certainly didn’t do yourself any favors by overstaying your winter break in Dhaka and missing the first week of classes.”

      “Don’t worry, I’ll catch up,” Imran answered dully without returning his mother’s gaze. Instead, he picked away at the bowls of cured olives and raw cucumber slices set before him.

      “And how is your work going at CompuMart?” Amjad asked, helping himself to a few olives. “Have they posted next week’s work schedule?”

      “I don’t work there any more.” Imran replied after a long pause, turning his face away from his parents and stroking his scraggly black beard, worn in the style of the Prophet Muhammad, grown full over the jaw and chin and joining his sideburns, but without mustache. “I quit.”

      “You what?” his mother snapped.

      “As a Muslim, it’s forbidden to give computer advice to unattached women, or to ring up sales with credit cards, which are haram1 in Islam. And the manager insisted that I wear the store uniform and not clothing proper to my religion.”

      Though Imran had no problem wearing jeans and a hooded sweatshirt every day to his college classes, immediately upon coming home he changed into the shalwar kameez2 that he had adopted during his stay in Bangladesh. With her highly developed sixteen-year-old bullshit detector, his sister Mona saw through her brother’s sanctimony at once and let out a loud snort.

      “You can’t even grow a beard right, Imran,” she mocked him. “Why can’t you drop the freaky costume and go back to being a normal kid?”

      “I dress as the Prophet instructs good Muslims to dress,” Imran declared to no one in particular, turning away from his parents with a defiant look and tucking his hands tightly under his armpits.

      “You have no idea what you’re talking about, Imran!” his father broke in, throwing up his hands. “You don’t need to go to extremes to be a good Muslim. Forget what your crazy imam says and think for yourself! When I was just a bit older than you, I left behind my parents and brothers and sisters and all my aunts and uncles in Dhaka to seek my future. I came here with nothing, studied hard, met your mother, and now look at all that we have! Why on earth would anyone want to go backward to embrace a way of life that no longer works in the modern world?”

      “It doesn’t work here because the infidels control everything. But it works just fine in Dhaka. I never felt so at home in my life as I did there! I sensed I was a part of something greater! Here I feel like everyone goes off in his own direction to chase after more money and more stuff. I’ve been thinking about it a lot, Dad, and it seems to me that the answer is to get back to God’s true religion.”

      Amjad and Anita exchanged troubled looks. Neither dared utter the term that was on both their minds.

      “Listen, Imran, if you don’t care about material possessions, that’s fine,” Anita addressed her son in a soothing voice. “In this country, you can become anything you want! You can study to be a doctor, an engineer, a scientist, a lawyer, or even a musician or an artist, if that’s what makes you happy. There’s no limit to how far you can go with a little talent and a lot of hard work. That’s what they mean by the American Dream. And it’s all yours for the taking! You just have to make up your mind and exert yourself.”

      Imran maintained a respectful silence but kept looking down at his feet.

      “Get a life, Imran!” his father joined in. “Figure it out! Don’t make trouble for yourself by hanging out with people who hate this country and only want to stir trouble. Look at the mess the Islamists have made wherever they take power! I grew up in a Muslim country. And believe me, it was no paradise.”

      But the father’s admonition seemed to fall on deaf ears. Without a word, the teen turned on his heel and stalked off to his bedroom. Both parents followed him with their eyes until he was out of sight. Neither knew what to say.

      Imran’s sister’s face darkened and her lower lip quavered, as if she knew the depth of her brother’s inner turmoil but dared not acknowledge it. Instead, she picked her backpack off the floor and carried it to the far end of the family room, as if to lose herself in her homework until summoned for dinner.

      Amjad stepped closer to his wife and reached around her waist to switch on the radio. Then he set the volume high enough that their daughter wouldn’t be able to overhear.

      “Damned if I know what’s gotten into him, Anita. We certainly didn’t raise him to be this way,” Amjad said of his son. “And there’s a very good reason I never took him to the mosque, except for funerals. I wanted him to grow up American and not be infected by all that Salafist3 nonsense! And now look what we get for our pains!”

      Anita didn’t raise her eyes from the stove when she responded.

      “It’s got to be those people he met online last fall before he traveled to Dhaka. They must have led him astray. Do you think it would help if we took away his cell phone and internet privileges for a while, until he straightens out?”

      Amjad shook his head and let out a deep breath.

      “I think it may be too late for that, Anita. Yesterday I walked into Imran’s room without knocking and caught him watching jihadi recruitment videos. So gruesome! All manner of shootings, slashings and explosions! I caught only a few images but it was enough to make a person vomit. Then I checked out his laptop while he was away. It seems he’s installed a Tor browser for surfing the Dark Web. That’s not good. Not good at all.”

      “Why? What’s the Dark Web?”

      “It’s where the jihadis post their anonymous videos and bomb-making recipes. And trade things like weapons, illegal drugs, child porn, stolen passwords, phony IDs…”

      “Okay, okay, I get it,” Anita winced, still looking down at her cooking. “So what do we do?”

      “I don’t know. I’m at my wit’s end over that boy. Lately I’ve been thinking about gathering all the people who care about him to persuade him to stop.”

      “An intervention?” Anita turned her head to meet her husband’s gaze.

      Amjad nodded.

      “Or maybe we could send him to one of those places where they deprogram young people from cults like Hare Krishna and Scientology,” he suggested. “I hear they even have deprogramming for Salafists now.”

      But despite the pain visible in her husband’s eyes, Anita could see that he didn’t consider deprogramming a viable option. She turned off the gas under the frying pan and wrapped an arm around his shoulders.

      “I would try anything at all if I thought it would bring Imran back,” Amjad went on. “But I fear that whatever we try will make matters worse. We probably should have stepped in last December, when he said he wanted to fly to Dhaka to meet my extended family. Or when he came home a week after the start of classes wearing throat whiskers and baggy pants.”

      “I suppose you’re right in hindsight,” Anita mused.

      Amjad peeled away from his wife to fetch a bottle of white wine from the refrigerator.

      “Maybe if we’d cracked down then, made him shave and throw away the tribal outfits, he might have listened,” Amjad continued. “Maybe our mistake was to let him wear us down. We were both so hopeful he would grow out of it.”

      Amjad twisted the screw top off the wine bottle and poured out two generous glasses, handing one to his wife and waiting for her to drink before he did.

      “Thank you, it’s delicious,” she said without taking time to judge the wine, a supermarket chardonnay. “You know, I never thought I’d say this, but maybe it’s a good thing that Mona never took an interest in religion. Maybe she’s better off just going through the motions. Let her believe in science. Or socialism, even.”

      Anita took another sip of wine, and then another, before speaking again.

      “I wish Mona had warned us about Imran. I’m sure she saw the signs long before we did. But that’s just the way Mona is—too loyal to her brother to tell us anything negative about him. And now we may have missed our best chance to get him back.”

      Amjad drank again before glancing across the room at his daughter. Then he turned his back to her and lowered his voice further so that Mona could neither see nor hear see what he was about to say.

      “I’m afraid it’s even worse than that, Anita. I was talking yesterday to some Muslim dads I know, most of them other engineers. They’re good, solid guys, but a couple of them have kids who’ve been radicalized. What they told me is that the government is cracking down on Muslims who have even the slightest connection to radical Islam. Once someone lands on the terrorist watch list, the entire family risks having their visas or green cards revoked—even their naturalization—and being deported without so much as a hearing.”

      “That can’t be true, Amjad. I’ve never heard such a thing. There are laws…”

      “Laws or no laws, these guys told me the names of some local Muslims they claim have disappeared. I knew a couple of them, so I tried to contact them to see if it was true.”

      He paused as their son returned from his bedroom and took a seat next to his sister in the family room, cell phone in hand. Amjad dropped his voice to a whisper.

      “It’s as if they vanished into thin air. A few of the dads I talked to are considering leaving the country until the storm blows over. They say that, even if we denounced our son to the FBI, you and I and Mona still wouldn’t be in the clear.”

      Anita cast a furtive glance toward her teenage son, who was absorbed in his cell phone. Then she picked up her glass of chardonnay once again.

      “We all have American passports,” Amjad went on in a voice that didn’t sound at all like his own. “Why not go somewhere safe: Canada, Europe, Australia, even. We could find temporary work until things cool down.”

      “But what about our careers here? And the house? And the kids’ education?”

      “We could sell the house. The cars, too. And put into storage whatever we don’t sell or give away. We could tell people that one of us got a fabulous job overseas that we couldn’t refuse.”

      “I can’t even imagine doing such a thing!” Anita’s voice shook.

      “I did some research on the web,” Amjad interrupted, his dark eyes blazing. “I found some reporting about the new emergency security measures that just went into effect. At the very least, I think we should consider sending Imran out of the country right away. Then, in another day or two, you and Mona should go. I’ll leave last, once I’ve put the house on the market and sell the cars. That means we would have to give notice to our employers immediately. Like tomorrow.”

      His breathing turned shallow as he awaited his wife’s response.

      “It’s too much for me to think about right now,” Anita answered, her face gone pale. “Mona and I leave tomorrow afternoon for an indoor soccer tournament in Milwaukee. Can’t this wait till we get back on Sunday?”

      “I don’t know. Maybe it can,” he replied warily, downing the last of his wine. “But by Sunday night let’s make a firm decision, okay?”

      Without giving her husband so much as a glance, Anita Ibrahim lifted the frying pan from the stove and emptied its contents onto four preheated plates. Hearing the sound of the metal spatula against the frying pan, Mona and Imran rose silently to take their seats at the kitchen table.
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        * * *

      

      At four o’clock Friday morning, Hennepin County police officers smashed through the front and rear doors of Amjad Ibrahim’s suburban house with battering rams. Before the homeowner could roll out of bed in his ground-floor master bedroom, a S.W.A.T. team swarmed in, pistols drawn and submachine guns held at the ready. The policemen wore bulky body armor over black fatigues, along with black tactical boots and black Kevlar helmets. Separate squads went for Amjad and his son, binding the suspects’ wrists and ankles with plastic cable ties and holding them at gunpoint while federal agents searched the house. Meanwhile, female officers took Anita and Mona outside to a waiting squad car.

      A shout went up from Imran’s room when a team member struck pay dirt in the bottom drawer of the teenager’s desk, under a pile of old Hustler and Maxim girlie magazines. In a metal tin that once held shortbread cookies, the officers found printouts of jihadist propaganda magazines, weapons training manuals, and bomb-making instructions, along with a box of .22 caliber target ammunition, a handful of computer thumb drives and a sinister-looking tactical knife. In the teen’s dresser, they found jihadi-style clothing and an Arab headdress of the kind made familiar by Palestinian terrorists. An entire shelf in his bookcase held Quranic literature translated into English. Federal agents placed each item in a neatly labeled evidence bag and moved on to the next room.

      Once the initial phase of the search was complete, the police dragged Amjad outside to a waiting police car in time to see his son, still dressed in pajamas and flip-flops, shivering in the bitter cold but not resisting the pair of policemen holding him. Upon noticing his father being led outside, Imran bit his lower lip and his brown eyes filled with tears. Amjad gazed back at the boy with an expression of loving kindness, but before he could blurt out a message to his son, Imran was hustled into the sedan’s back seat and the doors slammed shut. Anita and Mona watched it all from behind their squad car’s tinted glass but no one outside heard their impassioned wails.
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        “If you are victorious, the people will always judge the means you used to have been appropriate.”

        –Niccolo Machiavelli

      

      

      
        
        MARCH, MINNEAPOLIS

      

      

      When the DHS’s Dash-8 turboprop aircraft rolled to a stop at Minneapolis-St. Paul airport on an icy late March morning, three black SUVs pulled up alongside on the tarmac. Roger Zorn, Patrick Craven and Brandon Choe waited for the other passengers to leave the plane. Then they headed for the last of the three waiting SUVs, where they introduced themselves to their iron-faced driver and accompanying bodyguard: two tall, well-built men who stood with chest thrust out and legs wide apart, as if immovable.

      “We ought to be there in about half an hour, gentlemen, depending on traffic,” the driver announced once his passengers had climbed in.

      “How’s the security situation this morning?” Craven asked. “The local news showed some street battles downtown last night.”

      “Nothing out of the ordinary,” the bodyguard replied. “The shabab raises hell by night and sleeps it off all day. They ought to have quieted down by this time.”

      The driver pulled onto the freeway and, for about twenty minutes, nothing was unusual about the slow morning commute into the city.

      To pass the time during the stop-and-go traffic, Zorn pulled out his cell phone and clicked onto his preferred internet news site. The lead story, as it had been nearly all week, was the ongoing evacuation of EMP-stricken New England. From the Canadian border to Connecticut, the region’s cities, towns and rural areas had no electricity, and as a result no natural gas, no drinking water and no sewage treatment. And since the electromagnetic pulse weapon had also impaired telephone circuits, cellphone towers, computers, and the electronics of most cars and trucks, there was no food in the stores, no fuel at the pumps, no cash in the ATMS, and no meds at the hospitals, even where emergency generators had allowed well-equipped facilities to go on operating for a few days.

      Now crippled vehicles blocked nearly every major road in New England. And those evacuees who were fit enough to flee on foot, shown in video footage pulling wheeled luggage or pushing shopping carts and baby strollers before them, looked ready to expire. Many lay collapsed at roadside aid stations set up to provide emergency food and water. What the cameras didn’t show, and what the newscaster only hinted at, was the looting, the rioting, the home invasions, the gun battles between criminals and neighborhood militias, and the total breakdown of social order. The prosperous and well-ordered society that hardy New Englanders had developed over four centuries was crumbling before Zorn’s eyes. And not at the hands of a rival superpower like Russia or Communist China, but by three failing Third World dictatorships: Iran, Pakistan and North Korea.

      Zorn quit the news app in disgust and put away his phone as the driver slowed the SUV to take the next exit ramp. But a few blocks after leaving the freeway just south of the Minneapolis business district, the surroundings changed. Suddenly the streets were empty, the sidewalks strewn with litter, and graffiti in Somali and Arabic covered the walls of shuttered buildings. Tenement roofs bristled with a forest of satellite dishes.

      “What does that one say?” Craven asked, pointing to a slogan written in Latin letters.

      “I have no idea,” the bodyguard replied. “Probably something like the ones across the street.”

      Zorn looked out the other side of the SUV and read in English, “No justice, no peace,” “Death to the infidel,” and “Behead those who insult the Prophet.” This was no longer a mixed neighborhood on the cusp of gentrification, as some had called it before the intifada. It had become a “no-go zone” in the fullest sense of the term. Here was an area where sharia law seemed to be strictly enforced. No bars, no liquor stores, no representational artwork on billboards, no lottery signs in bodega windows, no stray dogs, no hipster youths with tattoos or piercings, no cross-dressers. And the only pedestrians to be seen were bearded men dressed in flowing robes or short-legged trousers, or women swathed in black from head to toe.

      “Hey, doesn’t your GPS have a routing option to avoid no-go zones?” Choe quipped to the driver.

      “We’re working on it.”

      “A city detective told me that more kids in this neighborhood have fought overseas for ISIS and Al-Qaeda than have joined the U.S. military or law enforcement,” the bodyguard added. “Social workers and utility repair people won’t set foot here. And police can’t send in a lone squad car, as they do in most places. Here they send three: one to answer the call, one for backup, and one to protect the others from being stolen or torched.”

      A few minutes later, the SUV reached its destination, a decommissioned middle school serving as a joint DHS-Minneapolis Police Department annex. Its asphalt playground now did duty as a parking lot while a cinderblock wall topped with razor wire surrounded the compound. Zorn had been here once before, shortly after the site was set up, and had followed its progress closely ever since. Choe had also made an inspection visit the week before and had assured Zorn that the visiting delegation would come away highly impressed from today’s Triage demonstration.

      As the other two SUVs arrived, the bodyguard led Zorn and the other two men to a second-floor room where a dozen theater-style seats faced a one-way observation mirror that looked onto a police interrogation room. That room was empty except for a stainless steel table and three armless metal chairs.

      Inside the observation room, the visitors from Washington huddled around a coffee cart. Apart from Pat Craven and Choe, the only person Zorn recognized was Margaret Slattery, the redheaded attorney from the White House Counsel’s office. According to the meeting roster, the others included a woman from the Justice Department, another representing the Director of National Intelligence, and men from the FBI and ICE1.

      A balding fellow of about forty with a trimmed salt-and-pepper beard entered the observation room dressed in gray flannel slacks and a V-neck sweater over a white shirt. This, Zorn expected, would be the Triage site supervisor, a Zorn USA employee who had managed the Triage pilot program in Minneapolis for nearly a year. Although he and Zorn had not met, Choe had informed him that the CEO would be in the audience.

      “I’m so pleased you could join us today,” the supervisor began in an upper Midwest accent, whose rounded o’s and flattened a’s sounded almost Canadian. “We have quite a varied set of interviews for you today, so I’d like to get us off to a prompt start. But first, do any of you have questions about what we do here, or about the Triage technology itself?”

      A short, plump, fiftyish woman still wearing an elegant camel’s hair overcoat in the overheated room raised her hand. Based on an earlier remark from Craven, Zorn placed her as being from the Justice Department and noted that her name was Audrey Lamb. Aboard the plane, she had sat beside Margaret Slattery.

      “Could you give us a brief description of how the system works?” Lamb asked.

      “Certainly,” the supervisor replied. “In a remote control room, our Triage operator will be at his computer, monitoring the subject’s reactions to the interviewer’s questions. Those reactions are gathered via hidden video cameras and microphones designed to monitor voice stress, micro-expressions and body language. Various other sensors record respiration rate, heart function, brain waves, and galvanic skin response, all without the subject knowing what is being collected. Meanwhile, the Triage algorithm compares the subject’s response patterns to those of known criminals and terrorists so as to assess the chances of the subject committing violent acts.”

      “What other information does your algorithm take into account?” asked a deep voice that came from the end of Zorn’s row. “Do you make use of classified information?” The questioner was a florid-faced man with Slavic features who wore a grey flannel suit and white shirt. Zorn pegged him as the FBI representative.

      “Our databases include both classified and unclassified information,” the supervisor answered without hesitation. “Along with commercially available data from credit bureaus, social media sites, genealogy apps, and the like.”

      “Have you taken privacy considerations into account?” Margaret Slattery asked with narrowed eyes.

      “The lawyers at DHS headquarters have assured us that none of what we do here violates a subject’s privacy rights,” the supervisor replied with a bland smile.

      Zorn stole a glance at Margaret Slattery and saw that she remained skeptical. But given how Congress had tripped over itself to grant the White House every kind of authority it had requested to combat the intifada, what manner of information-gathering wouldn’t be considered fair game?

      “All right, then,” the supervisor resumed with a sly smile a moment later, “Let me ask you folks a question. What do you expect is the deliverable once we’ve collected the subject’s responses, analyzed them, and validated them against extrinsic data? Anyone care to guess?”

      The supervisor’s gaze met with vacant stares.

      “Our deliverable is the subject’s Triage risk score,” he went on, answering his own question. “The score is presented on a percentile basis, from one to a hundred, and fits into one of three risk categories, with Category One subjects showing the highest propensity to commit political violence and Category Threes the lowest.”

      “On average, what proportion of Category Ones do you come across here at your center?” Slattery asked.

      “Here in Minneapolis, we’ve been averaging less than ten per cent Cat Ones since the intifada broke out, though it varies from week to week, and depends on the mix of subjects being brought in.”

      “And what do you do with the Category Ones after you find them?”

      But before the supervisor could answer her, Zorn rose to tackle her question.

      “I’m afraid that’s outside the scope of today’s presentation, Margaret. Triage operators and supervisors have no say over what happens to an interviewee once he’s assigned a risk score. That’s for law enforcement to decide, which means local police or FBI for American citizens and resident aliens, and ICE for nonresidents. Do you have any other questions about the Triage process?”

      Slattery cast a suspicious look at Zorn before shaking her head.

      “Anyone else?” Zorn asked, taking a quick look around the room.

      No one raised a hand, so Zorn sat down and turned the floor back to the Triage supervisor

      “All right, then,” the supervisor carried on. “Shall we get started? Our first interviewee is a young man who was found in possession of lethal weaponry, jihadi literature and bomb-making instructions. Pretty serious case, it would seem. So let’s see what the Triage system makes of it.”
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        * * *

      

      A few minutes later, after the visitors had poured themselves some coffee and chosen a doughnut or a pastry, they settled in and watched a pair of sheriff’s deputies escort in a tall, lanky youth wearing a beard reminiscent of Abraham Lincoln, an orange jumpsuit, handcuffs and leg irons. They seated him in a metal chair facing away from the door and stepped back two paces while awaiting the Triage examiner.

      The examiner arrived half a minute later, a thirtyish woman with a plain but not unattractive face and short black hair, dressed in black slacks and a long-sleeved white blouse. Around her neck she wore a numbered identification badge. She seated herself opposite the youth and quietly opened her laptop computer without lifting her eyes.

      The interviewee sat with ankles crossed under the chair and bound hands resting in his lap. His dark eyes darted around the room before coming to rest on the interviewer’s face, which bore the stamp of fatigue but otherwise gave absolutely nothing away. For the record, she read aloud the youth’s case number, date of arrest, and full name, Imran Amjad Ibrahim, before turning to face him.

      “Imran, I am going to ask you some questions this morning and it is very important that you answer them truthfully so that we can determine whether or not you represent a violent threat to society. The less of a danger you pose, the sooner you can be released from custody. Do you understand?”

      “Why are you holding me here?” he shot back, his tone a mixture of fear and defiance. “And why can’t I make any phone calls or see a lawyer?”

      “That’s not for me to say, Imran. I’m not from the police. I’m a technical examiner and my job is to assess how likely you are to hurt other people. That means I’m in a position to help if you cooperate. Shall we begin? Or would you rather go back to your cell?”

      The youth—Zorn guessed he couldn’t be more than nineteen or twenty years old—looked up at the woman and then turned his head aside for a few moments, as if weighing his choice.

      “Okay, I’ll stay,” he said, in a flat voice.

      “Good. From now on, respond to me with yes or no only, unless I say otherwise.”

      Zorn, seated in the rearmost row of seats, turned his attention to his fellow visitors, all of whom, except for Choe and himself, were members of the bid selection committee. All eyes were on the tall youth and Zorn could feel tension rising in the room. Here was an opportunity to show exactly what the Triage system could do.

      Patrick Craven sat front and center, his hands locked behind his head and legs crossed, as if settling in to watch Monday night football. Margaret Slattery sat behind him, pen and pad in hand. Beside her was the woman from DOJ, Audrey Lamb, appearing cold and stiff in her overcoat. The others were scattered around the seats, some with laptops or notepads at the ready, except for the FBI man, who stood near the coffee urn, mug raised and feet set wide like a parade ground soldier. Would they understand and appreciate what they were about to see?

      Zorn recognized the initial questions – name, address, and current age – as pre-test markers intended to gauge the subject’s baseline physiological responses, which would be compared later with responses to active or “hot” questions.

      Then the exam began in earnest.

      “Imran, have you ever been convicted of a felony or been arrested on a felony warrant?”

      “No.”

      “Are you withholding any material information about your criminal record?”

      “No.”

      “Have you ever lied to a law enforcement officer or made a knowing false statement on a government record?”

      “No.”

      For the first time, Zorn noticed the teenager’s body stiffen and his eyes widen with apparent anxiety.

      Then the questions moved into even more sensitive areas.

      “Do you follow the Islamic faith?”

      “Yes.

      “Do you consider yourself a Muslim first or an American first? Answer either ‘Muslim’ or ‘American.’”

      “What?” Imran replied, his face reddening. “Are you even allowed to ask that?”

      “Answer the question,” the young woman repeated with a sharp look.

      “Muslim!” came the answer, delivered through clenched teeth.

      “Do you believe that there’s a conflict between being a good Muslim and living in American society today?”

      Here the youth paused, his lips pressed together in doubt.

      “No,” he replied at last. Zorn thought the response insincere.

      “Do you support severe punishment for someone who abandons Islam or converts to another religion? Or marries a non-Muslim? Or insults Islam, sharia law, or the Prophet?”

      “Not always.”

      “Is that a yes or a no?”

      “If you insist, a ‘no,’” the boy replied, staring down into his lap.

      “Have you ever struck or otherwise physically harmed another person in a dispute related to Islam?”

      “Not yet.”

      The examiner let the answer pass, even though it wasn’t strictly a “yes” or a “no,” before moving on to another line of questioning.

      “Do you think that the United States made the right choice when it used military force in Afghanistan after the 9/11 terror attacks?”

      “No!” Imran answered, raising his head and pulling his shoulders back.

      “Or in retaliation for the recent attacks on our electrical grid?”

      “Absolutely not!”

      “Then do you believe that Muslims living in the United States have a duty to wage jihad against the U.S. government?”

      “That depends,” Imran answered, his hands turning and twitching.

      “Do you personally feel a duty to carry out jihad against America—right now, today?”

      The examiner took a deep breath and gave her young subject a look of glacial indifference.

      “Not today,” he evaded.

      Again, the examiner looked past the lack of a clear yes or no. She left it to the cameras and sensors to pick up the subject’s true intent.

      “Do you consider violence against innocent civilians to be permissible as part of jihad?”

      “I’m not sure,” Imran blurted out, his breath suddenly becoming rapid and shallow.

      “Have you ever pledged bayat2 or otherwise sworn an oath of allegiance to a jihadist leader? Quick, yes or no.”

      “No.”

      “Are you personally aware of any ongoing terrorist plots? Quick, yes or no.”

      “No.”

      “Recite the Pledge of Allegiance to the United States.”

      Imran looked up with a confused expression.

      “Umm, I don’t remember…”

      “Okay, the first stanza of the Star Spangled Banner.”

      “I don’t know…”

      “How about America the Beautiful or God Bless America? Either one, first verse only.”

      But the boy only shook his head and gazed down at his wrists, now chafed raw from straining against his handcuffs. The interview continued for another ten minutes, with the questions alternately breaking new ground or circling back to repeat earlier questions, sometimes with only slight variations. Zorn thought the examiner gave an expert performance, having deftly kept the test subject off balance so as to elicit the sort of involuntary responses necessary for the Triage algorithm to see past any dissembling.

      When the interview ended, the site supervisor returned to the viewing room, where Zorn found the atmosphere subdued. He cast a glance at the two women present, Slattery and Lamb, who exchanged troubled glances.

      “How did the kid score?” the FBI man asked the moment the supervisor returned.

      “I’ll have to check. Normally, it takes a few minutes for the risk score to finalize, because we have to check outside databases. But in this case, the subject is so young that there’s probably very little outside data available on him.”

      “Take a wild guess,” the FBI man persisted.

      “I’d expect he scored pretty high. Category One, most likely.”

      Zorn thought it unprofessional for the supervisor to speculate like this, but he let it go since the FBI man had pressed him for an answer.

      “And that’s why you might find the next interview particularly interesting,” the supervisor went on. “It’s with the subject’s father, whose profile is quite different from that of the son.”

      Amjad Ibrahim shuffled into the examination room a few moments later, flanked by the same two guards who had brought in his teenage son. Amjad moved slowly, with a stooped posture. His disheveled hair, restless darting eyes, and high forehead, lined now with deep furrows, gave the impression of being lost in thought.

      To Zorn’s surprise, the young female examiner, who had seemed so severe when interviewing the son, projected a softer and distinctly more civil attitude toward the father. Perhaps she went easier on Amjad because he showed no sympathy at all for Islamist ideology or jihadist violence. And the tone of Amjad’s responses, unlike those of his son, was uniformly polite and thoughtful. The father showed hardly any emotion during the interview, except when asked whether he had ever sworn a bayat to a terrorist leader. Then his nostrils flared, his hands balled into fists, and his voice choked with indignation.

      “The day I swore allegiance to the American Constitution at my naturalization ceremony is the proudest day of my life!” he declared in a faintly singsong South Asian accent. “In that oath I renounced all fidelity to any foreign prince or power! I would never dishonor that oath!”

      “I understand, Mr. Ibrahim,” the examiner answered, looking up from her computer with an expression bordering on respect. “But I need a yes or no answer. Can you give me a no, just for the record?”

      “No!”

      Zorn felt confident that the man was clean.

      The VIP visitors observed two more interviews before lunch. During the break, a caterer wheeled in sandwiches and salads on a cart and the site supervisor rejoined the group to answer further questions.

      “Any final scores yet?” the FBI man asked soon after.

      “Yes, we have scores from the first two subjects,” the supervisor replied. “Imran Ibrahim scored eighty-four, which makes him a strong Category One. His father, Amjad, scored sixteen, a low Category Three.”

      Margaret Slattery asked, “Do you consider it fair to identify a young person as a terrorist risk because he can’t recite the Pledge of Allegiance or sing the Star Spangled Banner? I doubt if my teenaged nephews can. I don’t see how those questions have anything to do with the risk of political violence.”

      “I don’t write the questions, ma’am,” the supervisor replied with an apologetic smile. “All I can say is, if it’s in the script, it’s probably because the question correlates with other indicators of violence.”

      “Who does write the questions, then?” Slattery demanded.

      “We do, at company headquarters,” Zorn intervened. “All test questions are based to one degree or another on validated indicators of political violence. That includes any questions about national anthems, pledges of allegiance, and the like. Do you need more?”

      “No, that will do,” Slattery replied, looking away.

      Next, Audrey Lamb asked the supervisor, “What kind of demographics do you typically see among your interviewees? Do you find that those with low income and education tend to score higher on Triage?”

      “Generally, yes. But I can’t offer you more detail. That would be up to headquarters. They have the complete data sets. We don’t.”

      “How about immigration status, then,” she persisted. “Surely you must have a pretty good idea of the risk differential between, say, U.S. citizens, permanent resident aliens, temporary visa holders, and illegal aliens.”

      “We do see a difference, ma’am. Illegals score highest for risk of violence and citizens lowest. But I’m afraid I can’t quantify it further. Again, I don’t see all the data.”

      Then the FBI man asked a series of technical questions about Triage analytics and scoring methods, which the supervisor answered at length. Based on the committee members’ questions and comments, the group seemed favorably impressed by what they had seen. But midway through the afternoon session, Zorn caught several visitors watching the clock. Their flight was scheduled for a four P.M. takeoff and they would need to leave the annex by three to avoid heavy traffic. Zorn stepped outside the observation room during the final break. Instead of heading for the toilets, he asked a guard for directions to the site supervisor’s office and found it nearby.

      “First-rate job,” he told the supervisor to put the man at ease. “I thought the examiners handled the interviews very well. But tell me, do you always get so many high scorers? I would have thought that more of your cases would be Category Threes or low-scoring Twos. How are the interviewees selected at this location?”

      “I can’t really say,” the supervisor replied, leaning back in his swivel chair and offering a shrug. “That piece is outside my control. All I know is that the local police and DHS people prepare lists of suspects to be brought in for questioning and collect blanket warrants to haul them in. That’s on top of the kids they catch rioting or violating curfew. So it doesn’t really surprise me that we see a high proportion of bad actors here. Those are the ones the police most want to take off the streets.”

      “But anyone judged Category Three goes free, right?”

      “Generally speaking. Along with most of the low-scoring Twos.”

      Zorn cocked his head and squinted hard at the man, sensing evasion.

      “All right. And how about the Ones and the high-scoring Twos?”

      “If they’re American citizens or green card holders, we turn them over to the police or FBI for further investigation. The problem is that, even if the police have an ironclad case against a suspect, the courts are so clogged that it takes weeks to schedule an arraignment. I hear we’re running out of space to hold them all.”

      “And the non-resident aliens and illegals?”

      “Fewer problems there,” the supervisor replied with a knowing smile. “We turn those over to DHS for removal. That gets done quickly, usually within a day or two. DHS has a virtual conveyor belt for deportations, with aircraft flying in and out of MSP daily.”

      This was news to Zorn. A virtual conveyor belt? Daily flights? This was no small project for an air logistics contractor, yet Zorn hadn’t heard of a contract going out for bid.

      “Are these deportations only for illegals, or do they include temporary visa holders? How about a Category Two who came here on a valid work or student visa? Would he be deported, too?”

      The supervisor shrugged but Zorn noticed beads of sweat on his forehead.

      “Believe me, if ICE doesn’t like someone’s Triage score, they’ll find grounds for removal, one way or another. To them, the more high scorers they deport, the easier it makes everybody’s job down the line.”

      Zorn raised an eyebrow but decided not to challenge the supervisor’s remark.

      “Okay, then,” Zorn went on, “how about the father and son we saw interviewed this morning? As I recall, the son rated Category One and the father Category Three. What do you suppose will happen to those two?”

      The administrator ran his tongue over dry lips and glanced down at some papers on his desk, a pained expression on his face.

      “Since both are U.S. citizens, both will go into detention while the FBI investigates their cases.”

      “But you said you generally release the Cat Threes. So why not let the father go?”

      The examiner sucked his teeth and folded his arms across his chest before answering.

      “Because he’s been reclassified as a Cat Two. Under DHS procedures, the final Triage category can be stepped up or down one grade, based on circumstances.”

      Zorn took a deep breath and let it out slowly in an effort to suppress his anger. This was not how the system was supposed to work. While a subject’s percentile Triage score was fixed by the algorithm and could not be altered, DHS had insisted upon retaining discretionary authority to adjust a subject’s risk category up or down one notch in borderline cases. Only now did Zorn realize how ripe such a loophole might be for abuse.

      “So indulge me,” Zorn told the site supervisor with a tight-lipped smile. “What possible grounds would one have for judging that sad little man, Amjad Ibrahim, a violent terrorist risk?”

      “Look,” the supervisor replied with upraised palms, “the search team found bomb-making instructions in the son’s bedroom. There’s no way the FBI is going to turn the dad loose if they think his live-in son is a jihadi.”

      Zorn’s felt his gut churn at the injustice of it.

      “Wait a second! What you’re saying totally subverts the Triage methodology! Our function is to identify violent jihadis based on behavior and attitudes, not mere kinship. We can’t let Triage become a rubber stamp for hard-liners and Muslim-haters or we’ll alienate the respectable Muslims whose help we need against the jihadis!”

      Stung by Zorn’s rebuke, the supervisor’s face flushed and sparks flared in his eyes.

      “My operators and I turn out Triage scores all day long, Mr. Zorn, but the DHS people just smile at us and use our scores however it suits them. At the end of the day, you and I are just contractors. If the FBI and DHS decide to lock the father up along with his son, then both will land behind bars and there’s not a damned thing I can do about it.“

      Zorn gave the administrator a look that left no question who was in charge.

      “I’ll be damned if I let them mess with our technology. From now on, whenever DHS bumps a Triage category up or down to justify a preferred outcome, I want to hear about it. Do you understand?”

      The supervisor hesitated.

      “Okay, Mr. Zorn. But I know these DHS people. If you want to win their contract to expand Triage nationally, sooner or later you’re going to have to play ball with them.”
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        * * *

      

      A few minutes after the pilot announced the plane’s descent to Washington’s Reagan National Airport, Zorn ignored the flashing seatbelt light, left his seat beside Choe and slipped in next to Patrick Craven.

      “I hear that DHS sometimes hikes an interviewee’s Triage category to avoid having to set him free,” Zorn began, speaking just loud enough for his seatmate to hear him above the engine noise. “Care to comment?

      Craven looked at him with an expression of mild surprise.

      “As I recall, adjusting categories in borderline cases is permitted under the rules. Is that a problem?”

      “I recognize that your people have broad discretionary authority over how they handle the people they round up, Pat. But I need to protect the integrity of the Triage system. For the DRA program to work as intended, I need your assurance that ICE won’t manipulate Triage risk categories except in true borderline cases, say, where the next category is only a point or two away.”

      Zorn held Craven’s unflinching gaze for a long moment.

      “Is that really so important to you?”

      “We didn’t bring Triage all this way to see it turned into a rubber stamp. Besides, Pat, bumping a Cat Three up to Cat Two is plain wrong. If word of it ever got out, there’d be hell to pay from several camps. And you know it.”

      Craven turned away from Zorn to stare out the window at the city lights moving swiftly below.

      “I think we can work something out,” the DHS official replied without looking Zorn in the eye. “Anything else?”

      The response was vague and noncommittal, but left an opening for Zorn to revisit it later, so he let it go. Instead, he broached another topic of concern.

      “Well, yes,” Zorn went on. “I’ve heard about a high-volume deportation operation being run out of Minneapolis airport. Is it true that ICE has been removing all non-resident aliens who score Cat One or high Cat Two? And that you’ve rounded up so many U.S. citizens and resident aliens that you can’t house them all? If the ESM program was only approved this month, how has DHS been able to ramp up enforcement actions so quickly?”

      Craven squirmed in his seat and tugged at his collar as if it were buttoned too tight.

      “The answer is classified. If you win the contract, you’ll get access to the full details soon enough. But, just between you and me, a small-scale expedited removals program was launched a year ago, about the same time you won your contract for the Triage pilot sites. It was a no-bid contract to Tetra Corp for air logistics facilities to deport high-scoring non-citizens from all three pilot cities. A contract was also signed for construction and management of several overseas transit sites.”

      Zorn let out a deep sigh and shot Craven a sour look.

      “Well, if Tetra has already snapped up the air logistics contracts, then what crumbs are left for the rest of us? Does Tetra have the inside track for the DRA business, too?”

      Craven cocked his head at Zorn and flashed him a conspiratorial smile.

      “Not at all,” he replied. “I probably shouldn’t be telling you this, Roger, but I have it on good authority that Tetra is only going through the motions in the risk assessment competition next week. It seems they rate your Triage technology even higher than their own system. Believe it or not, I really think Tetra wants you to win.”
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        “States are as the men; they grow out of human characters.”

        –Plato

      

      

      
        
        MARCH, WASHINGTON, D.C.

      

      

      Roger Zorn returned to Washington with lingering concerns about what DHS was doing with Triage scores. Could he really rely on Pat Craven’s vague assurances that ICE would stop bumping up non-violent Category Three detainees to Category Two, thus rendering Triage scores meaningless?

      But, at the same time, Zorn felt buoyed by Craven’s disclosure that Tetra Corp favored Zorn USA as its risk assessment partner. With Tetra as likely lead contractor for the expanded ESM program, Zorn USA’s chances of winning the DRA contract for his Triage technology looked brighter than ever.

      The moment Zorn and Choe returned to their Rosslyn offices on Monday morning, Zorn directed the younger man to use his contact network to assess the attitudes of selection committee members toward Zorn Security and its Triage technology. The early responses to Choe’s inquiries brought good news: namely, that most committee members seemed to view Zorn Security’s hard-nosed reputation as a plus, not only because they trusted the Zorn organization to go tough on terrorists, but because Zorn’s father’s notoriety made Tetra Corp and the other Big Five security contractors look moderate by comparison. The only committee members likely to oppose Zorn’s bid were outspoken champions of civil liberties like Margaret Slattery and Audrey Lamb.

      Zorn spent much of Monday morning revising his draft op-ed article to project a hard-line stance. He retitled it Root and Branch after his father’s treatise on counterinsurgency. The article appeared in the Wall Street Journal’s Op-Ed page on the Saturday morning before Zorn was scheduled to appear before the DRA contract committee. The article led with recent poll results showing a steep rise in post-EMP radicalization among Muslims in America. Then, without so much as hinting that an ESM program might already be underway, the piece urged DHS to implement a crash program to identify, detain, and, where possible, remove radicalized Muslims found to be most prone toward jihadist violence.

      To that end, Zorn proposed creation of a large-scale deportation apparatus to repatriate dangerous jihadists to their home countries rather than detain them in the U.S. at taxpayer expense, where they might have recourse to the courts. Though relying upon Pat Craven’s private disclosures in crafting the article entailed some risk, Zorn calculated that his former colleague was not likely to object, since the full-scale deportation program had already been approved and Zorn’s article simply endorsed the concept.

      By the following Monday morning, the Wall Street Journal piece had created a firestorm of controversy in the nation’s capital. Editorial writers and talking heads called Roger Zorn everything from a modern-day Lafayette, sailing in from France to help America fight Islamist tyranny, to the foremost proponent of mass deportations and ethnic cleansing since Slobodan Milosevic. Alt-right populists who reviled political Islam echoed Zorn’s call for large-scale removals, as did immigration officers and police in cities where the intifada raged. But civil libertarians denounced him as a monstrous Islamophobe.

      While Zorn had aimed the article at Washington’s national security establishment, it had clearly struck a nerve among a wide swath of Americans who craved revenge against Iran and Pakistan for their alleged role in attacking America’s electrical grid. Social media posts ran five to one in favor of deporting suspected Islamists en masse, and many posts called for even more drastic measures. A flurry of invitations arrived for Zorn to appear as a guest on cable news and radio talk shows, but Zorn refused them all.

      He was a businessman, after all, not a politician. And deportation of removable aliens was already the law of the land. What Zorn Security offered was a tool, much like an MRI or CAT scan that showed surgeons where to operate. He was all too happy to leave the politics to DHS. The risk remained that Craven’s people might push the emergency measures too far, as they’d done by fudging Triage risk categories. But Zorn would leave that worry for another day.
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        * * *

      

      On the morning scheduled for Zorn USA’s presentation before the DRA contract selection committee, Roger Zorn and Brandon Choe arrived at DHS’s leased offices in a mirror-faced high-rise in Crystal City, Virginia, opposite Reagan National Airport. On their way past the receptionist, the two men encountered the departing Tetra Corporation presentation team, headed by Larry Lawless, Tetra’s chief of business development.

      Though the two men had never met, Zorn recognized Lawless instantly from photographs. Lawless was nearly his age and almost as tall, standing just short of six feet, but outweighed Zorn by at least forty pounds, with his ample paunch and a double chin that ran straight into a gobbler neck. It was evident that Lawless devoted more effort to tanning, facials and manicures than to exercise. The executive introduced himself with a broad grin as he extended a puffy hand to Zorn.

      “I read your opinion piece in the Journal. Couldn’t agree more. I hope the people on the other side of that door are paying close attention.”

      “Thank you,” Zorn replied, shaking his competitor’s hand. “I hope we’ll have the chance to work together one day soon.”

      “That’s very likely,” Lawless replied, raising a conspiratorial eyebrow. “Plenty of work to go around these days, if you ask me.”

      Before Zorn could pull Brandon Choe forward to introduce him to Lawless, the latter moved on when a member of his six-person presentation team spoke softly in his ear. On second glance, the speaker looked vaguely familiar. He was of average height and wiry build and, from his upright bearing and brush-cut hairdo, looked to be former military. And there was something about his deep-set eyes, hawk nose and trimmed mustache that made Zorn suspect they had crossed paths before.

      Once Zorn and Choe entered the DHS office suite, a young female staffer escorted them into the conference room.

      “Will the rest of your team be coming soon?”

      “No, it’s just the two of us,” Choe replied, happy with the contrast between Zorn Security’s minimalist staffing and the bloated bands of bag-holders that Big Five contractors typically assembled for such occasions.

      Once the DHS staffer withdrew, Zorn and Choe introduced themselves to each member of the selection committee in turn and made small talk with those whom they had met during the Triage demonstration in Minneapolis. Familiar faces included those of Patrick Craven, Margaret Slattery, Audrey Lamb, and the florid-faced G-man from the FBI. Other committee members included a stiff-backed general from the Defense Department, sporting a rack of medals on his chest, and an owlish blonde with strikingly long legs, perhaps in her early forties but dressing younger, from the office of the Director of National Intelligence.

      What struck Zorn about the group was its relatively small number. He had appeared in the past before selection committees that included a dozen or more junior hangers-on. Perhaps the lean staffing for this meeting was intended to prevent leaks. Such interagency committees were notorious for reaching decisions at a snail’s pace but leaking the results instantly to the media. If confidentiality were truly their concern, then Zorn’s op-ed piece proposing measures mirroring those that had been secretly approved might raise hackles. But if results were their aim, then Triage was still the ticket.

      While a technician loaded Choe’s PowerPoint presentation, Zorn muttered under his breath to Choe.

      “I wonder how many of these people lust after a revolving door job with one of the Big Five when their current gig is up.”

      “Take it from me, every one of them is chummy with our competitors,” Choe replied. “They ought to wear jumpsuits with iron-on logos, like NASCAR drivers, so we could see who their corporate sponsors are.”

      A moment later, the door to the corridor opened once again and a tall man of patrician bearing, dressed in an immaculately tailored double-breasted blue suit, entered the room with a pair of junior aides in tow. Zorn identified him at once as Charles Scudder, the new deputy national security advisor. Though he had spent the past decade teaching international law at Columbia, Scudder was a veteran of the Washington foreign policy establishment, having served in the State Department and on the NSC Staff in previous administrations.

      But, according to Brandon Choe’s sources, Scudder wore his ambition like strong cologne and was assiduously avoided by his peers, even those with whom he shared background and interests. One of Scudder’s former colleagues quipped that the ex-professor probably had fewer friends than fists. It was rumored that Scudder had clawed his way into the NSC only by jumping onto the president’s campaign bandwagon with some fancy last-minute fund-raising.

      As Scudder scanned the faces around the table, the buzz of conversation and noise of shuffling papers fell to a murmur. Then he turned to Craven with a smile that moved only the corners of his mouth.

      “Pat, why don’t you introduce the next presenter, since your department has the action on this program?”

      “With pleasure, Charlie,” Craven replied, casting a quick glance toward Zorn.

      “During this session we’ll hear from Roger Zorn, CEO of Zorn Security, a leading French security contractor that has served a blue-chip global clientele for over half a century. Roger took the reins of the family business six years ago, after a distinguished career in finance. And I’d be remiss if I didn’t point out that Roger holds dual American and French citizenship and spent a decade in the Middle East under cover with the CIA.”

      The last sentence raised more than a few eyebrows. Which made Zorn wonder whether some in the room had been counting on anti-French bias or the “not invented here” syndrome to send his bid to the bottom of the pile.

      Zorn acknowledged Craven’s introduction with a nod and stood, remote control in hand, to begin his presentation.

      “Triage doesn’t measure general criminality, anti-social behavior or psychopathic personality,” Zorn explained. “What it does is predict the likelihood of committing political violence. We’ve validated this measure over hundreds of thousands of test subjects, in more than a dozen countries. At this point, Triage is fully capable of separating the sheep from the goats.”

      “Or the wolves from the sheep,” Scudder added with a grating laugh, which no one joined.

      “Can you shed some light for us on how your Triage technology manages to take into account so many variables and integrates them so well with content from external databases?” the youngish woman from the DNI’s office asked.

      “I’m not privy to how our competitors developed their technologies, but perhaps the difference is that we developed Triage in France and in countries where privacy and civil liberties issues don’t play quite the same role as they do here.”

      “Leave it to the French,” Zorn heard a male voice quip from the back of the room. It wasn’t a compliment.

      “Regarding your validations,” one of Scudder’s junior aides asked, “has Triage been validated specifically on Islamic insurgents?”

      “Yes, we’ve run validations on Islamists in every country where Triage is deployed,” Zorn replied. “What we’ve found is that Triage works far better against jihadists than polygraphs do because the latter have difficulty catching deception from subjects whose culture condones lying to outsiders. Triage is also less vulnerable to countermeasures, like desensitization training and the use of drugs.”

      “So are you saying that a dedicated jihadist who tries to conceal his willingness to commit violence won’t be able to game your system?” Margaret Slattery asked with narrowed eyes. “And, on the flip side, what are the chances of a peaceful Muslim being labeled falsely as a jihadist?”

      Several in the room craned their necks to hear the answer.

      “We estimate a one percent chance of a subject being mischaracterized by one full risk category up or down. In other words, there’s a 99% probability that a rabid jihadist won’t score lower than Category Two, or that a non-violent Muslim won’t score higher than Category Two. And a ninety-five percent probability that our risk score will be accurate to within fifteen percentage points, or half a risk category.”

      Heads bobbed around the table except for Margaret Slattery, whose face exhibited an attitude midway between doubt and suspicion. For a moment, Zorn felt a twinge of anxiety, fearing that Slattery might have learned about DHS’s authority to manipulate a subject’s risk category. But in the next moment she looked away and said no more.

      A hand shot up from the opposite end of the table and Zorn acknowledged a question from the general officer with the bemedaled chest.

      “Over the past ten days, this so-called American Intifada has spread from a few cities to nearly two dozen. To stop it will require action on a scale not seen since World War II. So my question to you, Mr. Zorn, is this: how rapidly could your Triage system be deployed on a nationwide basis?”

      “I was hoping someone would ask that question, general,” Zorn replied to uneasy laughter. “Triage could be scaled up from its current pilot status to a national program on a month’s notice. We could have a hundred new operator-interviewer teams deployed within thirty days, conducting roughly ten thousand interviews per month. Then another hundred teams the second month, and a hundred more each month thereafter.”

      “And how many total interviews do you think would be required to cover America’s entire at-risk Muslim population and cull out the serious jihadis?”

      This question came from Pat Craven’s deputy, a veteran ICE enforcement officer who had attended the demonstration in Minneapolis.

      Zorn cast a glance at Choe, and then at Craven, before responding.

      “That all depends on your estimate of America’s total Muslim population and how many of them condone some form of Islamist violence. If you start with a figure of roughly two million Muslims, how many of them would you want to haul in for interviews in year one? The top half, perhaps? That would amount to a million interviews, or about eighty thousand per month.”

      Several committee members winced.

      “Too many?” Zorn continued. “Then how about the top quarter? That’s forty thousand interviews a month, requiring four hundred operator-interviewer teams and four months for hiring and training. It’s up to you how big and how fast you want to go.”

      The men from ICE whispered energetically among one another while their boss, Patrick Craven, listened with a solemn mien. For a moment, Zorn felt like the proverbial used car salesman asking his prospective customer, “Well, Mrs. Jones, how much money do you have to spend?”

      “Let’s start with how many names are on the terrorist watch list,” Slattery broke in. “Does anyone have that number?”

      The FBI man glanced down to consult notes scribbled on a yellow pad.

      “Depends which list you’re looking at,” the lawman pointed out. “The No-Fly List has about eighty thousand entries, and the Terrorist Screening Database has over two million, though not all those reside in North America.”

      Zorn glanced toward the head of the table, where Scudder’s face had darkened.

      “How about we start by interviewing the fifteen or twenty thousand suspects already locked up for rioting?” Scudder proposed. “Then pick whatever list you prefer and work your way down.”

      “Or perhaps we could consider a more gradual approach while we wait to see if the intifada tapers off,” Audrey Lamb suggested with a bland smile. At this, faces around the table registered alarm, as if Lamb had challenged the premise that the intifada constituted a national emergency. Nor was this an idea Zorn wanted to see take root.

      “At the risk of appearing self-serving,” Zorn interrupted, “if there’s one piece of advice I would leave with this committee, it’s that time is of the essence. Over the past century, the average insurgency anywhere in the world has lasted about a decade. I submit that Americans will not tolerate a ten-year intifada, much less fifteen years of simmering riots like those we’ve had in France. My advice is to crush the insurgents while we can.”

      Patrick Craven exchanged a meaningful look with Charles Scudder and Zorn knew that he had scored points with both. But Audrey Lamb would not concede.

      “These numbers you’ve been throwing about,” Lamb replied, waving a bejeweled hand in the air. “Two million Muslims prone to terrorist violence here. A million Triage interviews there. That’s a far larger program than anything this committee has ever considered. If your numbers are correct, it would transform our entire mission.”

      “All right, then, Audrey,” Patrick Craven broke in. “Just for argument’s sake, let’s pick a number of interviews toward the low end. So tell me, Roger, what percentage of interviewees would likely be rated high risk, and so require follow-up action?”

      Zorn leaned forward, rested his elbows on the table and steepled his fingers while mulling an answer.

      “In most Western countries, Category Ones come out at about ten percent of those tested, and Cat Twos at twenty to twenty-five percent. So about a third would need monitoring.”

      “Let’s see, then,” Craven continued, scratching his chin, “If we were to interview fifty thousand per month, we’d need to put about five thousand in detention and another ten or twelve thousand under surveillance. Mind you, that’s cumulative. So add in another batch each month.”

      “I see where you’re going with that,” the FBI man joined in. “But need I point out that the FBI has only about fifteen thousand special agents to carry out the Bureau’s entire range of missions? We wouldn’t have nearly enough people to do the work.”

      “And ICE currently has only about seven thousand enforcement agents,” Craven’s deputy added. “Against millions of illegal immigrants out there on the streets.”

      “Not to put too fine a point on it, Roger,” Craven joined in, “but round-the-clock roving surveillance, physical and electronic, can take up to two dozen officers for a single target. We’d be swamped on day one.”

      “And don’t forget the warrants required for all those investigations. The courts couldn’t possibly handle it,” Lamb pointed out.

      “ICE’s detention centers are already overflowing. We’d have nowhere to put them,” added the DHS deputy.

      Suddenly the many voices speaking at once rose to a clamor, and over that clamor came the sound of three hard raps on the table. The voices faded and all eyes turned to the head of the table.

      “I’d like to thank Mr. Zorn for giving us a timely wake-up call on the size of the effort required for our emergency measures to succeed,” Charles Scudder began. “After all, the purpose of using all this technology to single out dangerous jihadis isn’t just to keep an eye on them.” Here he paused before raising his voice. “It’s to get rid of them!”

      “Sir, with all due respect, I think the removals question may be outside the scope of today’s meeting,” Patrick Craven noted with calculated deference. “The Crisis Planning Group is the body tasked with that.”

      “Yes, and that group has decided that removals must be stepped up,” Scudder shot back.

      Several eyebrows went up around the table but Scudder ignored them.

      “The problem is that the Crisis Planners haven’t come to grips with the scale required,” Scudder went on. “So I think it’s high time we did the math for them. Let’s form a plan to perform as many interviews as we need to unmask the jihadis living among us; detain the ones with U.S. citizenship or permanent residence; and deport the rest.”

      A pause followed and Scudder ran his eyes around the table as if to lend weight to his pronouncement. But Margaret Slattery would have none of it.

      “It seems to me, Charlie,” she interrupted with a smile her eyes failed to share, “that your proposal for mass deportations presumes that most jihadists in America are removable aliens. What if that’s not true, and most are here legally?”

      The FBI man raised his hand.

      “Our data show that most of the radical Islamists on the Terrorist Screening Database entered illegally or overstayed their visa. So, yeah, I’d say removal would work quite well for most of the troublemakers.”

      “Well, good luck with that,” Audrey Lamb retorted in an acid tone. “This country can’t even muster the will to deport drug cartel kingpins. I don’t see public opinion getting behind mass deportation of Muslims based on some French company’s algorithm. The political will isn’t there.”

      Her remark was greeted by a loud guffaw from the head of the table. Heads turned to face the deputy national security advisor, who beamed incongruously at the lawyer.

      “For once, Audrey, I heartily agree with you,” Scudder said, leaning back in his swivel chair and crossing his long legs. “No, the public will never warm to mass deportations, not even of terror suspects. Which is exactly why key elements of the ESM program remain a secret.

      “Under the new emergency legislation,” he went on, “the president has unfettered authority to remove as many terror suspects as he sees fit. Now that we’ve all reached a better understanding of what that might entail, I’d like to see a plan from DHS to expand the detainee risk assessment program as rapidly as possible, along the lines that Mr. Zorn has proposed.”

      When Scudder ended his pronouncement, a satisfied smile spread across Roger Zorn’s face.
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        * * *

      

      When Zorn returned to work the following day, Brandon Choe pulled him aside.

      “I think our chances of winning the DRA contract just took a giant leap,” he told his boss with a grin that stretched from ear to ear.

      “What makes you think that?”

      “The DHS lawyers just sent over their draft nondisclosure agreement for us to sign. They wouldn’t have done that if we were out of the running. By the way, only top corporate officers will be granted a security clearance, because the ESM program is a special access project.”

      “SAP? Isn’t that just another species of top secret?”

      “Not exactly,” the former House Intelligence Committee staffer explained. “Special access information is more tightly controlled and it comes with stiffer sanctions for unauthorized disclosures.”

      “What kind of sanctions are we talking about?”

      “I’ve got the documents here,” Choe replied with a sober expression. “When you read them, you may think twice about signing.”

      “Okay, let’s see.”

      Choe removed the documents from a file folder and handed them over. Zorn sat down at Choe’s conference table and leafed through the pages. The penalties included loss of all security clearances, cancellation of government contracts, and felony prosecution. Whistleblower protections were specifically waived. And the signer was deemed to enter into a direct personal services contract with the government in addition to serving in his capacity as a Zorn Security employee.

      “Wow,” Zorn said with a low whistle. “When did this sort of thing become standard practice for government contractors?”

      “It’s not, except for SAPs. The jacked-up enforcement provisions came out of the aerospace sector. People entrusted with Uncle Sam’s crown jewels face every imaginable sanction, up to and including sudden disappearance, staged suicide, and death by suspicious accident or expedited natural causes.”

      Zorn looked up to see if Choe was joking but there was no smile on his face.

      “I’ve never seen language like this, not even in the former Soviet Union,” Zorn remarked. “It’s like signing your own death warrant and paying in advance for the bullet.”

      “I got the documents a couple of hours ago and ran them by our outside law firm,” Choe said. “The lead partner called me a few minutes ago and warned against signing.”

      “Of course. No one in his right mind would sign a document like that without negotiating…”

      “No, Roger, you don’t understand,” Choe interrupted, shaking his head, “the DHS lawyers say the document is non-negotiable. The choice is between signing and withdrawing our bid.“

      “That can’t be right,” Zorn snapped. “Everything is negotiable in business. You know that, Brandon.”

      “Not in the national security arena. At least, not any more. These SAPs are a brave new world. Every secret is treated like the Manhattan Project or reverse-engineered alien flight tech. It’s the government’s way of insuring that contractors have skin in the game.”

      “More like a pound of flesh, if you ask me. Let me run it by Walter and see if he’s come across this sort of thing before.”

      But the moment Zorn began dialing Walter Lang’s number he thought better of it. For Lang, winning the DRA contract was an all-or-nothing play. An oppressive NDA meant nothing to him if it would help land the contract. Lang would volunteer to sign it himself if that’s what it came to.

      So Zorn told Choe to send the documents for him to review. An hour later, he dropped off the signed NDAs at the receptionist’s desk and told her to send them to DHS by courier before day’s end. Zorn Security bore his name, after all, and if someone’s skin were needed in the game, it ought to be his.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seven: Anarchist

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        “My friends are my friends only so long as they think as I do politically.”

        –Ernesto “Che” Guevara

      

      

      
        
        EARLY APRIL, RESTON, VIRGINIA

      

      

      It was the season of hope and rain in Reston, Virginia, where cherry blossoms bloomed and a warm wind swept in from the Blue Ridge Mountains. Jack Nagy, retired career CIA officer, stood on the deck of his rented townhouse and struck a match to ignite his gas grill, all the while keeping an eye peeled for his daughter’s approach. Nagy had a son, too, but since the family’s return to the States six years before, and after a divorce that hit him like a broadside car wreck, his nineteen-year old daughter Carol was the only member of his family who still spoke to him.

      Carol, a sophomore at George Washington University, remained Nagy’s golden girl, the one aspect of his family life that he hadn’t totally bungled. She had blown up at him a dozen times since the divorce, but had always come back to work things out. By nature she wasn’t an angry person, and she hadn’t sided blindly with her mother during the split. Nor had she let their opposing political views get between them. As for her student radicalism, which included joining demonstrations each weekend against the new president, Nagy was sure that it was just a passing phase.

      From the townhouse deck, Nagy spotted his daughter about a hundred yards off, parking her ten-year-old red Corolla at the curb along a row of cheaply constructed two-story townhouses. His own unit was one of the smaller ones in Reston. He had rented it fully furnished from a young Agency officer posted to one of the Central Asian “stans.” The unit wasn’t elegant, but it was affordable, and he had no desire at this stage in his life to invest in a houseful of furniture after giving up the family’s residence in suburban Oakton, with all its furnishings, in the divorce settlement.

      It had been nearly five years since the breakup. His ex-wife, a resentful, long-suffering woman whose typical day overseas began at noon with her first slug of vodka, had waited until Jack announced his retirement before filing for divorce. She ended up taking the house, both children, the SUV, and half of his comfortable CIA pension. But what might have been comfortable for one household didn’t stretch to cover two. So Jack became a CIA double-dipper, collecting retirement benefits while doing whatever contract work the Agency sent his way, which seemed to dwindle from one year to the next.

      Carol arrived at the door with a bottle of red wine in hand, an inexpensive Bordeaux that was one of Jack’s standard go-to table wines. She wore a navy hooded fleece over jeans and a dark t-shirt, with her mahogany hair pulled back into a ponytail. Carol had inherited her father’s slender frame, wide mouth, olive complexion, and dark brown eyes and hair. But at five feet four, she had to rise on tiptoes to peck Jack on both cheeks.

      Since this was a school night, Jack Nagy led his daughter promptly into the kitchen, uncorked and poured the wine, and resumed dinner preparation while giving his daughter time to talk freely about what was going on in her life. For Nagy, the need to build rapport with his only daughter had never been more urgent. And after three decades of handling difficult agents, he knew better than to risk spoiling their weekly conversation with anything controversial. But later, without realizing it, that was exactly what he did.

      “So how’s dorm life?” he asked while peeling a clove of garlic. “Miss your mother’s cooking yet?”

      “You can’t be serious, Dad,” Carol replied, rolling her eyes while she took a sip of wine. “Mom’s idea of cooking is reheating take-out.”

      “Well, unless things have changed more than I imagine, dining hall food can’t be much better. And how about trading in your private room for one with a roommate? You can’t tell me you don’t miss your walk-in closet.”

      “Au contraire,” Carol insisted. “Believe me, Dad, the happiest day in my life was when I moved out of that house and into my dorm room. You can’t imagine.”

      “But I thought you liked where we lived.”

      Nagy picked up his glass of wine and studied Carol’s face. Her response was to wrinkle her nose in disgust.

      “I positively hated it there! Each time we came back from overseas and moved back in there, I’d show up at school and my oldest friends pretended not to know me. How do you suppose that made me feel?”

      “Come on, Carol, be fair. You spent most of your childhood overseas. You can’t expect young kids to remember you when you’ve been away for years at a stretch. Things change. People change.”

      “Oh, but they did remember me, Dad. It’s just that they were so stuck-up and cliquish that they didn’t want to show it. The kids in my dorm are totally different. A lot of them are foreign students, or Americans who’ve spent time abroad. We were all raised differently, but it’s amazing how often we see things the same way.”

      Nagy nodded and went on chopping parsley. He was accustomed to walking on eggshells when Carol visited. She often arrived appearing jumpy and on edge, as if she were low on sleep or nursing a hangover. But tonight she seemed more relaxed. Soon he managed to steer their conversation back into neutral territory.

      That is, until they sat down for dinner. Shortly after serving the food and refreshing their wine, Nagy asked if Carol had done anything exciting over the weekend, and she mentioned joining a demonstration on the National Mall.

      “Oh, really? What were you protesting this time?” he asked, not wanting to show his disapproval, but realizing at once that he had.

      “We were demonstrating against the arrests of Muslim students at GW and Georgetown. ICE has been storming into dorms and classrooms and hauling Muslim students away in handcuffs. Kids with valid student visas, many from friendly countries like Egypt and Saudi Arabia. Not radicals at all!”

      “That seems odd,” Nagy replied as he picked at his salad. “Are you sure they hadn’t overstayed their visas and were hiding out with friends on campus to evade deportation?”

      “Oh, Dad, you’re always so suspicious!”

      “No, really. Visa overstays are a huge problem. Not all illegals sneak in over the Mexican border, you know. Every year, nearly a million foreign nationals come into the country on temporary visas and never leave.”

      “If you were a Muslim student and you watched American bombs and missiles hit the Middle East while our warships blockaded their ports, would you want to go back?”

      “Of course not, but why hang around in the country that’s dropping the bombs?”

      Carol’s face flushed and she put down her wine glass.

      “Look, we all have to respect the law of the land,” Nagy went on with a shrug. “Tell me, would you fly to Paris and overstay your tourist visa without making an effort to get legal?”

      “Of course not, but it’s not the same…”

      “That’s exactly my point. It’s a double standard. Americans aren’t allowed to break other countries’ laws, but somehow it’s okay for other people to break ours.”

      “But, Dad, ICE’s tactics are right out of Nazi Germany! They send guys into college dorms with black uniforms and helmets and body armor and submachine guns! It’s scary! The university never let them come in before to round up people. We have to call public attention to it!”

      “So tell me, who organized this demonstration of yours downtown? Actual students like you, or outside agitators?”

      Nagy lifted his glass and awaited a reply.

      “We call them community organizers, Dad, not agitators.”

      “Okay, but who are they and who funds them? My guess it’s probably some dot-com billionaire anarchist from Silicon Valley. Look, Carol, it costs big bucks to stage a large-scale demonstration. The organizers try to make these things look as if they’re spontaneous and grass roots, but they rarely are. You might want to look into that.”

      He drank and put his glass down again.

      “And since when have you become an expert on marches and demonstrations, Dad? I think I’m a lot closer to the protests than you are,” Carol protested, her dark eyes aglow.

      “I may be a retired old fogey, but I still have my sources on the street. Believe me, going out on the National Mall and blowing off steam isn’t what it used to be when I was your age. Today it can be damned dangerous. Listen, Carol, DHS is monitoring those demonstrations with undercover people and all kinds of technical means. It’s no longer possible to be an anonymous member of the herd.”

      “I highly doubt DHS is interested in someone like me. I’m not one of your professional agitators, as you call them.”

      Carol’s pronunciation of “agitator” dripped with sarcasm and she gazed at her father as if he had two heads.

      “Carol, listen to me. It’s not just the professional anarchists that the government is going after these days. They’re cataloguing everybody who shows up for these events! They use the same data-mining techniques the Pentagon developed for the war on terror. It’s all about relationship mapping. DHS has contractors out there with hidden cameras, facial recognition software, and cellphone tracking devices. And in some cases, they send in contractors to collect fingerprints and DNA from discarded water bottles, coffee cups and cigarette butts. There’s just no way you can hide from that.”

      Carol went pale, as if she were hearing about these methods for the first time. Now it was her turn to drink deeply from her wineglass.

      “Well, then, shame on our government,” she hissed. “But that won’t keep me from going out and exercising my free speech rights!”

      “I get that, Carol. But it could cost you. Big time.”

      “What do you mean, ‘cost’ me?”

      “Look, if they’ve captured your face at even one of those rallies, DHS will have a file on you. It’ll be linked to your fingerprints at FBI, your passport at State, your college loans at the Education Department, all the way down to your unpaid parking tickets. At the moment, they’re focusing on hard-core Antifa and social justice warrior types, putting them away for long sentences on felony rioting charges. But it’s just a matter of time before they go after rank-and-file activists. Believe me, Carol, you don’t want to get caught up in that. Once they have you in their crosshairs, these people won’t stop until they’ve destroyed your life.”

      Carol put down her fork and gave her father a searching glance. Her olive complexion was ashen.

      “Don’t worry, Dad,” she assured him with a weak smile. “I don’t go to as many demonstrations as I used to. And when I do, I stay in the middle of the crowd. I just thought this particular demonstration would be an important one.”

      “Okay, I hear you. But please, Carol, promise me you’ll stop with the demonstrating. And if you’re tight with any of those hard-core anarchists, drop them now. No phone calls, no email, no texts, no social media. Go dark. A single text is enough these days to land your name on a terrorist watch list.”

      Carol picked up her wineglass and swirled the inky liquid around for several seconds, staring at it hard before speaking again.

      “It’s not easy to cut yourself off from your entire social network,” she told him with a downcast look. “Nearly everybody I know, and especially anyone my age, is against the president and supports the intifada.”

      Nagy winced, all at once fearing that her radical politics might have gone further than he realized.

      “If you can’t bring yourself to sever contact with your activist friends, then transfer to another school. Get out of Dodge! Forfeit the semester’s tuition if you have to, but drop out of sight. Don’t be the next one they pick up.”

      “I’m afraid that’s not possible,” she muttered, slumping in her chair.

      “Of course it’s possible. I have cousins in Toronto. They could help you get into a school up there. I’d even cover the semester’s tuition and your relocation costs. You could land on your feet.”

      “Dad, stop it! Just stop it!” She threw up her hands. “D.C. is my home! All my friends are here. And you and Mom, and my little brother.”

      “That’s just the problem!”

      Carol threw down her napkin and leapt up from her chair.

      “There you go again! Trying to pry me away from Mom, any way you can. I won’t have it! We’re finished here. Don’t call me. I’ll call you.”

      Nagy said nothing, hoping his daughter would calm down and return to the table. But she didn’t. The moment the front door slammed shut behind her, he stepped back onto the deck and watched Carol stalk off to her parked car. She was halfway there when he noticed two men parked in a black SUV across the street, its engine idling. When Carol pulled her Corolla away from the curb, it pulled out behind her. And then a second SUV slipped in from around the block. Nagy ran back into the kitchen, found his mobile phone, and dialed Carol’s number. It went immediately to voicemail.

      “Hi, Sweetie,” he said in as cheery a voice as he could muster when the cue came to record his message. “Please call me when you get this message. I think you may have left something important here at the house. Love you lots!”

      He followed up immediately with a text message that said the same thing and sat back at the kitchen table with what remained of the Bordeaux. Five minutes. Ten minutes. No answer. It was too late now to drive off after her, even if he knew where she was headed. He would have to wait and try again later. And pray that she made it home safely.
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        * * *

      

      Carol noticed the first black SUV the moment it pulled out behind her. Though she had a vague idea that something like this might happen, she hadn’t believed it until her father told her about the facial recognition software and cellphone tracking devices being used to monitor pro-intifada demonstrators. So now they were onto her. But that didn’t mean she had to give herself up. She was prepared to go underground if it came to that.

      Beside her on the passenger seat, she saw her cell phone light up with a call from her father, and then a text message. She reached across and powered off the phone. Removing its SIMM card would have to wait. First, she had to throw off her surveillants. And, having practiced for just such a situation, she knew exactly how she would do it.
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        * * *

      

      An hour after Carol left the townhouse, having received no response from his daughter, Jack Nagy rose from the kitchen table, cleaned up the remains of dinner, and retreated to his bedroom to change into a jacket and tie. Though he worried about his daughter being followed, he had good reason to doubt that the men in the SUVs would much do more than record her movements for the file. If she were nonetheless pulled in for questioning, maybe it would knock some sense into her. Maybe it was just what Carol needed to drop her political activism before she risked more serious consequences. In any event, all he could safely do now was wait for her to return his call.

      Meanwhile, the reason for Nagy’s change of clothing was that he’d arranged to meet an old Agency colleague in Arlington for a drink after dinner, and soon it would be time to get going. Traffic would be light on the Dulles Access Road around this time on a Sunday evening, but he wanted to allow plenty of time for the drive, especially should any of those black SUVs have stayed behind for him.

      But Nagy didn’t see anyone at all in the rear view mirror when he left his garage, or when he stopped at the traffic light in Reston Town Center, or when he entered the Dulles Freeway entrance ramp. Upon exiting at Rosslyn, he made two circuits around the maze of one-way streets there, as if he were having difficulty with directions. But he probably needn’t have bothered trying to spot anyone trailing him, because his Nissan Rogue was one of only a handful of cars on the road at that hour. Nagy was quite alone when he pulled into the Hyatt hotel’s underground parking garage.
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        * * *

      

      It was a few minutes after nine when Roger Zorn entered the Hyatt’s elevator and pushed the button for the lobby. He had eaten a leisurely room service dinner while watching the first period of that night’s post-season NHL hockey game. Now he hoped to catch the score from time to time while having a nightcap in the bar with Jack Nagy, a former classmate in the CIA’s operations course back when he was a junior officer some forty years before. Nagy had sent Zorn a handwritten note after reading the latter’s op-ed piece in the Wall Street Journal. His note had praised the article and mentioned in passing that, after their intelligence training together, Nagy had served several tours of duty with the Agency in France. In closing, he had offered to buy Zorn a drink while he was in town and included his contact information.

      As for Zorn, this was now his third weekend in a row spent alone in Washington, and each one seemed to pass more slowly than the last. So on a whim he accepted his former classmate’s invitation to meet for drinks, even though he had only a vague recollection of the man and ran the risk that Nagy might be a bore, a job seeker, or worse.

      Zorn had taken a seat at the bar in front of a television that was tuned to the hockey game and hadn’t yet ordered a drink when a lean man in his early sixties with a weathered olive complexion and wavy dark hair approached out of the shadows and stood beside him at the bar.

      “Roger?” he asked with the relaxed smile of a veteran case officer. “It’s Jack Nagy. My god, you’ve hardly changed.”

      Zorn held out his hand. Nagy’s face looked familiar, and he vaguely recalled having performed training exercises with him years ago during the ops course. But today the man carried an indefinably shopworn look. Perhaps it was his scuffed shoes, or the lint on the shoulders of his blue blazer, or the slightly too-wide tie, that made Zorn feel sorry for the fellow, and at the same time self-conscious about his own expensive made-to-measure shirt and jacket.

      “So pleased to see you again,” Zorn replied, gripping Nagy’s elbow with his free hand as they shook hands. “I’m sad to admit that I haven’t kept up with many people I worked with in those days. Haven’t been back to Washington very often in recent years.”

      “And it’s too bad I didn’t think to look you up in France during my last tour of duty there. I used to travel to Toulouse pretty often then. Sometimes my wife and I would stay for the weekend to visit tourist sites around Carcassonne and the Languedoc.”

      Zorn broke off eye contact for a moment to catch the bartender’s attention.

      “Is that so?” Zorn continued. “When were you last posted there?”

      “We returned six years ago.”

      “What a pity! Kay and I left New York in 2013 and settled down near Carcassonne. We would have loved to have you stay with us. So, were you home-based in EU Division then?”

      “Oh, yeah,” the retired spy answered. “We traipsed all over Europe while the kids were growing up. We also did one tour of duty in Tunisia. Did you ever serve in North Africa? You were based in the Near East Division, weren’t you?”

      “Heavens, you’ve got a good memory,” Zorn noted with a relaxed laugh. “Yes, I spent a year in Tunis for Arabic language training.”

      At that moment the bartender approached and asked Nagy what he would like to drink.

      “Scotch and soda,” Nagy replied without hesitation.

      Zorn ordered the same and went on speaking while the two men took seats at the bar.

      “But I resigned after nine years overseas. I was still a wild bachelor then, and I felt I was becoming a caricature of myself. So I decided to go back to business school and start a new career. Kay and I met in Philadelphia while we were students. But how about you, Jack? Are you still with the government?”

      “Lord, no. I retired five years ago. After that, I stayed on as a contractor for a while but got the heave-ho last year. Didn’t know quite what to do with myself at first. The Agency was like family to me. It was harder to let go than I expected.”

      “Still, it must be a relief to be yourself again after all those years under cover, no?”

      “I suppose,” Nagy replied. “But I do still miss it now and then.”

      Their drinks arrived and the two men each took a swig of the amber liquid. Zorn set his glass down with a wistful smile on his lips.

      “You know,” he said, “all of us who were stuck on the night-soil circuit used to envy our buddies who were posted to Europe. We imagined them eating at fine restaurants, going to concerts and the theater, sightseeing on weekends. Were we right? Was that what Europe was like for you back then?”

      “At first it was just like you said. For a single guy like myself, life couldn’t have been better. But things changed once I got married and we had kids. I mean, a lot. At that time, stations in the big European capitals were heavily staffed and very bureaucratic. No matter how hard I busted my butt, promotions came slowly. I learned too late how important one’s pedigree was in the EU Division. I kept on getting journeyman-level assignments. Not even a section chief slot or deputy chief of a small station. It seems that division management had pigeonholed me as a field operator and ‘not management material.’ I probably should have realized it sooner and requested a transfer to Africa Division. I think my fluency in French might have done me a lot more good down there.”

      Nagy took a long pull from his drink and looked like he needed it. Zorn detected sadness in the man’s voice but not a trace of self-pity.

      “Kind of tough on families in Africa, though,” Zorn remarked, aiming to steer the conversation in a more positive direction. “In the Middle East, we had quite a few hardship posts and assignments apart from wife and family. Many a marriage broke up over it. After watching it happen to friends, I decided I didn’t want to go that route.”

      “Neither did I, but that’s where I ended up,” Nagy confessed, still smiling but with the sparkle gone from his eyes. “Not once, but twice.”

      “I’m sorry to hear it.”

      To Zorn’s surprise, Nagy went on, all the while staring intently into his drink.

      “My first marriage was a stupid mistake. Fortunately, it didn’t last long. Which is why the failure of my second marriage hit me so hard. Two months after we moved back to the States and I announced my intention to retire, my wife filed for divorce. She took the house, both kids, and half my pension. Now my son won’t talk to me, and my daughter barely returns my calls.”

      Nagy paused for another sip before taking on a brighter tone.

      “So how about you, Roger? Any kids?”

      “Two,” Zorn answered, meeting Nagy’s gaze with an upbeat smile. “A boy in college and a girl studying medicine.”

      “You were smart waiting to marry till you got out of the government. Kids get expensive pretty fast on a government salary. So long as we stayed overseas, we lived pretty well, with Uncle Sam covering rent and the kids’ tuition and a second car. But back in D.C., we could barely afford a dumpy little house an hour’s commute from work. Looking back on it, I can’t really blame my wife and kids for being dissatisfied.”

      “Don’t be too hard on yourself,” Zorn consoled his companion. “My daughter barely acknowledged my existence between the ages of thirteen and nineteen. Now she’s moved less than an hour away from us. Go figure.”

      Zorn saw that Nagy’s drink was running low, so he downed the remains of his own and ordered another round.

      “My Carol still talks to me, but she’s not much of a listener,” Nagy went on, idly swirling the icy dregs in his glass. “I don’t know if it’s just her generation, but she seems to have boxed herself into a tiny world where everything has to be politically correct. All this from a girl who spent her childhood immersed in European culture. I don’t get it.”

      “Would I be correct in guessing your daughter’s in college?” Zorn asked with a conspiratorial smile. “Where minds are supposed to be opened rather than closed?”

      “Right you are,” Nagy answered, letting out a dark laugh. Carol is studying poly sci at GW, which I guess explains some of it. But she was never so erratic before. She’s like a car that won’t hold the road.”

      A few moments later the bartender brought their fresh round of drinks and tucked the bar tab under Zorn’s glass. Nagy reached for his wallet but Zorn laid a hand on his arm to make him stop.

      “No, your money’s no good here. This will go on my expense account.”

      Nagy’s face brightened.

      “Thanks. From your op-ed piece, I gather that your company does some kind of defense work. Is that what brings you to D.C.?”

      “You guessed it,” Zorn replied, raising his head to steal a glance at the hockey score. “I run a small company my father started in France during the sixties. We’ve developed some technology that Homeland Security has taken an interest in.”

      “Well, that would make sense. DHS is spending money like water these days.” Nagy paused to give his partner a searching look. “I hear they’ve hired a boatload of ex-Agency people and DOD special operators. You’d think they were starting their own Special Operations Command.”

      Zorn raised a conspiratorial eyebrow and let out a soft chuckle.

      “Why not? I suppose the sky’s the limit these days with the intifada.”

      “So do you expect to pick up some new business from DHS?”

      “Hard to say. As a foreign-based bidder, we’re probably a long shot.”

      “When will you find out?”

      “In the next few days, I expect. If we get the contract, I may have to stay a while to set things up.”

      Suddenly a gleam shone in Nagy’s eye and a grin spread across his wide mouth.

      “If you do that, please let me know. I’ve been doing some part-time work for another DHS contractor and I’m looking to make a change. If you win, will your company be doing any hiring?”

      Zorn’s eyes narrowed for the briefest moment. Just what he had feared: a job seeker. He went straight into evasion mode.

      “Probably not much. Our work is pretty technical. You wouldn’t happen to be a licensed polygraph operator, would you?”

      “No, I’m a jack of many trades, but not that one. Right now my employer has me training surveillance teams. Basic stuff I did on my first tour of duty in Paris.”

      “Have you tried Tetra Corp?” Zorn asked. “They always seem to be hiring for one project or another.”

      Nagy gave an open-mouthed laugh.

      “Funny you should mention them. Tetra is the outfit I’m working for now. Can you suggest anyone else?”

      “No, I really can’t,” Zorn answered with a shrug. “Not here in the U.S., anyway.”

      Zorn breathed an inward sigh of relief, having steered the topic away from employment.

      The two ex-spies continued talking for a while longer, sharing anecdotes about France and Tunisia. Something about hearing all those names of past acquaintances jogged Zorn’s memory, because suddenly he recalled the name of the Tetra executive with the brush-cut hairdo and the trimmed mustache whom he had seen leaving the DHS conference room with Larry Lawless.

      “Did you ever run into Max Steiner when you were in Europe? I seem to recall he started off in EU Division,” Zorn asked, taking a shot in the dark.

      Upon hearing the name, Nagy put down his drink and sat up a bit straighter.

      “Now, if that isn’t a coincidence,” he said with wide eyes. “Max is with Tetra now. He’s top dog in the program I work for. In fact, he’s the one who got me the job.”

      “Well, bully for Max,” Zorn replied, affecting nonchalance. “I recall that he moved over to East Asia Division shortly before I left the Agency. Sharp guy. I shouldn’t be surprised he landed on his feet.”

      “It didn’t hurt that he’s an old chum of Larry Lawless,” Nagy noted. “Max retired shortly after 9/11 to sign up with Larry’s first company, the one he sold to Tetra for megabucks. Max also made a tidy sum on the deal. Hell, if I had Max’s money, I’d burn mine.”

      For a moment, Zorn considered asking Nagy whether he also knew Lawless or Pat Craven, but thought better of it. He really didn’t want anyone at Tetra focusing too closely on his past association with Craven. So he went on trading names with Nagy until the conversation trailed off.

      “If you win your contract, we should get together to celebrate,” Nagy said at last to break the silence. “I could round up a couple of guys you might know from the old days.”

      “That would be great, Jack. But don’t go out of your way just yet. You and I have each other’s contact info, so let’s stay in touch, shall we?”
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        “The end may justify the means as long as there is something that justifies the end.”

        –Leon Trotsky

      

      

      
        
        APRIL, WASHINGTON, D.C.

      

      

      Margaret Slattery knocked on the door and waited. A minute later, the door opened and Nelson Blackburn waved her in with the hand that held his mobile phone. Blackburn wore a smartly creased blue business suit and a fresh white dress shirt with gold cufflinks, a distinct improvement on his usual rumpled look. Across the room, an empty garment bag lay across the back of an easy chair and, beneath it, a pile of discarded clothes on the floor.

      “No, I hadn’t been expecting that,” the president’s senior policy advisor growled into the phone. “Why do flaps always have to happen on Fridays?”

      He closed the door and waved Slattery toward the suite’s living room with his free hand. On her way in, Slattery gazed around her. The suite was a respectable one for the Hay-Adams, not one of those junior suites that combined the bedroom and living room into a single space. But, on the other hand, it wasn’t one of the hotel’s super-deluxe suites boasting multiple bedrooms, a dining room and a gas fireplace. She walked past the coffee table and chairs to the French doors that looked across Sixteenth Street toward St. John’s Church—but not the White House. Clearly Tetra didn’t see Blackburn as an A-list player. But for Blackburn to be allowed the use of any room at all at the Hay-Adams represented a special perk indeed, considering the clever circumvention required of rules against accepting gratuities from contractors.

      Blackburn waited for Slattery to seat herself on the sofa before moving toward the elegant chintz-covered armchair across the coffee table from her. He offered her a shrug and a smile, as if to apologize for not giving her his full attention, and told whoever was on the line that he had a visitor and would call back later. Then he ended the call and took an extra moment to put the phone on airplane mode.

      “So happy you stopped by on your way to the reception, Margaret. It’s been a long week, hasn’t it?”

      “Endless,” she replied with a weary half-smile. “So I won’t take much of your time, Nelson. But I wanted to talk to you about the ESM program before you go upstairs. This thing gets bigger and bigger by the day. Suddenly we’re talking about hauling in a million Muslims for risk assessment interviews, and deporting the high scorers by the tens of thousands. Yet I’ve seen absolutely no ground rules for it. DHS and Tetra seem to be running things out of their back pocket, without reporting to anyone in the White House, and with absolutely no regard for civil liberties or due process of law.”

      Blackburn leaned back in the armchair and crossed his scrawny legs, folding his pale hands in his lap.

      “Come now, Margaret. DHS follows a chain of command like everyone else. And I’m sure they’ve got plenty of lawyers on hand to whisper in their ears if they go astray.

      These are perilous times. The president wants us to make the intifada go away, and Congress has given him the authority and resources to do just that.”

      “But, just for a moment,” Slattery objected, “think about who will be doing the heavy lifting. The FBI and DHS don’t have nearly enough trained officers for the job. Which means most of the people engaged in hauling in the suspects and deporting those who pose a violent risk will be contractors. Tetra contractors.”

      She paused and raised a questioning eyebrow.

      “Lawless’s people. Now what could possibly go wrong with that?”

      “It’s not our call, Margaret,” Blackburn replied without looking at her. “The decision has already been made.”

      In the next moment he glanced around as if he had forgotten something. His eyes settled on a brace of luxury-brand water bottles. He took one and opened it without offering the other to his visitor. Slattery ignored the slight and continued speaking.

      “And what kind of oversight will the ESM program get from the White House?” she asked, leaning forward in her seat for emphasis. “This is no fire-and-forget missile launched from some drone twenty thousand feet above Afghanistan, Nelson. This is happening right here, on American soil.”

      “The president and the NSC are heavily engaged overseas at the moment,” the White House strategist replied without changing expression. “They’ve left domestic counterterrorism to the FBI and DHS, with oversight from Charlie Scudder and the CPG Deputies Committee.”

      “A group that hasn’t met in weeks. And as for the deputy NSC advisor…” She let out a deep sigh. “Well, you know my opinion of that chattering fopdoodle.”

      Blackburn suppressed a smile.

      “And have you expressed these concerns of yours to Charlie?”

      “I reached out to him this morning and he blew me off.”

      “Then have you talked to your boss, the White House counsel?”

      “He couldn’t be bothered,” Slattery answered with a stony look. “Said he had ‘other things on his plate’ and told me to take it up directly with DHS.”

      “So did you?”

      Blackburn squirmed to find a more comfortable position in the low armchair and took a sip of water.

      “Remind me, who’s that undersecretary over there in charge of the ESM program?” he muttered under his breath. “Cramer? Crayton?”

      “Patrick Craven,” Slattery replied. “I did some business with him in a past life. He’s not a bad sort. But before he landed at DHS, he was a VP at Tetra. Do you see my point? The people at Tetra and DHS are way too chummy. If someone doesn’t keep them on a tight leash, the Tetra people will be writing themselves blank checks just like they did in Iraq. They don’t call Lawless the ‘Thief of Baghdad’ for nothing.”

      “Hmmm, this is beginning to sound like a conversation we’ve had before, Margaret. Have you taken my advice and built some bridges to Craven and his people?”

      “Let’s put it this way,” Slattery replied, making a sour face. “I’ve offered some suggestions and Pat’s given me a polite hearing. But when I asked to be read into the classified portions of the ESM program, Craven refused. He claimed I didn’t have a need to know. Maybe if you…”

      Blackburn raised a hand to interrupt while a self-satisfied grin spread across his face.

      “Actually, that’s one problem I believe I can fix. The president can clear anyone he chooses for any classified material whatsoever. Tomorrow I’ll see to it that DHS sends you the necessary paperwork to see whatever special access material you want related to ESM.”

      “Thank you, Nelson. That would be an enormous help.”

      “Happy to hear it,” Blackburn concluded, rising from his chair. “But if you run across any problem of a legal nature, I’ll expect you to fix it on your own, or through the White House Counsel’s office. Don’t come back to me unless it’s so bad you need to call in an airstrike on these people.”

      Slattery rose and extended a hand to her long-time mentor.

      “It’s a deal,” she said. “I’ll do my level best. But something tells me this may not be last time we talk about the ESM program or the operators over at Tetra.”
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        * * *

      

      Zorn USA received official notification that its Triage system had won the Detainee Risk Assessment contract late on a Friday afternoon. After opening some bottles of top-shelf champagne for the staff to celebrate their well-earned success, Roger Zorn and Brandon Choe set out across Key Bridge to Georgetown in Choe’s red Porsche Boxster for an early mezzah at Zorn’s favorite Lebanese restaurant. After dinner, they planned to head over to the Hay-Adams for the annual cocktail reception of a security contractors trade group that Zorn Security had recently joined.

      When they arrived in Georgetown, Zorn was dismayed to see how few people were on the streets in the popular nightlife district, despite it being Happy Hour on a Friday night. A pair of recent car bombs on M Street had made a serious dent in Georgetown foot traffic, from which the area had not yet recovered. Zorn was further saddened upon entering Al Balad to see how run-down the eatery had become since dining there a few years ago. Once the habitat of well-heeled Arab diplomats, Middle East policy experts, arms merchants and oilmen, tonight Al Balad was nearly empty.

      The owner, a Lebanese Christian who had emigrated to the U.S. as a child, sat down with the two men over sweet Arabic coffee after their meal. Zorn asked the restaurateur whether business had begun to recover since Georgetown’s latest terrorist bombings.

      “Not that I can see,” Marwan replied with a glum face. “And even if foot traffic improves, it may not be enough. These days it seems to me that Americans want nothing at all to do with the Middle East. I’m thinking of shutting this place down and opening a patisserie out by Tysons Corner. People want comfort food now.”

      And Zorn could hardly fault Marwan for such a choice. If the intifada didn’t stop soon, downtowns across America might well empty out at night, much like certain districts of Paris and Marseille that he knew.

      Zorn finished his coffee, paid the bill and set off with Choe to the Hay-Adams for the security contractors’ trade event, of which Tetra Corporation was the lead sponsor. Moving from Georgetown into D.C.’s “Green Zone,” they passed through a checkpoint heavily fortified with concrete barriers and barbed wire. Even so, Islamist-inspired shootings, stabbings and vehicular attacks remained almost a daily occurrence inside the Zone, especially after dark. So Choe drove slowly down the quiet streets and Zorn kept a sharp lookout for danger signs.

      The Hay-Adams, which occupied an historic mansion built in 1928 in the Italian Renaissance style, boasted one of the most prestigious addresses in Washington, directly across H Street from the White House. Choe left his Boxster with the valet and the two men joined the throng of guests in the security line waiting to enter the lobby and take the express elevator to the Top of the Hay. There the trade group had booked all five function rooms, each with a panoramic view overlooking St. John’s Church, Lafayette Park or the White House.

      Upon clearing security and exiting the elevator on the top floor, Zorn and Choe accepted flutes of champagne from black-clad servers and made their way to the George Washington Room, where Zorn spotted Patrick Craven huddled in conversation with Margaret Slattery, Charles Scudder, and Nelson Blackburn.

      “Let’s go talk to Pat,” Zorn proposed. “Do you see who’s with him? It wouldn’t hurt us to score some face time with Scudder and Blackburn.”

      “And isn’t that the Slattery woman talking to Blackburn?” Choe asked as Zorn led the way through the crowd. “I’m told she and The Full Nelson were once an item. But I suppose they’re both rather past that sort of thing by now.”

      Zorn turned around and gave Choe an arch look.

      “Watch your step, laddie. Blackburn is only a couple years younger than I am. Wait till you reach our age. Believe me, life does not end at sixty.”

      Zorn picked up a second glass of champagne from a server’s tray and waded past generals, bureaucrats, lobbyists, corporate executives, and more gorgeous women than he had seen in one place since his last outing to the Folies Bergère. Many of these beauties appeared to be unattached and circulating. Where did they all come from? Did the DHS, Pentagon and the intelligence community employ that many attractive young women in high positions to attend an event like this?

      But as he held that thought, he saw Scudder and Blackburn break away and disappear into the crowd. So he presented his spare glass of champagne to Margaret Slattery with his most charming smile and received a surprisingly friendly look in return. She was dressed in an open-neck black silk blouse and a gray-green pantsuit that set off her red hair to striking effect. His blood rose, as it had the first time they met, and wondered if she found him even a fraction as attractive as he found her.

      “Congratulations on winning your contract,” Slattery greeted Zorn and Choe as she accepted the proffered glass to replace her empty one.

      “Thanks for your support, Margaret,” he answered, taking the liberty of using her first name though he didn’t recall having done so before. “We really didn’t expect to win.”

      She raised a perfectly shaped eyebrow in mock surprise.

      “Oh? That’s not the impression I had. You were the only presenter who seemed to grasp the full scope of what Charlie Scudder wanted.”

      “Do tell me more.” Choe cut in. “I like what I’m hearing.”

      Slattery let out a sly laugh.

      “I find it hard to believe you two didn’t pick that up from the other members’ reactions,” she said. “Remember, Scudder wants maximum results. Which means putting fellow hard-liners in charge. Picking a risk assessment contractor with a reputation like yours sends a clear message to everyone.”

      Zorn bristled. Was she being ironic? Slattery herself was certainly no hard-liner. From their first meeting, she had questioned his respect for the rights of detainees. And while she may have resigned herself by now to his winning the DRA contract, he couldn’t imagine her being happy about it. He hoped to change her mind.

      “Well, since the Beltway media has already pegged me as a human rights violator, I suppose there’s little downside to letting people think what they want,” Zorn observed. “Sooner or later, any fair-minded person will find her prejudices proven wrong.”

      His choice of pronoun was deliberate.

      At that moment, Choe, whose eye had been wandering, spotted someone he knew across the room and excused himself. Slattery chose that moment to step closer and take a long draught of champagne. Judging from her unsteady hand, Zorn imagined it was far from her second glass.

      “So are you comfortable with what DHS and Tetra intend to do with your Triage system?” she went on with a look of studied curiosity.

      “Believe me, Margaret,” Zorn replied, looking into her eyes and marveling at their greenness. “I believe in the rule of law as much as anybody. I’ll be happy to follow any procedures that DHS and the White House lay down to keep us on the straight and narrow.”

      “And if you came across abuses, you’d report them?”

      “Of course I would,” he replied, setting aside for the moment DHS’s manipulation of Triage categories. “Why would I cover up problems that could get me in trouble later? Winning new business is all well and good, but a scandal this side of the Atlantic could jeopardize our global business. I would never allow that.”

      “It’s a relief to hear you say so, Roger. May I hold you to it?” she asked, a smile spreading across her face as she drank more champagne. Zorn noted that this was the first time she had used his given name.

      “I hope you will.”

      “Then you have my support. By the way, have you received clearance yet to receive the classified portions of the DRA project?”

      “Not yet. I just signed the nondisclosure papers yesterday. How about you?”

      “They’re sending me the paperwork Monday. But, to be frank, I’m a bit nervous about what I might find.”

      “If you’d like to compare notes, call me any time,” he offered, reaching for an opening to see her again.

      “Yes, let’s do,” she replied with what Zorn thought to be her warmest smile yet. For a fleeting moment, she even placed a hand on his arm. But then her gaze drifted away before adding, “Looks like the crowd is thinning out. Time for me to slip away.”

      “Not a bad idea. I’d offer to drive you home, Margaret, except I didn’t bring a car. I came with Brandon, my designated driver. We’ve been celebrating our win with a spot or two to drink and he volunteered to take the risk of being pulled over.”

      “You can walk me to the elevator instead, if you want,” she replied, momentarily wobbling on her high heels.

      Zorn left his glass on a roving server’s tray and held out his arm to Slattery. She took it and they headed off to the elevator bank. But when they arrived, she waved off the express elevator and opted for the local, pressing the button for the sixth floor while Zorn chose the lobby. A moment later, the doors opened and Slattery stepped out, only to pause and give him a lingering look.

      “Good night,” Zorn said as the doors closed.

      The image of her face remained in his mind’s eye all the way down. Suddenly it dawned on him that she might have expected him to follow her out. He cursed himself for not realizing it sooner. But then he thought of his wife and felt relief at having eluded a temptation that he might later regret.

      On reaching the lobby, he texted Choe to meet him outside.

      “Were you hitting on that woman?” Choe texted back instantly.

      Zorn didn’t respond. And when Choe arrived, he made him delete the text.
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        * * *

      

      A month after Zorn USA won the DRA contract, Roger Zorn returned from lunch late on a Thursday afternoon to a desk strewn with legal documents and financial printouts. A low table nearby was piled with newspapers and magazines covering the intifada and the recent wave of terrorist violence that the expanded DRA program was meant to address.

      The intifada had spread by now to twice as many American cities while Islamist-inspired terrorist attacks had grown increasingly sophisticated. The jihadi explosive devices had morphed from car bombs into bicycle and motorcycle bombs, truck bombs, and even explosive-laden boats and drones.

      Shootings had similarly progressed from random sniping to sophisticated assassinations against law enforcement officers and National Guard troops. In a few cities, high-profile bankers and business owners had been kidnapped and held for ransom in no-go zones where police dared not enter.

      A few seconds after Zorn sat down to work, the intercom rang. It was Choe.

      “You had two more calls from France while you were out, boss.”

      Zorn’s jaw tightened. Every day for the past week he’d been getting calls from major European clients asking his advice on whether to consider suspending or downsizing their U.S.-based operations on security grounds.

      “Who called this time?”

      “AXA Insurance and Total Petrochemicals. They both want to know when the damned intifada will be over.”

      “And they think I have a crystal ball?”

      “They pay us the big bucks for security advice and they see we’ve just landed a big contract with DHS. So they figure we must know something useful. Don’t we?”

      Choe was smart and skilled at his job, but sometimes his millennial sense of humor rubbed Zorn the wrong way.

      “Do I need to return their calls?” Zorn asked the younger man without answering his question.

      “Nah, I don’t think so, boss. Just give me something to say that will keep them pacified till the next big blowup.”

      “Then tell them the administration has got this fully under control and that the intifada will be over by Labor Day. Watch for it to start winding down soon.”

      “Wow!” Choe replied with a low whistle. “Are you sure you want to climb that far out on the limb, chief?”

      “Detentions are on track to double every month. We’re already pulling troublemakers off the streets faster than their leaders can replace them. So unless the jihadis find a totally new source of recruits, it won’t be long before the intifada collapses of its own weight.”

      Listening to himself, Zorn couldn’t help recalling the assurances of the CIA’s Tehran station chief in 1979 that “the Shah has everything under control,” or General Westmoreland’s famous “light at the end of the tunnel” quote at a Saigon press conference, a phrase first used by French general Henri Navarre to deny the deteriorating military situation in French Indochina. But Zorn was a team player and knew he had to toe the party line or risk losing the U.S. government’s confidence.

      “Okay, then, that’s what I’ll tell ‘em,” Choe answered. “I just hope you’re right, boss, because I’d hate to lose good customers over this.”

      He hung up without waiting for an answer.

      Zorn put down the receiver and continued his review of progress reports on the deployment of Triage operators in a dozen new hubs across America, including Newark, Chicago, Atlanta, Miami and Houston. The national rollout was far from complete, but massive amounts of equipment had already been delivered to the new Triage facilities pending arrival of freshly trained operators and interviewers. Experienced supervisors had been flown in from Europe to help manage the setup. And Zorn Security had invested millions of its own money to make it happen.

      Fortunately, during the previous week, Zorn USA had also been selected as one of three new air logistics contractors to support Tetra Corporation in moving specialized equipment and supplies to newly constructed detainee transfer sites in the Caribbean, North Africa and the Middle East. Though the air logistics contract did not look to be as profitable as the Triage contract, it would generate some quick cash. It also meant that Zorn USA was now an official contractor under the broader ESM program as well as the subsidiary DRA program. As a result, Roger Zorn would gain access to a wider array of compartmented information about the emergency measures. He took immediate advantage of this to review the DHS’s classified statistics on ESM deportations.

      What he discovered startled him. During his meeting with the DRA contracts committee, he had estimated the nationwide expansion of the Triage program would enable DHS to deport somewhere between one thousand and three thousand high-risk Islamists per month for each hundred new operators. But in Triage’s first full month of operation, with scarcely a hundred new operators on the job, DHS had deported over eight thousand, or nearly three times Zorn’s maximum estimate. How could this be?

      Zorn also examined the DHS’s classified statistics for flights to the ESM program’s overseas facilities. What he saw confused him. For while there had been a huge surge in deportation flights from U.S. cities to the Caribbean transit centers, very few flights had taken off from the Caribbean to repatriation bases in North Africa and the Middle East. How many more repatriation flights might be required to avoid severe overcrowding at the Caribbean centers once the new Triage sites came on line in the States? Zorn looked up at the ceiling and smiled. The added revenue from Zorn Air Logistics was bound to make Walter Lang and the board very happy.

      But before Zorn could bask long in that thought, the receptionist called to report that she had Larry Lawless of Tetra Corporation on the line.

      “Good afternoon, Roger,” Lawless began in a sunny voice laden with practiced bonhomie. “I just left a meeting with some of our ESM managers. They had very positive things to say about your Triage operation. Highly efficient, they said. Makes removals far easier than before.”

      “Pleased to hear it,” Zorn replied, matching the Tetra executive’s positive tone. “Earlier today I reviewed the ESM flight numbers. Deportations are off to a rapid start. I hope the Triage sites can keep pace.”

      “Listen, Roger,” Lawless went on, “I know that the U.S. isn’t your home market, and that you’ve struggled in the past to win contracts over here. Have you ever considered licensing Triage to us and settling back to collect royalties?”

      The question came out of the blue and Zorn had to make an effort to remain civil. Why on earth would he license his company’s crown jewel to Tetra when Triage had already won the DRA contract fair and square? Lawless’s offer sounded like a trial balloon aimed at acquiring Zorn USA’s parent company. Zorn let the question hang in the air.

      “Well, I imagine Triage will be making a tidy contribution to your earnings,” Lawless added after a moment’s pause. “Depending on how long the DRA program lasts, of course. These contracts tend to come and go, you know. And the government always reserves the right to cancel on short notice.”

      “I’ll keep that in mind,” Zorn replied in a bland tone. “Who knows, perhaps someone will make us an offer for Triage that we can’t refuse. Or a bid for the whole company.”

      “Timing is everything in such matters, of course,” Lawless went on. “One day the intifada will end, and today’s growth spurt will peter out. Much also depends on just how air logistics traffic is parceled out under ESM. You may not realize it, but our contract with DHS gives Tetra right of first refusal on all removal and repatriation flights. So, depending on how many flights we choose to operate ourselves, there may not be quite as many left for Zorn Air. It’s something you might want to consider.”

      “I’ll do that, Larry,” Zorn deadpanned, while seething inwardly at the implied threat.

      “I really do look forward to working more closely with you and your team, Roger. Please give my best to Walter, will you?”

      “Certainly,” Zorn replied before the line went dead.

      The last comment surprised him. He hadn’t known that Lawless and Lang were acquainted. Could there be a back channel between them to which he wasn’t privy? Lang was a cagey old goat. Zorn wouldn’t put it past him. He resolved to pose the question the next time he spoke with Lang.

      Scarcely an hour had gone by when the receptionist buzzed again, announcing Undersecretary Craven’s arrival. Zorn surveyed the papers covering his desk and drew a deep breath. Though he had agreed to the last-minute appointment, he still had a number of tasks on his to-do list, and the day was almost over.

      As soon as Craven was ushered in, the two men retreated to a pair of opposing easy chairs. The undersecretary spoke first, reaching out to grasp the armrests as he sank into the chair with a tranquil smile.

      “I wanted to talk to you privately, Roger, now that your approval came through for the air logistics business,” Craven began. “On a personal level, I’m pleased. It means we won’t be so heavily dependent on Tetra Corp for our removal flights. Certain people don’t like seeing so big a slice of a critical program like this go to a sole supplier.”

      “We’re happy to take on as much or as little of the air logistics business as you’ll give us,” Zorn replied, using a turn of phrase he often employed to avoid appearing overeager for a client’s business.

      “I think you’ll be happy with the number of flights you’re assigned,” Craven responded. “But that’s not the main reason I came to visit. Now that the ESM program is shifting into high gear, I’d like to see you take on a larger role. You, personally, I mean.”

      “In for a penny, in for a pound. Having signed another one of your draconian nondisclosure agreements last week, I suppose I should be grateful that the Men In Black can’t give me a fatal heart attack more than once.”

      Craven didn’t react to Zorn’s attempt at gallows humor.

      “Well enough, then,” the DHS man went on after uncrossing and re-crossing his legs. “Because I’ve arranged an invitation for you to attend a rather exclusive strategy session. It will address long-term planning for ESM, going even beyond the intifada. Charlie Scudder will serve as chair, but I’ll be there, too, along with some people from the DRA bid committee. Are you free—tomorrow?”

      “Tomorrow?” Zorn repeated, swallowing hard. “Well, I will be now. Thanks for including me.”

      “You may find some of the agenda material surprising, so at the risk of incurring the wrath of those Men In Black you mentioned, I’ve brought a copy of the pre-meet discussion paper. I’d like you to read it, if you don’t mind.”

      Craven withdrew a folded document of a half-dozen pages from his inside suit pocket and handed it to Zorn.

      “You mean, right now?”

      “Yes. It’s not something I can leave behind. In fact, I probably shouldn’t have removed it from the building. When you read it, you’ll know why.”

      Zorn unfolded the memo and scanned its contents.

      It came from Charles Scudder’s office at the National Security Council and described a series of security measures already under way and others not yet implemented, along with pros and cons for each one. Until now, Zorn had assumed that the ESM program was intended to be temporary and limited in scope, with a clearly defined exit strategy. But the memo suggested no such limits. And, far from being aimed solely at violent jihadists, it proposed rounding up any non-Muslim activists who aided or abetted the intifada.

      As he read the document, Zorn felt a throbbing at his temples. What would be next? A crackdown against all critics of government policy? Zorn flipped the page and his eyes widened.

      Other measures listed in the memo had become permissible for the first time under the latest version of the National Defense Authorization Act. These included expedited revocation of U.S. citizenship for fomenting armed sedition or pledging loyalty to a jihadist group. Another allowed revocation of naturalized citizenship or permanent resident status on the slimmest evidence of fraud. And the memo urged shutting down any mosque, publication or social media outlet that broadcast Islamist ideology. The aim of these measures, according to the memo, was to eradicate all remaining vestiges of political Islam from America.

      Zorn looked up at Craven. The undersecretary had a bemused look on his face, as if he relished shocking his former boss. That Craven would buy into such measures came as no surprise to Zorn. He knew Craven all too well and marveled at how Uncle Sam could have promoted someone of such flawed character to so responsible a position. But then, following orders without question had always been a sound career strategy in Washington. And, far from putting up an argument, Craven appeared to be living up to his name.

      Zorn wondered next whether Margaret Slattery or Audrey Lamb might have seen a copy of the document and whether they would be attending tomorrow’s meeting. Surely neither woman would condone the wholesale violations of civil liberties laid out in the document. Nor did he. But how could he stand against Scudder’s plans without putting his newly signed contracts at risk? Zorn Security had invested millions to join the ESM program and wouldn’t begin to turn a profit for two or three quarters. What on earth had he gotten himself into?

      Zorn handed the document back to Craven without comment. Perhaps he and a few others, like Slattery or Lamb, could persuade Scudder to moderate his scheme or at least delay it until such time as Zorn could withdraw from ESM without serious consequences to his business. But raising such concerns with Craven would likely be pointless, as Pat lacked the authority to block the plan even if he’d wanted to. Better to hold his tongue until he’d gathered the ammunition and the allies he would need to take a stand.

      At last Zorn looked up to meet Craven’s gaze.

      “All right,” he said with his best poker face. “When and where do we meet?”

      “Eight-thirty sharp at the Goodstone Inn, in Middleburg,” Craven replied with a Cheshire cat grin, uncrossing his legs and straightening up in his seat. “It’s horse country out there, Roger. You’ll love it. But remember, the conference is totally off the record. No mention to anyone, including your man Choe.”

      “Got it. I look forward to getting to know my co-conspirators.” Zorn was not joking.

      Craven narrowed his eyes and for a moment gave Zorn a stern look before breaking out into a grin.

      “And they you.”
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        * * *

      

      As Patrick Craven rose to leave Roger Zorn’s office, Margaret Slattery was returning to her desk from a meeting in the Eisenhower EOB1. While en route, she checked her mobile phone for emails and found one from Charlie Scudder’s assistant, advising that a classified discussion paper for tomorrow’s emergency security conference was available for reading in the building’s SCIF2. Though she had hoped to end work early, she felt uneasy about the next day’s meeting and wanted to be fully prepared to bat down any curve balls that Scudder might pitch to the group.

      When she signed into the SCIF and settled into a cubicle to read the document, its first bullet point made her catch her breath. It foresaw a duration for the emergency measures measured in years, not just until the intifada’s defeat. Other proposals gave the DHS vast powers to deport suspect Islamists, whether citizens or not. Due process of law was to be circumvented, with the Justice Department and FBI ceding broad investigative powers and prosecutorial authority to the Department of Homeland Security. The memo was a civil libertarian’s nightmare.

      Slattery read the paper twice, committing key points to memory. Then she returned the document to the SCIF’s custodian and retreated to her office.

      Her first phone call was to Audrey Lamb at Justice, but the receptionist said Lamb had left for the day. Her cell phone went to voicemail. Next, Slattery ransacked her purse for the young woman’s card from the National Intelligence Director’s office but couldn’t find it. Then she considered who else on the list for tomorrow’s meeting might share her concerns about the memo. Suddenly Roger Zorn’s name came to her. At the Hay-Adams some weeks before, he had professed respect for the law, appeared keen to avoid scandal, and had offered to compare notes with her about possible abuses.

      She took a deep breath, found Zorn’s office number and dialed. He answered on the second ring. After a short exchange, they agreed to meet at Zorn’s hotel for a drink after work, where she found him seated in the bar an hour later. No sooner did they take their drinks to a quiet table at the far end of the room than Slattery got down to business.

      “Have you read Scudder’s memo for tomorrow’s meeting?” she asked in a low voice so as not to be overheard.

      “I have. And I didn’t like it any more than I expect you did.”

      “So will you attend?”

      “I don’t think I have much choice. Pat Craven made it sound like a command performance. Why do you ask?”

      Zorn took a sip of bourbon and regarded her with hard eyes.

      “I’ve been reaching out to potential allies,” she replied.

      “And have you had any luck?”

      “I just started.”

      Now it was Slattery’s turn to take a slow pull from her vodka on the rocks while she waited for Zorn to speak.

      “Well, I’m flattered to rank so high on your list.”

      “Actually, you’re not. So far you’re the only one I’ve been able to reach. What I’m looking for are a few civic-minded folks willing to point out the flaws in Scudder’s ideas. Will you join me?”

      Zorn winced visibly and hesitated before responding.

      “As much as I’d like to help, Margaret, I don’t think I’m in a position to do that. I’ll be attending as a contractor, which puts me in the category of hired help. I don’t represent a cabinet-level department or the White House, as you do. To be honest, I was planning to keep my head down and say as little as possible tomorrow.”

      Slattery couldn’t stop the blood from rising to her face and spoke louder than she probably intended.

      “Then you’re okay with depriving American citizens of their constitutional rights based solely on how they score in Triage? Replacing civil liberties with trial by algorithm?”

      “Come now, Margaret,” Zorn said in a soothing voice, putting an unwelcome hand on her arm. “Don’t blame me for the police state that Congress and three presidents have created over the past twenty years. You know perfectly well that terror suspects haven’t had constitutional rights in this country since the Patriot Act passed. And certainly not since 2012, when Congress authorized the president to detain terror suspects indefinitely without trial, including U.S. citizens arrested on American soil. All Triage does is bust the logjam that DHS and FBI face when sorting out genuine terrorists from immature hotheads who simply hate our guts.”

      For a moment, Slattery seemed at a loss to reply. While what Zorn said was largely true, it understated the role that Triage technology appeared to play in Scudder’s vision.

      “So you would stand by and allow DHS to misuse your Triage technology,” she challenged, “even if you knew it were contributing to abuses beyond anything sanctioned under the emergency measures program?”

      “That’s a hypothetical question that I’m not prepared to answer. Unless, that is, you can show evidence of abuses already committed. Can you?”

      “Not yet. But I’m looking. If you found them, what would you do?”

      At that moment Zorn noticed that Slattery’s hands were trembling. She drank more vodka and the shaking stopped.

      “I’d report it through channels,” he replied.

      “And if the higher-ups refused to act on it?”

      “Well, I certainly wouldn’t take my complaint to Congress or the media, if that’s what you’re driving at. We both know how that would end.”

      “Would you consider bringing it to me instead? You and I both hold TITAN clearances, so technically we wouldn’t be violating our NDAs by sharing.”

      Zorn leaned back and stroked his chin before answering in a barely audible voice.

      “Yeah, I suppose that might work.”

      “Then can I count on you to keep your eyes open and to talk to me if you see anything you don’t like? Remember, I work for the White House counsel and have access to people with the power to put things right. And I certainly wouldn’t have to tell anyone my information came from you.”

      “Well, if you put it that way.”

      As Zorn downed the last of his whiskey, a faint smile spread across his face. Slattery responded with one of her own.

      “After all, you were a spy once, weren’t you, Roger? How hard would it be to meet privately once in a while to, as you say, compare notes?”

      “It would be my pleasure,” Zorn agreed, reaching out to take her hand. “But as for tomorrow’s meeting, I still intend to keep my head down and say as little as I can. And it’s probably best if you and I keep a discreet distance from one another, so no one gets the idea we might be in cahoots.”

      “Oh, absolutely. I would never want to put your government contracts at risk. Heaven forbid.”

      But before Zorn could respond to her gibe about putting his company first, Slattery pulled her hand free and left.
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        “One must never regret anything accomplished in the line of a duty one believes in.”

        –Gen. Paul Aussaresses (French general in Algeria)

      

      

      
        
        MAY, WASHINGTON, D.C.

      

      

      Zorn rose early and hit the road at half past six. As soon as he merged onto the freeway, he turned on the radio news. The lead story was that terrorists had struck a liquefied natural gas storage facility south of Norfolk, Virginia, with casualties estimated in the hundreds and climbing. A group calling itself “Sons of the Intifada” had claimed responsibility.

      After the news broadcast, a drive-time talk-show host came on, promptly condemning the attack and giving out his call-in number for comments. His lines were instantly jammed. The first caller, a middle school teacher, demanded a zero-tolerance policy toward intifadists and their sympathizers.

      “Arrest them all and sort them out later,” she declared.

      Zorn had always thought of the American people as tolerant and forgiving, but today’s callers were in a vengeful mood. He switched to another talk show, where feelings were just as raw, then found an easy listening music station and soon fell in with the flow of traffic.

      Once outside the city, the clear May morning was rich with the promise of summer. Northern Virginia’s oak and maple forests were in full leaf and its pampered horses cavorted in lush pastures. Normally the drive due west from Rosslyn to Middleburg would have taken an hour. But, after allowing for rush-hour traffic and the possibility of roadblocks, Zorn had given himself two hours. As it happened, he needed the extra time because he ran into a roving checkpoint on U.S. Route 50 just after exiting I-66. The U.S. highway was backed up for nearly a mile and the line of cars inched forward so slowly that, after a few minutes, he stopped feeling agitated and resigned himself to arriving late to the conference.

      When he reached the head of the inspection line, Zorn saw nearly a dozen Virginia State Police cruisers flanking the road, stopping traffic in both directions. On the westbound shoulder he watched the police frisk two dark-skinned and bearded young men a few paces from their S-Class Mercedes luxury sedan. Probably just a couple of Gulf Arab kids enrolled at one of the local universities who decided to leave early on their weekend road trip. But the pair must have fit the screening profile.

      While a team of four beefy Virginia state troopers gave the pair a thorough frisking, another team searched their car with the help of sniffer dogs and was none too respectful about it. As the youths watched from a distance with panicked expressions, a trooper unzipped their duffels and dumped the contents onto the pavement. Passing motorists who minutes before had honked their horns in anger at the delay now cheered the troopers on.

      Small wonder that so many wealthy Saudi and Gulf Arab students had decamped for Canadian campuses. So long as the intifada raged, being a foreign student in the States wasn’t going to be much fun if your name happened to be Ahmad or Muhammad.

      Zorn reached Middleburg at half past eight and took a side road to the Goodstone Inn, where he left the keys to his rented Volvo with a valet parker and entered the inn’s manor house, where the meeting rooms were located. According to Pat Craven’s assistant, the inn was booked all day for DHS’s exclusive use. Government security people were already posted at intervals along the road from town and around the inn’s main buildings. One of the security types, a broad-shouldered woman in her thirties dressed in an ill-fitting gray pantsuit, inspected Zorn’s passport at the door with a gimlet eye before giving him directions to the second-floor conference room.

      Upstairs, Zorn found familiar faces gathered around the coffee station and breakfast buffet. From among those who had traveled to Minneapolis for the Triage demo, he spotted Audrey Lamb from Justice and the long-legged blonde from the National Intelligence Director’s staff.

      As Zorn approached them, the two women huddled together, coffee mugs in hand. Zorn made a mug of strong black tea and turned around to face the room’s entrance. A moment later, the dyspeptic FBI official who had traveled with them to Minneapolis entered and headed straight for the buffet table.

      A few steps behind him was Margaret Slattery, dressed in an indigo double-breasted suit that drew sharp stares from the other women. Slattery ignored them and headed straight for the conference room. A few moments later, Zorn finished his tea and followed.

      Since the DHS had booked the entire inn, their conference room turned out to be one of the hostelry’s tonier private dining rooms, an entire wall of which opened onto a stone veranda through three Palladian doors. The oval conference table was set with a dozen upholstered chairs. Unlike most conference rooms, however, this room contained no projection screen, whiteboard, flat-screen television or sound equipment.

      The next person who entered the room was Pat Craven, smiling at a remark from his former Tetra boss, Larry Lawless. Standing beside them were the stiff-necked general whom Zorn remembered from the bid committee presentation, and Max Steiner, the hawk-nosed former CIA officer whom Zorn had discussed earlier in the week with Jack Nagy. As Zorn noted from the name card placed before him, Steiner was Tetra’s ESM project director. When the man caught sight of Zorn looking him over, he offered a close-lipped smile that left Zorn wondering whether Steiner was friend or foe.

      A few moments later, Deputy National Security Advisor Charles Scudder entered the room, flanked by Senior White House Advisor Nelson Blackburn, both dressed in dark business suits, though Blackburn’s looked a bit disheveled, and his open-necked white shirt was frayed at collar and cuffs.

      Scudder seated himself at the head of the conference table, while Blackburn and the others took places to either side. At Scudder’s cue, Craven introduced himself and the others followed suit, going clockwise around the table.

      The men and woman gathered in the conference room represented a galaxy of potent initials, though none held Cabinet rank. All were relatively obscure second- or third-tier political appointees whom their bosses could hold accountable for missteps while claiming plausible denial for themselves. And everyone present knew the score, for this was a meeting of the Restricted Interagency Special Situations Group, a body one level below the Deputies Committee of the President’s Crisis Planning Group, in turn one level below that group’s Principals Committee. Both of the higher-level bodies had thus far dodged issuing guidance for the ESM program, leaving the task to this obscure set of bureaucrats.

      All eyes now fixed on Charles Scudder, who turned away from the table to call out to someone in the next room. Apart from Scudder and Blackburn, the attendees wore expressionless masks and seemed ill at ease. None made small talk with a neighbor.

      “Jennifer, would you pass the basket, please?” Scudder ordered.

      The broad-shouldered woman in the gray suit who had examined Zorn’s passport at the door entered with a white plastic tote of the kind that mail sorters use.

      “All cell phones, laptops, notebook computers, and other electronic devices go in the basket,” Scudder directed. “No exceptions. Jennifer and her people will be monitoring the airwaves for unauthorized transmissions and there had better not be any. She’ll return your hardware at meeting’s end.”

      Because each participant had been advised in advance not to bring a cell phone or laptop to the meeting, only a few phones went into the basket. That left only the pen and notepad at each place setting to record the event.

      Once Jennifer closed the door behind her, Scudder wasted no time calling the session to order.

      “Welcome and thank you all for coming today. Today we’ll be discussing certain politically sensitive aspects of the emergency security measures that should be discussed only with those having a need to know. Regardless of which clearances we hold, each of us has become a bearer of secrets. Let’s not lose sight of that responsibility.

      “Now then, having banished electronic devices from the room, we face the practical problem of recording our decisions. Would anyone like to volunteer as note-taker?”

      Scudder’s eyes moved around the table but none met his. He turned to his right, where his gaze settled on Margaret Slattery.

      “Margaret, would you mind doing the honors?”

      “Thanks for asking, Charlie, but I think I’ll pass,” she answered drily without looking at him. Then she pushed her pad away.

      Scudder reddened. He looked further down the table and stopped at the lowest-ranking person: Leslie Trotter, the leggy young woman from the National Intelligence Director’s staff. Trotter squirmed and bent low as if to fish something from her purse.

      But before Scudder could call on her, Nelson Blackburn raised his hand.

      “Never mind, Charlie, I’ll do it,” he said with a genial smile on his lips. “That way, I get the last word, right?”

      “You’re the one here who sits closest to the president, Nelson. You’ll always have the last word,” Pat Craven pointed out with a deferential smile.

      “I promise to be fair. To a degree,” Blackburn replied.

      “In that case,” Scudder resumed, “let’s move on to your assessment of what the president expects from our group. Would you like to begin, Nelson?”

      “With pleasure, Charlie. First of all, the president sends his greetings. At the moment, he and other Cabinet members are occupied with military and diplomatic issues prompted by the devastating attacks on America’s electrical grid. Because of my focus on domestic affairs, I’ve been appointed to oversee the ESM program. The idea is for ESM to mesh seamlessly with America’s worldwide effort against the global jihadist enemy.

      “To many here and abroad,” Blackburn went on, “it must seem as if the president has picked a fight with the entire Muslim world by attacking Iranian and Pakistani nuclear and ballistic missile facilities. And by imposing an aerial and naval blockade against those regimes. Today, virtually every Islamist on the planet has declared holy war against the United States.”

      Here Blackburn paused to look up and down the table at the faces arrayed before him, each of which wore a somber expression.

      “As the president has made clear, the administration’s goal is to impose a tight quarantine around nations ruled by radical Islamists so that they can’t wage jihad outside their own borders. That containment policy includes severing diplomatic relations with nations that tolerate jihadist violence, but it extends even further. In practical terms, containment means more than no embassies, consulates, or U.S. visas. Wherever we’ve imposed a trade embargo, it also means no imports or exports, no airline service, no shipping, no correspondent banking or funds transfers, and no telecommunications links.”

      Zorn looked across the table and saw scarcely a blink among the men from DHS, FBI, Tetra and the Pentagon. But among the three women on his side of the table, he spotted Lamb twisting the strand of pearls at her throat, Trotter capping and uncapping her Mont Blanc pen, and Slattery grinding her teeth like a reined-in horse.

      “If the Islamists choose to live like their ancestors in tents, hiding their women under shrouds, and riding on the backs of camels,” Blackburn continued, “then let them do it on their native soil. But if they intend to drag the rest of the world back into the seventh century, then they can’t reasonably expect to benefit from twenty-first century technology, none of which they invented; or enjoy elevated living standards, none of which they’ve earned, except perhaps by sitting atop a sea of oil and gas that they pay others to extract.”

      The moment he stopped speaking, Margaret Slattery raised a slender hand.

      “Excuse me, Nelson, but I have a question about the trade embargo you mentioned. I think I understand the goal, as applied to belligerents like Iran, Pakistan, Sudan and Somalia. But what about moderate Muslim countries like Egypt and Bangladesh and Indonesia? How are they supposed to react when they see their fellow Muslims starving or dying of disease for lack of imported food or medicine?”

      Blackburn regarded Slattery with a tired smile, as if he had expected such a question from her. While Zorn admired her temerity, he feared she might be sticking her neck out too far.

      “Countries with large Muslim majorities have a choice, Margaret,” Blackburn replied. “They can help the international community eradicate violent jihad, or they can condone it and become pariah states.”

      To Zorn’s surprise, Slattery offered Blackburn a polite nod and let it go. Leslie Trotter was next to speak.

      “What if a country pretends to reject jihad and cooperate with us, but secretly harbors known jihadis?” the tall blonde woman from the DNI’s office asked. “Will the White House look the other way or will it send our operators to go in after them?”

      Blackburn let out a deep sigh.

      “You know, Leslie, I was around in the eighties when Western governments allowed Palestinian skyjackers to sip their sweet coffee and smoke their hubbly-bubblies unmolested in the cafés of Beirut and Damascus. That negligence spawned a new generation of terrorists and a fresh batch of deadly tactics. We didn’t wake up to it until the 9/11 attacks and the train bombings in London and Madrid. America won’t make that mistake again. Our new policy is one of global zero-tolerance toward Islamist-inspired terrorism. Wherever we find it, we’ll hit it hard.”

      “And how exactly will that zero-tolerance policy apply here in the States?” asked Audrey Lamb, the Justice Department attorney. “Terrorists residing overseas don’t have constitutional rights. U.S. citizens and residents do.”

      Zorn noticed Charlie Scudder’s face cloud over as Lamb spoke. But Blackburn offered her a knowing smile.

      “Ah, Audrey. As usual, you’ve put your finger on a key issue. You see, in rooting out the jihadist, it’s not enough to have a guilty suspect. We also aim to have an innocent system. During a national emergency, that isn’t easy. Compromises may be required.”

      The expression on the DOJ attorney’s face, which had brightened upon hearing the words “innocent system,” darkened on hearing the word “compromises.” Margaret Slattery likewise cast a disapproving glance at Blackburn and folded her arms across her chest. The strategist seemed to detect the shift in mood and glanced around the table to see how the other attendees reacted.

      “The president has made his intentions clear,” Blackburn resumed in a firm voice. “He expects this group, and our respective organizations, to crush the intifada as rapidly as humanly possible. To do this, what’s needed is an indomitable will, a readiness for sacrifice, and the stomach for an ugly fight.”

      Once again the two female attorneys scowled, while at the table’s far end, Leslie Trotter recoiled, her eyes flitting about the room as if searching for an exit.

      Blackburn seemed to notice this and shifted uncomfortably in his seat while exchanging glances with Charles Scudder. As if on cue, Scudder picked up where his White House colleague left off.

      “By now it must be abundantly clear to every thinking person that, while our Bill of Rights protects those who practice the Islamic faith, radicals who seek to create an Islamic theocracy by force of arms commit the crime of sedition. To preserve the republic, such outlaws must be prosecuted or otherwise removed from our midst.”

      Margaret Slattery looked unpersuaded and raised her hand once more to speak.

      “According to the latest polls, Charlie, a million Muslims living in America favor some form of violence against civilians on behalf of political Islam. Even more favor sharia law, and many are American citizens. Surely, you don’t propose to put them all behind bars or deport them. Where on earth would you keep them? Or send them?”

      “If they want to live under sharia law, why not send them where it’s already in effect?” Pat Craven jumped in. “I don’t know anywhere else that will take them, do you?”

      “I thought we were blockading those countries,” Leslie Trotter piped up from the end of the table.

      “We’re not blockading all of them,” Max Steiner answered. “Some Islamist regimes are quietly cooperating with us and have shown a willingness to accept our unwanted jihadis. For a price, that is. Many of those countries possess vast domains outside government control. Places where warlords hold sway, and where electricity, paved roads and flush toilets are rarities. The governments send their own hard cases there, and the warlords find uses for them. And once someone’s out there, it’s not easy to find his way back. I happen to like that model.”

      Zorn noticed Margaret Slattery’s green eyes open wide. And for the first time during the meeting, she grabbed the note pad she had pushed away earlier and began scribbling.

      “Sorry, but I just don’t see that as realistic,” Audrey Lamb objected. “For a whole host of reasons. For starters, video footage of mass deportations would leak, igniting a media firestorm. And you can imagine the effect that images of sobbing mothers and children would have on voters in the next election.”

      “Then where would you propose sending the Category Ones, Audrey?” Craven demanded.

      For a long moment, silence reigned. Then Max Steiner’s voice rang out.

      “To hell, if it can be arranged.”

      The DOJ lawyer gasped.

      “Do jihadis even have a hell?” Scudder asked, a thin smile forming on his lips.

      “They will soon, and we have planes waiting to take them there,” Steiner added.

      For a long moment, a frigid silence reigned. It was a sinister comment and Zorn wondered exactly what Steiner had in mind. He cast a quick glace at Audrey Lamb and thought she might get up and leave. Then Margaret Slattery came to the problem from a different angle.

      “It’s one thing to prosecute someone based on probable cause, Charles,” the White House attorney pointed out. “But to do it based on an algorithm is quite another. Do you mean to say that the president’s emergency powers permit us to detain and remove not just deportable aliens, but U.S. citizens and permanent residents, purely on the basis of their Triage scores?”

      “Yes, I do, Margaret,” Scudder answered. “It’s settled law that, in times of crisis, the president has the authority to balance national security interests against constitutionally protected liberties. Lincoln did it in the Civil War, suspending habeas corpus and emancipating slaves without compensating their owners.”

      He paused to let Slattery reply, but seeing her continue to jot on her notepad, he went on.

      “Later, Woodrow Wilson shut down newspapers and prosecuted journalists during the First World War. Roosevelt went even further in World War II. Need I mention the detention of Japanese- and German-Americans? Do you honestly believe that our current president lacks the authority to do similar things, now that America has been hit with nuclear EMP strikes and jihadists rioting and detonating bombs in our streets?”

      “He might do it, but it would stretch the constitution to the breaking point,” Slattery responded. “Must we really destroy the constitution to save it?”

      All eyes were on Scudder now, and Slattery’s smoldered with contempt. Zorn felt sudden discomfort at the growing realization that what had become legal today in America might be far from what he imagined possible.

      “Is that your considered legal opinion, counselor?” Scudder replied with an eyebrow raised in challenge.

      “It’s my considered personal opinion,” Slattery answered, meeting Scudder’s gaze head-on. Zorn admired her courage, but couldn’t see that she had gained much by it.

      “Ah, I see,” the NSC official answered, turning away from her to look around the table. “Just out of curiosity, how many lawyers do we have in the room?”

      Zorn raised his hand, as did Slattery, Lamb, Trotter, and the man from FBI.

      “Christ, it’s worse than I thought,” Scudder commented with a hollow laugh. “Fortunately, I can assure you that the president’s chief counsel has submitted a classified legal opinion affirming that DHS and the FBI have all the powers they need to detain or remove whomever they choose, U.S. citizen or otherwise. Margaret, I believe you’ve read that opinion. Would you like to comment on whether my characterization is accurate?”

      Slattery’s freckled face reddened as she reached for a carafe to pour herself a glass of ice water.

      “Sadly, it is,” she replied. “In my view, the opinion gives the president virtual carte blanche.”

      Scudder nodded and cast a triumphant glance at Nelson Blackburn, who returned his look with an anxious expression.

      “All right, let’s take a ten-minute break,” Scudder announced.
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        * * *

      

      Thus far, neither Zorn nor Larry Lawless had been called upon to speak, which was fine with Zorn. For though he opposed Triage scores being manipulated to justify deportations of non-violent Muslims, he wasn’t prepared to give up his DHS contracts over it. Not yet, at least. For that he would need to know more about Scudder’s plans and see solid evidence of abuses. Because if the ESM program ever did become an Abu Ghraib-like fiasco, he could not permit Zorn Security to be caught up in it.

      Zorn hung back as the other participants rose from their seats and filed out of the stuffy conference room. A minute later, he made his way out to fetch a fresh cup of tea and caught up with Larry Lawless as he strode toward the coffee island.

      “Doesn’t sound as if Charlie has everyone singing his tune quite yet,” Zorn quipped in a low voice after making sure no one else was within earshot. “I wonder what else he intends to lay on us once he’s done with the team-building.”

      His remark was intended to draw out Lawless, and Zorn smiled inwardly when the Tetra executive signaled with his eyes to follow him to an empty corner of the reception area. The other Tetra man, Max Steiner, was nowhere in sight.

      “You did right by staying out of the debate,” Lawless advised. “If Scudder wants your opinion, he’ll ask for it. We’re here because he wants everyone’s explicit buy-in. If past experience is any guide, he and Blackburn won’t let up until they’ve bludgeoned the last foot-dragger into submission.”

      “So whose lead are we supposed to follow? Scudder’s or Blackburn’s?” Zorn asked. “Both sit in the White House, but I get the sense they have different agendas.”

      “We can’t afford to cross either one of them,” Lawless noted before blowing on his coffee to cool it down. “But if we can keep both of them happy, I expect our contracts will be locked in for a long time to come.”
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        * * *

      

      The late morning session focused narrowly on budgets and performance measures. Monthly targets were set for the number of Triage sites in operation and interviews performed. On the air logistics side, deportation targets were set high enough to make the removals business more profitable than Zorn had dared hope. But what if the DHS continued to manipulate Triage scores despite Craven’s recent assurances? Or if the ESM program went off the rails in some other way?

      Zorn pondered these questions while Slattery and Lamb argued at length that the removal targets were set too far high. But Pat Craven insisted on keeping the original targets and the lunch hour arrived without consensus.

      Lunch consisted of deli sandwiches and salads served buffet style. Some attendees ate standing up in the reception area, while others carried their food back to their seats in the conference room. Little dialogue took place in either space, and Zorn had the impression that no one relished sticking around for the afternoon session. Twice Zorn tried to make eye contact with Margaret Slattery, to see if she might want to share her thoughts, but each time she turned away.

      Zorn also kept an eye peeled for Max Steiner, who had vanished during the morning break and remained out of sight for much of the lunch period. When at last he entered the buffet room, just in time to throw together a plate of food to take back into the conference room, Zorn noticed Pat Craven enter a few steps behind him, his brow deeply furrowed and glistening with sweat.
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        * * *

      

      When the group reconvened, Scudder exuded confidence as he settled into his chair at the head of the table. He opened the session with a single word.

      “Removals,” he said. “Why so important? It’s simple. Because law enforcement is completely overwhelmed.”

      The deputy NSC advisor looked around the table and met no objection.

      “Think about it. Our criminal justice system was designed to handle isolated crimes committed by individual lawbreaker. Over the years, capabilities have been added for organized crime, youth gangs and drug cartels. But today we face elusive jihadist networks operating on a global scale, using highly trained operatives to carry out bombings and mass shootings and using social media to incite lone wolf sympathizers to random violence.

      “Today we can no longer afford to ‘let a hundred men go free rather than see one innocent man suffer.’ We must take the offensive to put these bad actors out of commission. Since the intifada began, our police have detained thousands for carrying out jihadist violence and they haul in more by the day. What to do with them? Spend untold millions and clog the courts prosecuting them, or turn them loose for lack of resources?”

      “No more catch-and-release!” the FBI man spat out. By now Zorn had learned that this was George Krajewski, a senior player in the Bureau’s National Security Division. “Pushover judges are putting these guys back on the street faster than we can haul them in.”

      “Not any more, if I have my way,” Scudder retorted, staring back at Krajewski with palms spread flat on the table.

      “And how are you going to do that?” the FBI man challenged, all but rolling his eyes. “The Bureau and local police are still being told to handle each case by the book.”

      “We’ve done some research on intifada-related arrests,” Craven joined in, with a nod from Scudder. “Half of all suspect intifadists are non-citizens and more than two-thirds of the hard-core Islamists entered illegally or on temporary visas. Which means these people are removable, without a hearing, at the discretion of the local ICE office.”

      “Could those numbers possibly be right?” Leslie Trotter asked from the opposite end of the table, sitting back in her swivel chair with one long leg crossed over the other. “Two out of every three jihadis are removable, just like that?”

      “Absolutely,” Pat Craven answered. “Anybody want to challenge me on it?”

      All eyes turned to Margaret Slattery and Audrey Lamb, but neither rose to the bait.

      “Which means,” Scudder repeated for emphasis, “that we don’t need probable cause of a crime, or a prior criminal record, or even a serious immigration violation to pluck these people out from our midst. All we need is a high Triage score. Bad interview? Bang—they’re gone.”

      Despite Slattery’s and Lamb’s objections, the idea of de-fanging the intifada by deporting non-citizen Islamists seemed to strike a chord with others in the room.

      “Okay, Pat,” Krajewski came back. “Let’s assume for a moment, just for discussion’s sake, that ICE could get away with deporting any nonresident alien who rated a high Triage score. For sure, that’s going to reduce the Bureau’s caseload. But what you’re proposing comes out to five thousand removals a month, at a minimum. That’s nearly as many monthly deportations as ICE has enforcement officers. Where would you get the staffing?”

      “We anticipated the need and will be getting help from contractors,” Craven replied, nodding toward Lawless and Steiner, who smiled in acknowledgement.

      “What about transit facilities?” Leslie Trotter joined in. “You can’t do hundreds of deportations every day and send the deportees back to their native countries without some sort of transit sites. And if you intend to keep those facilities secret, that sounds very much like the CIA black sites fiasco. In case I didn’t already make it clear, the intelligence community will have absolutely nothing to do with secret overseas detention centers.”

      She ended her speech by folding her arms tightly across her chest and swiveling her chair away from Craven.

      “We’re not asking for the intelligence community’s help, Leslie,” the DHS official replied in a languid tone. “These are ICE transit centers, not CIA interrogation centers. Their sole purpose is to hold detainees for short intervals until we can fly them home. No waterboarding required.”

      “So long as you leave the intelligence community out of it, you can do whatever you like with your so-called ‘transit centers,’” Trotter sniffed, pronouncing the last two words as if they were toxic.

      “Then you’ve got yourself a deal,” Craven concluded with a pressed-lip smile.

      “And you won’t be requiring anything from the Pentagon beyond letting your contractors run some deportation flights out of our stateside air bases?” the man from DOD questioned, licking dry lips.

      “Correct,” Craven answered. “As I’ve said, all this has been worked out at higher levels.”

      Next it was the FBI official’s turn to come to terms.

      “Will you be needing any cooperation from the Bureau for your repatriations?” Krajewski asked. “I mean, I wouldn’t want FBI headquarters to be blindsided somewhere down the road.”

      “Not a thing, other than the information you’re already providing on suspects through the Triage database,” Craven answered with a lopsided grin. “Your field offices will continue to bring cases against U.S. citizens and permanent resident aliens, and ICE will handle the nonresidents. You prosecute, we deport.”

      Krajewski gave Craven a thumbs-up and mouthed the words, “You ‘da man!” before breaking off to scribble something on his notepad.

      Zorn marveled at how deftly Craven had co-opted these three ESM skeptics into compliance. That left the two female lawyers as holdouts. What might Scudder and Craven have up their sleeves to bring them on board? And what might be their price for going along, or at least for looking the other way?

      A moment later, Charles Scudder spoke up again, and Zorn had the feeling he might not like what was coming.

      “Earlier, someone spoke about the inevitability of leaks,” the deputy national security advisor began. “While I don’t consider leaks inevitable, they are foreseeable. So how do we protect the ESM program from being derailed by leakers? In a word, through speed. Not long ago, I re-read René Zorn’s outstanding book, Root and Branch, in which he identifies speed as the key to any successful counterinsurgency campaign. With us today is Roger Zorn, René’s son. Roger, may I put you on the spot to tell us why you think speed is so vital to the ESM program’s success?”

      Zorn sat bolt upright as if jolted by an electric shock. He knew his father’s book nearly verbatim, and in his own op-ed article he had stressed that speed was essential to defeating the intifada. But why had Scudder singled him out? Did he suspect him of not being on board? Was this Scudder’s way of foreclosing objections from him later?

      Zorn acknowledged the deputy NSC advisor with a nod and then shot quick glances at Craven and Lawless. Both smiled back, but what did their smiles mean?

      “Of course, Charlie, I’m always happy to talk about my father’s work,” Zorn began, thinking on his feet. “You see, Father always insisted on seeking a swift victory in any conflict. That’s because the cost of battle always rises as the enemy advances along the learning curve. And the longer the enemy resists, the more he wears us down, so that, late in a hard-fought campaign, we resort to ever-riskier measures. If any lesson can be applied to the ESM campaign from my father’s work, I think it’s this: letting the intifada drag on indefinitely would be a grave mistake.”

      Zorn ended his speech feeling uneasy at having said so little during the conference to challenge Scudder’s plans for the headlong expansion of emergency measures. He felt he was being drawn deeper and deeper into an ESM enterprise that was ripe for abuse. This was wartime, to be sure; excesses could be expected. What’s more, Zorn Security had invested heavily in its ESM contracts, upon which he and Walter Lang depended to put the company back on its feet. But was this the sort of legacy Zorn wanted for the company that bore his name?
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        * * *

      

      When the emergency measures conference broke up an hour later in Middleburg, Virginia, it was still a warm and cloudless Friday afternoon in suburban Minneapolis. Anita Ibrahim and her sixteen-year-old daughter, Mona, were busy organizing furniture and other household effects in their garage for a yard sale the following morning. They had just hauled Mona’s desk outdoors when Anita’s mobile phone rang.

      “Hello,” Anita answered, not giving her name in case it was another crank caller spewing anti-Muslim hatred.

      “Good morning, Anita. It’s Hank Shapiro.”

      She’d been waiting for her lawyer’s call for days. “What have you found out?” she asked, lowering her voice even though no one but Mona was around to overhear.

      “It’s as if Amjad and Imran were sucked into a black hole,” Shapiro replied with an audible sigh. “I’ve tried everything. I’m sorry, Anita, but I don’t know where else to turn for answers. The congresswoman’s staff won’t return my calls and both senators’ offices referred me to their websites and told me to await further news. Apparently, they’re swamped with hundreds of other Muslim disappearances from the Twin Cities.”

      “So what do we do next? How do we find them? Isn’t there someone we can sue to compel some answers?”

      “Not really, Anita. I urge you to stick to your plan. Sell the house and the car and whatever else you can’t fit into a few suitcases. Then wire the proceeds to your family in Kerala and leave. Start new lives in India and don’t look back. Someday it may be safe to return here, if you still care to, but I have no idea when that might be.”

      “Then what about my wrongful dismissal suit?”

      Anita’s grip tightened on the phone and her voice acquired a sharp edge. It took Shapiro a moment to respond.

      “Your employer is claiming that you falsified your resumé. They say you don’t have the diplomas and professional certifications you’ve claimed. Now don’t get angry with me, Anita, but I have to ask you: could there be any truth to what they’re saying?”

      “Absolutely not!” she burst out. “It’s ridiculous! Any fool can get on the phone with the university and the certification boards to verify my credentials.”

      “But that’s just it. It seems your former boss made some calls to double check your degrees, even though he was certain that the company’s human resources department had thoroughly vetted you before offering you the job. Yet somehow your records have vanished at the source. Your university claims no record of you having studied there.”

      “Then someone must have removed my documents! But who would do such a thing? And why?”

      “I think we both know that. It started when you fought back against your husband’s and son’s arrests. And now the government has turned its attention to you. Listen, Anita, I’ll continue to do whatever I can for you from this end. But whoever took Amjad and Imran wants you and Mona gone. They may not have legal grounds to arrest you, but they can make your life a living hell. Don’t let them do it to you. Go while you still can.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Ten: Temptation

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        “Nothing is easier than self-deceit. For what each man wishes, that he also believes to be true.”

        –Demosthenes

      

      

      MAY, WASHINGTON, D.C.

      At ten minutes before six, Roger Zorn walked into the Sovereign, a Belgian-inspired gastropub paneled with dark wood that was renowned for its deep selection of European beers. He and Margaret Slattery had set up the meeting the previous afternoon while they awaited their cars after the conference in Middleburg. Zorn still didn’t quite understand why she had chosen to confide in him about her ESM concerns, as she seemed far closer to Audrey Lamb and Nelson Blackburn. She had said that the others hadn’t been available, but perhaps Slattery felt as attracted to him as he did to her. He felt a frisson of excitement imagining her sitting close beside him and hoped that his hunch was right.

      Zorn had no trouble finding a seat at the bar near the front entrance, owing to the early hour and Georgetown’s depressed foot traffic since the recent car bombings. He ordered a very un-Belgian Old Fashioned with high-proof American rye whiskey while awaiting the White House lawyer.

      Slattery arrived five minutes late wearing a simple black cocktail dress with boat neck and half sleeves, topped by a string of dark green jade beads. Her red hair hung loose over her shoulders and bounced with every step, turning the heads even of younger men as she passed by.

      “I hope you didn’t spend your Saturday at the office,” she remarked with a wry smile, holding out her hand in greeting. Zorn held the hand long enough to plant a kiss on both her cheeks, which she returned after a moment’s hesitation. “Sometimes I forget that you’re half French. You have only the hint of an accent.”

      “Actually, I’m one hundred percent French,” Zorn answered, “but I’m also a hundred percent American.”

      He flagged down the bartender and asked Slattery what she wanted to drink.

      “Stoli on the rocks would be lovely,” she replied, and the bartender shuffled off to fetch it.

      “Yes, of course,” she went on. “I hadn’t focused on the fact that you spent a decade in the CIA during the same era as Pat Craven and Larry Lawless. Did you know them?”

      “I worked with Pat for a while, but not with Larry or Max. I signed on a bit before those two did. But they stayed a lot longer.”

      “So what prompted you to get into spying? And what prompted you to leave? I’ve heard that most field operators stay in till retirement and then return for contract work. They just can’t seem to let go.”

      “Some are like that,” Zorn agreed. “I wasn’t. I applied to the Agency during the Iranian hostage crisis. I wanted to fight terrorists, like my father. But the Agency nearly rejected my application. The recruiter said that my psychological testing predicted that I wouldn’t make a career of it; that I’d quit within ten years. Now, you have to realize that the Agency has psychological test profiles for its recruits going back decades, all the way to the Office of Strategic Services in World War II. It’s seen thousands of guys like me come and go.”

      “So what happened? Apparently, they let you in.”

      “Yes, I gave them my solemn word that I’d stay. And I did. Ten years, just as they predicted, but not a year more.”

      Zorn let out a gentle laugh and cast a brief look at his image in the mirror behind the bar. Maybe it was the low lighting, but he really didn’t think he appeared much older than Margaret Slattery, though the difference in their ages approached fifteen years. Nor did he look half bad in his bespoke Italian suit and open-neck white shirt.

      As he turned away from the mirror, Zorn caught Slattery casting a nervous glance toward the door.

      “Is something wrong?”

      “I don’t know,” she replied, twisting her jade beads with one hand. “Two men just came into the bar. I think I saw them hanging around the Eisenhower Building last week. And yesterday, on my way back from Middleburg, I’m certain I was followed. Same thing on my way to the hairdresser this morning.”

      “If they were anywhere near the Executive Office Building, they must be government types. Tell me, did you notice anyone following you on your way here tonight?”

      “No, but if they’re from the government, I assume they could also be monitoring my phone. Along with my GPS data, and God knows what else.”

      Zorn agreed. But for him the more important question was, what had triggered the surveillance? Was it a routine security check on a senior White House employee? Or had she done something to arouse more serious security concern, like her challenges to Charles Scudder during the previous day’s conference? Or, even worse, might the government be aware that he and Slattery had discussed investigating possible ESM abuses?

      Normally, the wisest course to pacify those who ordered the surveillance would be to go on as if she hadn’t noticed it. But Zorn had no intention of discussing the ESM program with Slattery under watchful eyes. They had some important decisions to make and, even at the risk of raising eyebrows, it was essential that they slip away to do it in private. If necessary, they could make excuses later.

      “Do you have your cell phone with you?” Zorn asked.

      “I left it in the car. On purpose.”

      “Good move.”

      He turned to face the door to Wisconsin Avenue and spotted two fortyish-looking men in bargain-rack suits whose muscular physiques made them stand out among the sleeker, more rotund breed of bureaucrats and lobbyists who frequented the bar.

      Slattery followed his glance and watched the men take seats near the door. A moment later she downed the vodka and picked up her purse.

      “Listen, I’m not comfortable with those two guys watching us. Would you mind if we go someplace else?”

      “Okay, but first let’s see if we can lose them. Why don’t you go to the back and meet me by the ladies’ room. There has to be a rear exit. I’ll settle the bill and then let’s see about slipping out. With any luck, they won’t be able to catch up.”

      A few minutes later, Zorn found Slattery in the back and led her past the men’s room and around a corner to the rear emergency exit, which led onto a back alley. She rewarded him with a smile while her green eyes shone with relief.

      “So where shall we go next?” Zorn asked her once they had covered the short distance down the deserted alley to Prospect Street. His pulse quickened with the thrill of having ditched the men in cheap suits.

      “Let’s try further up Wisconsin,” she suggested. “I recall a couple of nice places on the next block.”

      They soon merged with the crowd of pedestrians on the street but the first two bars they passed were boarded up, while the third contained a rough-looking clientele. They had just headed back down the hill toward M Street when Zorn heard the crackle of gunfire. He held Slattery’s arm and stopped to listen. When she picked up the sound, her face went pale and she cast a nervous glance toward the din, which now included automatic rifle fire.

      “Sounds like something’s happening a few blocks east of here,” he said, summoning memories of war-torn Beirut. “Let’s get away. Where are you parked?”

      “The other side of M Street, by the Ritz-Carlton.”

      “My car is closer. Why don’t I drive you there?”

      “On second thought, why don’t you take me back to my place? It’s not far. I’ll return for the car tomorrow.”

      “You don’t mind?” Zorn asked.

      “Not at all. It’ll be a much safer place for us to talk.”

      They drove Zorn’s Volvo away from the gunfire until they hit U Street, where Slattery directed Zorn toward the underground parking entrance of a luxury high-rise apartment block. If anyone had been trailing them, they were too far back to be visible.

      They rode the elevator to the seventh floor. Slattery ushered Zorn into a spacious apartment that was bathed in the pale orange glow of sunset from a curved living room window overlooking U Street. The décor was tasteful, though bordering on the generic, as if the flat’s owner had selected furnishings that would be admired by a certain slice of Washington society but that failed to reflect her own personality. The place was spotless, particularly the kitchen and living room, as if a maid had just swept through. All except the dining room, whose glass-topped table was piled with unopened mail; and a nearby bedroom, where the bed remained unmade and clothes lay strewn across the floor.

      Slattery guided Zorn through the dining room into the kitchen, where she put a hand on the refrigerator.

      “Can I offer you something to drink? You’ve certainly earned it.”

      “Some whiskey would be nice. Bourbon, scotch, whatever you have on hand. I’ll drink it neat.”

      “Oh, rats, that’s the one thing I don’t have,” she answered, knitting her brow. “Vodka, gin and white wine are the staples around here.”

      “Not a problem. I’ll have whatever you’re having.”

      Slattery poured generous portions from a recorked bottle of California chardonnay into a pair of balloon glasses. Then she led him into the living room, where they took seats in matching white settees on opposite sides of a steel-and-glass coffee table.

      “So why do you think those men were following you?” Zorn began.

      “I’m sure it’s connected with the emergency measures,” she answered. “This week I’ve been spending much of my time immersed in the special access files, the material you and I signed away our lives to be allowed to see. Perhaps I exceeded some maximum number of viewing hours in the SCIF. Maybe they’re worried I might spring a leak.”

      “Well, might you?”

      “Are you kidding?” she replied with wide eyes. “The people who run SAP programs don’t put up with any nonsense. That’s why I kept my distance from you at the conference yesterday. To make sure nobody got the idea we were, well, close.”

      Zorn stifled a laugh.

      “Hmmm, I hadn’t realized that was an issue.”

      Slattery blushed and looked down at her shoes, which she had removed and kicked under the coffee table.

      “As I recall, it was you who suggested we keep our distance. Have you changed your mind?”

      But instead of responding with flirtation, as he might have, Zorn grew thoughtful.

      “Not at all. It’s probably more important than ever that we keep our business together private.”

      At this, Zorn put a forefinger to his lips and stepped around the coffee table to sit beside his hostess. He beckoned for her to come closer so that he could whisper in her ear.

      “Oh? Are we getting friendly?” she asked with a look of surprise. “What am I to make of you, Mr. Zorn?”

      But she did as he bid, bending forward.

      “We need to talk securely,” he whispered. “Where in your flat do you spend the least amount of time?”

      Slattery cast a glance around before answering.

      “The breakfast nook. I hardly ever use it.”

      “All right, let’s go there.”

      The couple rose from their seats and carried their drinks to the kitchen.

      “Do you have an AM-FM radio?” Zorn whispered.

      “I use the Bose unit, over there.”

      Zorn unplugged the high-tech radio and carried it over to the breakfast nook, where he tuned it to a twenty-four hour news station. Then he pulled out his mobile phone, opened a talk radio app and turned its speaker to the max. A moment later, the couple was enveloped in a cloud of unintelligible crosstalk.

      “Okay. Now we can talk a bit more freely,” Zorn went on in a lowered voice. The pair took seats on benches across the breakfast table from one another and set their glasses and the wine bottle between them.

      “So what do you think, Margaret? Did Scudder’s vision for implementing ESM justify your concerns about him?”

      “In every way. I think the man is stark raving mad.”

      “But his program isn’t illegal. You said so yourself.”

      “That doesn’t make it right. What do you think, Roger? Are you fine with Scudder harnessing your Triage technology to carry out the largest-scale ethnic cleansing since the Bosnian War?”

      Zorn drank some wine while considering how to respond in a way that wouldn’t provoke her further.

      “Not when you put it that way,” he answered in a measured tone. “But deporting jihadis with high Triage scores is what ESM has always been about. If revoking the visas of suspect Islamists and deporting them were the only thing Scudder had in mind, I’d probably be okay with it.”

      Slattery’s eyes narrowed.

      “But you don’t see that he intends to take ESM far beyond that?”

      “Of course, he’s made that quite clear. Scudder said that his goal is to eradicate every last vestige of political Islam from American soil. He has no interest in free speech, freedom of religion or the presumption of innocence. And he clearly doesn’t mean to stop with deportations. I wouldn’t be surprised if drumhead executions were part of the design.”

      Slattery let out a sigh of relief and reached for her glass of wine.

      “Then you’re with me? To stop Scudder from carrying out his plan?”

      “I’m against abuse, Margaret, yes. But I’m not prepared to scrap ESM entirely. Not while the intifada is still raging. At the moment, ESM is the only tool kit we have.”

      Slattery put down her glass and crossed her arms.

      “So what would you have us do, Roger?”

      “I don’t know there’s much you and I can do just yet. Not without hard evidence of crimes being committed. The ESM program is so compartmented that the only access I have is to Triage interview data and air logistics activity. I don’t have the slightest clue what happens to detainees after they reach the overseas transit sites or are sent on for repatriation.”

      “So are you saying we should do nothing?”

      “Don’t twist my words, Margaret. All I’m saying is that we need to collect more information. Right now, we don’t know what the repatriation process consists of. Did you hear what Steiner said yesterday about wanting to turn deported jihadis over to Islamic warlords?”

      “My god, yes. He sounded like some Nazi quoted at the Wannsee1 Conference! Some nonsense about the jihadis soon getting their own hell and Steiner taking them there. Just thinking about it makes my skin crawl.”

      “Do you suppose anyone else there felt as we did?”

      “I can’t be sure, but I think Audrey would agree with us. If we could show her evidence of foul play, I think she’d be willing to pursue it inside DOJ.”

      “How about your White House colleague, Blackburn? Rumor has it he and Scudder don’t exactly see eye to eye.”

      “I used to think so, too. Now I’m not so sure. I get the sense that Nelson is placating Scudder for the moment and waiting for him to screw up. Besides, Nelson warned me not to pester him about DHS until I was ready to call in an airstrike against them. And I’m not there yet.”

      “Which takes us back to the need for more information, doesn’t it?”

      “Exactly,” Slattery agreed, pouring herself some more wine. “And I propose we work together to collect it.”

      “Oh, you do?”

      “Yes, we already discussed it at your hotel bar. What I propose is that we comb through the ESM materials available to each of us, along with any other evidence we can collect, and put together a dossier to hand to DOJ when the time is right.”

      Though Zorn had been expecting such a proposal from her, he gave her a hard stare.

      “Do you realize what we’d be in for if the dossier were traced back to us?”

      “Yes, but we’d have whistleblower status. We’d be protected under federal law.”

      “Not with those NDAs we signed. We waived those protections, remember? No, before anything I could give you goes to DOJ, I’d need to withdraw from my government contracts first and head back to France. Even that might not be enough. For you it could be far worse.”

      “I’ll take that risk. I’m a lawyer. I’m expected to have faith in the system.”

      “Maybe so, but if I give you any information to pass to DOJ, you’ve got to promise not to name me as a source.”

      “You have my word.”

      “Okay, then. I’m willing to help you, Margaret. But first, let’s figure out exactly what we’re looking for and how to find it. One idea that’s occurred to me is to give DOJ a list of low-scoring Triage interviewees who are also U.S. citizens or green card holders and see if any were handed over to DHS for removal.”

      “Perhaps you could also find out from your air logistics contacts what happens to the detainees after they’re sent overseas. The people at DHS and Tetra seem to trust you.”

      “Trust is probably too strong a word,” Zorn quipped, feeling like an outsider on the ESM team. “But, yes, I suppose I could make some calls and ask a few questions.”

      “I’d also love to know more what goes on inside those transit centers. Your planes fly there, don’t they?”

      Zorn put down his wine glass without drinking.

      “Are you suggesting that I hitch a ride on a deportation flight?” Zorn asked, swallowing hard. “That’s not as easy as it sounds, Margaret. I’d need advance approval, and DHS would want to know why I asked. I think that might be too much of a stretch.”

      “Well, if anyone has reason to request it, I should think it would be you.”

      “You don’t take no for an answer, do you?” Zorn replied, swirling the straw-colored wine in his glass while pondering how he might actually pull it off.

      A moment later he raised his eyes and saw Slattery looking at him through lowered eyelashes in a way that suggested there might be a reward for doing what she asked. Was she coming on to him? Or had the excitement of their risky new venture heightened the sexual tension between them?

      “I’ll give it some thought,” Zorn added at last. “Maybe I can pull some strings.”

      “That would be marvelous,” Slattery answered with a come-hither smile. Then she deftly changed the subject. “But I see we’re running low on fuel. Come, let’s open another bottle.”

      She rose from her bench, held out a hand to help Zorn up from his, and led him to the refrigerator. There, she opened the fridge door with a flourish and pointed to the bottom shelf, where eight or ten bottles lay side by side.

      “Pick one, any one,” she said.

      As he knelt to examine them, he removed his jacket and laid it across the kitchen counter.

      “Which would you prefer?” Zorn asked, examining one label after another. “Chardonnay? Sauvignon blanc? I see you have a nice Vouvray here, too.”

      He pulled the last bottle off the shelf and Slattery stooped beside him to view the label, putting an arm around his shoulders to steady herself. He felt an immediate surge of animal spirits as he held out the bottle for her to view.

      “Yes, that one,” she said softly, her lips brushing his ear.

      They rose together to their feet and Zorn set the bottle onto the stone counter in such a hurry that for a moment he feared it might tip onto the floor. In the next moment they were in each other’s arms. Zorn hadn’t felt the thrill of a kiss from a woman not his wife in three decades. He drank in her scent and ran the fingers of one hand through her hair while the other ran down her back and over her bottom. At the same time, Slattery pulled apart the knot of Zorn’s tie and began working loose the buttons of his shirt.

      When Zorn’s fingers found the zipper at the back of Slattery’s black dress, she pulled him close.

      “This way,” she said, running the tip of her tongue across her lower lip, and led him by the hand to her bedroom.

      By now the sun was below the horizon, and the lighting sufficiently dim to obscure the uncomfortable fact that neither of them was young. Zorn’s fingers once again felt for the zipper tab to Slattery’s dress, lowered it slowly to her waist and watched the dress slide off her shoulders, leaving the jade beads around her white neck. As they kissed, he felt her unbuckle his belt and loosen his trousers.

      The bed was beside them. They were almost home. With a few deft movements, Slattery’s bra, slip and panty hose were at her feet, along with Zorn’s shirt, trousers and shorts. They embraced again, and Zorn felt the warmth of her thighs entwined with his. She leaned back, and Zorn lost his balance, falling onto the bed beside her, one arm around her soft waist. His hand dropped lower. She was ready for him, and he for her.

      Only then did he feel the icy grip of fear seize hold of his spine. Yes, it had been thirty years since he had felt the sort of thrill he felt now. He had desired Margaret Slattery from the moment he laid eyes on her, and now, to discover that she desired him as much, was intoxicating. But there was good reason why his mind and body rebelled. He willed himself to relax and follow through, but he couldn’t.

      At last Zorn rolled onto his back, one arm still pinned beneath Slattery’s shoulders, and let out a long breath.

      “I’m sorry,” he said in a low voice. “It’s no use. For thirty years, I’ve managed not to stray. I can’t go through with it.”

      Without a word, she rolled toward him and laid a thigh across his, while one hand slid down his belly and below.

      “That’s not the sense I get down here,” she said while nibbling gently at his shoulder.

      “I realize that,” he said, drawing a sharp breath. “Different systems.”

      He let out an involuntary laugh and Slattery joined in.

      “Well, I’m glad to see that the system that usually counts most has taken my side,” she replied, snuggling up against him. “Can we just lie here for a while, then? I promise I won’t take unfair advantage.”

      Zorn took her hand in his.

      “Of course we can.”

      But in that moment, the ringing of Slattery’s home telephone broke the silence. She stiffened.

      “I’d better take that,” she said before kissing him on the shoulder and sitting up in bed. “My cell phone is in the car so whoever it is knows enough to ring me here.”

      She dashed off to the closet, wrapped herself in a terry robe and made for the phone in the hall. Zorn waited half a minute before slipping on his shirt and trousers to follow her into the living room. She was back on the white settee again, holding the cordless phone to her head with one hand while the other was balled into a fist in her lap. Her face had mutated into a mask of suppressed rage.

      Zorn returned to the bedroom, where he set about dressing himself. From the living room all he could hear were occasional monosyllabic grunts and an occasional, “Yes, mother,” and “No, mother.” He waited another five minutes then went to the kitchen, taking the initiative to open the Vouvray and pour out a glass for each of them.

      Upon re-entering the living room, he took a seat on the settee opposite Margaret and slid a glass of wine across the coffee table to her. She remained rigid, the handset pressed to her ear, and didn’t seem to notice his presence at all. At last, she nodded and said through gritted teeth, “Yes, good night to you, too, mother.”

      And a moment later, as if awakening from a spell, Slattery drew a deep breath and looked up at him, shivering beneath her thick terry robe. She spotted the glass of Vouvray, seized it, and downed half of it at a gulp.

      “Funny how family has a special way of bringing out the worst in us,” Zorn observed.

      She looked up and met his gaze with a penitent expression.

      “I’m sorry you had to hear me like that,” she told him. “It’s just that, no matter what I say to her, she finds a way to twist it around. So I stop talking to her. And then, when my memory fades and I let her in once again, she repeats the treatment. You can’t imagine how steaming mad that makes me.”

      Zorn nodded. Yes, he could imagine. It had been long ago, but he remembered times when he had felt similarly oppressed by his overbearing father. All at once he felt a closer connection with this odd, headstrong, high-principled woman. He moved around to Margaret’s side of the coffee table and sat beside her, holding her hand in silence.

      Zorn couldn’t say how long they had sat that way before Slattery turned to face him. Her face was drawn and she looked dog-tired.

      “Listen, I don’t want you to go, but you probably should.”

      “Yes, I think so,” he replied, releasing her hand.

      “And it’s probably a good thing for us to forget about what happened tonight.”

      “Well, not forget, exactly. I’m not sure that’s even possible. But I agree we ought to put it aside.”

      “That doesn’t mean you’re going back on your promise to investigate the abuses, does it?” she asked, biting her lower lip.

      “No, Margaret. I said I’d work with you and I will. And I’ll do my best to visit one of those foreign transit sites, if it’s at all possible.”

      “But how will I know if you do?” she asked, cradling her wine glass with both hands. “I mean, if DHS or whoever sent those men after me has hacked my phone, how can we communicate without being intercepted?”

      Zorn pulled a checkbook-sized notepad from his pocket and wrote something on it.

      “This is the name of a sterile email account that I keep for special situations,” he said, handing Slattery the ripped-off page.

      “Log in, draft a message, then save the draft without sending it. When I log in later, I’ll read your message and delete it. It’s an old trick that terrorists use. It’ll work just fine until we come up with something better.”

      “Good, I’ll do it. For all we know, DHS may be watching you, too.”

      Zorn raised an eyebrow.

      “DHS? Why would they be watching me?” he asked with a disingenuous smile. “I have no secrets from them.”

      “They have, from you,” she replied, and swallowed the last of her wine.
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        “Force and fraud in war are the two cardinal virtues.”

        –Thomas Hobbes

      

      

      
        
        MAY, WASHINGTON, D.C.

      

      

      It was a sun-drenched Sunday afternoon on the National Mall when Jack Nagy waded into the throng of demonstrators protesting the American naval blockade of Iran and Pakistan. Nagy had disguised himself as a homeless person, wearing distressed jeans, a knit cap and a shapeless hoodie, and carrying a filthy backpack in one hand, into which he dropped an occasional cigarette butt or discarded bottle. Though the young demonstrators considered him harmless and ignored him, they might have thought differently had they known that the stubble-faced old man was actually a Tetra contractor sent to gather DNA samples for DHS from the demonstrators’ castoff butts, bottles and coffee cups.

      At the same time, Nagy’s superiors at Tetra might also have had second thoughts about him had they noticed how little effort he gave to gathering the DNA samples and how over-attentive he was to his cell phone screen and the wireless earpiece he wore. The reason for this was that Nagy’s primary reason for working today’s demonstration was not to gather DNA, or even to collect demonstrators’ mobile phone subscriber identities, which the sophisticated tracking device concealed in his backpack was designed to do.

      Instead, Nagy had reconfigured the portable IMSI-catcher1 for an entirely different purpose: to locate his daughter by detecting and tracking her cell phone signal if she were present on the mall. After wading into the crowd, Nagy set off toward the Washington Monument with backpack in one hand and cell phone in the other. If Carol’s phone signal came within range of the IMSI-catcher, the device would send a low tone to his earpiece. A specialized app on his cell phone would also show direction and distance. Then, the combination of audible tone and visual display would help him home in on Carol’s signal.

      Of course, the entire exercise was predicated on Carol being present and her cell phone switched on. For over two hours, Nagy walked the length and breadth of the mall, past the Washington Monument, past the World War II and Vietnam Veterans Memorials, all the way to the Lincoln Memorial and back, through throngs of demonstrators, counter-demonstrators, park police and gawkers. Nagy scarcely gave the memorials a glance as he passed them by, since he had seen them all many times before and his primary objective today was to locate Carol, learn where she had been, and offer his help, if she’d take it.

      Nagy kept his distance from the occasional skirmishes between masked, black-clad, helmet-wearing Antifa members and their antagonists, most of whom were burly working-class youths and middle-aged bikers wearing flag-themed denim outfits. The Antifists usually took a thrashing in these encounters, as their opponents generally outweighed them and had more fighting experience. But occasionally the masked youths managed to isolate and outnumber an adversary, pulling him to the ground and stomping him without mercy until his comrades or the police intervened.

      When this happened, Nagy went out of his way to trail the Antifists and gather any of their discarded trash that might contain recoverable DNA. Not only was he paid to do this, but he delighted in identifying the masked cowards and building government files on them. For years, the left-leaning mayors and police commissioners of certain cities had let these anarchists run wild, and now it was time they were brought to heel.

      By late afternoon, when the demonstration had largely dispersed, Nagy had filled half his backpack with DNA samples without detecting any sign of his daughter. Either Carol had not come to the mall, or had left her cell phone behind, or had swapped her old phone for a new one, perhaps an untraceable burner model. In any event, he would keep looking until he found her, no matter how long it took.
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        * * *

      

      The next day, Zorn was on his way out to lunch when the receptionist stopped him, holding up a message slip.

      “Excuse me, Mr. Zorn, but you had a phone call from someone called Jack Nagy.”

      “Did he leave a message?” Zorn inquired, picking up the slip with Nagy’s name and number.

      “Yes, to meet you for a drink. Tonight, he said. Same time and place as last time.”

      “No other details?”

      “Nope,” she replied with a smile and a shrug, apparently accustomed to taking cryptic messages for secretive people in the private security business.

      Zorn walked two blocks from the office building to the alehouse where he often ate lunch at the bar. As he waited for the waiter to pour his draft pilsner and take his food order, Zorn’s eyes turned to the television behind the bar, which was tuned to the news. A car bomb had exploded minutes earlier in Richmond, Virginia, just outside the federal courthouse. A radical Islamist group claimed responsibility, but no suspects had been apprehended. Casualties were in the dozens, with several fatalities. The news depressed Zorn, but it also alarmed him, because federal courthouses were very well protected. For the bombers to have brought the car close enough to bring down the building’s entire south-facing façade meant that this had likely been a sophisticated operation.

      On his return to the office, Zorn resigned himself to spending the remainder of the workday reviewing the latest reports from Zorn USA’s air logistics subsidiary, focusing on flights between U.S. cities with Triage centers and DHS’s Caribbean transit sites. What could be happening with those flights, he asked himself, that might justify his taking an inspection trip to some offshore facilities?

      The moment he sat down at his desk, he picked up the intercom and summoned Brandon Choe.

      “Brandon, I’ve got a question for you,” he began once Choe had closed the door behind him. “Can you recall if anyone from Zorn USA management has visited any of DHS’s overseas transit centers or repatriation sites since we picked up the ESM contract?”

      “Not that I know of,” Choe responded, pulling up a chair across from Zorn. “Just our aircrews. By the way, you and I are the only people in company management cleared to see classified data on DHS’s air logistics operations. The original flight documents always show the operator as some offshore shell company to keep flight crews in the dark. And our day-to-day business records show all the destinations as redacted.”

      “Can you think of a good excuse for us to request DHS permission to visit one of those transit sites? Have there been any incidents worth investigating? Any complaints that require corporate-level attention?”

      “Interesting question. Let me look into it and get back to you,” Choe said, rising abruptly. “At the moment I’m headed out to a meeting.”

      Zorn looked at his watch. It was barely half past two.

      “Oh? Business or pleasure?”

      “Neither, actually,” the younger man answered with a sheepish look. “I have a court date. Got busted for speeding. The ticket requires a court appearance.”

      “Ah, the hidden costs of driving a Porsche. Well, good luck with that one, my young friend.”

      “Thanks, boss,” Choe replied with a worried look. “I may need it.”
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        * * *

      

      Zorn finished a late supper at the Hyatt’s restaurant in time to stroll into the hotel’s cocktail bar just before nine o’clock. He took a seat at the bar and ordered a glass of the bar’s house merlot. A moment later, Jack Nagy emerged from a dark table in a far corner of the room and joined him, beer glass in hand. He wore freshly pressed jeans, penny loafers and a brightly striped golf shirt, open at the neck.

      “Thanks for coming,” Nagy said. “I wasn’t sure you’d be free on such short notice.”

      Zorn had spotted his approach in the mirror behind the bar and turned to greet him. At that moment it felt like the old days, when meeting shady contacts in darkened bars had been a nightly routine.

      “No problem. It’s a quiet night. Anyway, it’s great to see you,” he said, deliberately not using Nagy’s name to prevent the bartender from overhearing it. “What’s new? Any plans for the Memorial Day weekend?”

      “Yes, I intend to join yet another pro-intifada demonstration on the National Mall,” Nagy replied as the bartender handed Zorn his wine and the two men entered the darkness at the rear of the barroom. Zorn noticed that Nagy’s face wore a strained expression, not one of irony or even mischief, as he might have expected.

      “Ah, so will you be joining your daughter and getting better acquainted with her politically active friends?” Zorn asked, smiling as he took his first sip of wine. But on seeing the downcast look in Nagy’s eyes as he shook his head, he could see that probably wasn’t the plan.

      “Listen, Roger, do you mind if we speak off the record?”

      “Of course, Jack. Everything we say is just between the two of us.”

      “Good,” Nagy said, though still looking troubled. “The last time we talked I mentioned that I was working on a special project for my employer.”

      “Training surveillance teams, as I recall.”

      “Yes. Except now the training phase is over now. The teams I trained are deployed and do a lot more than surveillance. And I’m running some of them.”

      “Wow,” Zorn let out, drawing a deep breath. “Against what sort of targets, if you don’t mind my asking?”

      “Suspect jihadis. And their non-Muslim support assets.”

      “Contract work for DHS?”

      “For sure,” Nagy replied, downing a gulp of beer. “When I signed my nondisclosure docs, they told me that I’d be working on a program for DHS and that it was totally legal and above-board. They even cited relevant sections of the ESM legislation and executive orders as backup.”

      “And who’s ‘they’?”

      “The head of Domestic Renditions Branch, Max Steiner.”

      “And what sort of outfit is that? Is it DHS or does it belong to Tetra?” Zorn asked. He had never heard of the unit and its title had a forbidding ring.

      “Tetra runs it under DHS direction. The branch’s mission is to monitor suspect jihadis who aren’t subject to ICE removal because they hold U.S. citizenship or permanent resident status. Under the new ESM legislation, DHS can override just about anybody’s due process rights. All we have to do is detain them on ‘compelling evidence of a substantial propensity toward political violence.’”

      “And where would that evidence come from?”

      “Police records, FBI files, anonymous tips, whatever we can get our hands on. And Triage scores, of course.”

      Zorn gave a knowing nod.

      “Of course,” he answered, though he was troubled to hear that Triage scores were being used to circumvent formal prosecution of U.S. citizens.

      “Yeah, I thought you might be interested,” Nagy said with a crooked smile.

      “You realize, don’t you, that my company has no control over how DHS uses our Triage scores? Our work for ESM program doesn’t extend beyond basic detainee risk assessment and air logistics.”

      It was a knee-jerk disclaimer, issued out of an excess of caution, and Zorn regretted the tone in which he’d said it. Nagy nodded in response and his eyes took on an even grimmer cast than before.

      “I do know, Roger. And if I thought you were collaborating with Renditions Branch, I wouldn’t be telling you this. But here’s what’s bothering me. A lot of the jihadi support assets I’ve surveilled don’t look at all like Muslims or even foreigners,” he explained. “They speak with an American accent and look like your typical college student or dropout.”

      “Like your daughter?”

      Nagy paused before answering.

      “Yeah,” he replied, lowering his eyes. “Which is another reason I called. It seems Carol may have come under suspicion of being one of the intifada’s non-Muslim support assets. What’s worse, she’s gone missing. My greatest fear is that one of the branch’s other teams may have picked her up. Either that or she’s even more deeply involved with the intifada than I thought and has gone underground.”

      “Underground?” Zorn winced before lowering his voice to a near-whisper. “What makes you think that?”

      “I haven’t seen or heard from her for over a week. At first I thought she was just avoiding me. But when she missed her regular Sunday phone call, I got worried. And when I started looking for her, it was as if she’d vanished into thin air. Her mother hadn’t heard from her, either. And she hadn’t been to class or her dorm room since she came to my place for dinner. No visits to doctors or dentist, not even to her gym. And no banking or credit card activity.”

      “How about her friends? Any luck there?”

      “I don’t know any of Carol’s friends. At least, not since she started hanging out with the protest crowd. Now I’ve run out of leads and I’m worried sick that a rendition team may have picked her up. I’ve got to find her while there’s still a fighting chance. Which is why I’ve come to you.”

      Zorn laid a hand on Nagy’s forearm.

      “I understand completely, Jack. I’ve got kids, too. What would you like me to do? Make some inquiries?”

      Zorn felt empathy for Nagy and wanted to help him, at least to the extent he could without either of them being tagged with spilling government secrets. And now that he had teamed up with Margaret Slattery, he was eager to learn more about Max Steiner and the Domestic Renditions Branch.

      “Your company runs Triage, right?” Nagy replied with a hopeful look. “Couldn’t you bury Carol’s name in a list of suspects and do a search in the Triage database? Maybe locate her that way?”

      Zorn was momentarily taken aback by the request and had to think quickly on his feet. Nagy might conceivably be an agent provocateur sent to entrap him, but Zorn couldn’t bring himself to believe it. So, weighing risk against potential reward, he decided to help.

      “We’re not supposed to do that sort of thing, but for you I’ll run the risk. If DHS is holding your daughter, most likely she’ll have undergone a Triage interview during her first day or two in custody. We’d have a record of that, along with her risk score. What we wouldn’t know is her case disposition. Only DHS would have that.”

      “But you must have contacts inside DHS who could look it up for you. Your company runs flights to the ICE transit centers, doesn’t it? Couldn’t you find a pretext to have somebody find out if she’s been transferred?”

      With each question Nagy sounded more desperate, but Zorn also judged him sincere.

      “I wish I had the clout you think I do, Jack, but Zorn Security has no control at all over the transit centers. All we do is pick up and drop off passengers for a small fraction of the flights that land there. And, since the program is classified, the flight manifests don’t even show true passenger and crew names, just numbers and code names.”

      Nagy pulled a folded sheet of paper out of his trouser pocket and handed it to Zorn.

      “Here’s a copy of Carol’s passport page. The photo isn’t current, but the information should enable you to locate her record, if it’s in your database.”

      Zorn took a close look at the document in the dim light. Carol Nagy was a dark-eyed beauty, just the kind of girl he might have chased as a young man. For a moment, Zorn thought of his own daughter, who was about the same age, and imagined how it might feel if she had disappeared. He looked up and met Nagy’s troubled gaze.

      “Excuse my asking, Jack, but I need to know. Could your daughter have somehow become a jihadi?”

      Nagy gazed back at him with narrowed eyes. An instant later, he let out a pained laugh.

      “Carol may be a radical feminist and an Antifa sympathizer, but she’s no Jihadi Jane. The only thing she has in common with the jihadis is that they both hate the president. I can see her supporting the Islamists politically, but not operationally. No, not ever.”

      “But, clearly, some sort of operational support has been flowing to the intifada from people like her,” Zorn insisted. “You’ve already told me that your teams are pursuing jihadi support assets, and that many of them are young Antifa types.”

      “Carol could have become friendly with a few Antifa agitators, but I can’t bring myself to believe she was one of them,” Nagy concluded, setting down his beer and folding his arms across his chest.

      “Okay, then, let me ask you another unpleasant question. How could it be that Tetra wouldn’t notice if one of its senior operators had a daughter on their roundup list?”

      This question troubled Zorn, for even if Nagy hadn’t been sent by Tetra to draw him into an intrigue, both men could still be at risk if Tetra’s investigation of Carol led it to discover collaboration between the two ex-spies.

      “Carol’s mother and I divorced soon after we returned from overseas, and the fight between us got pretty bitter. Both kids sided with their mother. When Carol turned eighteen, she changed her last name to my wife’s maiden name. She goes by Carol Van Ingen now, not Carol Nagy. So unless the Tetra people did a pretty thorough background check on her and crosschecked her birth name against those of Tetra employees and contract hires, they might have missed it. Anyway, they must not have caught onto it, or I’d be out of a job by now.”

      Zorn took another sip of wine. The answer made sense to him. As for Nagy’s request to search for Carol’s name in the Triage database, Zorn was confident in his ability to do so without raising a red flag. The problem was that, if he found her, and if Nagy then attempted to free her, Nagy’s discovery of her whereabouts might ultimately be traceable back to Zorn.

      “Have you talked to anyone at Tetra about Carol?” Zorn asked, considering that Nagy’s employer was arguably the outfit most likely to know where she might be.

      “Nobody, except for the person who told me about Carol’s name being on the pickup list. But I’ve known him for ages. I’d trust him with my life.”

      “You haven’t talked to Max Steiner, or anyone in Tetra management?”

      “Absolutely not. I’d be out on my ear.”

      “Good. Then we’re both on the same wavelength. Look, my company is the second-largest contractor in the ESM program, right behind Tetra. But I want to operate within the law. If ESM is headed toward becoming some giant fiasco, like Abu Ghraib prison or the CIA black sites, I’d want to know right away so I could make a beeline for the exits.”

      “Understood,” Nagy noted.

      “Which is why I’m doing my own investigation into what becomes of detainees with high Triage scores. Particularly U.S. citizens, like your daughter. So while you’re looking for Carol, anything you’re able to share with me about irregularities would be a big help. Especially any verifiable evidence of detainee abuse.”

      Zorn held Nagy’s gaze and was pleased to see that the man didn’t balk. What had begun as a plea for help had been turned into an exchange of information.

      “By the way, if you need expense money, just say the word,” Zorn added as if it were an afterthought. “I wouldn’t expect you to go out-of-pocket.”

      At this point in entering a clandestine intelligence relationship, it sometimes happened that a source refused to accept payment, even for expenses, so as not to acknowledge any implied control. If Nagy declined expense money, it would be understandable, since he, too, was an intelligence professional and his motive for cooperating with Zorn wasn’t financial. All the same, Zorn hoped that pride wouldn’t preclude Nagy from accepting a wad of cash each month, along with the measure of control that it entailed. Because, if their interests were ever to diverge, Zorn wanted to make sure he held the upper hand.

      Zorn looked into the Tetra contractor’s eyes to see if he were still on board.

      “Agreed. I’ll give you a record of my expenses as I incur them.“

      Then he reached into the front pocket of his jeans to fish something out. It was a computer memory stick.

      “I brought something along that you might find interesting,” the retired spy volunteered, sliding the stick across the table. “I’ve been gathering this material from the moment my teams went operational, as an insurance policy. I’ve sanitized it as best I could, but please be careful with it. If my bosses ever found out I’m talking out of school, I could be in for a world of hurt.”

      “I understand,” Zorn responded with a suitably grave look as he slipped the thumb drive into his trouser pocket. “We both have a great deal at stake.”

      “Except it’s different for me. Carol is all I have.”

      Zorn felt a twinge of guilt at hearing the anguish in Nagy’s voice and instinctively pushed away his half-finished glass of wine. Both men knew that, while each had entered into a willing partnership, Nagy would be the one at greater risk. But that was so in almost any agent recruitment. So Zorn put his feelings aside and got back to business.

      “Okay, then. We’ll need a secure way to communicate. Tomorrow I’ll go out and buy a burner phone.”

      “And a burner laptop,” Nagy added. “To read the material I just handed you. Air gap the thing-—no internet connection whatsoever. And don’t even think of opening my thumb drive on your office or home computer.”

      “Got it.”

      Nagy jotted something on a slip of paper and handed it over.

      “Once you have your burner phone, send me a text at this number. You can text me any time. But don’t phone me unless I text back first, okay?”

      “Will do.”

      Jack Nagy downed the remains of his beer at a gulp and stood up to leave. Perhaps it was Zorn’s imagination, but Nagy seemed to stand taller than before.

      Zorn watched the Tetra operator leave before reaching out to finish his merlot. With Nagy’s help, he just might be in a position to deliver the kind of evidence about abuses that he and Margaret Slattery needed. But Nagy’s access was limited to domestic renditions. He couldn’t be expected to know much about the overseas transit centers. It remained up to Zorn to penetrate their secrets. And with Nagy’s daughter missing, Zorn felt more pressure than ever to find a way in.
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        “Necessity never made a good bargain.”

        –Benjamin Franklin

      

      

      
        
        MAY, WASHINGTON, D.C.

      

      

      The next morning, upon arriving at work and removing the plastic lid from his takeout coffee, Roger Zorn called Brandon Choe into his office.

      “Close the door and have a seat,” he told Choe. “I’ve got a job for you that I don’t want you to delegate. It might take most of the day, so I suggest you reschedule any work that can’t be wrapped up quickly.”

      “Sure thing, chief. What do you have in mind?”

      “I want you to dive into the Triage database and do an analysis of interviewees by risk score, immigration status, criminal record, politics, religion, and any other characteristics you think important. See what patterns you come up with. And let me know if you find any surprises.”

      “How soon do you need it?”

      “By close of business today,” Zorn replied, blowing on his jumbo cup of coffee before taking a cautious sip. “No, make that four o’clock. I may have to leave early.”

      “Shouldn’t be a problem. I’ll call you when I have something.”

      Next Zorn handed Choe a list of a dozen names.

      “And while you’re at it, here are a few names I’d like you to check in the database. Let me know which ones have had Triage interviews and the results. Include case dispositions, if DHS released those to us.”

      “I’m on it.”

      “Oh, by the way, how did your court date go yesterday?”

      For a moment, Choe seemed startled by the question.

      “Oh, that? I paid the fine for speeding. Case closed.”

      “Really? No points or anything on your record?”

      “Nope. The whole thing went away.”

      But there was something in Choe’s eyes that made Zorn suspect that he wasn’t telling the whole story.
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        * * *

      

      Shortly before four o’clock, Brandon Choe entered Zorn’s office and closed the door. Without speaking, he took a seat at the conference table and opened his laptop computer.

      “I took a look at the variables you mentioned, chief, and a couple of interesting items popped out. First, the data confirm that non-citizens account for most of the jihadi suspects rounded up. And foreign-born Muslims who came here illegally or arrived on temporary visas scored by far the highest for risk of violence. Which means the DHS’s goal of maximizing deportations of removable aliens makes very good sense.”

      “No surprises there. What else do you have?”

      “If you remember back when the Triage pilot program began,” Choe explained, “we all thought we were looking only for suspects involved in Islamist-inspired violence. So we expected that by far the most people brought in for interviews would be Muslims.”

      “Right. And when you and I made our visit to Minneapolis, the site supervisor confirmed that nearly all his Cat Ones and Cat Twos were dyed-in-the-wool Islamists.”

      “Not any more,” Choe pointed out. “Since Triage has gone national, up to a quarter of the interviewees in the original five Triage cities aren’t Muslim any more. They’re Antifa types, radical feminists, environmental wackos and all kinds of social justice warriors who’ve gone to the barricades for the intifada. And these home-grown radicals are chalking up some very impressive Triage scores for their bent toward political violence.”

      “Why the change?” Zorn asked. His thoughts turned at once to Jack Nagy’s daughter.

      “From what I can see, it looks like a shift in the mix of suspects being interviewed. We’re seeing higher numbers of left-wingers in the upper percentiles because we’re interviewing a lot more left-wingers. What’s more, some of them are professional revolutionaries who’ve been charged with violent crimes in the past.”

      “How about the names I gave you? Were any of those high scorers?”

      “See for yourself,” Choe said, handing over the list, which he had annotated in response to Zorn’s questions.

      Zorn scanned down the list to Carol’s Van Ingen’s name but found nothing on her. He checked the other non-Muslim names and found that several had been arrested on drug- or weapons-related charges.

      “How about those weapons charges?” Zorn noted. “Do you suppose the radicals might be funneling arms and bomb-making materials to the jihadis?”

      “It wouldn’t surprise me. Quite a few Antifa foot soldiers have been caught in the past trying to torch government buildings or sabotage pipelines and electric power substations. Some of them used explosives.”

      “It almost sounds as if they’ve modeled themselves after Seventies radicals like the Italian Red Brigades and the German Baader-Meinhof Gang,” Zorn mused. “Those kids wreaked some serious havoc in their day.”

      Zorn leaned back in his chair and recalled his early service in the Agency, when young European revolutionaries were making common cause with Middle Eastern terrorists. Now a new generation seemed to be doing the same in America.

      “Excuse me, boss, but I wasn’t alive in the Seventies,” Choe replied with a puzzled look. “Who was this Baader Meinhof guy?”

      Zorn let out a snort.

      “Andreas Baader and Ulrike Meinhof were a couple of dropouts turned self-styled revolutionary whose ideology roughly matched that of today’s Antifa movement. For a decade or so, they carried out hostage-takings, political murders and armed robberies all over Europe. What do you suppose they’d be up to if they were active today? Cyberattacks? Dirty bombs? Nerve gas, maybe?”

      “Depends on their technical skills, I suppose,” Choe replied with a detached air. “And their finances. The bad news is that Antifa seems quite well funded. For years, they’ve been paying salaries to their foot soldiers, busing them to demonstrations all across America and hiring expensive lawyers to bail them out of jail. All that’s not cheap.”

      Zorn rose and walked over to the window, which looked out over the Potomac River and the greenery of the Roosevelt Island nature preserve.

      “Thanks, Brandon,” he replied, glancing at Choe over his shoulder. “Now do me a favor and copy your spreadsheet onto a thumb drive. Then bring me the drive and delete the file from your computer. I don’t want the results to leave this building.”

      “Consider it done, boss.”

      Zorn looked at his watch. It was almost four, and he would have to leave soon if he were to arrive on time for drinks with Larry Lawless at the Hay-Adams. Lawless had called earlier that day to suggest a meeting to exchange ideas about ESM and become better acquainted. Zorn suspected an ulterior motive and wanted to find out what it was.

      But just as Choe reached the door, the receptionist blocked his path.

      “Don’t go yet,” she told him. “I just had a call from Kendra Keel at the media relations agency. She suggests you both tune in right away to C-Span. Charles Scudder is holding a press conference.”

      Zorn waved Choe back into his office while he hunted in a desk drawer for a remote to the wall-mounted television.

      “Grab a seat,” he told Choe.

      Zorn surfed through the channels to C-Span, then to C-SPAN 2, where he spotted the deputy national security advisor answering reporters’ questions about the Richmond courthouse bombing. Apparently, Scudder had just finished updating the media on casualties from the blast and noted that security camera footage had enabled the FBI to identify two female suspects. One was linked to a known jihadist cell, while the other had no prior criminal record or terrorist associations.

      “Do you expect more bombings like the one in Richmond?” asked a thirtyish male reporter with a shaved head.

      “It’s foreseeable that more high-profile bombings may occur before we can apprehend the bomb-makers who put this one together,” Scudder replied in a measured tone. “Unfortunately, explosives expertise is widely distributed among jihadists who’ve fought in Syria, Iraq, and other war zones. But since we’ve implemented the president’s emergency security measures, law enforcement agencies across the country have detained thousands of suspect jihadists. And our streets are the safer for it.”

      Across the room, another reporter raised her hand and was given a microphone.

      “In U.S. cities where violent demonstrations have erupted since Washington’s attacks on Iran and Pakistan,” she began, “our network has received multiple reports of civil liberties abuses, including warrantless searches and arrests, excessive use of force, holding suspects incognito, and detentions that appear based on religious profiling. Can you comment on those reports?”

      “First of all,” Scudder replied in an indignant tone, “in cities where unrest has broken out, law enforcement is operating around the clock to restore order. Aside from the FBI and local police, the National Guard has also been deployed in several states to help local authorities restore peace. And ICE is working overtime to remove foreign-born Islamists who have no legal right to be here. All these agencies operate under strict guidelines to respect civil liberties. And I can assure you that the Justice Department is monitoring law enforcement activities closely to ensure that legal guidelines are followed.”

      But the reporter, a middle-aged woman with a voice like a foghorn, remained unsatisfied.

      “Follow-up question, please,” she barked. “So you deny that a campaign is underway for the mass deportation of Muslims from America under the pretext of counterterrorism? A kind of Ethnic Cleansing 2.0?”

      The question’s sensational premise fanned Scudder’s anger into a high flame.

      “I’m not going to waste time here confirming or denying wild conspiracy theories,” he fumed. “Since this administration took office, expedited removals have grown but ICE has kept them focused against dangerous criminal aliens. For example, ICE recently completed a major sweep against MS-13 drug dealers and the Mexican cartels.”

      “How about some numbers on your deportations of Muslims, Mr. Scudder?” the reporter persisted.

      “ICE reports its enforcement and removal statistics in its quarterly reports. You’ll have the new numbers when they come out early next month.”

      Scudder turned away from the reporter to respond to another questioner. Choe cast an anxious look at Zorn, who returned it with a scowl.

      “They’ve got him on the ropes,” Zorn muttered. “He should stop now before he makes an even bigger fool of himself.”

      “On those Muslim removals, sir,” the next reporter insisted. “What do you say to reports that suspected Islamists are being held in secret detention camps? Is it true that mothballed FEMA camps in remote locations are being reactivated during the intifada?”

      “If you can find even one of those mythical FEMA camps,” Scudder answered with an icy look, “let me know and I’ll go there myself. One last question.”

      Scudder pointed to a reporter in the front row, a striking young brunette.

      “Disturbances in the intifada cities seem to be extremely well-organized. Can you comment on who you think is bankrolling them? Specifically, can you confirm that the FBI is investigating certain Silicon Valley billionaires for paying Antifa militants to join the intifada?”

      “I’m afraid I can’t comment on ongoing investigations,” Scudder offered in a tone that was milder than his clenched jaw would have predicted. “But I have seen reports that several tech billionaires recently renounced their U.S. citizenship and have taken up residence abroad. I don’t suppose those would be the billionaires you’re referring to…”

      He let the question hang in the air, but the reporter wouldn’t let it drop.

      “Indeed they are, and the reason I’m asking is that those same billionaires received notice from the IRS that they’re being assessed billions of dollars as an exit tax. Could this be in retaliation for their criticisms of the president?”

      “No comment,” Scudder replied, his eyes fixed on some distant point as he left the podium.

      “Not Charlie’s finest hour,” Zorn observed as he darkened the television.

      “He’ll be a goner soon if he doesn’t watch out,” Choe mused. “How long do you suppose before the media direct their fire against the ESM program itself?”

      “Depends on how tight a ship Scudder and Craven have been running. If it starts springing leaks, we could see negative stories breaking in a matter of days.”

      “That quickly? Shall I ask outside counsel to review the termination language in our ESM contracts?”

      Zorn shook his head.

      “Not yet. Let me do some checking. I may learn more by the end of the day.”
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        * * *

      

      Brandon Choe waited until he was certain that Zorn had left the building before closing the door to his office and placing a call on his cell phone. The call went straight to voicemail.

      “Hi, Pat. It’s Brandon. Listen I’ve got something I think you ought to know. Could we meet somewhere tonight or before work tomorrow? Text me the time and place and I’ll be there.”
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        * * *

      

      Zorn left his car with the valet at the Hay-Adams hotel and entered the lobby. Off to the left he spotted an understated brass plaque and descended the stairway to the hotel’s lobby bar, named Off the Record. As he entered, he stopped for a moment to let his eyes adjust to the dim light while examining the political caricatures lining the walls.

      It was just past five o’clock, when D.C. watering holes were normally elbow-to-elbow with customers, yet the bar was nearly empty in post-intifada Washington. Zorn asked the bartender, a tall, dapper fellow wearing a plaid vest and a paisley bow tie, which of the tables was reserved for Mr. Lawless. The man gestured to a small round table of dark wood at the back of the room, flanked by a pair of tall wing-back chairs upholstered in scarlet. Zorn thanked him, mounted a nearby bar stool and examined the selection of whiskeys behind the bar while he waited for his host to arrive.

      A few minutes later, Larry Lawless, Tetra Corporation’s chief of business development, came down the stairs dressed in cream-colored linen trousers and a salmon-colored blazer over a blue-and-white striped broadcloth shirt, minus tie. He looked as if he had just left the day spa after sitting for a manicure and a facial.

      After the two men exchanged greetings, Lawless suggested they order drinks at the bar for speedier service.

      “Richard will bring them to us. What would you like?”

      “I’ll have an Americano,” Zorn replied.

      “Are you sure you don’t want something stronger? They make a fantastic pear martini here.”

      “Better not. I have to do some shopping out in the suburbs and don’t want to risk a DUI.”

      “Suit yourself,” Lawless answered before turning to the bartender. “The usual for me, Richard.”

      Lawless led his guest to the rear of the barroom, where the light was dimmer and the tables were spaced further apart for privacy.

      Lawless’s rapid rise in the global security business had always intrigued Zorn, who knew well that his own elevation to CEO of Zorn Security owed more to being René Zorn’s son than to his resumé. Lawless had enjoyed no such advantage when he left the CIA two decades ago to launch the business that he sold to Tetra a decade later for a fortune in Tetra common stock.

      The former spy had joined the CIA around the same time as Zorn, having served in the Far East while Zorn was posted to the Arab world. It was only a few months after his retirement on medical grounds when the 9/11 terror attacks hit. Lawless expected to be hauled back into service under contract but, like most other recent Agency retirees at the time, his phone never rang. Unlike them, however, he possessed a keen sense of the Agency’s systemic weaknesses as it mobilized for an expanded global war on terror.

      So Lawless mortgaged his house in McLean, mounted a crash recruiting drive, and signed up the best of the Agency’s retired Arab Hands, whose services he then leased back to the government at a hefty profit. Before long, the business expanded to include reports officers, analysts and administrators. Later Lawless added a paramilitary group to enlist former members of elite special operations units. Little more than a decade later, Lawless sold his company to Tetra Corporation, became the latter’s senior vice president of business development, and went on to identify other up-and-coming private security companies for Tetra to acquire. And Zorn Security, it seemed, might well be next on his target list. Zorn had to admire his former colleague’s shrewdness.

      “Did you happen to catch Charlie Scudder’s press conference this afternoon?” Zorn inquired in a casual tone once they were seated.

      “I caught the tail end of it. Charlie wasn’t at his best, I’m afraid. The leaks seem to have caught him completely off guard.”

      “What leaks?”

      “You didn’t know? Charlie’s staff positively loathes him. They’ve been spilling all kinds of derogatory info to the press to get his ass canned. Where do you think those questions about civil liberties, ethnic cleansing and secret detention camps came from?”

      “Secret detention camps?” Zorn repeated, taking a sharp breath.

      “Yes. And I suspect the reference was aimed at our offshore transit centers.”

      But Lawless cut his comment short when he noticed the bartender’s approach with cocktails and small dishes of olives, mixed nuts, and wasabi-flavored peas. Upon taking a sip of martini without waiting for his guest to do so, the Tetra executive’s eyes lit up.

      “Now that’s the kind of drink a man needs at the end of a long day.”

      “Cheers,” Zorn replied, raising his glass. The Americano was delicious.

      “So, about those leaks,” Zorn continued.

      “They’re dangerous. And they’ve got to stop.”

      “How? Does Scudder really have the balls to fire staffers? Or to play rough with the media?”

      Lawless grabbed a handful of wasabi peas before answering, while Zorn wondered whether Charles Scudder had as firm a grip over the ESM program as was credited.

      “I don’t know if he does or not,” the Tetra executive went on. “But I can tell you this: Nelson Blackburn will have Charlie’s head on a platter if he doesn’t clamp down soon. We’re doing too well against the jihadis now to get stabbed in the back by leakers.”

      “Are we really doing that well?” Zorn challenged before taking another pull from his Americano. “I can’t really tell yet. But I suppose you’re in a better position to know, as lead contractor.”

      Here was a chance to pump the Tetra executive for information not recorded in any file. Zorn hoped the pear martini would help to loosen his tongue.

      “Of course we’re doing well,” Lawless replied with an impatient wave of his manicured hand. “Every week we roll up a great number of the other side’s best people. And we’re making a dent in their support base, too, with all the suspects we’re running through Triage and shipping off to the Caribbean. The jihadis put on a good show for the media behind their silly street barricades, but time is on our side. So long as we can keep public opinion from turning against us.”

      “How much longer do you think it will take to break the back of the intifada?”

      “I think by summer’s end, barring major setbacks,” Lawless replied before taking another gulp of martini. “And then we’ll shift into mop-up mode.”

      “And how long might that last? Should I be making plans to lay off Triage operators and flight crews?”

      Zorn allowed a note of apprehension to slip into his voice, as both men knew that Zorn USA would need at least another quarter or two of ESM revenue to break even. But Lawless waved off Zorn’s concern with the chubby hand he used a moment later to fish the olive out of his martini.

      “Winding down won’t be necessary for quite a long while. Not if you and I play our cards right.”

      “Meaning?”

      “You don’t really suppose the government will suddenly stop hunting Islamists once the rioting stops, do you? A bombing here, a shooting there, a hostage taking foiled somewhere else. The cat-and-mouse game will go on as before, with the emergency measures remaining in place. Along with our budget appropriations. Do you have any idea, Roger, how hard it is to cut a program out of the U.S. defense budget?”

      Lawless let out a deep guffaw and downed the rest of his drink before signaling for the bartender to fetch another.

      “Tetra is a top-tier U.S. defense contractor. Federal programs come and go, but the money flows on. Imagine having your share of that flow, Roger!”

      “How do you mean?”

      “Well, you could license Triage to us and collect royalties for many years to come, as I’ve suggested before.”

      “I’ve already declined that offer, as you may recall.”

      “Then there remains the possibility of a broader partnership.”

      “By that, do you mean a U.S.-based joint venture, or something more far-reaching, like, say, a global merger?”

      As Walter Lang had argued back in Carcassonne, a merger with a company of Tetra’s size could solve nearly all Zorn Security’s financial problems. But was Tetra the right partner? From what Zorn had gathered during the past week, he wasn’t so sure.

      “Something like that,” Lawless evaded, settling back into his armchair. “Of course, timing would be key.”

      “In what way?”

      “At the moment, the ESM program is in its period of highest risk. The terms of any arrangement between us would need to reflect that risk.”

      “Let me translate that,” Zorn shot back. “It sounds to me like you’re looking to pick up Zorn Security on the cheap.”

      “I’d say that’s a very short-sighted view,” Lawless replied with a strained smile before pausing for the bartender to lay down fresh drinks and remove the empties. “Permit me to present a few salient facts. First: Tetra has sunk a considerable investment into getting the ESM program up and running. We’d like to see a return on that investment. That’s why, in our contracts with DHS, we’ve secured broad discretionary authority over how much we use subcontractors.

      “Second: today we’re big fans of your Triage technology. But that could change. We could also shift air logistics work from Zorn Security to other operators. In a short time, your U.S. business could return to what it was before ESM: near zero. On the other hand, if Tetra and Zorn were in the same family, those problems would go away.”

      “I see,” Zorn answered, his face giving nothing away.

      What Lawless had said about a merger was more or less what Zorn had expected him to say. It was the opening move in what was likely to become a lengthy chess game. For while Zorn had long ago resigned himself to the prospect that his company might be sold, he was determined not to let Lawless, of all people, pick it up for a song.

      “Let me think about it,” Zorn added in a noncommittal tone. “I’ll also bring it up with Walter the next time we talk.”

      “And when do you expect that might be?”

      “Perhaps as soon as this weekend. I’m thinking of flying back to France for the Labor Day holiday.”

      Lawless took a long draught from his second pear martini and his lips twisted into a smile.

      “Excellent. I have the greatest respect for Walter, as I did for your late father.”

      Zorn nodded before reaching for his fresh Americano, which tasted even better than the first. At a momentary loss for what to say next, he asked Lawless about his own plans for the holiday weekend.

      “My wife and I have a small place in the Caribbean. We’re flying down to relax and play some golf.”

      “Anywhere near the detainee transit sites? Mixing business with pleasure, perhaps?”

      Lawless had been the first to mention the offshore transit sites a few minutes earlier. But the instant Zorn referred to them, the Tetra man’s face clouded over.

      “This is not the place,” the executive hissed, glancing to both sides to make sure no one had overheard. “Everything about those sites is classified. You know that.”

      “And that’s nearly all I know about them, Larry. You just told me that the ESM program is facing its greatest risk right now. After Scudder’s press conference, it seems to me that those sites are a major reason for it. I’d like to know more about them before expanding my commitment to the ESM program. Could you arrange a short visit?”

      Lawless swallowed hard before answering in a grudging tone.

      “You’d have to talk to Craven. DHS controls who’s cleared to go.”

      “Then could you put in a word for me? A recommendation from Tetra ought to carry a lot of weight.”

      To ease the tension, Zorn made the appeal in his most charming voice. Lawless appeared to soften.

      “Well, if a visit is what you’d like, Roger, I’ll see what I can do. Why don’t you give Pat a call tomorrow, after I’ve had a chance to talk to him.”

      “Thanks. I’ll do that.”

      Then Lawless looked conspicuously at his gold Rolex and knocked back the remains of his second cocktail.

      “Sorry, I’ve got to run. Let me know how things turn out with Pat, will you?”

      But he was up and away before Zorn could reply. And when Zorn tried to settle the tab, the bartender told him that it had already been charged to Mr. Lawless’s account.
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        “What signify a few lives lost in a century or two? The tree of liberty must be refreshed from time to time with the blood of patriots and tyrants.”

        –Thomas Jefferson

      

      

      
        
        EARLY JUNE, CORVUS BASE

      

      

      Carol Van Ingen (née Nagy) sat quietly with one ankle shackled to a steel picnic table bolted to the concrete courtyard of a newly built detention facility. Though she could not be certain, she and her fellow prisoners believed that the facility was located near a commercial airport on an island somewhere in the Caribbean. At the moment, Carol and twenty other female prisoners were picking at their lunch of cold pizza, a pre-wrapped slice of processed cheese, an apple, and an oatmeal cookie, set out in individual Styrofoam containers. From time to time, Carol heard clanging from heavy boots on a metal catwalk above, where armed guards made their rounds every few minutes.

      This was Carol’s second week at the facility. Before then, she’d been held in a solitary cell at an interrogation prison somewhere within a few hours’ drive of Richmond, Virginia, where she’d been arrested. She wasn’t sure how many days she spent there, as her memories were a blur, owing to lack of sleep, marathon interrogations and the total lack of natural sunlight or any other cue to help her mark the time.

      Here on the island it was definitely better. Though she hadn’t had a shower or a change of clothes in nearly a week, and the food was awful, she felt less fear now. She and the other women worked hard at keeping each other’s spirits up. And Carol was buoyed by the thought that her parents must know she was missing and would never give up searching for her. During the interrogation, she had denied knowing anything about the bombing and hadn’t implicated anyone else. If she hadn’t been formally charged with a crime by now, it had to mean that the government couldn’t prove anything against her and would eventually have to let her go. After all, they couldn’t hold people like her in secret prisons forever, could they? Meanwhile, she resolved to take life one day at a time.

      Today, her fellow prisoners were young American women like her, mostly students, dropouts, or recent graduates who had been active in radical political causes long before the EMP attacks. But many had joined the Antifa movement only recently, to protest America’s retaliatory strikes against Iran and Pakistan and the new emergency security measures. The unjust embargo against Islamist regimes had enraged the young women even further. Some had rushed off to join demonstrations that turned into riots under the baleful influence of Antifa organizers, while others had offered their help directly to Islamist front groups.

      As a suspect in the Richmond courthouse bombing, Carol’s radical bona fides were impeccable. Though a few inmates thought she might be a stool pigeon because of her unusually long interrogation, most embraced her as a revolutionary comrade-in-arms. When the women weren’t confined to their individual cells, they turned their mealtimes and exercise hours spent together into seminars on anarchist theory and practice.

      But today was Tuesday, one of two weekly transfer days at the transit site, and they couldn’t help but worry about what might happen if they were moved out. Already, they feared for friends arrested at the same time who had never arrived at the facility. Rumors of extrajudicial executions were not easy to dismiss, given the history of student disappearances in places like Argentina and Chile, and more recently in Brazil, Colombia, and throughout Central America.

      Might the young women be sent back to the U.S. to be held indefinitely in new supermax prisons rumored to have been built in places as remote as the Aleutian Islands? The optimists among them consoled each other with the news that wealthy opponents of the new administration had retained top-flight criminal defense lawyers to defend militant detainees. But the pessimists pointed out that emergency legislation had authorized the president to detain suspect intifadists indefinitely without a hearing. Would the best years of their lives pass away in captivity? Meanwhile, Carol and the other women racked their brains for means to resist, protest, or escape, or at the very least, to let people back home know that they were still alive.
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        * * *

      

      In another detention wing at the same transit site, Amjad Ibrahim waited in his cell for his name to be called, dreading being among those selected for what his captors euphemistically called “repatriation.” Except that it was settled knowledge among prisoners that most deported Muslims were not being returned to their countries of origin.

      In the cases of hard-line Islamic regimes with which the United States had severed diplomatic relations, no channel remained for returning current or former citizens. And in secularized Muslim countries, any native son expelled from the U.S. on suspicion of Islamist-inspired violence was viewed at home with deep suspicion. Why would the rulers of those countries take back such people only to toss them in jail again and bear the cost of lengthy incarceration? No, if America were so intent on expelling its jihadists, it would need to make arrangements with regimes willing to take such people with no questions asked. But how could one expect those regimes to treat prisoners humanely?

      Amjad had spent less than a week at the tropical transit site, after being held in Minnesota far longer. During his initial FBI questioning, his interrogator had offered him freedom in return for turning informant against his fellow Islamists and for persuading his son Imran to do the same.

      “But I’m not an Islamist!” Amjad had protested. “I’m opposed to jihad! I don’t even go to mosque!”

      “Okay, so you’ve taken your jihad underground. We see a lot of that around here. But your son flaunts his Islamism openly. And we have the evidence to prove he’s moved on from that to waging all-out holy war.”

      The FBI interrogator pushed forward a stack of documents that included pages from jihadist weapons training manuals and bomb-making instructions, along with photos taken of a tactical knife and small-caliber ammunition seized from Imran’s bedroom.

      “Your son has two choices, Mr. Ibrahim. One: he can work undercover with us to arrest and convict his terrorist friends. If he succeeds, his cooperation can win him a reduced sentence. Or two: he can rot in prison for the rest of his life.”

      “But Imran is no terrorist! He’s just a kid who fell in with the wrong crowd!”

      “Tell it to the judge, Mr. Ibrahim,” the FBI man had told him. “Meanwhile, as a father, you too have a choice to make. You can help your son reach the right decision and see the matter through. Or you canwell, let’s not go there. What will it be, Mr. Ibrahim?”

      The next day, Amjad agreed to do whatever he could to persuade his son to cooperate, despite the risk that Imran’s treachery might be discovered and lead to his death. A few hours later, father and son were brought together and left alone in a six-by-eight-foot cell that Amjad assumed was being monitored by closed-circuit television.

      Imran looked unwell. His complexion was sallow, his cheeks hollow, his hair and beard matted, and he stank from not having bathed and having soiled himself. As the cell contained no furniture, both men sat on the floor with their backs against the wall.

      Amjad spoke to his son in low tones until the boy raised his head to face him.

      “Have you eaten?” Amjad asked once he had Imran’s attention. It was a lame question, but it was the first one that came to mind.

      Imran shook his head.

      “Have you slept?”

      The boy shook his head again.

      “They keep waking me up,” Imran answered in a weak voice. “This morning was the longest they’ve ever left me in peace.”

      “Have they told you what they want from you?”

      A stubborn look came over Imran’s youthful face.

      “They think I’m a terrorist. They want me to go find people I know from the mosque and help catch them. I told them no way.”

      Amjad took his son’s hand in his.

      “I keep telling them you’re not a terrorist. But I need to hear it from you, Imran. You haven’t actually done things with those guys to hurt anyone, have you?”

      “Never!” the boy burst out, his bloodshot eyes bulging. “We talked about jihad many times, but that’s all we ever did. I swear, Dad!”

      “I believe you, Imran. But the FBI has total control over your fate. Wartime rules are in effect. They can use whatever they found in your room to lock you away for life. Your only way out is to cooperate.”

      “But that’s crazy! I haven’t done anything wrong!”

      “I know, I know,” Amjad soothed his son. “It’s not fair. But you’ve got to do something to save yourself. And if you don’t do it today, it may be too late.”

      “But what they want from me is to betray my Muslim brothers! Allah won’t allow it. And I refuse! Better to rot in prison for a lifetime than to burn in hell for eternity!”

      “But why protect the people who gave you those bomb recipes? You owe them nothing!”

      Imran shook his hand loose from his father’s grip and looked him in the eye.

      “Look, Dad, nobody from the mosque gave me that stuff. I found it by myself, online. If that’s what the case against me is based on, then I have no one but me to blame.”

      All at once Amjad realized he had run out of arguments. He thought of asking Imran to save himself for his mother’s and sister’s sake, but he knew that would be wrong. Didn’t Imran’s Islamist friends have mothers, too?

      He took his son’s hand again and the boy didn’t resist.

      “It’s your choice, Imran. If you did nothing wrong, you have the right to assert your innocence. All the same, think where it may lead.”

      Minutes later, guards returned Amjad to his cell. The next day, he agreed with the interrogator to try one more time with Imran. Amjad found his son sitting on the floor, back against the wall as before. Imran spoke without raising his head when Amjad entered.

      “I asked them what I had to do to go free.”

      “And what did they say? Can you make it work?” Amjad asked, his heart fired by hope as he sat beside his son.

      “It’s no good. I’m a terrible liar. The guys at the mosque would know right away that something wasn’t right.”

      “But the FBI could coach you through it.”

      “No, Dad. It’s all wrong. I won’t do it.”

      Amjad waited a long moment before speaking again.

      “I understand.”

      Father and son sat quietly until the guards opened the cell door to take Amjad away.

      That night, Amjad had a nightmare in which he returned to his family’s suburban house only to find it vacant and emptied of all their possessions. Entering Imran’s room in the dream, he had a powerful feeling that he would never see his son again. In the morning, he begged his FBI interrogator to let him try one more time to persuade Imran to cooperate. But an hour later word came that the boy had refused a third meeting with his father. That final “no” was the last word Amjad Ibrahim ever received from his son.

      For nearly two months after that, Amjad had been left to speculate on his son’s fate. Had Imran changed his mind and turned informant, after all? Or were the authorities still holding him in hopes of changing his mind? Or had Imran refused to cooperate and been deported because he was of no further use to them?

      Amjad Ibrahim looked through the barred door of his second-floor cell onto the tropical detention wing’s atrium-like courtyard. One floor below, a guard read out the names of prisoners who had been selected for transport. To Amjad’s knowledge, all the inmates in his wing were Muslim, and he heard scattered shouts of “Allahu Akbar!” echo through the courtyard, nearly drowning out the names being read.

      Then a frightening thought occurred to him and his legs turned to rubber: what if Imran were taken for repatriation and didn’t arrive at the transit site until his father had gone? Or what if Imran had already been repatriated? How would the nineteen-year-old survive in a strange land without his father’s help? Even if Imran were fortunate enough to land in Bangladesh, how could he be sure that his son would reconnect with extended family and get back on his feet? And what if, as some prisoners claimed, Imran were turned loose in some remote village in Chad or Yemen or Afghanistan to fend for himself?

      Today was only the second transfer day that Amjad had spent at the facility. But the rise in tension among the prisoners had been palpable all day. Some of the men, he had learned from his fellow inmates, were eager for resettlement so they could join ISIS or Al-Qaeda and do jihad. But most prisoners, out of faith or superstition, left the transport selection in Allah’s hands. These men avoided doing anything that might attract attention, lying low all day with the thought: better the hell I know than the one I don’t.

      Suddenly Amjad realized that the reading aloud of names had stopped and that he hadn’t heard his own. Guards were busy removing the selectees from their cells, shackling them at the waist, wrists and ankles, and forming them into a single file, with each prisoner’s right hand placed on the shoulder of the man ahead. None carried anything but the clothes he was wearing. When all were assembled, the guards led them to a door that opened and closed for each man. Whenever the door was open, Amjad could hear a bus’s diesel engine idling outside. Today, at least, he would be spared going with them.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fourteen: Loadmaster

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        “Not believing in force is the same as not believing in gravity.”

        –Leon Trotsky

      

      

      
        
        EARLY JUNE, CORVUS BASE

      

      

      Little more than an hour after the Tetra-owned C-130 dropped its cargo over the Puerto Rico Trench, and only a few minutes after landing at Corvus Base, Zorn remained seated in the cockpit of the freshly landed aircraft, his lap belt and shoulder harness unbuckled, while the rest of the crew ran through their post-flight checklist and talked with the tower by radio. Off to his left, Zorn could feel the steamy midday tropical air waft into the cockpit through the open crew door. There was no point in getting out of his seat yet because no ground team had appeared.

      “Message for Clifford Weaver from the tower. Do you copy, Cliff?”

      The relaxed drawl coming over Zorn’s headset was that of the middle-aged pilot, Travis.

      “I read you loud and clear,” Zorn replied, acknowledging his alias for the flight.

      “Word just in from the base chief’s office is that your onward leg to the other transit site and from there to North Africa can’t be completed at this time. It’ll have to be rescheduled. Meanwhile, you’re booked with us for tomorrow’s flight back to Dover.”

      “Damn,” Zorn muttered. He had been counting on the trip to North Africa to see how repatriation was handled.

      “How about my meeting with the base chief tomorrow morning? Is that still on?”

      “Roger that. And the base club is open tonight for drinking.”

      Zorn felt disappointed at the change in plan but knew there was no point in arguing. Beggars couldn’t be choosers. It had taken only two days since asking Larry Lawless to arrange his visit to an offshore transit site before Pat Craven called him with an invitation. The original idea had been for Zorn and Craven to take a five-day junket over the Labor Day weekend to a pair of Caribbean transit bases, and from there to a North African repatriation center. Now he was traveling alone to a single Caribbean site.

      So why the rush to book the trip over Labor Day if arrangements weren’t solid? And why hadn’t Pat Craven shown up to fly with him? Had Craven known that detainees would be jettisoned over the Puerto Rico Trench with video camera rolling? Was it all a setup?

      Zorn could see he had fallen into a trap. He couldn’t report the dumping of detainees to anyone in authority outside of DHS without violating his nondisclosure agreements and implicating himself in the dumping. Yet Craven was clearly the one who’d set him up. On the other hand, if Zorn said nothing on his return, he might later be seen as complicit. And the longer he waited to speak, the worse he would look. That made it essential for him to collect as much evidence of wrongdoing as he could to prove his good intent. After all, he had done no wrong in contracting with DHS for risk assessment and air logistics services. And Triage technology was not in itself to blame for the dumpings. The ones at fault were the people from DHS and Tetra who misused Triage results. Zorn refused to let such people manipulate or destroy him, no matter how powerful they might be.

      So how was he to make maximum use of his time at Corvus Base to learn about its detention and transit operations? The base chief wouldn’t be available until morning. He thought back to his days as a young intelligence officer and hatched an idea.

      A few minutes later, the crew completed its post-flight checklists and filed out onto the tarmac with Zorn close behind. Though a scorching tropical sun blazed overhead, a sea breeze kept the heat under control. The terrain all around was low and flat. Zorn could see a great distance in every direction. To the north and east lay the blue-green ocean, with a couple of lush islands sitting a few miles offshore, each no larger than a mile or two wide. To the west lay a heavily inhabited area that resembled a town center. And to the south lay a mangrove swamp with densely wooded hills beyond.

      The Corvus airstrip and terminal appeared to occupy a peninsula toward the uninhabited northeast end of the airport’s main runway. Both the airstrip’s concrete apron and its prefabricated terminal looked like new construction, as did the taxiway that intersected the runway of what Zorn took to be a sizable commercial airport.

      As he gazed out to sea, three trucks drove up to the C-130. Ground crews jumped out at once to unload the hold, refill the fuel tanks, and inspect the engines. After a brief conversation with two of the ground crew members, Travis handed them his flight documents.

      Without looking at the papers, the lead ground official asked the pilot to confirm the flight crew’s size and the number of passengers on board.

      “Just the five of us,” Travis replied. “Four crew and one official visitor.”

      “What about detainees. How many have you got?”

      “None this time. No cargo, either. It’s all in the paperwork.”

      “Wait a minute,” the ground official said as he read the documents he had been given. “Another fuel leak? That’s the third this week, on three different aircraft. Pretty damn weird, I’d say.” The man gave Travis a sideways look.

      The pilot remained unfazed.

      “You’re new here, aren’t you?” Travis drawled. His lips smiled but his eyes did not.

      “What makes you say so?”

      “You think too much. If you have questions about our documents, take it up with the Tetra home office. We’re done here.”

      Travis waved to the rest of the flight crew to follow him to the black Suburban SUV with tinted windows that had arrived to ferry them to the transit base. Once inside with doors closed, the pilot addressed his crew.

      “I don’t suppose I need to remind you that everything about our flight and this base is classified. That means none of us talks to any unauthorized person about what happened on the flight or anything we see at the base. Are we clear on that?”

      Clayton, Marcus and the loadmaster, Randy, offered murmurs of bored assent.

      “Understood,” Zorn replied in turn, though without feeling bound in any way by his assent. Because having witnessed three dozen detainees tipped out of the back of a C-130, he wouldn’t hesitate to share that and whatever else he saw with Margaret Slattery and the Justice Department.

      The SUV drove through the gate and followed a double-layer chain link fence around the uninhabited southern side of the airport for a couple of miles, through fields of tall saw grass, with the sea less than a hundred yards off to the left. Then, at a four-way stop, the driver turned down an asphalt road that led through another double-layer fence to a fortified gate. It was evident at first glance that the barrier secured some sort of detention facility, because its angled fence tops were draped with concertina razor wire and its two layers enclosed a fifty-yard no-mans-land of ploughed earth down whose middle ran a blacktop road. Towers with stadium lights stood along the fence at fifty-yard intervals.

      As the Suburban pulled up to the gate, a guard dressed in a navy blue jump suit with Tetra Corp shoulder insignia asked the driver to lower all the windows. Then he walked around the car and checked each passenger’s Tetra ID card against a list he held on a clipboard before he waved the driver through.

      The base administration building, supply and maintenance buildings and staff housing were all located around a quadrangle just inside the gate. Further on, yet another double-layer fence separated this area from the base’s heart, where detainees were held in a series of two-story steel-frame structures.

      The Suburban halted outside the administration building and Zorn followed the aircrew to the duty desk to check into their rooms in the visitors’ quarters. Travis, Clayton and Marcus signed in quickly, leaving Randy and Zorn behind. The loadmaster waited while the duty officer gave Zorn directions to his room. Then Zorn returned the courtesy and waited at the desk for Randy. By now it was mid-afternoon.

      “Tell me, where can a guy get a drink around here?” Zorn asked the loadmaster.

      “Try the base club. We’re not allowed outside the wire, so it’s the only game in town.”

      “Do they serve food?”

      “You could call it that. I’d say it’s a toss-up between the club and the mess hall. But the drinks clinch it for the club.”

      “Are you thirsty yet?” Zorn asked, breaking the tension between them with a smile. “I’ll foot the first round.”

      “You’re on,” Randy replied with a look of mild surprise. “Come on, let’s stow our gear in the rooms and freshen up. Then I’ll lead you to the watering hole.”

      An hour or so later they stood side by side at the base club, a cinder-block-walled, linoleum-floored, too-brightly-lit space located at the far end of the administration building. Zorn flagged down the young bartender and ordered a draught beer and a double shot of Jack Daniel’s for Randy and some rye on the rocks for himself, paying in cash.

      They grabbed bowls of potato chips and pretzels from the counter and made their way to a table as far as possible from speakers that blared country music from the bar. Though the bar had just opened, half the tables were already occupied with jump-suited correction officers and flight crews, whom Zorn noticed kept to their own kind and didn’t mix with the other. But they all shared the same wary, untrusting look, speaking in low tones, not meeting each other’s gaze, grasping their drinks tightly, and sitting with ankles tightly crossed and tucked under their chairs.

      “So it looks like I’ll be flying back with your crew tomorrow,” Zorn began as soon as both men were seated. “What time will our ride head out to the airstrip?”

      “Wheels up at thirteen hundred hours, so plan on being ready at the front desk no later than noon.”

      “Fine,” Zorn replied. “That ought to leave enough time for my morning briefing and tour with the base chief.”

      “And plenty of time for me to get shitfaced on cheap beer and hooch before the cutoff.”

      Zorn gave the loadmaster a puzzled look and the latter let out a laugh.

      “All flight personnel are under a twelve-hour ‘bottle-to-throttle’ rule,” Randy replied, lifting his beer mug. “We’ve got twelve hours to dry out before takeoff.”

      “So glad to know you’ll all be in tip-top shape for the flight back.”

      “Oh, the other guys don’t drink. They’re all born-again. But no problem. That leaves more of the good stuff for you and me.”

      They drank quietly for several minutes, alternately lost in thought and distracted by the blaring music. Randy downed the Jack Daniel’s quickly before turning his attention to the mug of beer.

      “Listen, Randy,” Zorn said at last to break the silence. “I know Travis told us not to talk about the flight, but do you mind if I ask you a question?”

      “Depends on the question.”

      “I’m curious. How long have you been working these flights out to the transit centers?”

      “Since the sites opened earlier this year. Why do you want to know?”

      The loadmaster shot Zorn a suspicious look.

      “Then it’s Tetra Air Transport who cuts your paycheck?” Zorn evaded.

      “No. Everybody on our crew is an employee of Twin Cities Air Transport, which is under contract to another DHS contractor, Zorn Air Transport. So Zorn is the one that cuts our checks.”

      “I thought that might be,” Zorn noted, allowing a smile to form on his lips. “You see, my true name is Roger Zorn. And I happen to own Zorn Air Transport. So, technically, I suppose, that would make me your boss.”

      It was a risk, to be sure, but sometimes one had to share a confidence to gain one. And it’s not as if any veteran of the air logistics business couldn’t have recognized Zorn from a photo in a trade magazine.

      Randy Hellman swallowed hard and nearly spat out his beer. But in an instant his eyes narrowed and he looked at Zorn with disbelief.

      “Owning the company doesn’t necessarily give you clearance for restricted flight information,” he replied, fixing Zorn with a cold and heavy stare. “If you have any more questions, Mr. Zorn, I think you’d better hold them for the base chief. Or, better yet, wait till you get home.”

      “Oh, I have all the clearances I need for classified flight information, Randy. My company is DHS’s second-largest ESM contractor after Tetra. But sometimes finding answers is a matter of knowing where to ask.”

      Zorn swirled the whiskey and ice around in his glass before taking another sip. His smile broadened.

      “You know, Randy, one nice thing about the air logistics business is that we all get to know each other. People from different companies work closely together and we figure out over time who we can trust and who we can’t. Good men are always in demand. And if someone’s unreliable, we find ways to let others know. It would be a pity if something like that happened to a fellow as capable as you…”

      “That wouldn’t be a threat, would it?” the loadmaster asked, sitting up suddenly to lean across the table. Zorn noticed a slight slur in Randy’s speech. Was the alcohol getting to him already?

      “Oh, not at all. Take it as an invitation to gain some career visibility. Everybody likes getting ahead. Being noticed by someone in senior management can be a big help.”

      At this the loadmaster’s face appeared to soften.

      “Well, Mr. Zorn, if you put it that way, I suppose I can see your point.”

      “Then you wouldn’t mind if I asked you another question? Or two?”

      The loadmaster nodded warily and reached for his beer.

      “As I said,” Zorn went on. “I’m fully cleared for TITAN material, so there’s nothing you can say that I’m not authorized to hear.”

      “And if you’re seeing the chief tomorrow, I don’t imagine there’s much I could tell you that you wouldn’t hear from him, anyway. Only you didn’t hear it from me, okay?”

      “Scout’s honor.”

      Zorn popped a potato chip into his mouth and took a sip of rye before continuing. It never ceased to amaze him how easily people of wealth and status could wield influence over those who lacked them by holding out the hope of advancement and the risk of reprisal. It used to be called throwing one’s weight around. The new term, Brandon Choe had told him, was social engineering.

      “About the fuel leak, then. Could there really have been three fuel leaks in one week on flights headed to Corvus? I’ve seen entire fleets grounded for less.”

      The loadmaster remained unruffled, though droplets of sweat appeared on his forehead.

      “Travis wrote it up as a sensor malfunction. Not my place to quibble with that.”

      “Then how about when you called me back into the cargo bay to lower the ramp on those poor devils? Did you honestly think the plane was running out of fuel?”

      “Not going to touch that one,” Randy answered, breaking off eye contact.

      “Do you enlist VIP passengers very often for that kind of help?”

      “I’m not at liberty to say.”

      “Okay, then, let me approach it differently. Back at Dover, while I was driven out onto the tarmac, I passed a couple dozen detainees in orange jumpsuits getting injections while they waited for their flight. It was about the same number as body bags on our flight. In the queue, I noticed a tall, gangly kid who looked a lot like the ‘corpse’ I saw writhing around in his body bag before he went overboard. What do you say, Randy? Coincidence?”

      “I didn’t see them being injected. I wouldn’t know.”

      Zorn persisted.

      “I was told before boarding that your aircraft was carrying live detainees to Corvus Base. But when the fuel sensor malfunctioned, you said we were carrying corpses? So which were they, Randy? Alive or dead?”

      “Corpses, for sure. You can check the paperwork.”

      “Hmmm, I wonder what kind of story the government will give their families.”

      “Probably that the corpses were cremated and can’t be returned for burial,” Randy answered with a sly expression. He gulped more beer, spilling some of it down his chin, before biting into a pretzel.

      “That ought to go over well,” Zorn answered, leaning back in his chair. “Cremation is forbidden in Islam, you know.”

      But the loadmaster remained unmoved.

      “Too bad. The bastards should have thought of that before taking up a life of jihad.”

      “I won’t argue with that. But if this sort of malfunction happens often, don’t the missing bodies create record-keeping problems? I mean, doesn’t the base have to account for every detainee flying in and out?”

      “Sure they do. But there’s shrinkage.”

      “How do you mean?”

      “I mean, some jihadis are listed as deported but they never make it to a transit base. So the base has to make adjustments.”

      “What kind of adjustments?”

      The loadmaster glanced around him, as if to confirm that no one was eavesdropping.

      “As I said, not everyone who leaves the U.S. makes it to a transit base or a repat center, let alone back to his country of origin.”

      Slowly the loadmaster was opening up under Jack Daniel’s gentle sway.

      “But the shrinkage isn’t quite random, is it?”

      “Mr. Zorn, we’re talking about people who could never, ever, be set free,” Randy pointed out in a low whisper. “You understand that, don’t you?”

      Zorn was getting the picture.

      “So they’re dumped at sea?”

      The loadmaster nodded.

      “We’re at war, sir.”

      “But how can detainees vanish without their absence showing up in the official documents?” Zorn asked, still puzzled. “What about flight manifests, transfer records, head counts at detention facilities, and per capita food and housing allowances?”

      “They’ve worked out a system to cover it.”

      “Can you walk me through it?”

      “If you’ll pick up the next round.”

      “Hold that thought,” Zorn replied, and headed off to the bar for more drinks. By now the club had grown crowded, and he had to wait for his order.

      The moment he laid the tray with drinks and snacks on the table, Randy knocked back another shot of Jack Daniel’s. Soon he slipped into an even more expansive mood.

      “About the system for covering the disappearances, then. What will the flight manifest show on a typical removal flight from the mainland to Corvus?”

      “The manifest will list a pseudonym for each live detainee who boarded and disembarked at Corvus. And on the connecting flight to the overseas repat center, the same pseudonyms will appear again. Except that some of the passengers listed on the second manifest won’t actually be aboard. So when the repat center stamps the second plane’s manifest as received, the number of detainees arriving in North Africa will be fewer than the number shown in the documents.”

      “Got it. The paper trail ends in North Africa, is that it?”

      “Right, and there’s absolutely no way to figure out from the documents how, why or when the missing detainees disappeared.”

      But Zorn wasn’t satisfied yet.

      “Okay, then,” he continued, leaning forward on both elbows. “Say a detainee disappears en route to Corvus and the papers show him as having arrived safely in North Africa. But the family, or a reporter, or some Congressional staffer, wants to know where to find him. What answer would they get?”

      “They’d be directed to the repat center where the detainee supposedly went. And then they’d be told that lousy record-keeping in the receiving country and lack of cooperation from the local authorities make it impossible to trace him any further.”

      “Son of a bitch. That’s diabolical,” Zorn muttered.

      “Our guys aren’t idiots, Mr. Zorn. They know exactly how the bureaucracy works and they’re very good at covering their tracks.”

      “And you say this shrinkage has been going on since you came on board?”

      “Not exactly. I signed on in March, and the first dump I was involved with happened in late April or May. That’s when it became a regular thing.”

      “So how many detainees do you suppose have been disappeared in this way since April? Hundreds? Thousands?”

      “It depends on how many transit sites there are. I’ve only been to two. I’d say we’re probably looking at the low thousands.”

      “And how many of the people working these flights do you think know the score?”

      “Not as many as you might imagine,” Randy said with a faraway look. “Only us loadmasters get to see the whole picture. When a dump is scheduled, the cockpit crew isn’t even allowed to see who or what’s taken on board, to preserve deniability.”

      “What about VIPs like me who get roped into pushing the button? How often does that happen?”

      The loadmaster put down his beer mug and let out a sinister laugh.

      “Oh, we always like to have an official visitor in the navigator’s seat on those flights. It’s part of our indoctrination for senior people. You see, it’s hard to blow the whistle on someone for doing what you’ve done yourself. Especially when caught on video doing it.”

      Suddenly Zorn remembered the closed-circuit television camera in the C-130 with its blinking red light and felt his skin crawl. Then his dread turned to anger, and not just toward Randy, or Travis or Pat Craven, each of whom had maneuvered him into tipping the detainees overboard. But at himself for not having refused it.

      “And you, Randy?” Zorn asked, doing his best to conceal his fury. “Do you have any regrets about what you’ve done on these flights?”

      The loadmaster put down his mug and laid his palms flat on the table.

      “Regrets? Never.”

      Zorn raised an eyebrow but said nothing. After a long pause, the loadmaster went on.

      “This may surprise you, Mr. Zorn, but I’d do these flights every day, twice a day, if they’d let me. I’ve pulled three tours in Iraq and Afghanistan and I’ve seen what the jihadis do to their enemies. No, when I get called for a removal flight, I never turn it down. Not once. It’s not every guy who can stomach this kind of work. But I can. And I’ll keep doing it until America runs out of jihadis for me to dump.”

      Zorn nodded and pushed away the remains of his drink.

      “I think it’s time for me to turn in,” he said. “I appreciate your willingness to talk, Randy, and I won’t forget your help. And, rest assured, your secrets are safe with me.”

      But the last statement was a lie.
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        * * *

      

      Zorn crawled into the narrow bed at the visitors’ quarters and lay down, doing his best to process what the loadmaster had told him. Could an organized system of extrajudicial killing have been going on for months, using Zorn Air Transport’s own aircraft and crews, right under his nose? Who at DHS was behind it? How far did it reach? And how could he put a stop to it?

      A cold shudder racked his body as more distressing thoughts raced through his head. What would he say to Pat Craven on his return? Would Craven produce the videotape of him dumping detainees in an effort to blackmail him? What if Randy harbored second thoughts about having talked to Zorn and reported their conversation to the base chief? And how could Zorn USA remain in the ESM program after what he’d learned? Would the company run out of cash if he terminated the contracts? But before the procession of worrisome thoughts went much further, Zorn dropped off into an alcohol-fueled slumber.

      The next thing he knew he was back in the C-130, pushing the red button and watching the upper and lower sections of the rear door separate from one another. Sunlight streamed into the airplane’s fuselage and the roar of the turboprop engines was deafening. Icy gusts of wind buffeted Zorn, nearly throwing him off his feet. Then the rearmost pallets rolled onto the lowered ramp and those beside followed.

      Not until then did Zorn notice the gangly detainee with the Abraham Lincoln whiskers roll past, dropping straight down from ten thousand feet. He kept pushing the button until his thumb ached and the remaining pallets rolled into empty space.

      At once the aircraft seemed to climb from the sudden loss of weight, once again throwing Zorn off balance. He grabbed at the airplane’s fuselage to right himself, but it wasn’t enough. He lost his footing, slipped onto the rollers and tumbled headlong toward the gaping hole at the stern of the aircraft. Only when he flew over the edge and peered down at the blue ocean below did he wake up with a sharp gasp.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fifteen: Base Chief

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        “Remove the document—and you remove the man.”

        –Mikhail Bulgakov

      

      

      
        
        EARLY JUNE, WASHINGTON, D.C.

      

      

      Zorn was famished when he left his room in the guest quarters and set out for breakfast at the mess hall. As he left the staircase and opened the outside door, he found Clayton, the thirty-something co-pilot from the previous day’s flight, waiting for him.

      “Good morning, Mr. Zorn,” the co-pilot greeted him in a low voice.

      “Hello,” Zorn replied after doing a double take. “But how do you know my name?”

      “I ran into Randy last night on his way back from the base club. He had a bit too much to drink and let it slip out.”

      “And what else did he say about me?” Zorn added, unhappy with the indiscretion.

      “He knew I was looking for a transfer and thought you might be able to help me.”

      The co-pilot looked anxious but sincere.

      “So what’s wrong with the assignment you have now?”

      “I think you know, Mr. Zorn. You learned about it yesterday a half hour north of Puerto Rico.”

      “So you knew all along we were carrying passengers and not corpses?”

      Clayton gave a sad nod.

      “Of course I did. I found out the same way you did, on my first flight down here.”

      “Yet you didn’t transfer out then?”

      “I was afraid to, sir. Our navigator lodged a complaint right after we landed and I never saw him again. After that, I decided to wait for the right opportunity to get out.”

      Zorn thought back to his own final months in the Agency and how he had become fed up with intelligence work and resolved to quit at all costs.

      “I see,” Zorn said, wondering what might have become of the dissenting navigator. “Have you told anyone else about wanting a transfer?”

      “Just Randy. He said you weren’t too pleased with pushing the button but didn’t blame the crew for it. So I thought I’d take the risk to approach you.”

      While Zorn paused to think, he cast a sharp look.at the young co-pilot.

      “Look, I’m not trying to make trouble, Mr. Zorn. And Randy’s not a bad sort. But he’s had multiple deployments and he’s kind of messed up right now.”

      Zorn looked around and saw a couple of airmen approaching.

      “Okay, Clayton. I think I understand where you’re coming from. Since you’re technically a Zorn employee, send me an email and I’ll see what I can do. Just a line or two. And sign it ‘Clay.’”

      Zorn recited his business email address.

      “But as a sign of good faith, I’d like something in return.”

      “Name it.”

      “There’s a video camera in the cargo hold that records who pushes the cargo ramp button. Do you know it?”

      Clayton nodded.

      “I want my recording to get lost.”

      The co-pilot bared his teeth in a friendly grin.

      “Today’s your lucky day, Mr. Zorn. That system falls under the co-pilot’s control. And, you know, sometimes those recordings go bad for no reason at all.”

      Zorn swallowed a laugh.

      “I think you and I are going to get along just fine, Clayton. But right now I’ve got to run off to see the base chief. Anything special about him that I ought to know?”

      The co-pilot shrugged.

      “Never met the guy. But I do have one piece of advice.”

      “What’s that?”

      “I suggest you find a way to miss your return flight this afternoon. We’re scheduled to do another dump over the trench and it might look funny if I sabotaged a second recording.”

      The pilot smiled at Zorn as if sharing a private joke.

      “Thanks, Clayton” Zorn replied, returning the smile. “And please do get in touch. Zorn Air Transport always has opportunities for promising young pilots.”
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        * * *

      

      Zorn appeared at the administration building’s reception desk just before nine A.M. for his meeting with the base chief. The duty officer led him into the chief’s office, a twenty-by-twenty carpeted room furnished with a cheap maple veneer desk and chair, a four-drawer file safe, and a glass-top conference table with eight swivel chairs. The chief came out from behind his desk to met Zorn at the table.

      “Jerry Pike,” he said, holding out a limp hand with long, sensitive fingers resembling those of a pianist. Pike appeared to be in his fifties, slightly taller than Zorn, but rounded and flabby. He looked the prototypical bureaucrat, a balding, puffy version of Mister Rogers who could reduce any color to gray. He reminded Zorn of the hall-walkers at CIA headquarters, officers past their prime yet short of retirement, eternally between assignments, and walking the halls in hopes of landing new work to make the time go by.

      “Must I use my pseudonym or can I assume you know my true name?” Zorn asked to encourage frankness. “I thought you might have it if Pat Craven told you I was coming.”

      “Yes, the undersecretary did share that with me,” Pike replied with a forced smile. “And I must say I’m delighted to meet you, Mr. Zorn, having read your father’s writings.”

      “I stand very much in my father’s shadow.”

      “Oh, don’t sell yourself short,” the base chief insisted. “Your Triage system is an impressive achievement. Without Triage, I doubt the emergency measures could have worked nearly so well as they have. We’d probably still have our thumbs up our assess sorting out the bad apples from the good. Corvus would be jammed to the gills.”

      “So have you used Triage data in your work?”

      “Yes, but not at Corvus. Risk assessments are all done stateside.”

      “And have you worked here long?”

      “Not really. I came a couple days ago to fill in as acting chief. The regular chief had to visit North Africa on short notice. Listen, I’m terribly sorry he couldn’t be here. He’s been with the ESM program from day one and knows all there is to know about Corvus.”

      Zorn offered Pike a sympathetic smile, as if the substitution were unimportant. But inwardly, the fact that nobody had told him of the chief’s absence set off alarm bells. Especially since Craven hadn’t shown up, either.

      “Well, anyway,” Pike went on, “now that you’re here. I’ll do the best I can to answer your questions. Where would you like to start?”

      Zorn couldn’t discern whether Pike was unaware of what had happened on the flight from Dover or was playing dumb. If the latter, that was a game two could play. He answered accordingly.

      “How about giving me your standard briefing, with the facilities tour afterward. Would that work for you, Jerry?”

      “Of course. My presentation deck is cued and ready. Let’s start there.”

      Pike offered Zorn a seat at the conference table before stepping to the wall and pulling down a retractable projection screen. Then he retrieved a laptop computer from his desk and entered a few keystrokes to pull up the deck.

      Pike’s presentation, likely having been prepared by Tetra’s graphics staff in Crystal City, was every bit as slick as Zorn might have expected from a top-tier contractor. In fact, one of the opening slides described Tetra as the FedEx of counterterrorism, where virtually everything of a time-urgent nature was handled overnight. Pickups of detainees from local police stations, drop-offs at Triage interview centers, risk assessment calculations, short-haul flights to transit centers, long-haul flights to repatriation sites, all were integrated seamlessly and carried out largely during the hours of darkness.

      “After you’ve done this kind of work for a while,” Pike quipped with a knowing look, “one can’t help becoming a bit of a night owl.”

      The presentation went on to cover nearly all the points of interest that Zorn expected. It opened with the Corvus Base mission statement and went on to include base maps and photographs, budget figures, a statistical profile of the detainee population, and current issues facing the removals program. It was pure boilerplate and didn’t require the presenter to have spent any time at all on the ground at Corvus.

      Having trained as a financial analyst, Zorn paid close attention to Pike’s financial statements and the various graphs and charts. Most of what he saw was consistent with Zorn USA’s internal data and with the classified materials he reviewed in the SCIF at DHS. On the surface, Pike’s figures for incoming and outgoing detainees seemed to check out.

      But having heard Randy Hellman explain how the numbers were systematically cooked, and having lent a hand in the shrinkage that occurred over the Puerto Rico Trench, Zorn knew the presentation was riddled with lies. And that Pike probably knew it. But Zorn had come to investigate, not accuse, and resolved to learn all he could without making waves. Particularly when he toured the detention wings, where he hoped to lay eyes on some live detainees.

      When the last slide had played, Pike asked if his visitor had any questions.

      “I do, but why don’t we take them up during the tour? I imagine much will become clear as we go along.”

      “Shall we start with a visit to the air base, then?”

      “Let’s skip the air base,” Zorn replied. “I’m in the air logistics business and have a pretty good idea of what goes on at air bases. But I’m a novice in the detention business. What I’d really like to see is what goes on inside the wire.”

      In an instant, Pike’s demeanor seemed to go from a state of guarded readiness to one of heightened alert.

      “Well,” the Tetra official said, letting out a long breath while weighing his answer. “I can offer you a general sort of tour of the detention area. But you should understand that certain places are off-limits for security reasons.”

      “I have a full TITAN clearance, Jerry. And I’ve given up my holiday weekend to fly down here. I’d like to see everything.”

      Jerry Pike stroked his chin and gave Zorn a questioning look.

      “It’s not just about secrecy, Roger. It’s about safety. We hold some seriously dangerous characters at this facility, and we don’t want them to hurt anyone. Or to identify our people. That’s why our guards have to cover their faces.”

      “That’s okay. I’m fine with wearing a mask. Would it help if we brought a couple of guards along?”

      Pike exhaled deeply and appeared to be thinking hard.

      “That goes without saying. In fact, I may have to rely on the guards to refresh my memory on certain points. I’ve taken the tour several times but never had to lead it before,

      Pike’s smile aimed at nonchalance but fell short. Next he stepped to his desk and phoned base security to ask for two escorts along with an XL-sized staff jumpsuit.

      A few minutes later, a pair of guards arrived, each built like a professional wrestler. One brought a spare jumpsuit bearing a Tetra corporate logo on each sleeve and the word “Security” writ large on the back. Zorn donned the jumpsuit over his civilian clothes and put on a protective face mask. Pike retrieved his own jumpsuit from a coatrack and slipped into it before the two men set off with their escorts.

      Each guard wore a Sam Brown belt festooned with an array of clips and holsters to hold flashlight, glove pouch, pepper spray, truncheon, and multiple key rings from which dangled keys of every shape and size. Nameplates and rank insignia were missing from their jumpsuits to hinder detainees from identifying individual guards.

      The four men left the administration building and walked across a gravel yard toward the detention area’s main gate. The compound contained four large modular steel buildings, each with an adjacent exercise yard. The fence surrounding the compound was over twenty feet high, topped with razor wire, and swathed in green plastic netting to block prying eyes. Armed guards in watchtowers kept a constant vigil, aided by closed-circuit television cameras and floodlights spaced every few hundred feet. Steel cables hung like spider webs above the open areas to thwart helicopter-borne rescue attempts.

      Pike, Zorn and the two guards approached the entrance of the nearest lockup, where a third guard escorted them into a windowless stairwell. From there they climbed up to a steel catwalk suspended above the cellblocks.

      “Our entire facility was built during the first quarter of this year,” Pike remarked. “We used subcontractors who supply prefab buildings to state and local correctional systems. Corvus has a total capacity of eight hundred, though we aren’t full at the moment.”

      Zorn nodded in acknowledgment while Pike went on.

      “Nearly all our detainees are of the Islamic faith. We’re set up to fulfill all their reasonable religious requirements, having learned from Gitmo and the CIA’s black sites. A Quran in every cell, halal catering, calls to prayer five times a day, and common areas aligned toward Mecca. We also offer Islam-compliant toilet facilities and a well-stocked library, with materials in English, Arabic, French, Urdu and Pashto.”

      Pike pointed to a vacant cell immediately below, whose door was propped open.

      “Each cell has a single bed with fireproof mattress, a sink, toilet, polished stainless-steel mirror, and soundproofing to impede communication between cells. And all exterior walls are lined with wire mesh to block EMF signals. Of course, no one is allowed to bring in cell phones, but just in case one slips in, it won’t get a message out.”

      “You mentioned that nearly all your detainees are Muslims,” Zorn pointed out. “Is it safe to say that most are radical Islamists with high Triage scores?”

      “I can’t say for sure, because I don’t see those scores. But I assume so.”

      “Do you know if any of your detainees are green card holders or U.S. citizens?”

      Pike stopped in his tracks and his voice turned icy. He recognized the question as a curve ball. Because no matter how high a suspect’s Triage score might be, citizens and permanent residents weren’t supposed to be deported.

      “Listen, I don’t control who’s sent here and DHS doesn’t send me their case files,” the base chief dodged, lowering his gaze. “So I have no idea about a detainee’s immigration status. When it’s time to ship them out, we send them wherever D.C. tells us to. Identities are coded, so for all I know, they could be going back to the mainland, or to another transit center, or overseas for repatriation.”

      Zorn knew this for an evasion but held his tongue. The foursome continued to the end of the catwalk, descended the stairs at the other end of the cellblock and made for the next building. In addition to a cellblock, this one contained kitchens, a laundry plant, and a dispensary. After a quick walk-through, Pike led the way back to the outer gate, skirting the last remaining building.

      “What about that one?” Zorn inquired.

      “Oh, that’s a holding pen for incoming detainees and those being shipped out today.”

      “May I take a peek?”

      “I don’t think that’s such a good idea,” Pike answered, looking away. “The incoming detainees tend to be pretty unruly for a day or two. And those selected for transfer can get even worse. It’s for your own safety, you understand.”

      “I’d really like to see. Could we take a look from the catwalk?”

      Pike hesitated, but on seeing Zorn’s determined expression, gave way.

      “All right. Let me check. I’ve never been in this unit before.”

      The base chief pulled a facility map from a cargo pocket and unfolded it to show the guards. They stepped aside to confer and, two minutes later, Pike returned.

      “Well, I don’t see much risk in it if we keep to the catwalk. But stay close by.”

      The two guards led the way up another flight of stairs to the building’s upper level, overlooking a walled-in yard where a hundred detainees sat in neat columns on the sandy earth. They were spaced at arm’s length from one another, with the chain that was wrapped around each man’s waist clipped to a steel cable that ran up and down the column. While the detainees waited, a paramedic with a bullhorn announced that they were being sent to a place where they would need additional inoculation against mosquito-borne disease.

      At the front of the yard Zorn noticed a folding table on which appeared to be medical supplies and syringes. Like Christians on Holy Communion Sunday, the detainees filed past the table to receive their injections and moved on, right hand planted on the shoulder of the man in front, to board a waiting bus. A few seemed unsteady on their feet as they mounted the steps, their faces like expressionless zombies. One of them bent double to vomit. Guards dragged him aside amid shouts and curses.

      Not far away, Zorn heard a paramedic scold detainees who were slow to rise.

      “Okay you slackers, get off your asses! And no stepping out of line. Anybody who makes trouble will leave feet first!”

      Zorn turned to the base chief and pointed to the table with its bottles and syringes.

      “Are those injections against Zika, by any chance?”

      “So I hear.”

      Zorn suspected Pike was making it up but said nothing. Then something caught his eye at the far end of the catwalk. In another walled-in courtyard, prisoners in distinctive black-and-orange striped jumpsuits were being led back and forth, shackled and blindfolded, along what looked like fenced-in dog runs.

      “What’s that area, and who are the inmates in Halloween costumes?” Zorn asked.

      “That’s the disciplinary wing. It’s where the worst troublemakers go. For them, it’s solitary confinement 23/7, no books or media except the Quran, and only half an hour of exercise a day spent in a wire dog run. They’re all on a fast track out of here, either to Guantanamo or repatriation. Just so long as we never see them again here.”

      “And how can you be sure you won’t?”

      “I can’t. All I can do is put them on a plane so they’re someone else’s problem.“

      “Can I see their cellblock? Does it have a catwalk?”

      “I assume it does. I’ll check with the guards.”

      A few moments later, the two guards led Pike and Zorn through another security gate and onto another catwalk. But there wasn’t much to see. All prisoners except for those taking exercise were locked in their cells. The foursome moved on and passed yet another cellblock, where they observed prisoners dressed in baggy khaki shirts and trousers rather than the grotesque black-and-orange jumpsuits. Some had removed their shirts and wore dirty white tank tops underneath.

      Most had long hair and, on closer inspection, appeared to be female. But none covered her hair with a hijab while many displayed tattoos and piercings, which are forbidden to Islamists. As the men approached, Zorn noticed five young women eating pizza at a picnic table in the corner. Their faces looked decidedly American. A moment later, Pike must also have spotted them, because he stopped in his tracks.

      “We’ve made a mistake and need to go back,” the base chief declared abruptly.

      But as he and Zorn turned to leave, one of the women raised her head and seemed to catch sight of the figures on the catwalk above. She had a petite figure, wide mouth, dark eyes and an olive complexion, and wore her mahogany hair pulled back into a ponytail. Even at a distance, Zorn sensed something familiar about the young woman. He thought at once of the photo that Jack Nagy had given him of his daughter but it was tucked away in a concealment device at his Rosslyn hotel. Could this be Carol?

      “Hey, mister, who are you?” she shouted out in a voice that cut through the echoing clang of boots on the steel catwalk. “Are you a reporter? Please, you’ve got to help us! We’re Americans and they’re holding us here illegally!”

      Zorn stopped to take a closer look. She called out again.

      “They’re withholding medical help and denying us our rights! Please, mister, you’ve got to let someone back home know we’re here!”

      But before Zorn could respond, Pike and the two security escorts took him by the arms and walked him out of the building.

      “That woman was no removable alien,” Zorn snapped once they were outside. “She’s American. Who the hell is she and why is she here?”

      “The women you saw are being sent back to the mainland to stand trial,” Pike answered, his face an expressionless mask.

      “Stand trial for what?”

      “Terrorism. Sedition. Murder. Weapons charges. You name it. The one who spoke to you isn’t a jihadi, but she’s no less a terrorist. She and her cellmates are professional anarchists who supplied a jihadi cell with bomb-making materials and weapons. People like them are invaluable to the jihad because they can go anywhere without attracting attention. One of the bombings they participated in killed over twenty people at a courthouse in Richmond.”

      Richmond? Zorn remembered that one of the suspects mentioned in the television news was a young woman with no known criminal record.

      “So why are they here and not in federal prison?” Zorn probed. “I thought transit bases were for only for aliens awaiting repatriation.”

      “It’s not that simple, Mr. Zorn.”

      “Then can you show me their case files so I can see for myself?

      “We don’t keep case files here.” Pike replied with a blank face.

      “Come on, you must have some means of distinguishing one detainee from another. Doesn’t each one have an ID number you can use to access their data?”

      “We do, but the only people who can unmask the data sit in D.C.”

      “Then how about their medical records? What if one of the women needed medical help? How would you know if she were diabetic or had a seizure disorder?”

      “If she did, we would have been informed. Besides, I happen to know that particular woman is a notorious liar. If anything ails her, it’ll have to wait.”

      Realizing he was getting nowhere, Zorn tried another tack.

      “All right, then, tell me this: how many female detainees do you have here?”

      “Only the ones you saw. Most of the women we get here are foreign Muslims, but all of those went out last Saturday for repatriation.”

      Zorn didn’t believe a word of it but saw little point in pressing his point. In fact, he wouldn’t have made half the fuss had he not suspected the dark-haired young woman to be Nagy’s daughter. He followed Pike and the two guards back to the administration building and peeled off his jumpsuit in the base chief’s office. Now that Pike was back on home ground, he seemed more at ease and struck an amiable tone.

      “Are you hungry after our walkabout? Can I buy you lunch at the mess hall?”

      “Thanks, but I ate a big breakfast,” Zorn evaded. “And I’ll need some time to write up my notes before I head back to the airfield for my flight.”

      “I understand,” Pike answered, his face showing relief at being rid of his visitor.

      “One last thing, though. There was something in your presentation deck that I’d like to take another look at. Can you show me the sources and uses of funds statement again?”

      Pike opened the four-drawer safe and withdrew a spiral-bound copy of the presentation deck that included an appendix with charts and tables. Zorn took the deck to the conference table, leafed through the appendix, jotted down a few notes on a pad, and raised his head.

      “Table Eleven shows costs for incoming detainees and Table Twelve costs for outgoing detainees. Table Fifteen shows the number of detainees on hand and the costs of holding them.”

      Zorn pointed to the spiral-bound deck.

      “Your charts seem to indicate that Corvus Base is a highly cost-efficient operation,” he declared with a note of approval in his voice.

      “Well, thank you,” Pike replied with a surprised look.

      “And your low outbound flight costs are a marvel.”

      “Thanks again. But why do you mention it?”

      “Because the number of detainees held here seems surprisingly low when compared to the traffic in and out. Could that perhaps explain your low food and staffing costs?”

      Zorn let the comment hang in the air. Pike cast a questioning look at him but said nothing, so Zorn went on.

      “And to fly so many detainees from Corvus across the Atlantic at such low cost seems to defy the laws of physics. How on earth do you do it?”

      All at once Pike looked as if he had bit into a lemon.

      “I can’t really say. Maybe the financials don’t reflect the full cost.”

      “No, I don’t think that’s it,” Zorn said, putting down the deck. “It seems far more likely that you’ve got fewer detainees coming in than your reporting shows. Which is odd, considering how a month ago or two ago the place was bursting at the seams. What do you suppose accounts for the sudden, shall we say, shrinkage?”

      Zorn’s demeanor remained curious rather than accusatory, and at first Pike didn’t seem sure what to make of it. But Zorn’s final word must have struck a nerve, because suddenly Pike’s face turned crimson.

      “Ahh, I’m not sure I know what you mean. Can you be more specific?”

      Zorn saw the beads of sweat on Pike’s forehead and felt sure the chief was lying.

      “Certainly,” Zorn went on, fixing Pike firmly in his gaze. “I’ll give you an example. On the flight from Dover, the crew reported a fuel leak. To shed weight, the loadmaster and I dropped some three dozen detainees over the ocean from ten thousand feet. Except that the detainees were in body bags and the manifest listed them as corpses.”

      “Well, we do receive detainee corpses from time to time for overseas burial. I’ll have the staff look into it.”

      Pike was on the ropes, but Zorn didn’t want to leave Corvus without confirming whether the chief knew that the shrinkage was systemic and not some aberration.

      “Come on, Jerry. You know all about shrinkage, don’t you?”

      Pike pulled his desk chair out from under his desk, dropped into it, and leaned back all the way. When at last he spoke, it was with a tongue dipped in acid.

      “Since you insist, Roger, let’s level with each other. What exactly did you expect to happen once a jihadi is rated Category One? Did you think we’d send the naughty boy off on an all-expense-paid trip to the Caliphate with a severe scolding? For Christ’s sake, man, it was you who pushed the red button on those thirty detainees! Don’t tell me that you and I aren’t playing for the same team.”

      “And don’t you tell me that being duped into tipping body bags overboard in some trumped-up emergency is the same as intending to murder them. I was set up to do it. Besides, if those detainees committed crimes, why weren’t they given a trial?”

      To Zorn’s surprise, the accusation didn’t faze Pike. Instead, the base chief pointed a puffy white finger at his visitor.

      “Don’t be a fool, Roger! The courts are hopelessly clogged. If these monsters went to trial with full due-process guarantees, most of them would skate free. This is wartime; speed is essential. What’s needed is a quick-and-dirty sorting, which is exactly what your Triage system affords us. So, of course we make the Cat Ones disappear! How can you pretend not to know that? Your own aircrews have been pushing them overboard on flight after flight! Like it or not, you’re up to your ears in it!”

      Zorn felt the sting of Pike’s rebuke. Perhaps he should have foreseen sooner how Triage scores might be misused. But when he bid on the DRA contract, he never imagined that Triage would become the sole determinant of whether a detainee lived or died, or that his aircrews would be used for secret executions without his knowledge.

      “I’m no such thing,” he shot back, “It’s you who’s breaking the law. Summary executions can’t possibly be legal, even under the emergency laws.”

      “Oh, really? Do you think we’re running some kind of rogue operation here? Some scheme to bilk the American taxpayer out of money for holding phantom detainees? But that’s absurd! Everything we do here is carried out under direct orders from DHS! And DHS gets its instructions from the National Security Council, with backup from the White House. How else do you suppose we’ve been able to keep all this a secret?”

      Zorn released his grip on the desk and stood to leave. His head was spinning.

      “Maybe that’s something Pat Craven intended to tell me when he sent me down here,” Zorn answered in a biting tone. “You can bet I’ll be taking it up with him when I get back. And about those women I saw in your disciplinary wing. You said they were headed to the States for trial. I’ll be checking on that, too. And if they aren’t in Justice Department custody within forty-eight hours, Craven will be hearing from the U.S. Attorney.”

      Pike stepped aside for Zorn to pass, but the base chief wasn’t finished.

      “Go ahead,” Pike dared. “Go talk to Pat. See how far it gets you. But I’d be very careful about taking this up with anyone but him. There’s good reason why this is a special access program. And God help anyone who’s stupid enough to talk out of school.”

      “Threaten me all you like,” Zorn replied as he passed Pike on his way to the door. “But I’m giving you forty-eight hours to return those women.”

      Once outside the base chief’s office, Zorn felt his hands tremble and his breathing quicken. He’d learned what he wanted from Pike, but at what cost? As for the women detainees, Zorn had a strong hunch that he’d get his way about their return. But the longer he thought about it, the more he feared that Pike might be right about most everything else.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Upon leaving the base chief’s office, Zorn retrieved his overnight bag from the guest room, left his key at the front desk, and departed the building. A few moments later, he circled around to the side entrance, where he climbed the stairs to the second floor. At the far end of the corridor he found a vacant guest room that the housekeepers hadn’t yet cleaned. He locked the door behind him and waited in silence until the noon hour passed. At one point he heard a voice in the corridor call his name, but after a while it went away. Soon after, he heard maids opening and closing doors nearby.

      At half past one, having evaded discovery, Zorn walked downstairs to the front desk and confessed that he had fallen asleep after lunch and missed his flight home. The young duty officer listened to his story, asked a few questions, and then excused himself to make some calls in the back office.

      Zorn’s heart sank by the minute while he waited, wondering whether Randy might have reported their whiskey-fueled conversation to base security that morning, or if Pike had discovered his missed flight and put out an all-points warning for his arrest. Zorn suppressed an irrational urge to run as he heard the duty officer’s approaching footsteps, but thought better of it as he noticed the young man break into a smile.

      “Thanks for waiting, Mr. Weaver. It seems you’re in luck today. There’s another flight leaving for Dover in two hours. A car is on the way to take you to the airstrip. And here, I’ve printed out your revised travel orders.”

      The duty officer removed a sheet of paper from the printer behind the desk and handed it across the counter.

      “That’s outstanding,” Zorn told the duty officer. “No question about it, you folks run a highly efficient operation.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Sixteen: Termination Clause

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        “There are a thousand hacking at the branches of evil to one who is striking at the root.”

        –Henry David Thoreau

      

      

      
        
        EARLY JUNE, WASHINGTON, D.C.

      

      

      Because he had changed flights at the last minute, there was no Tetra Corp car waiting for Roger Zorn on his return to Dover Air Force Base. He retrieved his belongings at the terminal, brought his cell phone back to life and entered his hotel’s address into the Uber phone app. The ride back to Rosslyn would cost a small fortune, but he didn’t care. He just wanted to get away as quickly as he could.

      Zorn waited until he was back in his room at the Hyatt before he sent out any text messages. He sent one to his wife and one to Walter Lang, letting them know that he had just returned from a short business trip and would be back in touch the following day. He thought of reaching out to Brandon Choe, as well, but thought better of it after checking his watch. It was already evening. And he was exhausted.

      Zorn removed his clothes and laid them across an easy chair on his way to the bathroom. Then, on impulse, he picked up his cell phone again and did a web search for “Richmond courthouse bombing.” A long list of news articles popped up on his web browser. He opened the first one, from a major news outlet. It quoted an FBI statement that the government was pursuing five suspects in the case, two of them American young women, and all still at large.

      One grainy photo taken from a closed-circuit camera outside a Richmond bank branch caught his eye. It was a profile shot of a dark-haired girl whose size, shape and hairdo resembled closely those of the woman who had accosted him inside Corvus Base. Zorn walked across the room and opened the false bottom of his shaving kit. Inside was the passport page that Nagy had given him of his daughter. It showed the same girl.
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        * * *

      

      On arriving at his office the next morning, Zorn fired up his computer and searched the Triage database for interviews of the Bengali-born father and son that he’d observed in Minneapolis. Within seconds he found them: Amjad Ibrahim, born in Dhaka, Bangladesh, medical engineer, naturalized American citizen. And his son, Imran Ibrahim, nineteen years old, college student, U.S. citizen by birth. No matter how high his Triage score, there was no way in hell that a birthright citizen like Imran should have been put on a plane to Corvus Base, let alone tipped overboard.

      Next he dialed Walter Lang’s cell phone. After three rings the call was diverted to voicemail. He left a message:

      “Hello, Walter. It’s Roger. Sorry I missed you. Listen, I wanted you to know that I’ll be coming home in a day or two to visit family. I think we should have a talk. Phone me later if you’re free.”

      Zorn ended the call and put the receiver down. He had slept badly, with thoughts and images of his travels to Corvus Base leaving his mind in an unsettled state. Had he known from the outset about ESM abuses, he would never have signed on as a contractor. Nor, he thought, would Walter Lang or the firm’s other directors.

      But the more pressing question was what to do now. Would his father have stayed in the ESM program after learning what Zorn had discovered? The point was relevant because Lang and several other directors had spent long careers working for René Zorn and had absorbed his values as completely as if they had taken them in with their mothers’ milk. Like Roger Zorn’s father, these men had never shied away from controversy. To the contrary, they sometimes took perverse pleasure in it.

      But they also took pains to gather their facts before making a decision as important as whether to exit the American market, regardless of circumstances. His father would have wanted to nail down when the detainees started disappearing, how many were missing, and what proportion of the missing were U.S. citizens. He also would have insisted on further details about repatriation and would have sent someone to investigate the repat bases. And he would have focused closely on who issued the removal orders and who carried them out.

      But Roger Zorn was only one man. He couldn’t be expected to come up with all the answers. Where should the burden of proof lie? With him, to prove the abuses, or with DHS to refute them? And even if the evidence were clear, would Zorn Security’s board of directors risk scandal rather than forego their monthly cash infusions from DHS? Or would they rush to quit the program? Or, alternatively, might they sell the company to a strategic acquirer, perhaps even Tetra Corporation, one step ahead of the scandal?

      In any case, Zorn lacked authority to terminate the ESM contracts without the board’s approval. If they refused, he had no choice but to remain an ESM contractor until he could persuade them to change their minds, or until the program ended, or until the company were sold, allowing him to wash his hands of the affair.

      In the meantime, he resolved to gather more evidence and share it with Margaret Slattery. If they were lucky, perhaps she could convince someone in the White House to put the program right or quietly wind it down. But what if she couldn’t? What if the abuses went on and the Zorn board refused to exit? Or if Tetra and DHS suspected him of disloyalty and decided to get rid of him? After all, if these people were capable of dropping people out of airplanes, what was to stop them from disposing of him?

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Two hours later, after spreading across his desk every ESM contract and amendment signed between Zorn USA and the Department of Homeland Security, reading them closely and taking detailed notes, Zorn picked up the phone and called the partner at the outside law firm he had retained to work on the contracts.

      “I may want to exercise the termination clause under certain of our government contracts, Jay.”

      “May I ask which contracts you’re referring to?” Jay Pankow asked. ”And on what grounds?”

      “They’re our contracts with DHS under the Emergency Security Measures program,” Zorn answered. “The way I read the text, no grounds for termination are required. Either party can terminate on ninety days notice at its sole discretion.”

      “Yes, but bear in mind, Roger, that if you claim DHS breached a material term of the contract, you could terminate for cause instead. And if you won your case, you could claim damages.”

      “But if I did that, wouldn’t the government deny the breach and routinely file a counterclaim against us? I don’t want to get into a pissing match with the U.S. government on their home turf.”

      “You realize, of course, Roger, that, if you leave DHS unhappy, you might never land a contract with the U.S. government again?”

      A chill had entered the attorney’s voice.

      “That’s fine with me,” Zorn answered on a note of finality. “Go ahead and draw up the letters. When they’re ready, send me the drafts via encrypted email for review. I don’t want news of this getting out till it’s done.”

      “Do you intend to make a decision soon?”

      “Within the next few days. After I consult the board.”

      “And will you be announcing the termination publicly?”

      “I imagine so.”

      “Not to put too fine a point upon it, Roger, but the programs you’re talking about are considered special access projects. Though I wasn’t the attorney who worked on your particular NDAs, let me just say that it’s important that nothing you say to anyone about your decision to terminate be considered an unauthorized disclosure of classified information. The consequences could be severe.”

      “Not that I’m planning to spill any secrets, mind you, but what can Uncle Sam possibly do to punish me once I’m back in France?” Zorn scoffed.

      “Strict sanctions have become standard in this kind of project. The government’s view is that criminal prosecution hasn’t proven enough of a deterrent against self-styled whistleblowers like Ellsberg, Snowden, and Manning, so they’ve resorted to other types of sanctions. If you’re not clear about the penalties invoked in your particular agreement, I suggest you visit our offices to review the text together. We have a secure facility here where we can speak freely.”

      “Come on, Jay. I’ve held top-secret codeword clearances for years and I’ve never been accused of leaking classified material. If DHS thinks they can use their sharply worded NDA to scare me away from terminating our contracts, they can go to hell. I’ll be in France. Let’s see how far they get enforcing their secrecy in the French courts.”

      Zorn hadn’t wanted to sign the secrecy agreement in the first place, and now he bridled against the notion that it might block him from speaking out in the future to defend his company against possible claims of leaking, or even worse, detainee abuse.

      “Not to sound alarmist, Roger, but you really don’t want to invite that kind of trouble. I’m not talking about litigation now. If you piss off the Men in Black, their long arm can reach you anywhere in the world. It’s not just the Russians and Israelis who play that sort of game nowadays.”

      “Hogwash,” Zorn replied. “They wouldn’t dare try it. Just send me the draft termination letters, okay?”

      The moment Zorn ended the call, he felt a heaviness in his gut. Yes, he could go back to France and fire off the termination letters. But deep down he sensed it wouldn’t end there. The people behind the dumpings had accepted him as one of their own. Sending him to Corvus had been a test. Tricking him into pushing the red button had been their insurance policy. For him to exit ESM now would show their faith in him to have been mistaken. Once he terminated his contracts and returned to France, they would no longer trust him to keep quiet about what he had heard at Middleburg or seen at Corvus Base.

      Then a terrible thought occurred to Zorn. What if the government already distrusted him and had monitored his phone call to Pankow? France was far away, to be sure. But was it far enough?
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        * * *

      

      Zorn left his office at six, ate an early dinner at the Hyatt, and then headed down the stairs to the hotel’s underground parking garage. Even three stories below street level, the city’s heat and damp were stifling. When he turned on the Volvo’s air conditioning, the mildew smell spewing out from the dashboard vents nearly made him gag.

      He headed across Key Bridge to Georgetown, and then east along the Whitehurst Freeway and up Rhode Island Avenue to Margaret Slattery’s U Street apartment. He parked down the street in a public lot and walked the rest of the way, buzzing her on arrival. It was just short of eight o’clock and, unless a crisis were brewing at the White House, or she had an evening social engagement, she ought to be at home by now.

      No answer. He waited a half a minute and buzzed again. Still no answer. He waited a bit longer and raised his hand for one last try when a response came over the intercom.

      “Who is it?” Slattery’s voice sounded dull and uninviting.

      “It’s Roger Zorn. May I come up and have a word with you?”

      “Oh, Roger,” she answered, pronouncing his name ever so slowly, as if he were a long-forgotten acquaintance and she were trying to place the name. “Now, would that be for business or pleasure?”

      “If I told you, it would spoil the suspense.”

      “Is that so?” she answered with a husky laugh. “Now you’ve got my attention. Of course, come on up and have as many words with me as you like.”

      She pressed the button to unlock the security door and Zorn pulled it open to let himself in. The contrast between the muggy D.C. air outdoors and the artificial chill inside gave him goose bumps. He crossed the marble-floored lobby to the elevator and pushed the button for the seventh floor.

      When he arrived at her apartment, the door was ajar. Margaret Slattery appeared on the threshold dressed in jeans and a sleeveless white cotton blouse, her red hair pulled back in a chignon and a balloon wine glass in hand.

      “Your timing is excellent. I just finished dinner,” she greeted him with an absent-minded smile. “Come on in.”

      Her nonchalant manner confused him. After breaking off their hasty lovemaking on his last visit, he had expected a degree of tension between them. But as he entered the flat and she closed the door behind him, he couldn’t tell whether she thought he had come to discuss their investigation into the emergency measures or had found her too irresistible to stay away. This was not the buttoned-up Margaret Slattery he had expected to find.

      As on his previous visit, Slattery led Zorn indoors just as the sun was setting through the south-facing living room window. This time the room’s white walls were bathed in a pale pink glow. But unlike the last visit, no maid had swept through lately. The dining room table was strewn with books, file folders, and unopened mail, while a pair of used wine glasses and an empty green bottle still stood on the coffee table where he and Slattery had sat drinking wine four nights earlier. Could they be the same glasses?

      As Slattery steered Zorn across the living room toward the twin settees, her gait seemed wobbly. And her face flushed when she spotted the dirty wine glasses on the coffee table.

      “You must think me a terrible housekeeper,” she confessed, wrinkling her freckled nose. “You see, the maid’s day is Thursday. By this time, standards do tend to slip.”

      Zorn noticed a few slurred consonants and zeroed in on Slattery’s bloodshot eyes. Suddenly her poor housekeeping made more sense. Zorn had noticed before that Slattery enjoyed having a few drinks. Could it be more than that?

      “I’m not one to point fingers,” Zorn answered with a self-deprecating smile. “Not when I live in a hotel with daily maid service.”

      “Well, I should have at least put away the glasses from your last visit,” Slattery said with a nod toward the low table. “But then, after not hearing from you all last week, I figure you might be keeping your distance. So as not to fall back into temptation.”

      She gave him a cool look that put the ball squarely in his court.

      “Yeah,” he said with a long sigh. “That was some temptation, all right. I know we agreed to forget it, but even if I could, I’m not sure I’d want to.”

      A look of relief spread across Margaret Slattery’s face.

      “Oh, we’re both grown people, Roger. Don’t give it another thought,” she said, looking away quickly as she tucked her feet under her legs. “So tell me. What was it you wanted to have a word about? Do you have something new about the detainees?”

      “Last week we talked about overseas transit centers. Yesterday I visited one.”

      “Are you joking?” Slattery asked, mouth agape.

      At this, Zorn put a forefinger to his lips and beckoned for her to come closer so that he could whisper in her ear.

      “Let’s retreat to the breakfast nook, just in case,” he muttered.

      En route, they passed through the kitchen, where Slattery poured Zorn a generous glass of Bordeaux blanc from a re-corked bottle. As before, Zorn carried the Bose radio into to the breakfast nook, where he tuned it to a news-talk station. Then he opened a talk radio app on his mobile phone, jacking up its volume to the point where the couple was surrounded by incoherent crosstalk.

      “Okay. Now we can talk more freely,” Zorn continued in a low voice as he seated himself across the small table from Slattery. “Last Saturday I told you I planned to do some on-site inspecting. Well, I got the opportunity sooner than expected. On Monday I flew out to one of those Caribbean transit centers.”

      “And…?”

      “What I saw was worse than I expected.”

      “How so?” Slattery leaned forward to listen more closely and a wisp of loose hair grazed Zorn’s face. He caught her scent and for a moment was distracted.

      “What they’re doing goes beyond mass deportation and repatriation. Deportees are being disappeared.”

      Zorn had a sinking feeling as he struggled for words to describe his experience aboard the C-130.

      “Disappeared?” Slattery asked, recoiling as if from a blow.

      “Dumped out over the ocean from ten thousand feet. Sedated but alive. And their deaths papered over to look as if they’d been repatriated.”

      “That’s unbelievable. How do you know that? What evidence do you have?”

      “I saw it done. Three dozen bodies. Tipped out the back of a C-130 over the Puerto Rico Trench,” Zorn replied, omitting his own role in letting them drop. “And it’s not just removable aliens being dumped. It’s any Muslim with a Category One Triage score. Even some U.S. citizens. In fact, I’m pretty sure that one of those I saw dumped was someone you and I watched being interviewed in Minneapolis. A tall, skinny kid, about nineteen or twenty. He and his Bengali father were the first ones brought in for questioning.”

      “I remember him. And you saw him dropped at sea?”

      “I believe I did. One of the aircrew said the practice has been going on for months. Later, I met the base chief, who confirmed it. And when he showed me around the detention facility, some of the women I saw were clearly U.S. citizens. Young radicals from Virginia, apparently. Suspects in the Richmond courthouse bombing.”

      He held back Carol’s name intentionally.

      “But why would DHS be holding American citizens at their offshore transit center? That doesn’t make any sense.”

      “Unless they were sent there to be disappeared. According to news reports, the FBI lists the women as fugitives. In any event, I suggested the base chief return them for trial.”

      “Do you think he’ll do it?”

      “Your guess is as good as mine,” Zorn answered with a shrug before raising his wine glass. “Could you check on it? Maybe through your friend Audrey at DOJ?”

      Slattery drew a deep breath.

      “Yes, I suppose I could. Audrey has serious concerns about detainee removals since Middleburg. But it could be risky. What if she insists on details?”

      “Just tell her that the women were spotted at a Caribbean transit facility operated by Tetra and ask her if they’ve been returned for prosecution.”

      “I’m having lunch with Audrey tomorrow,” Slattery volunteered, a lump rising in her throat at the idea of sharing the information with Lamb. “I’ll ask her. But what are you going to do about what you’ve seen? Will you be reporting it to Pat Craven at DHS?”

      “At some point. But not quite yet. Look, Margaret, Pat can’t possibly be ignorant of what DHS is doing with those detainees. It may be legal, but it’s wrong. And now that I know what’s going on down there, I refuse to be caught up in it. This morning I asked outside counsel to draft termination notices for Zorn Security’s DHS contracts. As soon as I review the drafts, I’ll be returning to France to seek the board’s approval to execute them.”

      “If Pat knew that detainees were being disappeared, why would he let you go there? Did he trust you that much?”

      Zorn shrugged.

      “Pat and I used to work together back when we were in the Agency. And, with me being my father’s son, he and Larry Lawless probably thought they could trust me not to freak out at whatever I saw.”

      But even before the words left his mouth, Zorn realized that his behavior at Corvus Base must have shattered whatever remained of that trust.

      “Lawless?” Slattery interrupted with wide eyes. “Did Lawless know you’d be going to the base?”

      “It’s a Tetra facility. So I asked Larry about going there. He said he’d talk to Pat. In fact, Pat was originally scheduled to be my traveling companion. But he never showed up. Now that I look back on it, I think the main reason the two of them allowed me to visit the base was to make me complicit in whatever they were doing down there. And to blackmail me if I didn’t go along.”

      “Blackmail you? But how?”

      Zorn ran his finger around the rim of his wineglass while he considered how best to answer. After a moment’s pause, he exhaled deeply and went on.

      “They have a sort of initiation ritual, or rite of passage, for highly placed people in the ESM program. It involves tricking the new boys into taking a hand in dumping detainees. So they can’t speak out against it later.”

      Now it was Slattery’s turn to hesitate. She bit her lip before speaking in a hollow voice.

      “And did you take a hand in throwing anyone overboard?”

      “Not intentionally,” Zorn answered with a half-truth to avoid the need to justify himself. “But I was there when it happened. So I’m getting out of the program before anyone can claim that I was a witting participant.”

      “Wait a second,” Slattery interrupted. “If you have evidence of abuse, you can’t just sit on it. Why not report the abuse and terminate your DHS contracts at the same time?”

      Zorn looked at Slattery as if she had landed from Mars.

      “Do you take me for an idiot? Listen, if I blew the whistle about what I saw on that trip, DHS would claim that I breached my NDA and pack me off to solitary confinement before I could say 'Fort Leavenworth.'”

      “But I’m not asking you to talk to the media. If DHS or Tetra is breaking the law, why not turn over your evidence to DOJ and let their prosecutors prepare a case?”

      “Because Craven and Lawless would know right away that the evidence came from me. Then they’d come after me with every weapon they had. Even telling you is a risk. That’s why we’re sitting here between two blaring radios.”

      Only then did it hit him that telling Slattery might be as much a risk to her as it was to him. Because, while he had no intention of talking to anyone besides her about the dumpings, once Slattery conveyed his information to Audrey Lamb, DHS and Tetra would do all they could to make her recant, or failing that, to discredit her. The thought of it sent a shiver up Zorn’s spine.

      “But how can we stop DHS from dropping detainees out of airplanes without taking our evidence to law enforcement?” Slattery persisted. “At the very least, you’ve got to swear out a statement for Audrey detailing what you saw.”

      “Oh, no,” Zorn demurred, shaking his head vigorously. “No statement. Not yet, at least. Once I’m back in France and I’ve given notice on our contracts, I’ll do what I can to help. Until then, I’d rather go on collecting evidence and keep it between us.”

      “But I’m seeing Audrey tomorrow. At least give me some names or other details that I can give her right away,” Slattery urged. “I promise not to tell her they’re from you.”

      Zorn lifted his wine glass by the stem, gave it a quick swirl, and drank deeply.

      “Okay, I’ll tell you the name of the kid I saw dumped. And that of the base chief. And the base’s location. But I won’t identify the aircrew I flew in with.”

      No, not the aircrew employed by Zorn Air Logistics.

      “That’s it? So you’re just going to resign your contracts and go? After everything we heard in Middleburg, you’re going to look the other way and let DHS and Tetra commit the biggest mass lynching in American history?”

      “I never said I was going to let them off the hook. I want to end the abuses, too. And I realize that you and Audrey are sticking your necks out to clean up this mess. But I’m not a high-powered government lawyer like you, with all the built-in protections of working for the White House counsel. I’m just a private contractor, and a French one, at that. Which makes me a prime candidate for scapegoat.”

      “Oh, so we’re playing the poor foreigner now? What was that you once said about being one hundred percent American?”

      “At this point, I’ll settle for being one hundred percent alive. Besides, I knew nothing about the dumpings until I boarded that damned removal flight. Isn’t it enough that I’m getting out of ESM as soon as I knew what was going on? You were at Middleburg, Margaret. Nobody there gave a rat’s ass about excesses except for you and Audrey.”

      Slattery reached for the wine bottle and moved to refill Zorn’s glass.

      “Well, if you’re not willing to record an affidavit or meet with Audrey before you go, would you at least consider an off-the-record conversation with Nelson Blackburn? If anyone in the White House has the clout to straighten things out quietly behind the scenes, Nelson does. And he’s not a lawyer, if that’s your concern.”

      “From what I’ve seen of your friend Nelson, I think he’s closer to the problem than the solution,” Zorn observed, gazing into his glass. “So, no, I won’t talk to him. But you can, Go ahead and tell him everything I’ve told you. Just don’t attribute it to me until I’ve signed those termination letters.”

      “So, does that mean we won’t be seeing each other any more? Funny, I thought we were in this together,” Slattery answered, looking away with a hurt expression.

      “But we are, Margaret. It’s still the two of us against the lot of them. I haven’t given up the fight at all. It’s just that I have my obligations and you have yours. And at the moment, mine take me back to France.”
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        “Those who are kind to the cruel will end up being cruel to the kind.

        –The Talmud (Midrash)

      

      

      
        
        EARLY JUNE, WASHINGTON, D.C.

      

      

      Zorn did not feel particularly proud of himself as he drove away from Margaret Slattery’s apartment. While pulling Zorn USA out of the ESM program was the right thing to do, he couldn’t forget that he and his company had played a central role in that program for nearly three months. And, now that he had revealed to Slattery what he knew about the DHS’s abuses, he would be leaving her exposed to the wrath of Tetra and DHS should the Justice Department or Nelson Blackburn move against them.

      Zorn longed to protect her, but what could he do from France? He also felt under a duty to report all he knew about detainee abuses to the Justice Department, but dared not contact them until the ESM contracts were no longer in effect. Until then, the most he felt he could do was stay in touch with Margaret and supply her discreetly with any new evidence he could gather from Jack Nagy or elsewhere

      Zorn pulled the Volvo over to the curb on Rhode Island Avenue and parked long enough to send Nagy a text on his burner phone to confirm his estimated time of arrival at Tysons Corner, where they had agreed to meet. Zorn felt good that he could offer the retired spy some news about his missing daughter. Not the best news, as she was being held abroad in a secret government facility and faced federal prosecution. But at least she was alive and relatively unharmed. And she had a fair chance of being sent back to the mainland, where it might be possible to render her some legal assistance. All the same, Zorn couldn’t shake the fear that Carol’s captors would never allow someone who had been held at Corvus Base to speak out in open court.

      Though the sun had been down for half an hour, the night air was thick with moisture and the Volvo’s air conditioner was laboring hard as Zorn joined westbound I-66. A few minutes later, he turned on the car radio, which was pre-set to an all-news station. He listened to the weather and traffic report for little more than a minute before the radio suddenly switched all by itself to another station where the pulsating beat of a hip-hop tune played at full volume. A moment later, the climate control system turned from cool to hot, blasting him with steamy air. Overhead, the sunroof opened of its own accord and dispersed the heat with turbulent gusts of wind. Out in front, the Volvo’s headlights blinked off and on in rapid cadence.

      But worst of all, the car shot ahead like a slingshot, though he hadn’t touched the gas pedal. Zorn tapped the brakes, then stomped hard on them. No effect. Sixty-five, seventy, seventy-five, eighty, eighty-five miles an hour. He gripped the steering wheel firmly with both hands and changed lanes to pass the car directly ahead, and then wove back into the right lane to pass another. Before him was a gathering of vehicles too dense to snake through. He tapped the brakes again, without result. Racking his brain for some other way to slow the car, he grabbed the shift lever and tried to shift from drive into neutral. It wouldn’t budge.

      The Volvo was barely five car lengths from colliding with the car ahead when Zorn felt the acceleration abruptly slacken. He tried the brakes again. Still no effect, but the car continued to slow. Except now the steering wheel locked up and the car started veering slowly to the right. At nearly sixty miles per hour, he would be off the shoulder and into the trees in a matter of seconds.

      Then, just as the Volvo’s wheels edged off the pavement onto the gravel-strewn shoulder, the brakes suddenly worked again. The car skidded, went into a fishtail, and then righted itself before coming to a halt off the gravel shoulder. At that moment the radio went quiet and the air conditioning turned off. Zorn’s hand darted out to kill the engine.

      Through the open sunroof Zorn could hear the roar of traffic speeding past. The car’s interior was dark except for illumination from powerful halide streetlamps flooding in through the open sunroof. For the first time during the brief ordeal he noticed his heart pounding hard and felt short of breath. What on earth had happened? Had the car gone berserk all of its own? Or did it have help?

      With the transmission in park, Zorn re-started the engine and closed the sunroof. The engine idled at a low hum and all seemed normal. He set the climate control to seventy degrees and felt a cool breeze pour out of the dashboard vents. Next he turned on the radio and heard the same announcer from the same news channel as before the incident. He checked all the dashboard settings, even looking beneath the dash, before detecting a black thumb drive plugged into the USB port inside the car’s center console.

      He’d never seen the thumb drive before. He pulled it out, gave it a close look, and slipped it into his shirt pocket. While he doubted being able to trace the device’s software back to its source, he knew now that the Volvo’s shenanigans had been no random malfunction. Most likely, word of his visit to Corvus had made its way back to Tetra Corp. And someone there, no longer assured of his unqualified support, had sent him a warning. But rather than intimidate Zorn, it outraged him. He would not be silenced so easily.

      Zorn pulled out his burner phone and texted Jack Nagy one more time.

      “Same plan as before. Except now you will be picking me up in your car instead of me taking you in mine. And add ten minutes to my ETA.”

      Zorn arrived just ahead of the revised pickup time and parked outside a family restaurant two doors down from the one where he was to await Nagy. Fearing that whoever hacked the Volvo might also have tracked its location via GPS, he left his work phone in the car and carried only the burner phone. And as he made his way through scattered parked cars to the meeting point, he spotted no one following him.

      “Thanks for coming on short notice,” Zorn greeted Nagy after hopping into the man’s aging Nissan Rogue.

      “Not a problem.”

      Nagy was dressed just as he’d been the last time Zorn saw him, in jeans and a smart-looking golf shirt. Though no longer new, the car was immaculately clean inside and out.

      “Where to?”

      “Turn left the next chance you get and enter the mall’s main parking lot. We’ll do a circuit around the perimeter a few times and come back to where we started.”

      “Got it,” Nagy answered, his eyes fixed on the road. They crossed the main highway and headed toward the sprawling mall complex. Before the intifada, its parking lot would have been jam-packed all evening. But a recent suicide bombing had kept shoppers away.

      “I have some news for you,” Zorn began. “But before we get into it, do you have anything to report? I’m leaving for France tomorrow and may not be back for a while.”

      Without another word, Nagy reached into his jeans front pocket and pulled out a computer flash drive like the one he had given Zorn before.

      “I’ve written up some more material about Renditions Branch. We’ve been making major inroads against jihadi networks in Northern Virginia, pulling in a lot of their key people. Rank-and-file operatives have gone to ground and fellow travelers seem to be pulling back, as well.”

      “What kind of Triage scores are you seeing with the ones you’ve pulled in?”

      “Mostly Cat Two, with maybe a third of them Cat Ones. But that’s still a slew of hard-liners we’ve taken off the streets,” Nagy remarked with a note of pride in his voice.

      “How about non-Muslim support assets like the ones we talked about last time. Are you seeing more of them?”

      “Too many. It breaks my heart to see these kids wreck their lives by teaming up with the jihadis. We’re going after them hammer and tong, and the Cat Ones get flown out the moment we catch them. I suspect they’re being sent offshore to keep them out of the court system. And it scares me to death to think that might be what’s happened to Carol.”

      A pause followed while Zorn weighed his reply.

      “Actually, Jack, that’s the news I wanted to talk to you about. I couldn’t find any record of your daughter in the Triage database. But I think I may have seen her.”

      Nagy took his foot off the gas and let the car slow as they circled around the largely empty parking lot. He cast a sidelong glance at his passenger with eyes on full alert.

      “Last night I came back from a visit to a Tetra-run transit center in the Caribbean that they call Corvus Base,” Zorn went on. “I can’t be sure which island it’s on, but I’m pretty sure I saw her there. In one cellblock I spotted five American females suspected of involvement in the Richmond courthouse bombing. One of them resembled your daughter’s passport photo as well as a news photo I came across of a Richmond suspect. Do you have another image you could show me? On your smartphone, maybe?”

      Nagy pulled the car into a vacant parking space and killed the headlights. Then he brought out his mobile phone and pulled up a series of photographs of his daughter, one of them taken at his townhouse shortly before Carol went missing.

      “Yeah, I’m nearly certain that’s her,” Zorn said before handing back the phone. “Can you text a copy of that image to my burner phone? I’d like to show it to someone who may be able to help.”

      Nagy entered a few keystrokes on the phone and returned it to the cup holder in the Nissan’s center console.

      “Done. The girl you saw has to be Carol. Richmond is where they nabbed her.”

      “Do you know of anything else that would link Carol to the courthouse bombing? Last time we spoke, you thought she supported the jihadis politically but not operationally. You didn’t believe she was Antifa, either. Do you still think that’s true?”

      “I don’t know,” Nagy said with downcast eyes. “In my heart, I don’t want to believe she had anything to do with the bombing. But, then, maybe there are things about Carol I’m not aware of.”

      “Well, whether she’s linked to the bombing or not, DHS ought not be holding American citizens at a foreign detention center, no matter what they’re accused of.”

      “Then how do we spring her out of there?” Nagy asked, his eyes wide with alarm.

      “No need to. She’s due to be sent back to the U.S. in the next few days for trial.”

      “Will you be able to confirm that when it happens?”

      “I should know more tomorrow. I’ll text you.”

      Nagy settled back uneasily in the driver’s seat, closed his eyes, and rubbed his temples with both hands as if to relieve a headache.

      “Do you have any influence over her situation, Roger?”

      “I think I might before long. But I can’t single out your daughter without putting you at risk. Anything I do for her will have to apply to all five women being held.”

      “Okay, okay,” Nagy snapped. “Do whatever you have to. Just make sure she gets out of that transit site.”

      “I’ll do all I can. Once she’s back on U.S. soil, at least she’ll get her day in court. Fortunately, D.C. has plenty of activist lawyers ready to take on cases like hers.”

      Nagy didn’t reply for a long while. The worried look on his face and the trembling of his hands on the steering wheel said everything. When he spoke at last, Zorn could tell that the man’s guts were churning.

      “You know, Roger, there’s something about Carol’s situation that drives me crazy. God forgive me, but I’ve never shed a tear for the foreign jihadis who come here to kill Americans. They’re at war with us and we’re at war with them. Let them go to hell. But, by God, when one of our own kids is accused of a crime, even a terrible one like murder, he or she ought to be entitled to the presumption of innocence, due process and a fair trial. But now, with the government treating its own citizens like terrorists, what’s left of law and order for us to defend?”

      “I’m with you, Jack. The emergency measures have gone way too far. But with the information we’ve been collecting, you and I may soon be in a position to do something to make things better. And help Carol at the same time.”

      Zorn also thought of his promise to Margaret Slattery to cooperate with the Justice Department. Nagy’s information could be very valuable to the prosecutors at DOJ.

      “You really think so?” Nagy asked with an expression of hope mingled with doubt.

      “I wouldn’t say so if I didn’t. But we’ve still got a way to go before we know how well things will turn out.”

      At the next traffic light, Zorn removed a folded white envelope from his shirt pocket and laid it on the dashboard.

      “What’s that for?” Nagy inquired with a puzzled look.

      “Expenses. You bought a burner phone. And then there’s gas and whatnot. I wouldn’t want you to go out of pocket saving the country from itself.”

      But that wasn’t all Zorn had in mind. Even with a volunteer informant like Nagy, who was once a professional case officer, offering money was always a tricky affair. Not just because it meant the source was admitting financial need, or avarice, in some cases. But because money represented control, and the person who paid the bills had it.

      After a few seconds’ thought, Nagy picked up the envelope and slipped it into his rear pants pocket.

      “Thanks,” he told Zorn without looking up. “By the way, how can I reach you while you’re away?”

      “Use the burner phone. Text me and I’ll get back to you right away.”

      After giving it further thought, Zorn decided not to tell Nagy that he might not return to Washington at all. For now, he would let the man think his absence was temporary. But as the SUV stopped to let Zorn out, it saddened him to think he might never see Jack Nagy again.
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        * * *

      

      The next morning, Zorn set out at his usual time for the short walk to his office when he heard footsteps close behind. When he turned around, he saw a familiar face, but it took him a moment to place it.

      “Good morning, Cliff Weaver.”

      Zorn recognized the man at once as Clayton, the co-pilot on his C-130 flight to Corvus Base.

      “Hello, Clay,” Zorn replied, doing his best not to show surprise. “I see it didn’t take you long to find me. To what do I owe the honor?”

      “Long story. Would you like some coffee?”

      A coffee shop was just ahead. Zorn looked around to see if anyone was following.

      “Sure. Let’s go.”

      They resumed their conversation while waiting in line to order.

      “Randy’s dead,” Clayton announced in a low voice. “The police are calling it a random mugging. But his wallet and gold Rolex weren’t taken. He was shot twice in the neck while walking home from a bar in the wee hours of the morning.”

      The news hit Zorn like a thunderclap. He drew a sharp breath and thought about his Volvo’s wild antics the night before.

      “And you think…?”

      “I think somebody high up didn’t like his attitude. And, come to think of it, my own attitude hasn’t been so hot lately, either. Sometimes I think erasing that video of you wasn’t such a hot idea. So I’d like to get out of harm’s way before it catches up to me.”

      “Would you be looking for a change of scenery?” Zorn asked, licking dry lips as he pictured the loadmaster’s bloody corpse in his mind’s eye.

      “You’re very perceptive, Mr. Zorn. Yes, someplace overseas would be nice. I’ve worked all over the world, so I don’t mind living the expat life. I was hoping you might find a place for me flying out of Europe, or perhaps Asia.”

      “As I said the last time we spoke, Clay, we always have opportunities for outstanding young pilots.”

      At that moment, the two men reached the front of the queue and placed their orders: Clayton’s a tall iced latte and Zorn’s a double espresso. Zorn fumbled drawing small bills from his wallet to pay, still shaken by the news of Randy’s death. Once the two men had moved to the end of the counter to await their drinks, Zorn took a careful look around the shop. Then he pulled a business card from his wallet and wrote something on the back.

      “Can you get yourself to France?” he asked as he wrote.

      “Absolutely,” Clayton replied, a smile lighting up his face.

      “Then go to Zorn Security headquarters in Toulouse and ask for me. Identify yourself only as Clay from D.C. If I’m not there, ask for Walter Lang, our chairman, and show him this card.”

      Zorn finished writing and handed the card to the pilot.

      The writing on the back said, “Walter—Please show the bearer of this card every courtesy. Call for details. Roger.”

      “I’ll be returning to Toulouse soon,” Zorn added.

      “It’s good that you’re going back there, Mr. Zorn. Because if Randy and I are in their crosshairs, they might come after you, too.”

      Zorn took a sip of his espresso, which seemed more bitter than usual.

      “I think they may already have,” he answered with a cheerless smile, thinking once again of the Volvo. “But how about you? Have you been threatened or tailed?”

      “Sometimes they warn you. Sometimes they don’t.”

      A cold sensation crept up Zorn’s spine as he thought about the thumb drive in the console. How could he have been so overconfident?

      “I appreciate your coming to see me, Clay. Do look me up in Toulouse, won’t you?”

      “Oh, you can count on that, Mr. Zorn,” the pilot answered, tucking Zorn’s card in his shirt pocket. “But before I go, is there anything I can do for you?”

      Zorn shook his head while considering what he might ask the pilot while he had the chance. He motioned for Clayton to follow him to the nearest vacant table.

      “As a matter of fact, there’s one thing about our flight that I’ve never quite understood. It’s those injections before takeoff. Are they supposed to be lethal? If not, why bother dropping drugged detainees out of airplanes when there are so many other ways to do them in?”

      Clayton offered Zorn a sardonic smile as he tore open a packet of sugar over his iced coffee and stirred.

      “You’re going to love this, Mr. Zorn. It’s a typical government cluster job. The way I heard it, the original concept was to give the jihadis a lethal injection before takeoff and bury them at sea. But the geniuses at DHS hadn’t reckoned with the Hippocratic oath. They couldn’t find a single staff doctor or paramedic who’d break it to do lethal injections. So the Tetra people were left to find a work-around.”

      Zorn listened carefully, scarcely noticing that his espresso was growing cold.

      “The work-around was based on what the Argentine military did in the ‘70s, when they pushed captured guerrillas out of airplanes after interrogations. The difference is that the Tetra flight medic sedates the detainee before boarding. So, technically, it’s the loadmaster, and not the medic, who does the killing when the detainee goes overboard. And, believe it or not, Randy once told me that an ethics panel ruled the method a humane execution technique because the detainee suffers no pain on the way down. Honest to God! You can’t make this stuff up!”

      Clayton’s lips formed a derisive smile as Zorn felt his own face turn to stone. Clayton’s story had ended on an absurd note. Yet Zorn believed him.

      “But didn’t the medics eventually get wise and refuse to go along? I mean, it wouldn’t take a Sherlock to figure it out.”

      “I suppose some of them did, but by the time word traveled around the medical branch, most had already rationalized what they were doing. To them, once the aircraft took off, the patient was no longer under their care. So whatever happened in the air was someone else’s responsibility.”

      “You said ‘most,’” Zorn pointed out. “What about the exceptions? Were there any?”

      “Oh, sure. A few refused, and the brass allowed them to leave the program so long so they kept their mouths shut. And, so far as I know, they have. What else could they do?”
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        * * *

      

      The next morning, Zorn arrived at Zorn USA headquarters fifteen minutes late and feeling out of sorts. The plump young receptionist with the piercing blue eyes appeared to sense his mood at a distance and limited her greeting to a discreet nod as she buzzed him in.

      “I’m expecting a visit from Pat Craven shortly,” he told her in passing. “Please show him into the conference room when he comes. I’ll join him there.”

      Craven arrived ten minutes later. He was already in the conference room, standing at the window and looking out over the Potomac when Zorn entered. The DHS official turned around to greet him with a smile that couldn’t conceal the tension within. Zorn felt no less tense, wondering what Jerry Pike might have told Craven about his visit to Corvus Base. Had Craven come to confront him over it? And was he aware that Zorn’s car had been hacked the night before?

      Zorn poured two mugs of black coffee from a thermal carafe and handed one to Craven as the men took seats at the long conference table.

      “Long time no see. Why haven’t your people contacted my people to do lunch?” Zorn quipped to ease the tension.

      “I don’t know. I suppose I ought to have them whipped. You know these government workers...” Craven’s bulky frame seemed to relax perceptibly as he spoke.

      “I was looking forward to spending some time with you last weekend, Pat. What kept you away? Flying alone on that C-130 turned a fun junket into another tedious business trip.”

      “Ah, yes,” Craven replied with contrite expression before taking a sip of coffee. “The secretary called an all-hands meeting that I couldn’t get out of.”

      “Well, if I had known you wouldn’t be coming, I might have rescheduled.”

      Craven must have known about the dumping and skipped the flight on purpose. But if he did, his face didn’t show it. So Zorn went on talking.

      “As it happened, the base chief was away, and some pencil-pusher from Washington named Pike filled in for him. I got a quick base tour but it wasn’t terribly informative.”

      The mildness of Zorn’s reaction to Craven’s failure to join him at Corvus seemed to have caught Craven off guard. Zorn also declined to mention his grim initiation over the Puerto Rico Trench or the American women he had seen on base. Craven offered him a searching gaze and Zorn imagined he could see the wheels turning inside the man’s head.

      “I’m sorry to hear that,” the undersecretary remarked, swallowing hard. “So how was your visit otherwise? Did you find what you went there to see?”

      “Generally, yes. The operation seems quite well run. And not as crowded as I’d expected. Why, what are your thoughts about the place, Pat?”

      “Oh, much the same as yours,” Craven evaded, gazing into his coffee. “I’d like to see more repatriations, but that’s more the fault of the repat bases than of Corvus.”

      “I’d have to agree. And now that Zorn Air Logistics crews are being assigned to repatriation flights, I’d like to learn more about that side of the business. Maybe you and I could visit a repat center soon.”

      Such a visit would never happen, of course, but he enjoyed watching Craven squirm.

      “That might have to wait a week or two, though,” Zorn added. “Later today I’m headed back to France for some R&R.”

      At this, the look on Craven’s face suggested he might already know of Zorn’s impending travel. Had Craven arranged his last-minute visit so as not to miss him? And might his purpose in coming be to gauge Zorn’s trustworthiness?

      “Well, your R&R is certainly well-deserved,” Craven volunteered with an indulgent smile. “In fact, the secretary wanted me to convey how very much DHS values your contribution. Triage has been a mainstay of ESM from the start and we look forward to having you with us for the duration. ESM won’t likely be going away any time soon, so you can look forward to a healthy revenue stream ahead.”

      The comment last struck Zorn as odd. Why would Craven want him to stay on for the duration if they’d lost trust in him? Could DHS have discovered that Zorn’s lawyers were already drafting notice letters to terminate the company’s U.S. contracts?

      “Please convey my thanks to the secretary.” Zorn replied before putting down his coffee cup and looking up as if nothing were left to say.

      “Then can we count on your continued participation?”

      “That will be up to our board.”

      And what will you recommend to them?”

      “I’m not prepared to say quite yet,” Zorn dodged. “Let’s wait till I talk with my chairman, shall we?”

      “Hmmm. Do you have any misgivings about your work for us that you can share?”

      Zorn leaned back in his swivel chair and gazed at the ceiling to buy time.

      “Pat, you know that our firm is no stranger to controversy,” Zorn went on after a long moment. “But there’s never been a program like ESM. Lately I’ve grown concerned about legal blowback. Once the intifada is over, my fear is that America’s political class will disavow the emergency measures and do to you and me what they did to the CIA’s enhanced interrogation operators. They’ll throw us to the wolves to save their own skins.”

      Craven opened his mouth to speak but Zorn waved him off.

      “No, Pat, look at what happened to those poor Agency bastards who ran the black sites. They trusted government lawyers who gave them a green light to waterboard. Lots of good that did them once the program leaked.”

      “Okay, but can you give me any examples of where you think ESM could be at risk?”

      This was dangerous territory. Yet Zorn knew he would need to cite at least one example if his concerns were to carry any weight.

      “Well, now that you bring it up, there was one thing I saw at Corvus that bothered me a great deal,” Zorn remarked, striking a pensive pose. “While touring the base, the chief led me through a cellblock where I saw five young women who were definitely not foreign-born. Before guards hustled us away, the women shouted that they were being held illegally. Later, Pike claimed the women were suspects in the Richmond courthouse bombing. But he couldn’t explain what they were doing at his site. Isn’t Corvus supposed to hold only removable aliens? In any event, would you mind looking into their case for me? And if they’re U.S. citizens, would you make sure they’re handed over promptly to the Justice Department?”

      Craven’s face registered complete surprise.

      “Have you shared this incident with anyone else?”

      “No,” Zorn lied.

      “Then don’t. I’ll get to the bottom of it and let you know what I learn.”

      “Thanks, Pat. I knew I could count on you.”

      “By all means, Roger. Now have a safe trip. And give my best to Kay.”

      When Craven left, Zorn had no better idea of what the meeting had been about than when he’d walked in. All he knew for sure was that he couldn’t get back to France fast enough.
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        “There is no such thing as paranoia. Your worst fears can come true at any moment.”

        –Hunter S. Thompson

      

      

      
        
        EARLY JULY, CARCASSONNE, FRANCE

      

      

      It was midday on Friday when Roger Zorn returned to his Carcassonne estate from his newly purchased vineyard at Lezignan, a half-hour’s drive away via the A61 Narbonne Highway. The July heat held the countryside firmly in its grip and the parched air lay motionless under a cloudless sky. In that moment a freak wind stirred a cloud of fine dust ahead of Zorn’s fifteen-year-old Citroën C6 luxury sedan as it crunched over the gravel road that passed through his family’s orchards of apricots and almonds. Following close behind were a pair of armed security guards in a late-model black Range Rover Sport, a car that Zorn had selected because, while quick and powerful, it had the least-hackable electronics of any recent SUV in its class.

      Zorn parked the Citroën behind the house and let the security men pass on by. As he left the car, he heard challenging barks from Asterix, the family’s eight-year old male Bouvier des Flandres, whose shaggy black hair had only lately grown back after a close shearing ordered by Zorn’s wife. When Zorn had departed for America in late March, Asterix, named after a popular French cartoon character, had sported a bouffant coat that bounced when he ran and gave him the appearance of a tubby black bear cub.

      On Zorn’s return to France in June, the poor dog, shorn nearly to the skin, resembled a scarecrow. In the meantime, Zorn’s canine companion had become attached to his wife and scarcely paid attention to him during his first week at home. Only after taking over the dog’s feeding and grooming and launching a campaign of daily walks and car rides did the dog at long last warm up to him again.

      Likewise, it was taking Zorn longer than he had expected to readjust to life and work in France. Perhaps it was the indolence of the Languedoc summer; or a mild dose of culture shock after having spent some ten weeks in the U.S. capital; or the deepening chill between him and his counterparts at DHS and Tetra. But Zorn could not shake a feeling of estrangement, of being on edge, of no longer being sure where life was taking him.

      Until March, Zorn and his wife had lived a supremely comfortable, even complacent, life in an affluent enclave of Carcassonne, amid cosmopolitan friends, with their grown children and extended family close at hand, and a predictable path into retirement and old age. Before his stay in Washington, Zorn had traveled often to visit clients in faraway lands, savoring the contrasts, yet on his return feeling secure in a place where he had deep roots. Now, having seen how the EMP attacks and the intifada had shaken America to its foundation, he questioned that stability.

      And after failing to recognize in time how the ESM program had gone off the rails, he also questioned his own judgment. It had been his decision to join the emergency measures project and manage its Triage program from Washington. Thus it was his responsibility to avoid fiasco. But he had failed in that duty, not having noticed how his Triage technology and aircrews were being misused. So much for being heir to the Clausewitz of Counterinsurgency. And despite his resolution to terminate the ESM contracts, Walter Lang had somehow persuaded him to delay the exit in order to pursue a merger with Tetra Corp. So now, nearly three weeks later, the termination letters had not gone out. And he had not told anyone in France about them except Walter Lang. Not even his wife. But did DHS and Tetra know? That was the question keeping him awake at night.

      Zorn trod with dust-encrusted boots down the whitewashed corridor that led out onto the villa’s stone veranda, where Kay had laid out a luncheon buffet for two on a glass-topped wrought-iron sideboard. She rose from her seat and greeted him with a hug and kisses on both cheeks.

      “I’ll shower later,” he announced without looking at her. “I’m starving.”

      Kay offered her husband a half-smile and withdrew a slender bottle of local rosé from an antique silver wine cooler. She uncorked it and poured him a glass before measuring out a smaller one for herself.

      “To a superior vintage this year,” she said, raising her glass.

      “The best ever,” he replied dully before drinking.

      “Have a seat. You look bone-tired.”

      Zorn waited politely for Kay to put aside her glass serving dome and lift her fork before touching his own salade niçoise.

      “How are the vines looking this week?” she asked after they had taken the edge off their hunger.

      “We’re still nominally in drought, but the vineyards look okay so far. The grapes are ripening fast, so we’ll likely begin the harvest early, perhaps in just a few weeks.”

      He had begun by talking into his plate but finished by looking up at Kay with a glint of pleasure in his eyes.

      “I’m so pleased to hear it,” she said, grasping her half-filled glass by the stem and swirling it continuously, as if from nervous habit. “You seem so discouraged since your return from the States. You hardly speak to anyone. And every night you toss and turn and wake up exhausted.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      “It’s no wonder that you’ve been spending as much time in the vineyards as you do at the office. You’re depressed, Roger. I’ll confess to you now that I had a bad feeling about you during those last weeks in Washington. I feared I might be losing you.”

      She gave him a searching gaze, but he looked down at his plate and took another bite of food.

      “I stayed away too long. I should have come home sooner.”

      Zorn wasn’t sure what Kay meant by losing him and didn’t want the conversation to drift toward his relations with other women. For while he hadn’t consummated a sexual act with Margaret Slattery, he had come perilously close. And the last thing he wanted now was to talk about it. Yet, the word ‘lost’ could also apply to his emotional remoteness, for his thoughts often returned to his flight over the Caribbean and his unfulfilled promise to exit the ESM program. Pushing aside both unwelcome trains of thought, Zorn reached across the table to refresh his nearly empty glass.

      “I wish you’d come back sooner, too,” Kay went on, “but I didn’t want to stand in the way of your success. And now you really have succeeded, Roger! You single-handedly tapped into a gusher of new profits for the company! And Walter says the search for a merger partner is going very well. Soon both of you may be able to retire, if that’s truly what you want.”

      Though he didn’t want to pour cold water on his wife’s enthusiasm, Zorn failed to share her rosy outlook. Having had almost three weeks in Carcassonne to consider what had gone on in the States, now he wished he’d ignored Lang and signed the termination letters right away. The reduction in revenue would have required austerity throughout the company and spoiled chances for a merger with Tetra. But perhaps he might have found another merger partner in Europe. At least that would have allowed him to sleep at night.

      Walter and the board would likely have fought him. And Kay wouldn’t have understood, because there was no way to tell her the whole story about detainee abuses without revealing classified information. To date, the only misgivings that Zorn had shared with his wife about the emergency program related to the breakneck pace of deportations, the manipulation of Triage scores, and the lack of oversight from Congress or the White House. So far he had told Kay nothing about his visit to Corvus Base or his having dumped Muslim detainees into the ocean from ten thousand feet. Zorn knew that keeping this bottled up was taking a toll on him, but what else could he do until he left the program? If he told Kay more, and if a leak were traced back to her, the entire family could be at risk.

      Kay waited patiently for her husband to acknowledge her words of encouragement. At last, he emerged from his reverie and looked up at her.

      “Yes, of course, earnings from the American program have been strong this year,” he went on. “But there’s no guarantee the program will last. When the intifada ends, I’d expect the emergency measures will end, too. And when that happens, Tetra may lose interest in the merger. So let’s not count our chickens just yet.”

      After thirty years of marriage, Kay Zorn rarely challenged her husband when he took the negative side of an argument, especially when he was in a raw mood. Instead, she changed the subject, a tactic she often used to draw him out.

      “So what was it like when you first landed over there?” she asked. “Was the intifada as bad as our TV news made it out to be? And has it really become better lately?”

      “Better? What does better even mean? The intifada may be weaker now, but it’s caused lasting damage. Since the country’s independence, America has survived a revolutionary war, a civil war, two world wars, the Cold War, and countless armed conflicts. And yet it’s the damned Muslims who’ve come closest to bringing down the republic. Just as they did in France during the Algerian Crisis. And are attempting to do again. It’s beyond tragic, Kay! Just consider: the entire effort of the world’s sole superpower is being devoted solely to finding and getting rid of these jihadi vermin!”

      Zorn was surprised at the bitterness and frustration in his own voice and noticed the look of concern in his wife’s eyes.

      “What’s made you become so anti-Muslim? I don’t recall you being like that when we first met, after you left your work in the Middle East.”

      “Things were different then, Kay. Muslims were far more secular then. In those days, most educated Arabs were Arab Nationalists or socialists, not Islamists. They respected the West and wanted to emulate us. There was none of this jihadi nonsense or clamoring for sharia law, except in Iran just after the shah fell. If anything, the Sunni Muslims were the reasonable ones. Now, even the socialists wear Islam on their sleeves and want to revive the caliphate. They’ve gone backwards, Kay. Big time.”

      Kay Zorn lifted her chin and peered at her husband through tired eyes.

      “You’re becoming just like your father.”

      She refilled her husband’s wine glass while leaving her own empty.

      “I should be so lucky. For all his shortcomings, Papa lived by a clear set of principles in a much simpler world. He died a respected man, his ideas having been put into practice all across the globe.”

      Kay shot her husband a pained look, and Zorn couldn’t tell if she was feeling pain for him or for herself. He found out a moment later, when she circled back to the subject of his dark moods.

      “I just don’t understand why you can’t be more contented, Roger. Ever since you came back from Washington, you seem to be in a perpetual state of gloom. Frankly, I think you’ve fallen into some kind of rut. I know you won’t consider seeing a doctor or a therapist for depression, so I won’t even ask. But why not try something new to break the mold? We could take a trip somewhere. How about someplace with a cool climate, like the Baltic Sea? Or Scotland? Or one of those Alaskan cruises?”

      “But I have tried new things. I just spent two and a half months in the U.S., for God’s sake. Some holiday that turned out to be. No, right now, I just want to stay here in Languedoc. At least till we bring in the new vintage.”

      “And complete the merger with Tetra?”

      “Ah, the merger,” he added, as if it were an afterthought, without meeting his wife’s gaze. “I’ll be talking to Walter about that on Monday. We’ll see.”

      But Kay was not finished.

      “All right, Roger,” she said with pursed lips. “I can understand why you might be fed up with the U.S. government. And tired of battling their intifada. But we don’t live in the States any more. Don’t you have customers in Europe who need your attention? You used to travel to clients nearly every week. Now you hardly set foot on a plane.”

      “Of course I have other clients, Kay. But I’m sick and tired of flying across the globe to drink sweet tea with corrupt secret police chiefs in miserable hellholes that show no sign of joining the civilized world. Sometimes I wish the damned merger would go through just so I can say good riddance to it all. But matters may not be quite so simple.”

      He finished his wine and poured the bottle’s dregs into his glass.

      “Then why not try to explain it to me, Roger?”

      “It’s a long story, and it’s one I’m not fully at liberty to tell you. The secrecy agreements over there for special access projects carry sanctions beyond anything you can imagine. Believe me, you’re better off not knowing.”

      A hurt expression spread across his wife’s face and Zorn realized that he had dug himself a hole that might be difficult to climb out of.

      “Secrets separate us,” Kay replied with a flat voice and a blank expression on her face. “I’m not exaggerating when I said I feared losing you over there. Sometimes I wonder if I’m holding you back from the life you wish you could lead. I certainly hope not. But then, for years I haven’t the slightest idea of how to make you happy.”

      Zorn had landed in dangerous territory and knew it. But he couldn’t tell his wife why he felt like such a caged animal without also telling her about the dumpings over the Caribbean, about Corvus Base, and about the repatriation centers. And about his promise to Margaret Slattery to investigate the abuses. But he could do none of those things without risking everything he possessed. So now it was his turn to change the subject.

      “No, Kay, you’ve never held me back and you’re not doing it now. Maybe you’re right about my being in a rut. But I have to find my own way in my own time. So how about you? You’ve been without a husband for ten weeks, and while I was gone, you became a grandmother. Does that make you feel any different? Might you feel a bit as if life were passing you by?”

      A trace of a smile formed on Kay Zorn’s lips and she shook her head.

      “To be perfectly honest, no. I don’t feel any different at all, Roger. You see, I no longer care for a life devoted to comfort and status. Nor do I regret no longer having a youthful face and body. I’m perfectly happy to wear on my face and figure the life that I’ve lived. No, my dear, what I really want is my husband back.”
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        * * *

      

      Soon after sunrise on Monday morning, Roger Zorn’s Citroën ceased crunching the gravel of his winding driveway and pulled out onto the side road that led by many twists and turns to the A61 highway and Toulouse. Close behind Zorn was a Land Rover with his two security men. Nothing could be heard in the darkness but tires on blacktop and the distant crowing of a cock. The air all around had scarcely cooled during the night and remained thick with heat. Ahead of the two cars, an early morning haze hid the distant mountains from view.

      The drive to Zorn Security headquarters in Blagnac, near the Toulouse airport, took just over an hour. The offices were located in the upper floors of a newly built post-modern office building near those of many other aerospace and defense-related companies. Zorn parked in the building’s basement garage and rode a private elevator to the top floor, where he commanded a corner office at the end of a long corridor.

      He had followed the same path three weeks earlier, upon his return from Washington. That morning he sat down with his board chairman, Walter Lang, and laid out what he had discovered about abuses in the Emergency Security Measures program, starting with the Triage demonstration in Minneapolis, to the conference at Middleburg, to his review of classified ESM documents and his visit to Corvus base.

      To do so was a violation of his nondisclosure agreements, but it was the only way he could persuade Lang to revoke the ESM contracts. Zorn had even described the dumping of detainees over the Puerto Rico Trench. But he trusted Lang completely, and felt relatively safe from adverse consequences now that he was home in France.

      Zorn had also laid on Lang’s desk the draft termination letters severing the company’s ties with Homeland Security and had urged Lang to approve them. The chairman listened, mostly in silence, asking few questions until the end.

      “And what do you aim to achieve by withdrawing?” the older man asked in a measured tone.

      “I aim to preserve our good reputation and protect the company from legal liability if and when the abuses are exposed.”

      “A laudable goal, but what will be the financial effect of an early withdrawal? We’ve made a considerable investment in the American project, and have only begun to reap the rewards.”

      “If we continue to work throughout the ninety-day notice period, I project that we’ll recoup our investment and a little more.”

      “And how about cash flow?” Lang inquired, fixing Zorn with his steel-gray eyes. “Can we remain solvent?”

      “I expect it will be tight for a while.”

      “Since your return, I’ve taken the liberty of asking the staff to do some financial simulations,” Lang replied. “By their reckoning, if we lost the American contracts, Zorn Security would be insolvent within four to six months. We’d be compelled to dismiss staff, sell assets, and borrow at extortionate rates of interest. If we could borrow at all. Our value to any strategic acquirer would be nil.”

      “You’re quite certain of that?” Zorn challenged, meeting Lang’s gaze with a hard stare.

      The chairman picked a spiral-bound sheaf of printouts from the corner of his desk and handed it across.

      “See for yourself.”

      Zorn gave the printouts a quick glance before handing them back. Meanwhile, his mind was reeling. He didn’t recall having told Lang until now of his intent to terminate the contracts. What had prompted Lang to do the simulations?

      “So you propose that we turn a blind eye and go forward as if we knew nothing?” Zorn challenged, his voice rising.

      “No, Roger. I’m proposing that we find an acquirer as soon as possible. Let them take over our contracts and deal with whatever may come.”

      “Without informing the new owner of what we know? That would be fraud. It would never stand.”

      “It would stand if the acquirer already knew what was going on and wanted to buy the company in any case. And take over our American contracts. Think about it, Roger.”

      “You mean to sell to Tetra?” Zorn felt his heart drop.

      “Why not? They’re eager to have us. Lawless has told you as much. And it’s clear that Tetra needs Triage to keep their deportation juggernaut running.”

      Zorn thought back to his meeting with Larry Lawless in the Hay-Adams bar. What Lang said was correct. Then all at once a thought hit him.

      “My god, Walter, do you suppose Lawless had Pat Craven send me to Corvus Base so they could frighten us into selling?”

      He also thought of his hacked runaway Volvo but kept silent about that.

      “It’s entirely possible,” the old soldier answered with a Gallic shrug.

      Zorn felt his guts churn with anger.

      “Sons of bitches!”

      But Lang remained unruffled.

      “Look at it this way, Roger. Will resigning our contracts make the misdeeds stop? No. So why should we impoverish ourselves and our employees by turning away the Americans’ money? Why not strike a deal with Tetra and be done with it?”

      “And let Tetra get away with murder?”

      “What other choice to you have, Roger? Are you, a Frenchman, prepared to go before the American public and accuse their government and its foremost security contractor of monstrous crimes while they struggle to rid the nation of dangerous terrorists? How far do you think such a plan would take you?”

      Zorn knew even better than Lang that, within twenty-four hours of making the accusation, he’d be the one forced to defend himself. If he lived that long. He’d be a pawn sacrificed without profit to an opponent who dominated the chessboard. Still, he resisted Lang’s merger proposal, and the chairman appeared to sense it.

      “And what of our other clients, Roger?” Lang went on, his palms raised in supplication. “Each one of them harbors its trove of dirty secrets. If we were so reckless as to expose those of the most powerful country in the world, how could our clientele trust us not to reveal theirs?”

      As much he wished otherwise, Zorn could not refute Lang’s arguments. So he agreed to delay signing the termination letters for a week while Lang explored merger options with Larry Lawless. But one week became two weeks, and then three. Now Zorn was on his way to Walter Lang’s office once again to revisit the issue.

      Before crossing the hall to see the chairman, Zorn stepped into his own office and opened his laptop to check the secure email account he shared with Jack Nagy. It had been three weeks without news from Margaret Slattery about Nagy’s daughter. So Zorn jotted off a brief message to the retired spy that he had no news. A moment later he logged out of the account feeling guilty for having let Nagy down.

      Leaving briefcase and laptop on his desk, Zorn crossed the hall and entered the chairman’s office. Lang was seated in a leather club chair with his back to the window, reading a spiral-bound document that appeared to be a financial prospectus of some kind. He wore his customary summer attire, a beige three-piece suit made of raw silk, a white cotton dress shirt, French-stripe knitted tie, and hand-woven leather loafers. Lang raised his head and greeted Zorn with a welcoming smile before setting the prospectus face down on the low table before him. Zorn took a seat in an identical leather chair opposite Lang’s.

      Unlike the rest of the building, Walter Lang’s office was anything but post-modern. Decorated with faithful adherence to a 1920s French Art Deco style, it looked more like the library of a stuffy men’s club than an executive’s office. The walls were of dark wood paneling where they weren’t lined with shelves displaying war memorabilia that Lang and Zorn’s father had collected over the years. On the broad walnut desk adorned with floral marquetry, Zorn recognized the black-and-white marble desk set that his father had given Lang on the latter’s fiftieth birthday, with its nickel-trimmed alarm clock and twin inkwells whose lids hid paper clips and rubber bands.

      But despite the muted atmosphere of the room, Zorn’s mood was anything but subdued. All weekend, a storm had been brewing inside his head and it was about to break. The chairman seemed to recognize the warning signs in his partner and avoided being the first to speak. He regarded the younger man with an attitude that blended sympathy with the resolve he would need to resist the other’s intensity.

      Zorn broke the silence by wishing Lang a good morning before speaking his mind.

      “I’ve been thinking about the merger talks,” he began. “I agreed to let you handle the negotiations with the understanding that you and Lawless would reach a deal quickly. And on simple cash-for-shares terms. But that’s not what happened, is it?”

      “No,” Lang answered in a casual tone. “Tetra insists on a stock-for-stock swap and won’t budge. We’ve been looking for a middle way but haven’t found one.”

      “I’m worried about the risk of adverse publicity,” Zorn went on. “If we were to accept Tetra’s stock as payment and then bad news broke about the ESM program, our entire gain on the sale could go up in smoke.”

      “Adverse publicity is always a risk, Roger, whether we merge or not. If scandal were to hit today, it would hurt Tetra as much as it would hurt us. We’re all keen to prevent that. So what would you have us do?”

      “The risk arises from the detainee abuses, which Tetra and DHS have taken pains to hide from us. Why should we share the risks of exposure when we aren’t the ones who committed the wrongs?”

      “What exactly then would you propose, Roger? You don’t really mean to call off the merger, do you?”

      “If we can’t finalize a deal promptly on an all-cash basis, then yes. I would execute the termination letters without further delay. That way, we could assert that we quit the program promptly upon learning of the abuses.”

      “Patience, Roger, patience. Lawless has been a tough negotiator, but I believe we’re very close to an agreement.”

      “What makes you think so? How can you trust Lawless?”

      “I trust Larry as much or as little as I would trust any opposing negotiator,” Lang answered with a weary smile.

      “Oh? How long have you known him?”

      “Let’s see. If memory serves, we met at the Africa Aerospace and Defense trade show four or five years ago.”

      “Odd that you didn’t mention it then. Or when you sought my permission to negotiate with him. By the way, do you know Larry’s nickname from his Iraq War days?”

      “No, tell me” Lang said, with a tired expression.

      “In D.C., they call him the Thief of Baghdad.”

      “How charming,” Lang sniffed. “As it happens, the main reason I didn’t tell you I knew Larry is that I didn’t want you to think I had any influence over him. He and I are acquaintances, not friends.”

      “Be that as it may, Walter, you and Lawless have been negotiating for weeks. Whatever your relationship with him may be, it hasn’t produced a deal. So if you still favor a merger, maybe I should take over the talks, eh? You’ve played the good cop with him. I could play the bad one.”

      Zorn had no desire to follow through on the threat, but he expected it would rattle Lang and perhaps spur him to action. The idea of selling Zorn Security to Tetra Corporation was distasteful enough. For the talks to drag on endlessly while the risk of scandal mounted was inexcusable.

      “I’m afraid that your replacing me won’t work,” the older man answered,” shifting uncomfortably in his seat. “My sources tell me that you’ve grown out of favor with Tetra and are no longer well-received there. To my mind, that makes it unlikely you could be an effective negotiator.”

      Zorn gave a laugh that turned sour in the air.

      “And who might that source be? Larry Lawless?”

      “Actually, no,” Lang replied with feigned innocence. “It was Brandon Choe. Hasn’t he spoken to you about it?”

      “No, he hasn’t. So perhaps you’ll share with me how he could have reached such a conclusion?”

      “If you insist. Brandon said that Patrick Craven didn’t take kindly to your challenging the legality of the emergency measures before you left Washington. He and the Tetra people fear you may have aligned yourself with the program’s critics. According to Brandon’s sources, they suspect you of having gone soft on the intifada.”

      The assertion was so outrageous it made Zorn’s blood boil. Whoever Choe’s sources were, it was clear they had an axe to grind. What’s more, it infuriated Zorn that Tetra had bad-mouthed him to Choe and, even worse, that Choe had repeated the complaint to Lang.

      “So is Brandon insinuating that I’ve become persona non grata at Tetra and DHS?”

      “That might be a bit too strong,” Lang replied with a trace of a smile. “Persona half grata, perhaps?”

      The old soldier let out a strangled laugh.

      “Whether I’m favored over there or not isn’t the point,” Zorn continued. “I’m not willing to let negotiations drag on forever. With each passing day, I sense a growing risk of disclosures. You said yourself that adverse publicity could hurt us as much as it hurt Tetra.”

      Lang scratched the side of his neck with his index finger and shot Zorn a puzzled look.

      “You seem to worry a great deal about these coming disclosures. But so far you haven’t offered any evidence of them. If you’re proposing to call off our merger talks on that basis, where is the proof? Are we to walk away from our U.S. business and bankrupt the company on your word alone? What documents or photos can you show to prove that the bodies you saw aboard the plane were alive? Or that those American-looking women you saw weren’t Canadian or British or Irish?”

      As corporate officers of Zorn Security, Lang and Zorn each had a clear duty to protect minority shareholders and creditors. Zorn had no doubt that terminating the ESM contracts abruptly would cause losses. But he couldn’t shake the feeling that Lang was using fear of those losses as a pretext to keep the merger talks alive.

      “Hard proof isn’t so easy to come by, Walter, when you’re not allowed to bring in a camera or a smartphone,” Zorn answered, his voice turning cold. “And all the documentary evidence I’ve seen is classified. For now, you’ll have to accept my word for it. But if the American public could see what I’ve seen, I believe they’d demand an immediate end to what’s being done in their name. And, one day soon, I expect they will demand it, because such massive misconduct can’t stay secret forever.”

      “But it doesn’t need to stay secret forever, Roger. Just until the intifada is over. Then your public will lose interest and come to see the abuses as collateral damage of war. In my experience, public memory is exceedingly short.”

      Zorn paused to collect his thoughts. He had come to Lang’s office to demand an end to the merger talks, not to prove DHS and Tetra wrongdoing beyond a reasonable doubt.

      “Now see here, Walter. If you can’t wrap up the merger talks quickly, I’d rather end them now, terminate our ESM contracts, and withdraw from the U.S. market altogether. I propose we give Lawless an ultimatum: meet our price with an immediate all-cash transaction, or we walk away.”

      Lang’s jaw dropped, and for a moment he was speechless.

      “But, Roger, that would burn our bridges. Tetra has rejected a cash deal again and again. Currently, their best offer is a stock swap with a two-year lockup.”

      “When did they make that offer?”

      “Late last week. I meant to tell…”

      But Zorn wouldn’t let him finish.

      “They made a counteroffer last week and you didn’t see fit to tell me? You may be chairman, Walter, but I’m the majority shareholder and you have no right to withhold that information from me.”

      Zorn felt his temperature rising. He paused to collect himself before addressing Lang again.

      “Walter, please inform Tetra that we require an immediate cash transaction at our original asking price, with no lockup period. It’s that or no deal. And if you’re not comfortable delivering my message to your friend Larry, I’ll be happy to do it myself.”
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        * * *

      

      When Zorn left Walter Lang’s office, the business day was still hours away from opening in Washington. So even if Lang were to leave a message for Lawless to return his call immediately, the response wouldn’t likely come until mid-afternoon in Toulouse.

      With that timing in mind, Zorn retired to his office to continue working. Except that the confrontation with Lang had left him unable to focus. He was scarcely halfway through his morning emails when it occurred to him to check the account that he shared with Margaret Slattery for further news about Nagy’s daughter.

      Zorn logged on and his heart leapt on finding a draft message that she had left for him over the weekend. It read as follows:

      “Must go out shortly so I’ll make this brief:

      1.Female bombing suspects seen at transit base have been returned to U.S. but their exact location remains unknown.

      2.Over the past week, jihadist bombings and mass shootings have multiplied, with Antifa foot soldiers joining Islamist demonstrations and claiming credit for bombings.

      3.Systematic roundups of Antifa members have begun, with high Triage scorers being sent secretly to offshore sites to keep them out of the courts.

      4.Repatriations have stepped up, with many Muslim detainees sent to a U.S. facility in Niger near a U.S. drone base east of the French-run uranium mines at Arlit.

      5.From your present location, can you learn more about the Arlit repatriation facility? Details needed urgently. FYI, Tetra’s man in charge is said to be Max Steiner.”
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        * * *

      

      Just before noon, Roger Zorn exited the elevator in the Zorn Security headquarters lobby and headed across the marble floor to take lunch. He looked straight ahead as he went, his mind still mulling over Slattery’s message. Thus he failed to notice an athletic-looking man in his thirties who stepped out from behind a support column into his path.

      "Cliff Weaver?" the man greeted him with an amused smile. It was Clayton, the co-pilot who had warned him at Corvus Base to take a different return flight and later informed him of the loadmaster Randy’s murder. Since encountering Clayton on a Rosslyn street before leaving Washington, Zorn had not heard a word from him.

      "Clay!" Zorn greeted the pilot as he reached out to shake his hand. "I've been awaiting your call. Where have you been?"

      "Working for Zorn Logistics here in Europe," the pilot replied with a broad grin.

      "But how can that be? You never came to see me.”

      "It turns out I didn’t need to. Your European operation had a severe shortage of experienced C-130 pilots. So I applied directly for a cargo-hauling slot and got it."

      "But why did you wait till now to get in touch?"

      "I thought I’d keep a low profile till I settled in," Clayton replied. "But just as I was starting to feel at home, they offered me a transfer to Dubai. Larger aircraft, more flight time, higher rank. It was an offer I couldn’t refuse. But I wanted to see you before I left."

      "Well, I'm pleased you did, Clay. But tell me, have you eaten lunch?"

      "Not yet."

      "Then come with me," Zorn offered, gesturing toward the door. "We'll dine at a small place down the block that serves regional specialties you won't find anywhere else."

      When they reached the street, Zorn glanced behind them to see whether his security men were following. They were.

      "I want to hear all about what you've been doing," Zorn continued as he steered his guest toward a neighboring office building whose ground floor contained a row of shops and restaurants. "Where have you been flying?"

      "All around the Mediterranean," Clayton replied. "But mostly North Africa."

      "Is that so! Where in North Africa?"

      "A sleepy little town in northern Niger by the uranium mines. It’s called Arlit."
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        "The thing that matters is not what you bear, but how you bear it."

        –Lucius Seneca

      

      

      
        
        EARLY AUGUST, ARLIT, NIGER

      

      

      A hooded Amjad Ibrahim stepped off the bus and felt the desert sun beating down on his back and legs through the khaki shirt and trousers he received just before flying across the Atlantic. In the distance he heard the twanging of rope against a flagpole. Behind him, a wag called out, "Thank God, a yacht club!"

      Rough hands seized Amjad by his shoulders and moved him to a spot a dozen paces from where he stood. Around him he could hear the labored breathing of other prisoners through their hoods.

      A few moments later, a deep command voice called out, "Prisoners may remove their head coverings. Welcome to the Sahara."

      Amjad raised his bound hands to his head and removed the hood from his head and let it fall to the ground. For half a minute, the sunlight dazzled his eyes and he could barely make out the shapes of fellow detainees. He drew several deep breaths. Compared with the stale air inside the hood, the sand-laden desert air felt crisp and clean.

      When his eyes adjusted to the bright mid-afternoon sun, Amjad looked around him. The men on his bus had been released into a fenced-in pen. Beyond the double-layer fence topped by razor wire were more pens, and beyond them a series of spacious yards partially sheltered under open-air tents made of a desert-camouflage mesh. The facility stood on a low hill overlooking a rock-strewn desert landscape. Outside the wire lay a vast wasteland of chaos where nothing stirred but the wind.

      Amjad still couldn’t believe what had happened to him. From the day of his arrest, all the way through his interrogation, his stay at a tropical detention camp, his transport across the Atlantic, and now this god-forsaken anthill, nothing had made sense to him. It had to be some kind of Kafkaesque bureaucratic error. But if it were, how had it happened to so many others? And even if the U.S. government considered him a dangerous Islamist who had to be sent away, why move him to Africa? Why not to Bangladesh, the land of his birth, where he could rely on family to help him back onto his feet? How would he ever make it home from so remote a place as this? How would he find his wife and children again? And how would he survive?

      For the thousandth time, Amjad wondered whether all he saw and felt were merely an illusion, a nightmarish figment of his imagination. Then he remembered the test he had learned in his undergraduate psychology course, a test to distinguish between hallucination and reality.

      He pressed on his eyeballs with the first two fingers of each hand. If what he saw were real, the objects would appear fuzzy when he removed the fingers and opened his eyes. If hallucinations, the images would remain clear. He waited a few seconds and opened his eyes to badly blurred images of prisoners, fences, rocks and sand. His heart sank. Suddenly a verse from the Book of Job went through his mind.

      "For that which I so greatly feared is come upon me, and the thing which I dreaded has come to pass."

      It was the verse his wife’s pastor had recited in church on the Sunday before his arrest. Then he remembered another verse, this one from the Sufi poet, Rumi, whose work he had studied in his youth.

      "Life, what an idiotic dream!"
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        * * *

      

      Roger Zorn closed the laptop computer on the meal tray before him as his company's French-built Falcon 2000S corporate jet descended toward the runway in northern Niger, roughly a hundred miles south of the Algerian border. Seen from the air, the earth below was a blasted desert landscape of endless ochre sands and outcrops of dull gray rock.

      The private jet landed and taxied along the windswept runway of Arlit Airport before veering toward the passenger terminal, a low dun-hued structure that squatted beside an austere concrete tower. Through his window, Zorn could see a pair of tan-colored SUVs and an olive-drab pickup truck parked nearby. When the cabin door opened, a lean Frenchman with short-cropped gray hair entered the aircraft.

      Zorn rose from his seat to greet the man with a handshake and a peck on each cheek.

      "Bernard, it's so good to see you! But I thought you had retired!"

      "Next month I will mark thirty years with the company, and four out here in the desert. Thank God for hardship pay! I intend to finish the year, collect my service bonus and pension, and settle in Toulouse. Retirement is expensive these days, but I am ready!"

      Bernard Guerin had the weathered face of an old soldier who had spent much of his life exposed to the elements. Until his mid-thirties, he had been a French infantry officer but had resigned his commission in the late 1980s, toward the Cold War’s end, to join the rapidly growing Zorn Security operation, where he soon became a favorite of René Zorn and Walter Lang.

      "Walter sends his best," Zorn went on. "In fact, he has sent you a present, but that will remain a surprise until we reach your office. So what now? Do we present our passports at the terminal for the customs officials?"

      "No need for that, Roger. Hand me your passport and I will have it stamped at once. The customs man is waiting outside in his truck."

      A few moments later, Guerin and Zorn were driving toward the town of Arlit in Guerin's lightly armored Mercedes G-Class SUV, a luxury variant of the classic Land Rover off-road cruiser. A second SUV stood by for the aircrew, who would need to check in at the terminal while the aircraft refueled for its return flight to Toulouse.

      It was midday in Arlit and, while the SUV's air conditioner kept the interior temperature reasonably comfortable, the air outdoors felt like a blast furnace. A few miles from the airport, a low-slung city of a hundred thousand souls was nearly invisible in the distance. Arlit appeared to Zorn like an island lost in the desert haze, untethered from any obvious landmarks, its character defined by its remoteness. As the SUV approached the city’s outskirts, amid piles of dirt and industrial refuse, Zorn felt marooned.

      From the airport, Guerin headed south along the main N25 highway, known to many as the Uranium Highway, toward Arlit. At the northern city limit stood a gateway arch with the name of the city's largest employer etched in rusted letters. That employer was the mining arm of Cogevex, a French multinational firm whose specialty was nuclear power and renewable energy, and by extension, uranium. In fact, Cogevex's mining operations were the second-largest employer in the country, after Niger's central government.

      Cogevex and its predecessor companies had been mining uranium in Niger for nearly fifty years, ever since the country’s independence from French rule. Zorn Security's relationship with Cogevex similarly dated back to the 1960s, when the French Foreign Legion still patrolled the Nigerien deserts. Due to René Zorn's close ties with senior officials in France’s military and security apparatus, his company won the original contract to provide private security services for Cogevex in Niger when it expanded uranium exploration and mining near Arlit.

      As Zorn executives were in the habit of visiting Cogevex quarterly for comprehensive security reviews, it was not irregular for Roger to travel to Arlit. But he had not yet told Bernard Guerin of the hidden motive behind this latest review, which was to investigate the American repatriation facility outside Arlit. He decided to reveal this once they had reached Guerin’s office, located across town from the airport. So he sat quietly with Guerin in the rear seat of the SUV while their French bodyguard drove.

      To reach the Zorn Security compound, the SUV had to navigate through the center of Arlit, a city that appeared to him like a cross between a French provincial capital and an African township. As the car passed down unpaved but unnervingly broad avenues, with discarded vehicles decomposing at dust-swept intersections, Zorn spotted children here and there playing atop abandoned heavy machinery, rusting truck chassis and piles of worn-out tires. And along the way he found houses with fortress-thick walls made from the same material as the earth, the better to protect against Saharan-strength dust and wind.

      This was the city that 1970s visitors had described as Niger's "Little Paris” during France’s nuclear power heyday. It was a place that had drawn people from all across the Sahara for its shops, hospitals, technical schools and daily flights to Paris.

      High uranium prices kept Arlit prosperous for decades, until the demand for nuclear weapons declined after the Cold War and the Fukushima nuclear power disaster further slashed the price of uranium ore. This led Cogevex to mothball its largest uranium concession, furlough a third of its labor force, and outsource more and more of its support functions to foreign-based contractors like Zorn Security.

      The Zorn offices occupied a three-story villa inside a walled compound in a neighborhood where most of Cogevex's expatriate employees were quartered. Also located within the compound were Guerin's residence, guest quarters for visiting employees, and a supply depot. Guerin led Zorn to his first-floor office while the driver followed carrying a heavy wooden crate on one shoulder.

      Once inside the office, Zorn pried the lid off the crate with a crowbar to reveal a dozen bottles of Chartogne-Taillet Brut 2008, a highly rated grower champagne that Lang knew to be one of Guerin’s favorites.

      "Ah! Walter outdoes himself with his generosity! His timing is superb. I was on my last bottle—now I am saved!"

      Guerin removed a bottle, tore off its tissue wrapper and held it up for examination.

      "Magnifique!” the ex-soldier applauded. “Come, Roger, let's open my sole remaining bottle and restock the fridge with new ones!"

      "Now? Isn't it a bit early in the day to indulge?" Zorn asked, momentarily reverting to the American prejudice against consuming alcohol before the cocktail hour.

      "It's my practice never to miss an opportunity to honor our fallen heroes,” Guerin replied, undeterred. “Come, let us drink to your father's memory, and to the health of our esteemed Chairman Lang!"

      Guerin took a pair of crystal flutes from a shelf, removed the chilled champagne bottle from a nearby refrigerator and popped the cork.

      "Drink deeply, my friend, to your father's memory, and to the brave Frenchmen who have perished in these deserts while serving la mère patrie1."

      Guerin filled both glasses and Guerin raised his to drink.

      The older man sloshed the wine in his mouth as if chewing, closed his eyes in reverence, and reopened them with a beatific smile.

      "Clean yet complex, with a hint of green apples. I believe it will age well."

      Guerin took another sip and gestured for his guest to seat himself in one of the leather and steel chairs opposite the bureau chief's desk.

      "Very well, my friend," he began. "Now that you are relaxed and have refreshed yourself from your journey, perhaps you can tell me your real reason for coming to Arlit. Surely it can't be because you fear terrorist attacks against Cogevex. The Niger National Guard is out in force. And the skies are alive with drones, both French and American. So tell me, Roger, what has brought you here so unexpectedly, and on such short notice?"

      "As usual, Bernard, very little escapes your attention,” Zorn laughed. “By now you may have heard that I’ve been spending much of my time in Washington."

      "So I have," the bureau chief replied before taking another sip of champagne. But if Guerin harbored any feelings for or against America, his face gave nothing away.

      "No doubt you are aware of the growing American security presence in Niger?"

      "How could I not? First, the expanded Air Force drone base at Agadez, and then the CIA drone base in the eastern desert, at Dirkou. Not to mention the vast sums they are spending to grease palms in Niamey."

      "And what of the newly built detainee repatriation facility. Do you know it?"

      "Repatriation center? What do you mean?”

      “We have information that the Americans are sending their unwanted Islamists overseas to dispose of them. They’ve built a series of transit camps in places like Niger where they release the detainees into the wild.”

      "Surely the Americans wouldn’t bring such people all the way to Niger for that?"

      "I agree that it hardly seems possible. But I have information that such a camp exists at Assodé, just beyond the Aïr Massif. Have you heard of it?"

      "No. I traveled through Assodé a year or two ago and it was a ghost town."

      Assodé had once been an important Tuareg2 trading post. From the eleventh century through the nineteenth it had thrived. But its inhabitants fled when the town was sacked in 1917 by tribal raiders, leaving its buildings largely intact.

      “So you’ve not heard of any new construction there?”

      Guerin shook his head.

      "The Americans have done a great deal of construction in the desert. We can hear their cargo aircraft fly in and out of Arlit airport several nights a week. But I have always assumed they are bringing supplies for their drone bases. The same U.S. contractor handles all their military construction here, as well as their supply chain."

      Zorn had a good idea who that contractor might be. So he suggested a plan.

      "I’m thinking of waiting for the next American cargo flight to arrive at Arlit to see if we can track a convoy to Assodé. How close do you think we could come?"

      Guerin frowned and shook his head.

      "Forget it, Roger. If Assodé is anything like their drone bases, we couldn't get within twenty kilometers without being turned away."

      “I see. Might there be another way to take a good look at the base?"

      The bureau chief let out a deep breath.

      "The most I can offer is some mini-drone footage that one of our engineers took last winter. Sadly, the video isn't very clear, and all it shows is temporary buildings, a helipad and some tents. We haven't sent anyone back there because AQIM3 is active in the area.”

      For a moment, Zorn was stumped. Then he had another idea.

      "How about this? If the Assodé facility was built to release detainees into the wild, maybe we could learn something by talking to some of the men who’ve been set free. Do you know where we might find any?"

      The older man's face brightened.

      "Perhaps. I know of some unlicensed gold mines out toward Assodé. Such mines are always looking for workers and are not particular whom they take. We could drive out tomorrow after our meetings at Cogevex and see if any detainees have landed there."

      "I like the idea, Bernard. Could you assemble a small convoy?”
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        * * *

      

      Early the next morning, Guerin and Zorn left the Zorn Security compound, coffee mugs in hand, to meet their client. They headed west from Arlit toward the main gate of Cogevex’s uranium mining complex, which comprised the Suhail open-pit mine to the north and the Numinar underground mine to the south.

      Along the way, Guerin briefed Zorn about the growing problem of human trafficking through Arlit from Sub-Saharan Africa northward to the Mediterranean. Since the Arab Spring and the fall of Qaddafi’s regime in Libya, Arlit had become a major way station along the migration route to Europe. Being only a hundred kilometers south of the Algerian border, with the sole road to Libya running straight through it, all manner of migrants, human traffickers, and smugglers of drugs, weapons, and gold stopped at Arlit.

      A few years earlier, the Niamey government had banned human trafficking and beefed up security along the N25 highway, but coverage was spotty. Sometimes the gendarmes were on every corner, sometimes away on desert patrols for weeks at a time. And, even when they were around, they seldom lifted a finger to stop the migrant flow.

      On average, Guerin estimated that five thousand African migrants passed through Arlit each week during the active season, or about a hundred and fifty thousand a year. The locals called them aventuriers. Some stayed in Arlit for only a few days, some longer. They rested in secluded compounds run by the traffickers and nobody knew exactly how many they were. But not all of these adventurers kept moving. Lately, more and more had stayed on to work in the unlicensed gold mines to earn money for their journey north. And most were treated very badly.

      Guerin explained that the migrants who had stayed in Arlit comprised a growing and disaffected underclass. They could see the contrast between their own sorry lot and that of Cogevex's pampered workforce and it enraged them. Small wonder the AQIM insurgency had grown so powerful and that France and the U.S. felt compelled to come to Niger to quell it. So why then was DHS sending hundreds of jihadists to Niger every week, many of them dangerously skilled, only to turn them loose from its repatriation base at Assodé?
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        * * *

      

      When their SUV reached the main gate of the Cogevex complex a short while later, local guards approached the car from both sides. Zorn rolled down his window and a blast of hot dry air struck him in the face. The young, khaki-clad African security guard said nothing, so Zorn turned to Guerin for guidance.

      "They'll want to see your passport and have you turn in your cell phone and any other electronics. I've put in a special waiver for you to enter. As soon as the call goes through, the guard chief will wave us in."

      And he did. The driver offered the Cogevex guard a wave as he passed through the gate. A mile further, they reached the executive offices of the mining complex in a low dust-colored stucco building and were greeted at the door by a pair of tall, trim-figured Frenchmen. One was the general manager, Fabré, and the other his chief engineer, Roussel.

      After getting acquainted and pouring coffee, the men settled into a windowless conference room, where Zorn and Guerin delivered their prepared review of security conditions at Cogevex’s mining sites and surrounding areas in Niger. Then the Cogevex officials asked a series of pro forma questions, after which they opened up and voiced their growing concerns about security at the sites.

      "Last year we laid off several hundred workers, mostly African hires," Fabré began. "Soon we may need to do something similar. To date, there has been no unrest among our labor force or violent acts against us in town. But such things could happen, or worse."

      "Terrorism?" Guerin asked.

      "Possibly. We’re not worried about the loyalty of our employees and their families. But many in town don’t live nearly as well. Their dwellings have neither electricity nor running water.”

      “And the transient population is of particular concern," the engineer Roussel added without emotion. His slender frame and receding hairline gave him a cerebral air.

      "How so?" Zorn asked.

      "Our mining claims in the region extend far beyond what you see here. But with uranium prices so low, we cannot afford to develop further deposits. Yet gold-bearing ore can also be found on our claims, and others who respect no rules or regulations are extracting it under our very noses."

      "The government does nothing to stop them?"

      "The government is of two minds," Roussel explained. "On one side, they see the problems of environmental degradation, unsafe working conditions, worker exploitation, and general lawlessness at the illegal mines."

      "Ample reason to shut them down, I should think," Guerin interjected.

      "But on the other hand, there are more of these mines than the government can police, and most are far from any town or motorable road. Without question, the mines put money in people's pockets. The wages they pay are more than a worker can earn by other unskilled labor, and their activities drive all manner of petty commerce. The locals achieve remarkable results with meager resources. If not for gold mining, where else would they find work? Surely, we cannot give them all jobs here at Cogevex."

      Zorn saw at once that the unlicensed gold mines were exactly where to look for former detainees from Assodé.

      "Let me pose a further dilemma," Fabré added, revealing a pent-up frustration not evident earlier. "As you may know, our parent company runs a global trading company that deals in diverse minerals, including gold. But we are not permitted to buy the local gold because it lacks a chain of legal provenance. If we tried to sell such gold, it would violate many international regulations intended to protect legal miners. So the gold is sold to smugglers, many of whom support AQIM and devote their profits to terrorism."

      An uneasy silence followed, and Zorn decided to take a chance with a question more directly to his purpose.

      "I understand that most of the migrants passing through Arlit come by truck convoy from Nigeria and the Ivory Coast. But have you heard anything about a different breed of migrant arriving here in recent months? Men deported from America as jihadists?"

      Fabré and Roussel exchanged guarded looks. Then the general manager nodded to his chief engineer, as if to give him permission to speak.

      "Some of our employees have come across such people,” Roussel noted. “They were seen mainly east of the Aïr Massif, near the towns of Timia and Tabelot, in an area where many illegal gold mines operate."

      "And what were they doing there?" Zorn asked. "Working? Or passing through?"

      "All were seen at the mines. Some were diggers, some millers, the luckier ones technicians or equipment operators."

      "What did your employees make of these strangers?"

      "Frankly speaking, our people pitied them, for they appeared miserable and mistreated. And it seemed that their overseers preferred to keep them out of sight and would not allow them to speak with strangers."

      The general manager's tone made it clear he wished to say no more on the topic.

      "Do you mind if I share this information with my colleagues in Paris?" Zorn asked as he rose to leave.

      "Do as you wish. Only please don't cite Cogevex as your source. We must coexist with all manner of people here and don't want to alienate anyone."

      Guerin rose after Zorn and reached out to shake hands with the two mining officials.

      "One last request, Théo. Would you have any objection to our paying a visit to one or two of the artisanal gold mines in your area? We'd like to see for ourselves what kind of conditions the miners work in."

      Fabré cast a quick glance at the engineer Roussel, whose face bore a look of indifference.

      "Not at all," Fabré replied. "But be careful. These rogue operators tend to be wary of strangers. Particularly Europeans, for reasons you can imagine. Go as a convoy and arm yourselves. You never know what you might find in the desert. Or what might find you.”
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        * * *

      

      Zorn and Guerin spent the rest of the morning touring the Cogevex uranium complex with a view toward spotting and correcting any potential gaps in security. They observed open-pit mining; the milling and chemical processing of ore into yellow cake concentrate; the disposal of tailings in watertight impoundments; and various environmental monitoring activities to prevent pollution. They also made the rounds of employee housing and company-owned health facilities. It was all part of the quarterly security evaluation that Zorn Security was paid handsomely to conduct and that Roger Zorn had used to justify his travel to Arlit.

      At the company canteen, the French team picked up box lunches so they could set out early for the nearest area where artisanal gold mines might be found. Overnight, Guerin had learned the location of such a mine from one of Zorn Security's native hires. As Guerin's Mercedes left the Cogevex main gate, two other SUVs awaited them outside, one of them driven by the employee who had suggested the mine.

      The three-car convoy steered onto the N25 highway and headed south, passing through the northern outskirts of Arlit before turning due east along a subsidiary road and emerging onto the desert. Once they left the city limits, the road was badly degraded. In many places, the three SUVs had to pull off the paved surface to avoid massive potholes. On all sides were barren wastes, with the only signs of life taking the form of spiky shrubs and colorless grass that might have looked more at home on some deep ocean floor.

      After leaving the city, they drove for more than an hour without encountering another vehicle. Later, they crossed paths with a convoy of empty fuel tankers headed back to Algeria and a solitary Hino dump truck. The dump truck was so top-heavy that it reeled from side to side like a ship at sea, being laden with scores of African migrants and their untidy bundles that stuck out helter-skelter at every angle.

      Zorn’s convoy left the main road north of Gougaram before following a narrow pass that led east into the Aïr Mountains. After nearly four hours of rough driving, Guerin spotted an encampment and pointed it out to Zorn. Moments later, their native driver guided the convoy onto a windswept track toward the unlicensed gold mine.

      As they approached the mining site, they sighted a makeshift roadblock ahead, consisting of two men, each armed with a Kalashnikov rifle, seated under a makeshift awning moored to an old Toyota pickup. The native driver spoke with the two armed men and gained their permission to proceed. Several hundred yards further, they came upon a shantytown composed of crude shelters made from corrugated metal, along with some traditional camel's hair tents. Past the encampment lay the mine, a broad quarry-like pit into which an unstable-looking shaft had been dug.

      Around the edge of the pit, dozens of laborers scurried about carrying hods filled with unrefined gold ore, which they dumped into the backs of waiting pickups to be milled and the gold content extracted somewhere off site. Large and well-fed foremen, some of them armed with stout cudgels, shouted at the stragglers to keep pace. Meanwhile, the native driver wandered off in search of the mine’s proprietor.

      Zorn, Guerin and the three security men exited their vehicles onto the parched landscape, the sun still beating down from the cobalt sky late in the afternoon. The five men, armed only with sidearms tucked into their belts, approached the pit to get a better look at the mineshaft.

      What Zorn saw there could not have presented a more stark contrast to the Cogevex mines he had toured that morning. Where the African miners at Suhail and Numinar wore clean uniforms, polished hard-hats and steel-toed boots, the laborers here were dressed in ragged t-shirts, cut-off trousers, and filthy turbans, if they wore any headgear at all. Most of the diggers and hod-carriers were dark-skinned young men, more likely migrants from West Africa than local Tuaregs, and were coated from head to toe in caked dust.

      The hods they carried made their sinews strain to the max. It must have been backbreaking work to lift the unwieldy hods out of the mineshaft and up the steep slopes over rickety ladders. As Zorn stepped forward for a better look, the smell of sweat and piss met his nose and nearly made him gag. But none of the workers appeared on closer examination to have arrived by way of deportation from America.

      For all the shrill critiques leveled at Cogevex’s uranium mines, what Zorn saw here was infinitely worse than what he’d seen at Arlit. He imagined the detainees from Corvus Base and the horror of being worked to death in this hellish pit. Then he imagined detainees in similar mines all across the Aïr Mountains and wondered if, given a choice, some of these men might not have preferred an injection and a swift plunge into the sea.

      A few minutes later, the local driver rejoined the Frenchmen with a light-skinned Arab of about thirty in a flowing white robe and headdress who sported a neatly trimmed Van Dyke beard. He offered his visitors a perfunctory greeting before turning his attention to the driver, who spoke in a language that Zorn recognized as Arabic.

      The agreed-upon cover story for visiting the gold mine was that the driver had met some foreign mine engineers interested in purchasing gold nuggets for top prices in Euros. So, after sizing up his visitors, the Arab motioned them to follow him some fifty yards up a gentle rise to an open-sided tent with a good view of the pit. There a boy of nine or ten years brewed tea in a battered copper pot over a camp stove. The driver introduced the group and identified the mine’s proprietor as Abu Ahmad.

      Once tea was served, Abu Ahmad dug into a leather pouch strapped around his waist and spread a dozen assorted gold nuggets onto a soiled white rag. He spoke a few sentences to the driver, then turned his eyes to the Frenchmen and waited.

      "Abu Ahmad says the larger ones were mined here and are finer than any from Tabelot or the Djado Plateau,” the driver explained.

      "Ask him how much he wants per gram," Zorn instructed.

      "He asks how much you offer."

      Zorn cast a good-natured smile at Guerin before responding. It had never been his intention to haggle the mine owner down to his rock bottom price. Buying the nuggets was merely the cost of learning what kind of life awaited Assodé’s detainees if fate sent them digging for gold.

      "I will pay ten percent above today's spot bullion price per gram," Zorn told the driver.

      "Thirty percent," came Abu Ahmad's quick response.

      "Fifteen percent," Zorn countered.

      "Twenty-five."

      "Twenty percent. And that's my final word," Zorn said, extending his hand.

      The Arab took the hand and bared sparkling white teeth as he held out the largest nugget for Zorn to inspect.

      Zorn raised it to his eye and looked for any discoloration or dullness. But the nugget shone brilliantly even in the shade of the tent.

      "Weigh it. I'll take it," he told the driver.

      "Which others do you want to inspect?" the driver asked.

      "I'll take the lot of them."

      Abu Ahmad broke out into an open-mouthed grin without waiting for a translation and shouted for the tea boy to bring out a scale and calculator. In less than ten minutes, the nuggets were weighed and packed and their combined value calculated. Zorn handed over a stack of crisp hundred Euro banknotes, rounding up the sum to the nearest hundred.

      After that, the visitors stayed on to finish their tea and Zorn plied Abu Ahmad with friendly questions about his mine and the men he employed. When the Arab loosened up sufficiently, Zorn asked through the driver if he had come across any foreign laborers who had recently spent time in the United States.

      The proprietor's eyes narrowed.

      "I have seen such men, Most are educated city dwellers, unsuited to hard labor. Our methods are primitive. We have no use for them here."

      "Where might we find these men?"

      "Go to the market square at Timia, a half-day's drive to the south. The labor market opens there twice a week before sunset. You will find them there."
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        * * *

      

      The drive back to Arlit took longer than expected, largely because the final two hours demanded slower speeds, owing to the low angle of the sun. The ceaseless bumps and jolts also made it impossible to relax. So when Zorn returned at last to the company compound at Arlit, he was exhausted. Throughout the return journey, all he could think about was American detainees being let go in the Niger desert and slaving away in decrepit mines. And as much as he longed to continue his search, to attempt a second foray out into the desert to Timia’s labor market seemed too much to ask of Guerin and his men. But then another idea came to him.

      After showering, feasting on a late snack and following up with a nightcap of XO Cognac, Zorn broached his idea to Guerin.

      "I've been thinking again of the base at Assodé and how I might go there. Do you have any contacts among the staff at Arlit who handle the American supply flights?"

      Guerin put down his glass of cognac to scratch his bristly chin.

      "I might. Who shall I say wants to get in touch?"

      "Tell them the CEO of Zorn Security seeks a courtesy visit to Assodé. The Tetra people will know who I am."
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        "In wartime, truth is so precious that she should always be guarded by a bodyguard of lies.”

        –Winston Churchill

      

      

      
        
        EARLY AUGUST, ASSODE, NIGER

      

      

      Amjad Ibrahim awoke before dawn on his third day at the desert detention camp. He knew little of what lay ahead, other than what he had heard from an overhead loudspeaker hours after his arrival.

      "Welcome to the Islamist Republic of Niger," the announcement had begun in a gruff military voice. "Rest from your travels. Eat and drink your fill. In a few days, once you have adjusted to conditions here, you will be released as free men into your new homeland. Your Nigerien brothers and sisters are good people and will receive you with open arms. But once you leave this place, you will be expected to work, and work hard, to make your contribution to society. And if any of you might think of rejoining the jihad, think again. Because if the jihadis don't get you killed, our drones will. They own the skies. And they see everything."

      As if to accentuate the warning, the prisoner standing beside Amjad, a rail-thin Pakistani in his early twenties with throat whiskers and dark suicidal eyes, tapped him on the shoulder and pointed upward, saying only, "Listen."

      Suddenly, Amjad noticed a high-pitched buzz overhead that sounded like a distant swarm of mosquitoes. The Pakistani gazed intently at the sky for a few moments before he tapped him again, aiming his finger toward a spot almost directly overhead. Then Amjad saw it, a tiny gray fleck against the deep blue sky.

      "I'll bet they're watching us right now, hoping one of us tries to escape," the youth said. “Then 'Bam!' A Hellfire missile will nail him. I've seen it happen."

      "Then how do you protect yourself?" Amjad asked.

      "There's no protection. The drones see everything. Whatever happens, happens. It's Allah's will."

      Amjad turned away and followed the queue of detainees to the mess tables, where correctional-facility MRE1 rations were doled out three times a day and where twenty-gallon water dispensers stood on metal stands so the men could refill their Tetra-issued belt canteens at will.

      Amjad picked up his midday ration, topped up his two belt canteens, and found a vacant spot on the ground to sit while he ate lunch. He opened the pouch of buffalo-style chicken first and ate it cold because the flameless ration heater that accompanied military-spec MREs had been removed, as had the water-resistant matchbook. Amjad ate slowly and chewed thoroughly to extract maximum nourishment from the chicken. Then he moved on to the crackers and peanut butter and last to the granola bar, not wasting a single morsel of the twelve-hundred-calorie meal.

      From habit, Amjad cast a sidelong glance at the ration table in hope that his captors had made a mistake and included jerk pork or barbeque pork entrees among the rations. On his first day at camp, this had occurred at dinner. Detainees like him who were not strictly observant Muslims picked up several extra entrees from those who refused to eat pork. Amjad scored three of them and ate one with each of his next three meals so as not to let the food go to waste.

      After lunch he made his way to the edge of the camp, where open latrines of the straddle-trench design had been dug. Even in the dry desert air, the stench was overpowering. Amjad hurried to finish his business and get away. As there were no washbasins or showers, he wiped his hands with sand, Arab-style. And it was good that he finished when he did, because scarcely two minutes later, the loudspeaker ordered the men to queue up for buses that would take them out into the desert to begin their new lives. But where would he be taken? And what kind of life would he find there? All at once Amjad had a queasy feeling in his stomach that had nothing at all to do with the greasy MREs.

      The buses set off at mid-afternoon, heading south on a narrow track across the rocky terrain. The men were bound at the wrists to a steel cable that ran the length of the bus, but this time they were not hooded. Though the bus windows were coated on the outside with translucent film, in places the film had torn or peeled away, allowing prisoners to peek out. From time to time low hills of dark gray stone rose up on either side, but most of the way all Amjad could see was vast trackless desert.

      After two or three hours of driving, and as the buses’ shadows grew long, they reached the outskirts of a town where, to Amjad's surprise, he looked out his peephole and saw what appeared to be fruit trees planted in neat rows in a lush green oasis. Further on, the bus passed through narrow streets lined with low mud-brick houses. From what he could make out as he rode through town, Amjad estimated its population at five to ten thousand. At last the buses pulled into a large open area that he thought must be the town's market square.

      On the far left side of the square, crowds were forming around three low stone platforms. Straight ahead and to the right, assorted trucks, SUVs, donkey carts and camels were parked haphazardly around the square’s perimeter. Amjad focused his gaze on the platforms and, for a panicked moment, wondered whether they might be intended for an Islamic-style beheading, as he had seen in photographs of Saudi Arabia. Then he noticed a thin line of ragged Africans, hands tied behind their backs and ankles hobbled with rope, being led onto the center platform. The crowds shifted toward that platform while the escorts poked and prodded one dark-skinned prisoner after another with long sticks and made them spin around so that the onlookers could inspect them from all sides.

      It reminded Amjad of old engravings he had seen of slave markets in West Africa and the American South. And then the thought hit him with full force: why had the detainees been brought to this, of all places, to be released? Were they to be auctioned off as slaves?

      Before he could dwell much longer on that horrific thought, the bus turned left toward a series of makeshift pens and chutes like those found at stockyards and slaughterhouses. The bus stopped, its door opened, and the men stepped out, still bound to the steel cable that ran the length of the bus. Their American guards, armed with truncheons, pepper spray, and stun guns, led the men into one of the chutes, attended on both sides by stout natives wielding stout wooden batons the length of axe handles. There the cable was retracted and the men, though still bound at the wrists, were freed to move about. Within moments, two detainees who disembarked ahead of Amjad attempted to climb the chute's sides and were beaten back.

      Next the detainees passed one by one through the chutes and out into a sort of corral or pen already packed with men who had arrived on preceding buses. Amjad pushed forward to the nearest wall of the pen, at the risk of being crushed, to gain a better view of the square. The crowd was a wild assortment of humanity, from robed and turbaned Tuaregs to semi-Westernized youths in jeans and polo shirts, to light-skinned and affluent-looking Arab men in neatly creased dress slacks and spotless white shirts, as if they had left their suit jackets and ties behind in the car.

      But there were also men in khaki who did not appear to be detainees. So perhaps, if he could escape somehow and wade into the crowd, he in his khaki work clothes would not be picked out as easily as if he’d worn an orange jumpsuit.

      As more onlookers flooded into the square, the scene became more chaotic. Yes, perhaps he might have a chance of blending into this crowd. But how to reach it? And what if he did and managed to make it into the narrow streets beyond? What then?

      At that moment, through the slats of the pen, something caught Amjad’s eye. Off to the far right, at the edge of the square, he noticed three late-model SUVs, flanked by a half-dozen men in dark trousers and polo shirts who seemed to be observing the platforms from afar, like curious tourists. The men were light-skinned, closely shaven, and apparently European. What if they were not here to deal in slaves? What if they found the scene as shocking as he did and might be willing to help him? But again, more importantly, how was he to reach them?

      Before Amjad could develop the thought further, he heard a commotion behind him and saw a dozen or more detainees attempting to scale the pen's walls. Guards left their positions around the pen to beat them back. And in that moment Amjad felt a mighty surge of adrenalin. Now was his chance. He would probably be caught, and perhaps beaten or killed. But what was that compared to the wretched fate of a slave? Without even looking to see if guards awaited him on the other side, he climbed up and over the barrier.
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        * * *

      

      By nine A.M., Zorn’s three-car convoy was on the road, following the same route east from Arlit that they took the day before. But instead of turning northeast as they had to visit the gold mine, they headed southeast, past Gougaram, to enter a pass through the low hills of the Aïr Mountains. They were on the road for nearly four hours before they spotted the American camp on a distant rise. The convoy stopped and the men dismounted to observe the place through binoculars. Now that the vehicles' engines fell silent, Zorn noticed an odd hum in the air. Then, listening harder, he identified it as the whine of a distant propeller.

      Guerin must have heard it, too, because he cast a troubled look at his boss.

      "Drone?" he asked in a low voice, as if someone might overhear.

      "Yes, possibly an American Reaper," Zorn answered. "The French Air Force operates drones from Niamey, but this one is likely from one of America’s remote desert bases."

      "Even so, the sound sets my teeth on edge," the security chief grumbled. "I've heard some American pilots are more than a little trigger-happy. It seems the U.S. has given Niger’s government so much military aid that the American pilots feel they have carte blanche to fire on anything that moves."

      At Zorn's request, Guerin stole another look at the base through his ten by fifty military binoculars before handing them to Zorn, who adjusted them to his eyes. From a couple of miles away, the camp resembled one of the American firebases that Zorn had visited in the mountains of Afghanistan, except this one was ringed by barbed wire fences rather than earthworks and fortifications. On one side, Zorn could make out a series of open-air camouflage tents suspended from steel cables, while opposite them were two rows of prefabricated metal buildings and trailers.

      They set off toward the camp with the car windows open, the better to see and hear anything that might pose a threat. At last they reached a checkpoint astride the road to the camp. A team of four grim-faced American guards in wraparound sunglasses and desert camouflage fatigues pulled the visitors aside for inspection. As Zorn expected, the guards required them to turn over all cameras, cell phones, laptops and other electronic devices before entering. After taking identification documents from each of the six visitors, they withdrew to their guard shack to verify Zorn's American passport. The convoy waited in silence until the guards at last waved it through.

      At the top of the hill, a mechanized gate rolled aside for the three SUVs to enter. No signage was displayed on the gate or on any of the adjacent buildings, except for a large blue-and-gold Tetra logo. Smaller signs inside, with instructions in English and Arabic, directed them to a parking lot the size of a basketball court, where a half-dozen desert-camouflage Humvees baked in the sun. At one side of the lot stood a steel building that Zorn guessed to be a supply depot. That would explain the signs in Arabic and French. After all, somebody had to drive the supply trucks from Arlit, and one couldn't count on all of the lorry drivers being literate in English.

      As the six visitors stepped out of their parked SUVs, a deeply tanned duty officer with a blond buzz-cut, dressed in the same desert fatigues as the sentries, greeted them with handshakes. There was no name tag on his tunic, its only marking being an embroidered Tetra logo.

      "Welcome to Repat Base Assodé," the duty officer began. "My name is Loomis. I'll be your escort."

      At the nearest gate into the command compound, Loomis pressed a series of buttons in a keypad cipher lock to gain entry. Once inside the mess hall, which was emptying out after the lunch hour, Guerin flashed Zorn the thumbs-up sign. The mess consisted of three mobile units joined together to form a single room furnished with picnic-style tables, a cafeteria-style chow line, and a row of self-serve dispensers for breakfast cereals, soft drinks, and hot beverages. Bowls of fresh fruit stood next to the eating utensils stand. The few employees who lingered over dessert or coffee appeared to be in their thirties or forties, and nearly all of them looked like former U.S. military.

      "It looks as if your men don't have it so bad out here," Zorn mentioned to the duty officer as the two of them made for the door. "But I'm also curious to see how the detainees are holding up."

      Loomis raised a sun-bleached eyebrow as he let Zorn through the door.

      "You'll have to take that up with the chief, sir."

      They walked across a courtyard of packed earth past a row of compact modular buildings to a second row of structures. The largest of them belonged to the base chief. Loomis opened the door and let Zorn in. Without waiting for either to speak, Max Steiner rose from behind his primitive trestle-style desk to greet his guest.

      In his desert-camouflage fatigues, Max Steiner's erect bearing and brush-cut hairdo made him appear every inch the infantry officer he had been before joining the CIA. But now that he was older, his deep-set eyes, hawk nose and trimmed mustache gave off a guarded look, as befitting his decades-long career as a spy. To Zorn, Steiner’s eyes seemed those of a driven man who found himself at last squarely in his element. Zorn detected a confidence, even an arrogance, behind the steely gaze that made him wonder whether he might have underestimated his host. Was Roger Zorn still persona grata, or at least half grata, with Tetra Corp, or was Steiner pretending he was? What had he got himself into?

      "Congratulations on finding us," the base chief began with a smile so oddly charming that it gave Zorn chills. "I actually like receiving visitors out here. I wish more senior people in the program would come out to see what we do. It's so hard to explain this place to anyone who hasn't been here.”

      Steiner gestured for Zorn to sit in one of the two folding wood-and-canvas director's chairs opposite his desk. The chief's bonhomie emboldened Zorn to press on.

      "So I’m cleared for a full-on briefing? Nothing held back?"

      Steiner raised a shaggy eyebrow and met Zorn with a steady gaze.

      "You’re a respected member of the ESM team, Roger. DHS and Tetra want to keep you fully on board. After all, your Triage technology is what’s made all this possible."

      Zorn breathed an inward sigh of relief. Perhaps Steiner didn’t know yet about his conversations with Pike or Craven before he left D.C. Or maybe he did, but also knew of Larry Lawless’s eagerness to purchase Zorn Security.

      "Listen," the chief went on, "You had a long ride out here and must be starving. Why don't we head over to the mess hall for some lunch?"

      Zorn hadn’t eaten anything at all during the rough ride from Arlit. Now he felt his appetite returning.

      "That would be terrific."

      By the time the two men arrived at the mess hall, the other Frenchmen had gone and only a few Americans remained. The cook took their orders for cheeseburgers and fries before retreating to the kitchen. The chief found seats toward the back of the dining area.

      "All right, then," Steiner began in a matter-of-fact tone. "You must have a good idea of what we do here or you wouldn’t have come. So what else do you want to know?"

      Zorn's eyes widened and he swallowed hard. Steiner seemed completely unaware that Zorn might not fully approve of what was being done with detainees.

      "Wow, I hardly know where to begin," Zorn replied while gathering his thoughts. "Why don't we start with repatriation? I always thought repatriation meant to send someone home. Yet I doubt that many of the detainees sent here hail from Niger. So why bring them to Assodé instead of the places where they were born?"

      "It’s simple, Roger. Their home countries don’t want them back. Washington has long-standing repatriation agreements with quite a few Muslim-majority countries. But very few will take back their violent Islamists. And even those who do cooperate with us insist on doing it in secret. So, wherever we can, we use third countries as middlemen."

      "I see," Zorn acknowledged.

      At that moment, the cook brought lunch. To Zorn, the cheeseburgers, fries, and freshly made cole slaw tasted remarkably good. Asked how he managed to prepare such delicious food out in the Sahara desert, the cook explained that all his ingredients were flown in twice weekly from U.S. bases in Europe. The moment the cook left them alone, Steiner continued.

      "This spring, one of our repatriation partner countries refused landing clearance for a planeload of deported Islamists. It seems they worried about public exposure, though we were paying them handsomely to take the jihadis off our hands. A few weeks later, that government stopped accepting deportees other than its own citizens."

      Zorn offered his host a look of concern.

      "Yes, I can understand how that might lead to backups."

      "It was more than a backup. For quite a while, Corvus Base was awash with jihadis and the whole deportation system nearly ground to halt," Steiner noted. "We had to find new ways to dispose of high-risk detainees or else stop hauling them in. We needed methods that were scalable, long-lasting, and didn’t leave a paper trail."

      "Like dumping them at sea?"

      Zorn did his best not to sound judgmental, and apparently he succeeded, because Steiner went on.

      "In extreme cases, yes. Though in the beginning, we didn’t do it just to free up more space. No, what we wanted was to ship the worst offenders to places where they couldn’t do any more harm. So we seized on a trick cooked up by a canny security chief when a healthy detainee died at his base by mistake. To avoid blowback, the chief buried the corpse at sea and jiggered the man’s record to make it seem he’d been transferred. Before long, whenever the chief had a inconvenient death on his hands, that became his solution."

      "Excuse me, Max," Zorn interrupted, putting down his fork. "But why go to such lengths? Why not just bury them on site?"

      "Because the water table is too high for burial on most Caribbean islands. And cremation uses too much fuel."

      "Okay, but how did disposing of a few dead bodies turn into pushing hundreds of live detainees out the back of C-130s?"

      In asking the question, Zorn did his best not to let his face reveal his distaste. But Steiner seemed too focused on wolfing down his cheeseburger to notice.

      "Not long after the burials at sea started, a riot broke out at one of the transit centers. So the same security chief who’d deep-sixed the first corpse flew off the handle and ordered the organizers pushed out of an airplane—alive—to be rid of them. And faked their records to show they’d been repatriated."

      "What happened then?" Zorn asked, expecting some kind of sanctions against the security chief.

      "Well, the jihadis who incited the riot were all total incorrigibles. So, under the circumstances, the chief wasn’t punished. In fact, he was promoted. That’s when others started doing the same thing. Then they got promoted, too!"

      Steiner laughed, apparently at the absurdity of it all. Suddenly Zorn found that his burger had lost its flavor.

      "But how did they get away with it? Didn’t somebody up the chain of command find out and order it stopped?”

      "Not with the records being faked," Steiner replied before washing down his last French fry with cola.

      Zorn pushed his plate away.

      "So the disappearances and cover-ups went from the exception to the rule?"

      "More or less. Except now we resort to dumpings only in the most extreme cases,” Steiner answered, an amused look creeping across his rugged face. “For the others, we came up with a better idea."

      "How so?"

      "After the rioting, we worked out a new arrangement with officials in Niger and another African country. The goal was to bypass formal detainee transfers and have the host government look aside while we flew new arrivals directly into their hinterlands."

      "I don't understand," Zorn confessed. "What would be the point? Wouldn't you risk losing control of them out there?"

      "Ah, but what better place than the Sahara for a devout Salafist to practice his version of Islam without interference? Except, of course, for having to devote all his energies to staying alive. And getting whacked by a drone if he throws in with Al-Qaeda."

      "Oh, that, too? How does that happen?"

      Steiner flashed an enigmatic smile and rose from the picnic-style bench.

      "How, you ask?" the base chief repeated with an arched eyebrow. "Let's grab some coffee and head back to my office. When we’re there, I'll reveal our secret weapon."

      Once in Steiner's office, the two men perched again on directors’ chairs and set their cups of take-out coffee on a table between them.

      "You wanted to know how the drones track the detainees after we release them into the wild?"

      Steiner paused to fix Zorn with an intense gaze.

      "Are you familiar with TTL technology?"

      "Not by that name," Zorn replied, unwilling to admit his ignorance. "What is it?"

      "TTL stands for tagging, tracking and locating. The technique bombards a target with radio waves or laser light from a distance. Then it uses materials like radar-responsive ID tags and laser reflectives to locate the target. So, say you were wearing a piece of clothing that carried embedded tags. You’d have absolutely no idea that one of our drones might be watching you from miles overhead, night and day, rain or shine."

      Zorn let out a low whistle. It was a chilling thought.

      "So you’ve been tagging the detainees' gear?"

      "Uniforms, boots, hats, belts, canteens. You name it."

      "But what happens if the detainees discard the outfits you've given them? Or their boots wear out?”

      A Cheshire Cat smile appeared on Steiner’s face and all at once a thought struck Zorn that gave him the shivers.

      “Wait a second. Can you inject one of those tags into a person’s body?"

      Steiner wagged a finger at his guest and chuckled.

      "Sorry, Roger. You’re not cleared for that."

      Now the picture was coming into focus.

      "Correct me if I've got this wrong, Max, but it seems to me that what you've created out here is a gigantic free-fire zone."

      Steiner inhaled deeply, thrust out his chest, and released a self-satisfied sigh.

      "You said it, not me. Under our system, former detainees who lead quiet lives in their new homeland are left in peace. Those who take up jihad are struck down. It's efficient and, in my opinion, exceedingly fair."

      The enormity of what Steiner had just said left Zorn dumbstruck. Had the base chief gone mad? How could the emergency measures program have evolved so quickly under Tetra and Steiner that, in less than a year, a relatively benign method of identifying violent foreign jihadis and removing them from the U.S. had become a high-tech holocaust?

      What possible response could Zorn make to what Steiner had revealed? How could he reason with a mass murderer who enjoyed the full support of the U.S. national security establishment? Especially now that he and his men were completely at Steiner’s mercy?

      Until now, Zorn had been careful not to take issue with anything the base chief had said so as not to antagonize him. But how long must he play along? He had come to Niger to gather evidence of detainee abuse. Now that he had it, was it time to end their session and go home? Or should he humor the base chief just a while longer to learn even more?

      ""A few moments ago, you said that you resort to dropping detainees over the ocean only in extreme cases now. Does that mean you intend to end the practice?"

      "Not yet. I expect a few will still get tipped out from time to time. But that’s only for jihadi ringleaders. The ones too bloodthirsty to be left alive."

      Steiner eyes took on a faraway look as he reached for his coffee.

      As for Zorn, it took all of his self-control not to call the base chief a bloodthirsty murderer himself. Instead he pasted on a bland smile and changed the subject once more.

      "If you don't mind, Max, let's circle back to the detainees you bring to Assodé. Can you walk me through what happens once they arrive here?"

      All at once, Steiner’s eyes took on a dark cast and, for a moment, Zorn feared the retired spy might have seen through his dissembling. But when Steiner spoke again, his voice took on an almost defensive tone.

      "Let me make one thing clear, Roger. No country wants these people. Not even their home countries. The only ones who’ll take them in are Al-Qaeda, ISIS and the warlords."

      "And you’d prefer that it be the warlords?"

      "Absolutely," Steiner snapped, his eyes flashing as he put down his coffee. "For me, the warlords are the lesser evil because they lack overseas reach. They're also constantly at war with Al-Qaeda. Here, when a detainee is released in the desert, he has two choices. Throw in with jihad or work for the warlords. Those who opt for jihad realize their error when the drones come after them. Though I suppose getting blasted by a Hellfire missile might be better than slaving away in a warlord’s gold mine."

      But Steiner's smugness so provoked Zorn that he couldn’t resist raising a challenge.

      "Just out of curiosity, have you cleared your repatriation system with the White House?"

      Steiner's face darkened once again.

      "Trust me. The people you’re talking about don’t want to know."

      "But how can you keep this sort of thing going without high-level cover? What's your exit strategy? Will you wind down the program once the intifada is over? Or do some sort of limited disclosure as part of a national reconciliation movement?"

      "You mean like what they did in South Africa, with their so-called ‘truth and reconciliation’ commissions2?" Stein inquired, his voice dripping with disdain.

      "Yeah. It seemed to work out pretty well over there."

      The base chief shrugged and reached for his coffee.

      "It was a mixed bag. They also tried it in Argentina, but it’s never been attempted in a place with as large or as litigious a population as the U.S."

      "Might it be worth a try?"

      "Way too early, in my opinion. Maybe once we’re totally rid of the jihadis, we could afford to try it. But that’s still a long way off."

      "Then how will America ever return to some sense of normalcy?"

      The moment the question left Zorn’s mouth, he worried he might have gone too far. But Steiner just sat back in his chair and gazed at him with an enigmatic smile.

      "I think you might see things differently if you knew how we handle the turnover process here at Assodé," he told his guest. "Would you like to see how we do it?"

      "What exactly do you mean by ‘turnover?’"

      "It’s quite simple. A few days ago we took in a planeload of Islamists from Corvus Base. Later today we’ll be turning them loose so they can rejoin their Muslim brothers and sisters and fulfill their dream of living under sharia law. Why don't you come along and see how it's done?"

      "You wouldn't mind?"

      "Not at all."

      "Then let’s do it. But first, would you mind if we took a walk in the yard for a quick look at the detainees?"

      "Certainly," Steiner replied. "Why not? You're part of the family, Roger."

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-One: Timia

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        “Whoever fights monsters should see to it in the process that he does not become a monster. And if you gaze long enough into an abyss, the abyss will gaze back into you.”

        –Friedrich Nietzsche

      

      

      
        
        EARLY AUGUST, ASSODE, NIGER

      

      

      When Zorn and Steiner finished their coffee, the base chief left his seat and motioned for Zorn to follow him outside. There the two men passed through a couple of locked gates and a wide strip of ploughed earth before reaching the detention area’s perimeter fence. Inside the wire and under the high tent canopies were two or three hundred men, all wearing khaki work clothes, boonie hats with rear neck protection, and high work boots.

      Most sat cross-legged on the ground or lay atop foam mats, while others played cards or read books. A few meditated or chanted verses from the Quran. None seemed to pay the two visitors much attention. Zorn found this strange, having heard stories about Islamist prisoners in France and elsewhere taking every opportunity to attack their captors by throwing rocks and feces and spewing verbal abuse.

      As far as Zorn could tell, nearly all of the detainees were young, from their late teens to late thirties, though a few were middle-aged or older. Most wore beards or Islamic-style throat whiskers, while others sported five-day growths. None were clean-shaven, so it was difficult for Zorn to guess their national origins. But a few were fair-skinned, with blond, red or light brown hair. These didn't look Middle Eastern or South Asian at all.

      "Blond Arabs?" he asked Steiner, pointing to a group of fair-skinned detainees in the distance.

      "Muslim converts, most likely."

      "You mean, American citizens who converted to Islam and joined the jihad?" Zorn asked, unable to conceal his discomfort. "What would U.S. citizens be doing here?"

      "Are converts any less Muslim than someone born into the faith? Or less deadly once they turn terrorist? Back in the seventies, some of the most bloodthirsty Palestinian terrorists were raised as Christians."

      "So let me see if I have this right, Max,” Zorn challenged, suddenly unable to restrain himself. “First we go after the Islamists. I get that. Then it's the anarchists and Antifa types who aid and abet them. Fair enough, up to a point. But who's next? The lawyers who defend them? Anyone who speaks out against the emergency measures? Just how far do DHS and Tetra intend to go with this?"

      "How far? I'll tell you how far. Complete eradication of Islamist ideology from American soil. Yanking it out by root and branch. That’s how far."

      “You sound just like my father. ‘By root and branch’ was a favorite phrase of his.”

      “Maybe that’s why you and I get along so well,” Steiner replied, a smile forming on his lips but not reaching his eyes. “So, my friend, shall we take a little drive together out into the Sahara?"

      "I wouldn't miss it for the world," Zorn replied, doing his best to stuff down a deep feeling of dread.
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        * * *

      

      Ninety minutes later, the three Zorn Security SUVs stopped at the Assodé base's main gate to retrieve the electronic devices they had surrendered. A couple hundred yards further on, they linked up with Tetra’s prisoner convoy, consisting of ten Blue Bird school buses and a half-dozen Humvees. The moment Zorn pulled even with the last Humvee, Steiner stepped out to greet him.

      "Just in case we get separated, let me give you the GPS coordinates for where we're going," the base chief said, handing a single-page printout to each SUV's driver. "We're headed to a market town about a two-hour drive from here. That's where the warlords pick up laborers for their bootleg mining operations. Once you've watched the show on the main square, I suggest you drive back with us so the drone jockeys don't mistake you for AQIM. We have some spare berths at the base where you and your team can spend the night."

      "Thanks, we'll do that,” Zorn answered. “By the way, what's the town's name? I'd like to look it up on the map."

      "Oh, it's called Timia. About fifty clicks due south of here. We’ll pass through an oasis going in. You’re going to love it."
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        * * *

      

      As Steiner predicted, the convoy entered the outskirts of Timia a little more than two hours later, as the shadows were growing long amid low hills of gray stone. To one side, Zorn spotted what looked like an oasis crowded with date palms and fruit trees. Further on, after passing through cramped streets packed with low mud-brick houses, the convoy slowed to a crawl as it approached the town center. Five minutes later, Zorn's SUV turned left onto the town's main square, where crowds had gathered around three low platforms.

      A short distance ahead, half of the buses were lined up along a series of makeshift pens and chutes. Zorn watched as each bus stopped, opened its front door, and its passengers stepped out, still bound to the steel cable that ran between them. Tetra guards armed with truncheons retracted the cable before driving the men into the chutes, flanked on either side by stout natives wielding sticks. From there the natives herded their captives through the narrow chutes into crowded pens.

      Suddenly Guerin put a hand on Zorn's shoulder and drew his attention to the center platform, where a line of khaki-clad detainees, bound at wrists and ankles, were being led up stairs to where the crowd could view them. As soon as each detainee stepped onto the platform, his captors prodded him with their long sticks to make him spin around so that the onlookers could examine him from all sides.

      "My god, it's a slave market!" Zorn said under his breath.

      "It's inhuman. Such a thing cannot be permitted to exist," Guerin sputtered.

      "But what can we do? It's a mob out there. They'd tear us limb from limb!"

      "Then we must leave the convoy at once and avoid being swept up into such madness!" Guerin insisted.

      "But we're here under the Americans' protection, Bernard. Remember what Abu Ahmad said. These people are armed and don’t take kindly to strangers. We wouldn't stand a chance on our own. Besides, I’ve got to take some photos of this."

      Guerin exploded.

      "Photographs! Are you mad?"

      "Okay, then," Zorn responded in a voice so calm that he surprised himself. "If you insist on leaving the convoy, then pull off to the right and stop at the opening to the main street. We can exit the square there, circle back and, with luck, catch the convoy on its way out of town. I see enough room for all three SUVs. I'll take my photos from there."

      Without another word, Guerin hit his turn signal and pulled out of the queue. The other two SUV's did likewise and followed Guerin's armored Mercedes through throngs of robed Tuaregs and Fulanis, youths in jeans and polo shirts, and affluent-looking Arabs in dress slacks and white shirts. They stopped along the edge of the square while Zorn retrieved his Sony pocket camera, equipped with a thirty-power optical lens and video recording capability. Then Zorn opened the car door and waded into the crowd.

      He found a recessed doorway with three stone steps and stood on the highest one to survey the scene. Then he turned his attention to the center platform, where a string of five khaki-clad men was being dragged offstage after having been sold. Two who refused to climb into a pickup truck received blows from clubs and rifle butts while Tetra men, conspicuous in their desert camouflage fatigues, observed from a distance and did nothing to stop it.

      Zorn recorded a short video of detainees being led off the platform before turning his attention to the chutes and pens. There he saw a commotion erupt when a dozen or more detainees sought to scale the head-high walls and dissolve into the crowd. While guards converged from all around to beat them back, a smaller group in another pen climbed over the barrier despite being bound at the wrists with plastic cable ties. Zorn filmed another short video before heading back to the Mercedes, having sensed hostility from the mob around him.

      Only then did he notice three men dressed in khaki running toward him with several bearded youths in hot pursuit. An instant later, pistol shots rang out from the direction of Guerin’s Mercedes and the bearded pursuers hit the dirt, while the escapees ran faster. Foremost among them was a khaki-clad fellow of indeterminate age who waved at the Frenchmen who sheltered behind their SUVs. Zorn struggled to make out the man's words over the din.

      What he said sounded like "American" or "Américain" or the Arabic "Amriki.”

      As the fugitive came closer, Zorn could hear the words more distinctly.

      "Help! I'm American!"

      More shots rang out, but the fugitive and his pursuers kept on coming.

      Suddenly Zorn heard three pops from behind. He turned to see Guerin raise his pistol to fire once more over the heads of the fugitive's pursuers, who took cover and stayed down this time.

      Moments later, the escapee reached his goal. He collapsed into Guerin's arms, his chest heaving. The mob edged forward, but shots from Guerin's pistol held them back.

      "Back into the cars, quick!" Guerin shouted to his men. "Let's go!"

      New shots rang out from across the square and Zorn heard the crack of a high-velocity rifle bullet pass by.

      Without a moment's hesitation, Guerin and the bodyguard bundled the fugitive into the back seat of their Mercedes, while Zorn hopped into the front passenger’s seat. Within seconds, Guerin took the wheel and pulled out of the square with the other two French SUVs close behind. Soon the bureau chief was barreling down the shadowy street while Zorn helped guide him out of town with the aid of the car's onboard navigation system.

      Once they were free of the town's congested center, Zorn released his safety belt to turn around and take a closer look at their dazed passenger, who lay sideways across the seat and continued to gasp for breath.

      To Zorn's surprise, the man was not young, despite his wiry physique. His black hair and beard were streaked with gray and deep creases had formed around his eyes and at the corners of his mouth. There was a definite intelligence in those watery eyes, and Zorn found something oddly familiar about him.

      "Do you speak English?" he asked the stranger.

      "Yes," came the man’s halting reply.

      "Are you one of the American detainees?"

      "Yes!" he said again, his dark eyes blazing. "I - am - an - American - citizen!"

      The Frenchmen, no longer counting on the protection of their Tetra hosts, set out at first toward Assodé but then, with darkness falling, stopped briefly to let their passenger change into fresh clothing and discard his old clothes, boots and hat, assuming that all carried tracking devices. A few miles further, they made a sharp left onto a desert trail heading east into the Aïr Massif.

      "There is a mountain pass that leads back to Gougaram, if we can find it," Guerin called out to Zorn, his voice shaking from the adrenalin rush.

      The three-vehicle convoy pressed on until well after sunset, when they pulled off the track and parked for the night behind a low ridge. There they devoured the remaining food they had brought, offering a double ration to their underfed passenger. Rather than light a fire for warmth, which might betray them to pursuing vehicles or to aircraft lurking overhead, they wrapped themselves in space blankets, which also offered a measure of concealment against the drones' infrared heat sensors.

      Zorn waited until the fugitive had eaten before asking him to tell his story.

      "Do you mind if I record it?"

      "You must!" the man answered with unanticipated vehemence. "The world must hear what has been done to us!"

      He spoke American English tinged with a singsong South Asian accent that Zorn recalled having heard somewhere before.

      "Tell me your name, date and place of birth, and where you lived in the U.S.," Zorn went on once he activated on the voice recorder app in his smartphone.

      "Amjad Samir Ibrahim, born 27 August, 1970, in Dhaka, Bangladesh. Until March of this year, I lived in Minneapolis. I am a naturalized American citizen."

      All at once Zorn remembered. Seated before him was the medical engineer with the disheveled hair, restless darting eyes, and high forehead whom he had watched undergo a Triage interview in Minneapolis following that of his Islamist son. The son's interview had gone badly, earning him a Category One rating and a one-way flight to the Caribbean, while the father's interview had gone much better. And yet the father had been assigned to Cat Two rather than Cat Three, to which his low Triage score should have entitled him.

      So here was a prime case of an American citizen detained on false grounds, wrongly deported, and cut loose in the Niger desert to be sold into bondage instead of being returned to his native Bangladesh. Who could invent such a far-fetched story? Yet Amjad Ibrahim was living proof of how far the ESM program had been perverted.

      "Okay, Amjad," Zorn continued, flushed with excitement from his extraordinary find. "Tell me your story, from the day of your arrest until now. Take all the time you need, and include as many names, places and details as you can."

      Zorn fished in his pocket for the portable recharger he had brought for his smartphone and settled in to hear Amjad’s tale for as long as he had the strength to tell it.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The interview went on for more than an hour until they stopped to catch some sleep, since the convoy needed to set off again at sunrise. When Zorn awoke some hours later, he looked around him and saw the dull glow of dawn approaching from behind low hills to the east. The team’s two native drivers were conversing nearby in low tones. Soon the others would be awake, as well.

      Zorn struggled with what to say to the Bengali-born engineer when the subject of his son arose. How could he possibly confess that he had taken a hand in sending the youth to his death from ten thousand feet? But how could he not reveal it? While his mind raced to resolve the dilemma, Zorn felt a tap on his shoulder. It was Guerin.

      "Do you hear it?”

      Zorn held his breath and listened. There it was, the hum of a distant propeller.

      "It's been overhead most of the night. I don't know if it's routine surveillance or whether the Americans have been following us. But I think we'd better get moving."

      "All right," Zorn replied. "But let’s not panic. By now, Steiner will have told the drone operators who we are. If they haven't hit us by now, I doubt they will. Besides, the Americans would have to think twice before attacking French nationals."

      But the moment the words left his mouth, Zorn no longer believed them. Guerin walked away without speaking and Zorn touched the ex-detainee on the leg to wake him.

      "Time to get up, Amjad. We'll be leaving soon. If you need to take a leak, this would be the time to do it. But keep your space blanket wrapped around you, just in case. And cover your piss with a rock so the heat signature can’t be picked up, okay?"

      Amjad shook off his exhaustion and followed Zorn into the desert, where each chose a different clump of rocks to do his business.

      Zorn was mid-stride when an explosive shock wave knocked him off his feet. Afterward, he lay motionless on the ground, disoriented and unable to catch his breath. At last he opened his eyes to find Guerin and one of the bodyguards standing over him, gesticulating and shouting that he get up. But he couldn't hear a sound.

      Only then did he realize that the explosion must have been a drone-fired missile aimed at Amjad Ibrahim. It had found the man pissing at his rock pile, despite being swaddled in a heat-reflective space blanket. The drone must have waited all night until Amjad stood at a sufficient remove from the Frenchmen to minimize risk to them.

      But how could the American drone operator have picked out Amjad from the others? Certainly not from his Tetra-issued garments, which he had discarded. Nor by his heat signature alone. Then Zorn remembered Steiner’s comments about sensor tags. Could Tetra have injected the former detainee with a reflective chip? It distressed Zorn not to have thought of it earlier. But then, what difference would it have made if he did?

      When it became clear to the other team members that Zorn could not walk unaided, Guerin and one of the security men pulled their chief executive to his feet and helped him into the Mercedes. All the way back to Arlit, Guerin kept the SUV's windows open to listen for drones buzzing overhead. And every half hour the convoy stopped to tune in more closely and search the skies. But now that a missile had found Amjad Ibrahim, the buzzing was gone.
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        "Non-cooperation with evil is as much a duty as cooperation with good.”

        –Mahatma Gandhi

      

      

      
        
        MID-AUGUST, CARCASSONNE, FRANCE

      

      

      Zorn stepped out of the whitewashed corridor onto the stone veranda of his Carcassonne estate, where his wife had laid out a breakfast buffet for two on the sideboard. It was a cool, cloudless morning, with just a hint of a breeze, presaging an unusually early autumn in the Languedoc.

      Reaching across the glass-topped table, Kay poured her husband a cup of dark-roast coffee from the cafetière and placed the cup and saucer before him.

      Their aging Bouvier rose from where he lay at Kay's feet and circled around the table to plop down beside Zorn. Since his master's return from America, Asterix's fluffy black coat had grown an inch in anticipation of cooler weather. And despite Zorn's brief absence in Niger, the dog was again fully attentive to his master.

      Zorn's relationship with his wife had also warmed, now that he had finally shared with Kay his reasons for wanting to withdraw from the emergency measures program. He couldn’t tell her everything without risking severe sanctions for breaching confidentiality, but he did paint her a broad picture of how the program had run rampant, deporting thousands of Muslims based primarily on their Triage scores, including American citizens. He even hinted at extrajudicial killings on the program’s fringes, while omitting details and saying nothing about prisoners being tossed out of airplanes. Confiding in Kay, even to this limited extent, was a greater relief than he had expected.

      As for his stay in Niger, he told her that he had visited an American-run base where detainees were being sent for repatriation and that the fate awaiting those men was cruel beyond belief. When pressed for details, he added that he and his Arlit-based team had visited a latter-day slave market and had rescued a former American detainee there, only to see him struck down the next day by an airborne missile. At this point, however, Zorn’s voice had grown husky and he broke off the narrative.

      Kay had listened to Zorn’s disclosures with little emotion, as if she had long expected to hear something like this. She asked few questions, giving her husband all the space he needed to unburden himself. She accepted without complaint his warning that to quit the U.S. market would bring them severe financial hardship, as the company’s heavy investment in U.S. facilities would not be fully recouped. And even if a merger could be arranged, it might bring little profit, as Tetra was the only willing buyer. Even so, Kay Zorn supported her husband’s decision to exit the emergency measures program, whether by terminating the ESM contracts or by merger. All that remained was for Zorn to follow through with Walter Lang upon the latter’s return from Paris at week’s end.

      All day Friday Zorn had worked from his home office, pacing the floor like a caged lion while phoning one potential merger partner after the other without success. He left the house only once, to visit the real estate lawyer who had helped him purchase the vineyard at Lezignan. But instead of discussing the wine trade, as was their custom, Zorn had stayed only long enough to hand the lawyer a sealed envelope with documents for safekeeping.

      Now, on Saturday morning, Zorn felt under more strain than ever and knew it wouldn’t let up until he broke with the emergency measures program, whatever the means.

      His wife seemed to have read his mood and was giving him plenty of space. Kay was also aware of his eagerness to begin the grape harvest, due to begin any day now.

      "Will you be going to the vineyard this morning, Roger?"

      "No, the grapes won’t be ready for another week, and the staff is standing by. Not much to do over there. I told Walter I'd meet him in Toulouse to discuss the merger."

      "And has he made any progress in your absence?"

      "None, it would seem," Zorn replied, rising to fill his plate at the sideboard. "Tetra’s offer has scarcely changed since I left for Africa. Walter agrees it’s unacceptable, but he's unwilling to end the talks and exit the U.S. market."

      Zorn loaded his plate with eggs, fruit and a croissant and returned to his seat.

      "So how will you break the impasse?"

      "I’m not sure. Tetra proposed a face-to-face in D.C., but Lang doesn’t want to go."

      "Will you go in his place, then?"

      "I doubt it would do much good. When I left Washington, the Americans were already unhappy with me for voicing dissenting views. Now that I’ve been to Niger, I expect they’ll trust me even less."

      Kay picked at her fruit and said nothing for a long while.

      "So don't go, then," she told him, fixing him with a stern gaze. "Why not stay in France and find a merger partner here in Europe?"

      "If only things were that simple, Kay. I’ve already run through all the likely buyers. If left to our own devices, the company will soon run out of cash."

      All at once Kay's confidence seemed to melt and a worried look came into her eyes.

      "Are we going to be okay, Roger?"

      "Don’t worry. We’ll find a way. Even if I have to go back to D.C. to wind things up with Tetra. They may not like me, but they’d be crazy to make trouble so long as the merger is still in play.”

      But contrary to the assurances he gave his wife, on the day before he had taken pains to lay on additional security measures at the estate. Now he had two SUVs instead of one to escort him between Carcassonne, Toulouse, and the vineyard at Lezignan. He’d also hired a contractor to convert a windowless interior storeroom in the old house into a safe room by replacing its antique door with a reinforced steel door and an outer concealment door doubling as a bookcase. And he’d ordered a new alarm system with extra security cameras around the estate’s perimeter.

      "Go back there if you must,” Kay replied with a frown. “But whether you merge or not, when you return I want you to give serious thought to stepping down from running Zorn Security. It’s wearing you down, Roger. You’ve become rigid and dark like your father. I want the old Roger back."
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        * * *

      

      Shortly after breakfast, Zorn took the wheel of his Citroën C6 sedan and pulled out from behind the house onto the gravel driveway, leading his security detail’s Range Rovers past rows of almond and apricot trees that were dropping their fruit. Now their yellowing leaves fluttered in the wind and wafted slowly to earth. Zorn looked up and noticed high-altitude mists coalescing into thin streamers of cloud. Just then a strong gust kicked in from the northwest, where the tramontane wind often arose. Though this was not yet the season for it, Zorn sensed that by nightfall the gusts might turn into a steady howl.

      An hour later, Zorn's Citroën pulled into Zorn Security’s basement garage in Blagnac, near the Toulouse airport. He rode the company's private elevator to the top floor of the avant-garde office building, greeted the pretty young receptionist and walked the length of the corridor to his office. The lights in the lobby were dimmed and he guessed that few employees would be at their desks this Saturday morning.

      Once inside, Zorn closed the office door and docked his laptop to the widescreen monitor on his desk. While he waited for the screen to come to life, he plugged earbuds into his mobile phone and dialed his chief contact at a security contractor cum private investigator in Mumbai, India, where the time was three hours ahead of Toulouse.

      "Vikram here," came the answer, amid a cacophony of background chatter.

      "Hello, Vikram. It's Roger Zorn. Did I get you at a good time?"

      "Of course, Roger. It's wonderful to hear your voice," the investigator replied in a posh British accent. From the background noise, Zorn guessed that Vikram was seated in an extremely busy restaurant.

      "I just wanted to check whether you've managed to track down that Indian woman I asked you about. Any new leads?"

      "None yet,” the Indian replied. “Our Chicago office reports that she left no forwarding address after quitting her job in Minneapolis and leaving the U.S. And her extended family in Kerala claims they haven't seen her or her daughter for a several years. Of course, they could be lying to protect her. So we'll have someone look in on the relatives from time to time. But it’s not surprising that she would go into hiding, given what happened to her husband and son."

      "If she has, I'm betting that her relatives in India are helping her out one way or another. So far as I know, she and her daughter have no one else to turn to. Let me know if anything turns up, okay?"

      "Rely on it," Vikram replied before ending the call.

      The next thing Zorn did was to log into the sterile email account that he and Margaret Slattery shared for exchanging clandestine messages. Last night, he had sent her word that he had gathered new evidence of detainee abuses in Africa and asked her whether she still intended to take it to the Justice Department or whether, as an alternative, she might take it up the chain of command in the White House to curb the abuses without causing an upheaval.

      Slattery’s response read: "DOJ is dragging its feet on abuses. Re your alternative, I have someone in mind in the West Wing. But he will need to meet with you before running with the ball. How soon can you come over?"

      Zorn opened a fresh message and began to type. But a moment later he stopped and deleted what he had written. It was still too early in Washington for her to open his response. Better to wait until he had spoken with Lang. He logged out of the email account and closed the laptop.

      His next step was to remove a spare cell phone from his computer bag and switch it on. Once it fired up, he checked for texts and found one that had arrived overnight.

      It was from Jack Nagy: "Please advise latest on missing family member. Time is of the essence."

      Zorn tapped out his reply: "Still no news since my last message. But I may be at your location soon and hope to have more. Will advise."

      He pressed the send button and switched off the phone.

      For a long moment, Zorn sat quietly at his desk, pondering his next move. Then he left the office, walked across the hall, and knocked on Walter Lang’s half-open door.

      "Come in," the chairman responded in a raspy voice.

      Zorn entered and found Lang seated in his favorite leather armchair, with his back to a bank of windows overlooking the Toulouse airport. The older man rose to greet Zorn and gestured for him to sit in the matching armchair on the other side of a low-slung chrome-and-glass table. As it was the weekend, Lang wore espadrilles, white linen trousers, and a blue Breton-striped shirt rather than one of his usual summer-weight raw silk suits.

      Zorn glanced around at Lang's office, decorated in faithful adherence to a 1920s French Art Deco style. Zorn had often thought that the austere space resembled the library of an exclusive men’s club. But today, in the stillness of a sunny Saturday morning, its floor-to-ceiling bookcases and displays of dusty war memorabilia gave it a forlorn look and feel, more like that of a rarely visited provincial museum.

      "I read your notes from Niger," Lang began, throwing one long leg over the other upon retaking his seat. "Or shall I call it a dossier? It’s certainly a compelling read."

      "Then you find my evidence persuasive?"

      "It would be a devastating exposé if it fell into the wrong hands."

      "It’s only a matter of time before someone brings it to light," Zorn remarked with a shrug. "And when they do, we won’t escape our share of blame. After all, we’re the next-largest ESM contractor after Tetra, and the whole program rests on Triage technology."

      "And what of its effect on the proposed merger with Tetra?"

      "As we’ve discussed, Walter, a heightened risk of exposure means that a stock swap may no longer be viable. In my view, the time has come to make a clean break with DHS and scrap the Tetra merger entirely."

      An alarmed expression spread across Lang’s face.

      "For discussion’s sake, Roger, what if we were to pass your information discreetly to well-placed people in the American administration? Might they be able to manage a quiet cleanup while dissuading the news media from reporting it? In Paris, such things are done quite often."

      Zorn shook his head.

      "I’m already exploring the quiet cleanup option, Walter. But expecting the American media to sit on the story for long isn’t realistic. No matter how hard the administration might lean on their press contacts to keep quiet, someone would leak the story and it would quickly become front-page news. The value of our Tetra shares would plummet and Tetra would suspect we were the ones behind it."

      "All right, then," Lang replied, straightening himself in his chair. "What would you propose?"

      "As I’ve said, better a low-key withdrawal from ESM now than a full-scale media exposé later that risks a battle with Tetra. I propose we send those notice letters today and terminate our contracts with DHS."

      "You see no other option?"

      "The only other option is the one that Tetra has rejected: an immediate purchase of Zorn Security shares for cash," Zorn replied, holding Lang firmly in his gaze. "A cash deal has always been the best option for us. By taking cash, we could avoid a catastrophic loss if Tetra's share price plummeted on adverse news. And we wouldn’t need to go through the motions of terminating our ESM contracts, since Tetra would take them over as acquirer. But you've said many times that Tetra refuses to consider a cash deal."

      "Perhaps I’ve been mistaken on this point,” Lang replied with an unsettled look. “Perhaps a cash transaction might be worth one last attempt. If Tetra refuses, we could still go forward with a hard exit, as you’ve proposed. And let Lawless go to the devil."

      Zorn cast a doubtful glance at the chairman.

      "I really don't want to spend any more time on a merger unless you think it really stands a chance. So refresh my memory, Walter. Where does Tetra’s last offer stand?"

      "An all-stock transaction at 0.4 Tetra shares for one of ours, with a two-year lockup period."

      "Those bastards don't want to buy the company," Zorn hissed. “They aim to steal it.”

      "Which is why I've refused their offer twice. But they won’t take no for an answer. Now they insist that I travel to meet them in person."

      Walter Lang’s face looked drawn. It was clear that Larry Lawless’s negotiating tactics had worn him down.

      "And on Tetra’s home turf, of course," Zorn observed.

      "Perhaps you should go in my place and deliver an ultimatum," Lang suggested, a sudden gleam appearing in his tired gray eyes. "Either they accept an all-cash transaction on our terms or we cancel our American contracts. And take Triage home with us."

      "Are you really prepared to do that, Walter? You weren’t when I proposed it two weeks ago."

      "I feel I have taken my discussion with Mr. Lawless far enough,” the older man concluded with a sigh as he rubbed the bridge of his nose. “If anyone goes to see him now, I think it should be you, as majority shareholder. At this point, I expect the board will accept any deal with Tetra that you propose. Or none at all, if it comes to that."

      "I must tell you, Walter, I really don't want to go there. Part of me wants absolutely nothing to do with Tetra or the DHS. Right now, I’d be much more inclined to find a European partner, except that none has shown any interest."

      "And what does the other part of you want?"

      "That part is like you, Walter. It's tired. I’d be sorely tempted to hand the business over to Tetra today if I could be sure of meeting our obligations to lenders, minority shareholders and employees.”

      “And many of those minority shareholders are long-term employees who rely on their shares to fund retirement. Like our good friend in Niger, Mr. Guerin.”

      Lang’s remark, though self-serving, heightened the conflict that plagued Zorn. For while his weariness, like Lang’s, was genuine, his heart rebelled against allowing Tetra’s dumpings and repatriations to go unchecked. What would Margaret Slattery and Jack Nagy think of him if he sold out to Tetra and remained silent about their abuses? And how would Kay and his children judge him if they knew he might have done more to stop them? Zorn felt trapped.

      Lang nodded but said nothing.

      "Do you suppose this was how Papa felt when he decided at last to leave the company and arranged for me to take his place?"

      "Perhaps your father had such feelings," Lang replied with downcast eyes. "But I didn’t. In those days, I still had high hopes. And infinitely more energy than I have today. No, our current situation reminds me of a different time."

      "And what time would that be?

      "The Algerian Crisis."

      "Algeria? How so?”

      "Back in those days," Lang mused with a faraway look, "we paratroopers fought the Muslim rebels in the Algiers casbah and crushed them. Then, when the politicians of the corrupt Fourth Republic1 made back-door concessions to the rebels, we toppled their republic. When General DeGaulle became president, we rejoiced and thought our victory secure. But within three years we lost everything. In ‘61, DeGaulle surrendered Algeria to the very same rebels we defeated, rendering meaningless all the sacrifices that our fighting men had made to keep Algeria part of France."

      "I know the story well, Walter," Zorn responded in a gentle tone, knowing how sensitive Lang's generation was about Algeria’s loss. "What I don't understand is why America’s intifada would remind you of it."

      "Wait and see. Once the intifada has been smashed, America's political class will move to betray the brave men and women who stepped forward to root out the jihadists. The betrayal will begin with claims of detainee abuses, just as the French political class accused me and my men of torturing Algerian prisoners."

      "And you think the U.S. government would use my dossier to throw Zorn Security under the bus?"

      "Without a doubt. As a foreign contractor, and a politically incorrect one at that, you will almost certainly be made a scapegoat. So, Roger, go to Washington if you will and see if you can achieve a withdrawal on acceptable terms. But take care not to be stabbed in the back on your way out."

      "All right, Walter. I'll do what I can. But before I go, I have one last question. It's one I've been thinking about since we won the Triage pilot contract nearly two years ago.”

      "Your question?"

      "In Papa’s writings on counterinsurgency, he always stressed the need for the government to gain a swift victory before the enemy advances along the learning curve. But in his later years he added another reason. He said that, without an early victory, the state’s prolonged use of harsh methods yields diminishing returns and ultimately provokes a backlash, as it did over Algeria. If Papa is correct, how will we know when America's emergency measures have reached the point of diminishing returns?"

      "We won’t. Not until the damage has been done," Lang asserted. When he continued, his voice took on an anguished tone. "Roger, think for a moment of the young French conscripts under my command who treated Algerian rebels with electric shocks and worse. Many of our boys were damaged psychologically for life. And think of the Algiers Generals’ Putsch. For us, it felt glorious, like crossing the Rubicon to march with Caesar on Rome after defeating the Gauls. But how swift was our transit from triumph to disaster! Now it's America's turn to reap the whirlwind. Today’s crisis is unlike any that country has faced in a hundred and fifty years. Do Americans understand what awaits them?"

      "What’s worse, then, Walter? Going too far against the jihadis, or not far enough?"

      "I don’t know,” Lang answered with a pained look. “Your father used to say that every counterinsurgency campaign needs a clear goal, lest victory leave behind a tyranny as bad as the one being opposed. If you find a better answer, Roger, come tell me. It may comfort me as I look back on the times when I ought to have shown restraint but failed."
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        * * *

      

      Moments after their conversation, Walter Lang rose and glanced down the corridor in time to watch Roger Zorn re-enter his office. Then he shut the door and removed his mobile phone from a jacket pocket.

      While the phone rang, he glanced at his watch: half past eight, which would be half past two A.M. in Washington. A generic recording from the recipient’s wireless carrier came on as the call went to voicemail. Lang left his message in English.

      “It has been decided. Our chief will travel shortly to conclude the merger talks. Call me if you wish.”

      He pressed the red circle to end the call and returned to his desk with a smile of satisfaction on his pale lips.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Three: Withdrawal

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        “We cannot pretend that we do not know this. We are not ostriches, and cannot believe that if we refuse to look at something we do not wish to see, it will not exist.”

        –Leo Tolstoy

      

      

      
        
        LATE AUGUST, WASHINGTON, D.C.

      

      

      A hint of an early fall came to Northern Virginia, with a cool wind from the Blue Ridge Mountains that carried the threat of rain. Perhaps it was the low, scudding clouds, or perhaps his jet lag after the flight from Paris, but Roger Zorn felt a vague unease as he drove his rented Toyota Avalon along the Dulles Airport Access Road toward the District of Columbia.

      Unlike his arrival at Dulles the previous March, he saw fewer homeless refugees from EMP-stricken New England, less litter, and fewer melancholy faces around the airport. He also noticed fewer security patrols and roadblocks along his route into the city, since intifada-related unrest had diminished over the summer. Entering the suburbs, he saw that traffic was heavier than on his last trip. It seemed as if Homeland Security might finally be getting a grip on things. And yet his anxiety remained.

      Zorn left the interstate highway at Rosslyn and drove on into the District. By now it was half past eight P.M. and nearing the last glimmer of twilight. So it was difficult to determine whether any of the vehicles stopped at the traffic light might be trailing him up New Hampshire Avenue toward U Street. But by the time he arrived in Margaret Slattery’s neighborhood, he was reasonably certain that he was free of surveillance.

      Zorn parked in a self-service parking lot a couple of blocks from her apartment and covered the remaining distance on foot. Perhaps because a light rain had begun to fall, he was the only pedestrian in sight and vehicular traffic was sparse. Despite not having spotted a tail, he had a sense of being watched. If true, there was little he could do about it now. So he pulled his jacket collar up around his neck and walked on through the drizzle.

      On reaching Slattery’s luxury high-rise, he stepped into the entry vestibule to call her over the intercom. He buzzed twice and waited. No answer. He tried again. Same result.

      Seeing a figure approach from the curb, he exited the vestibule and headed back across the street to look for lights in Slattery’s apartment. There they were, blazing from every window. He pulled a disposable cell phone from his jacket pocket and dialed in hopes of drawing a response. The phone rang five times and went to voicemail, but midway through the recording that began, “You have reached…” Slattery picked up.

      “Hello?” she answered, her voice sounding thick and confused. Might she have had a drink or two?

      “Hi, ma’am. I’m downstairs with your sushi order,” Zorn announced in a voice as close to that of a slow-witted American twenty-something as he could manage. “Could you buzz me in? I tried the intercom but nobody answered.”

      “But I didn’t order sushi.”

      “Am I talking to Susan Murphy?”

      “No, you’ve got the wrong number,” she replied and hung up.

      The tactic had succeeded. Now he could return and buzz her again. Zorn stuck the phone in his pocket, went back to the vestibule, and pressed her buzzer one more time.

      “Hello?” she answered, with a sharper tone than before.

      “Hi, Margaret. It’s Roger. May I come up?”

      “Was that you a moment ago?” she asked with an edge of suspicion.

      “Can’t say. Top secret. But let me in and I’ll tell you all about it.”

      “Oh, Roger, there you go again with the secrecy.” Much as before, her voice sounded low and husky.

      The intercom clicked off but a moment later the lobby door buzzed open.

      On arriving on the seventh floor, he saw that the door at the end of the hall was ajar. Margaret Slattery stood in the gap, barefooted, her hair in a ponytail, wearing black slacks and a wrinkled white blouse that was untucked around the waist. Her puffy eyes looked as if she had awakened from a deep sleep.

      As Zorn entered, Slattery displayed a groggy smile and laid a hand on his shoulder to plant a kiss on his cheek.

      “Please excuse me for not answering the first time you buzzed. I guess I shouldn’t have uncorked the wine so soon after taking my meds.”

      “Wine is good for you. And so is sleep. It’s the meds that bear watching,” Zorn muttered as he followed her inside.

      “Thanks for caring,” Slattery answered, shooting him an amused glance. “Or do you speak in your capacity as a wine-grower?”

      “Both.”

      “Then may I offer you a glass?”

      “I’d love one. I came straight from the airport and didn’t have time to wet my beak.”

      She led him into the kitchen, but instead of opening the refrigerator, where she kept her supply of chardonnay, she opened an eye-level cabinet and brought out an unopened bottle of Woodford Reserve Double Oaked Bourbon, along with a cut crystal glass.

      “The last time you visited, you asked for whiskey and I didn’t have any,” she said, holding out the bottle for Zorn to inspect. “Is this a brand you approve? The man at the store said it was a bit hit among his regulars.”

      Zorn recognized the label and shot Slattery a delighted grin.

      “Incroyable! I’ve wanted to try this one for months. You can’t get it in France.”

      “Then pour yourself a glass, Roger, and come along. I’m eager to hear about your trip to Africa,” she said as she pulled a fresh wine glass from an overhead rack.

      Slattery pulled a recorked bottle from the fridge and carried bottle and glass to the living room. Zorn followed and the couple took the same seats on twin white settees where they had sat when Zorn last visited.

      He gazed around the spacious living room, his eyes stopping at the wraparound window that looked across U Street toward downtown D.C. By now the drizzle had become a steady rain, making jagged streaks through the droplets that clung to the window’s outer surface. The room was as tidy as it had been on his first visit, except for rumpled cushions on Slattery’s settee and the empty wine glass on the floor beside it.

      “Thanks for letting me know you were coming,” Slattery began once both were seated. “I was beginning to think you might never come back.”

      “To be honest, I thought the same.”

      “Oh?” she replied, raising one eyebrow. Without saying more, she reached across the table to pour herself a generous helping of chardonnay.

      Zorn used the pause to turn on the television before opening a talk radio app on his smartphone. If the room were being monitored, their conversation would be garbled in the resulting crosstalk. He moved closer to Slattery to make his words easier to hear.

      “I was perfectly content to let Brandon Choe run our U.S. business,” Zorn replied before uncorking the whiskey bottle and pouring a two- finger serving into the tumbler. “But decisions about the company’s future have required my presence.”

      “What kind of decisions? Before you left, you said you’d be terminating your DHS contracts. Have you come back to pull out of the ESM program?”

      “Not exactly,” Zorn answered, avoiding Slattery’s gaze. “We’ve entered merger talks with Tetra. If we can come to terms, Tetra will be taking over our ESM contracts.”

      Slattery’s eyes opened wide and her freckled face went a shade paler. .

      “You’d make a deal that would place nearly the entire ESM program in Tetra’s hands?”

      “Margaret, I have investors and lenders and employees to consider. Zorn Security is not a one-man band. This hasn’t been an easy decision for me, but I believe a merger would offer the best outcome for the company’s stakeholders.”

      “And what about the detainees? And the rule of law? You’d be willing to put all that aside and give the abusers a free pass?”

      She had raised the wine glass to her lips but set it down without drinking.

      “No, I don’t mean to let things continue exactly as before,” Zorn responded, pausing to swirl the bourbon in his glass. “But nor is it clear how to turn things around.”

      “So what do you intend to do with your new evidence from Niger? Hold on to it? Or bury it? If you’re going to exit the U.S. market anyway, why not go public with it?”

      “And derail the merger? You and I both want the abuses to stop, Margaret, but I don’t think public disclosure is the way to go.”

      “You have a better idea?”

      “Well, yes. Didn’t your last message say that you knew someone in the White House who might be in a position to stop the abuses discreetly if given sufficient evidence? Who is that person? Your boss, the White House counsel?”

      “Actually, I was thinking of Nelson Blackburn.”

      “The Full Nelson?” Zorn inquired with a startled look. “But he’s an ally of Charlie Scudder. I recall the two of them working the Middleburg Conference like a tag team. What makes you think Blackburn would take on the thankless task of mucking out Scudder’s Augean Stables?”

      “Nelson and Charlie have grown apart of late,” Slattery revealed, staring into her glass. “In private, Nelson is critical of how Charlie has mismanaged the ESM program and let Tetra run riot. I get the sense Nelson may want to start the cleanup sooner rather than later, keeping the abuses under wraps until the intifada is no longer a threat. Then let chips fall where they may.”

      “Onto Scudder’s head, I expect.”

      “Something like that.”

      “Hmmm,” Zorn replied while stroking his stubbled chin. “That sounds just like something Blackburn would do. Declare victory, dial back the removals, and pay Tetra to dismantle its offshore camps. It would be a much more orderly approach than unleashing a full-blown media circus.”

      “It might,” the lawyer mused, her lips pressed together into a frown. “But then again, you can never be quite sure with Nelson. He might just change his mind and go public the moment he thought it to his advantage.”

      “Hmmm, that’s not at all what I had in mind. It’s not a risk I’m willing to take.”

      Slattery’s face darkened. Clearly she favored turning over Zorn’s dossier to someone in authority right away, whether it be Audrey Lamb, Nelson Blackburn, or some scribbler at the Washington Post. To Zorn’s thinking, Blackburn seemed the lesser evil. If he could be trusted to work quietly, his option appeared to be the one least likely to disrupt Zorn’s plans. Zorn let the idea simmer in his mind while he took another sip of whiskey.

      “If not to the media, and not to Nelson, then where else would you go with the evidence we’ve been collecting?” Slattery challenged.

      “Patience, Margaret. Let me give it more thought. Meanwhile, you haven’t let me tell you about my time in Niger tracking down the clue you gave me.”

      The attorney’s face softened.

      “Okay, I’m all ears,” she said, appearing to relax as she poured herself more wine.

      Zorn then proceeded to relate what he’d seen in Niger, from the artisanal gold mine in the Aïr Mountains, to the repatriation base at Assodé, to his conversations with Max Steiner, to the slave market at Timia. He told her about finding Amjad Ibrahim on the market square, of recording his saga, and of watching him struck down in the desert by a drone-fired missile. Then Zorn reached into his pocket and removed a black thumb drive.

      “It’s all in here,” he said, dangling the tiny device in the air. “There’s a recording and transcript of Amjad Ibrahim’s interview, video footage taken at the slave market, and a full report of what I saw at Assodé, including my talks with Steiner.”

      “That’s more than enough to bring the whole stinking edifice down,” Slattery told him, her face flushed with excitement. “You’ve got to release this now, Roger! To Nelson, or Audrey, or Congress, or whoever else can put maximum pressure on the administration.”

      Slattery reached out to take the drive from Zorn’s hand, but he snatched it back.

      “I have an idea,” he said. “What if the two of us meet with Blackburn and offer him ninety days to dismantle the entire emergency measures program and cancel DHS’s contracts with Tetra, Zorn Security and the other ESM contractors, after which we make the dossier public? Do you think he’d go for it?”

      “The way you put it sounds too much like blackmail. I fear he might take it the wrong way and call in the FBI.”

      Zorn stroked his chin while weighing other choices.

      “Okay, then, what if we offered him the same ninety-day head start, along with an exclusive on the dossier, in return for an ironclad guarantee of whistleblower protection?”

      “That might work better,” Slattery replied with a nod. “Nelson could claim full credit for averting a scandal by volunteering to clean up Charlie Scudder’s mess.”

      “So do you think it’s worth taking the risk of pitching it to him? Could we rely on him to keep it under wraps?”

      “Having known Nelson for nearly twenty years, I believe we could. Besides, I’ve already told him about your visit to Corvus Base, and he didn’t leak that.”

      Zorn shot her a look that must have showed his alarm, because she added quickly, “You gave me permission to brief him about it, remember?”

      “Yeah, now I do. But one more question about Blackburn. Does he have any history with Larry Lawless or Tetra Corp? Is there any chance he might be in their pocket?”

      Slattery offered Zorn a perfunctory frown.

      “Nelson has spent most of his career in Silicon Valley. To my knowledge, he didn’t have any dealings with the defense industry or with Tetra before joining the White House. What’s more, none of the other Big Five security contractors contributed a dime to POTUS’s election campaign. So I think it’s safe to say that this administration, and Nelson personally, are not beholden politically to Tetra or to any other security contractor.”

      “All right, then. I’m willing to meet with him if you are,” Zorn replied, leaning back in his settee. “But I won’t hand him the dossier until we hear his ideas for winding down the emergency measures. Is that understood?”

      “Yes, that’s fine, Roger. But you will give me my copy now, won’t you? You promised you would.”

      Zorn opened his left hand and glanced from the thumb drive to Margaret Slattery’s face and back again to the drive.

      “You’re right. I did,” he said, remembering their secret exchange of emails.

      “Then it’s settled,” Slattery replied. “I’ll call Nelson’s office first thing tomorrow. As soon as I find out when he’s available, I’ll post a new email message to let you know when we’ll be meeting him at the EOB.”

      “Great. I’ll be in the office all day,” Zorn replied, matching Slattery’s businesslike tone. “And thanks, Margaret. I appreciate your help.”

      “Don’t mention it. It’ll be a relief to discuss this with Nelson. Now I won’t feel like Audrey and I are the only ones in this administration working to pull back the curtain on what DHS is doing. And if Nelson lets us down, we can always take the dossier to DOJ.”

      An awkward pause followed, during which neither knew what to say. So each took the opportunity to refresh his or her glass. As they did so, Slattery’s landline rang. She excused herself and stepped into the dining room to take the call.

      While Zorn couldn’t hear more than a few isolated words and phrases of what Slattery was saying, her voice seemed oddly drained of emotion. Her responses were almost entirely monosyllabic, reminding him of the call from her mother during his first visit. Zorn guessed that it had to be her mother again, because he couldn’t imagine anyone else dragging down an otherwise intelligent and capable woman so quickly.

      When the call ended, Slattery returned from the dining room, pale and shivering. She dropped onto the settee, seized her glass and downed its contents without a word.

      When she spoke at last, it was through gritted teeth.

      “I’m sorry you had to hear that,” she said. It was the same phrase she had used the first time he had overheard her speak to her mother.

      Noticing the wobble in Slattery’s voice and seeing her shoulders tremble, Zorn unfolded the decorative woolen throw that lay across the back of his settee and stepped out from behind the coffee table to wrap it around her shoulders. She looked up and met his eyes with a grateful expression.

      “No matter what I do, it’s never enough. I know I shouldn’t say this, but I hate that woman so!”

      Zorn remembered feeling much the same way about his own father once. That had changed after he married and raised children of his own. Was it Freud who said that true maturity begins with empathy for one’s parents?

      Zorn took a seat beside Slattery and took her hand. For a minute or more, she leaned into him and seemed about to recover.

      “It’s all right,” he told her. “You’ve been under a lot of stress. Now you can relax. Everything’s going to be fine.”

      But a moment later, she looked up with an expression of such vitriol that he wondered what had come over her.

      “How can you say that? Things aren’t fine at all!”

      “You need rest, Margaret. Why not turn in now? You’ll feel better in the morning. We can talk again tomorrow.”

      He tried to help her to her feet but she wouldn’t budge. She wriggled out of his grip and moved away.

      “You don’t fool me,” she accused him. “All you want is to save your precious company so you can go back to France and tend to your vineyards. You don’t give a damn about what happens to me or this country!”

      “That’s not true and you know it, Margaret. If I didn’t care, I wouldn’t have risked going to Corvus Base, let alone all the way to Niger.”

      “Well, bully for you! I say, to hell with your Triage and your emergency measures! I’m sickened by what you people have done to detainees you conveniently label as terrorists so you can line your pockets at government expense!”

      “Margaret, that’s not fair! The reason I’ve come back is to stop it! And I need your help to make that happen. You’ve simply got get some rest so we can meet with Nelson tomorrow and find a way out of this. Will you do that? Will you go to bed this instant?”

      He rose and stood beside Slattery, holding out his hands to reach for hers but in the next instant she let her arms drop.

      “I can’t. I just can’t,” she answered in a voice barely audible.

      Zorn sat beside her once again.

      “Then why don’t I stay with you until you’re asleep? Would that help?”

      “You’d do that?”

      “Of course I would. Now, tell me, would you rather sleep here on the sofa or in your bed. I’ll stay close by either way. Which will it be?”

      Without a word, Margaret Slattery rose to her feet while Zorn pushed back the coffee table so that she could make her way to the bedroom. As she stepped out, she turned to face Zorn and reached out to cup his cheek with the palm of her hand. He hadn’t anticipated the move and half expected her to pull him in for a kiss. But, instead, her hand fell and a wan smile spread across her face.

      As they passed the bathroom, Slattery peeled away and closed the door behind her. She emerged a few minutes later wearing a champagne satin nightgown and a fresh coat of lipstick, her hair freed of its ponytail and falling loose over her shoulders. She stepped up to him with a beguiling smile, put her arms around his neck and rose on tiptoes to kiss him.

      Zorn accepted the kiss but withdrew quickly, before passion could overtake him. Instead, he wrapped his arms around her until she melted into his embrace. She had never seemed so vulnerable and he didn’t want to reject her. But ever so slowly he released his grip, led her slowly to the bed and lay down fully clothed beside her. Before long, her breaths grew shallower and less frequent, until Zorn was sure she was asleep.

      For an hour he lay there, taking in her scent and sensing her warmth, imagining what life would be like if he were free to give himself to her. But he had already yielded to such thoughts once, and he knew better than to court disaster again. So he rose slowly from the bed and wrapped her in the faux fur comforter that lay folded at her feet.

      Then he padded off to the living room to retrieve the bourbon and recharge his glass. As he did, he felt his cell phone vibrate and pulled it out. The call was from Patrick Craven. He made a sour face and waited for the vibrations to stop. Craven would have to wait.

      On returning to the bedroom, he wrapped himself in the woolen throw that Slattery had let drop to the floor, settled onto her daybed, and sipped whiskey until sleep came over him at last.
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        * * *

      

      Overnight the rain had grown into a downpour. Roger Zorn looked out through Margaret Slattery’s living room window onto the dark, wet street below and took another gulp of his morning coffee.

      “Are you sure you don’t want anything to eat?” Slattery called out from the kitchen in a cheerier voice than Zorn might have expected from her mood the night before.

      “No, Margaret, I’ll pick up something at the hotel when I check in. I don’t want to be late for my nine o’clock.”

      Slattery came out of the kitchen dressed in the same black silk blouse and gray-green pantsuit that she had worn to the industry reception at the Hay-Adams in April. Her face bore no trace of the strain it had shown the night before.

      “Will I see you tonight?” she asked, sidling up to him and taking his arm.

      “I hope so. Unless we meet sooner at Blackburn’s office.”

      “That’s hard to predict. Nelson may be tied up with Senate hearings today.”

      “Let’s stay in touch by email then,” Zorn suggested, finishing his coffee. “I know the method is cumbersome, but I’d rather not leave a record of phone contact between us.”

      “I understand. In that case, perhaps you should take this.” She removed a key from her pocket. “It opens the lobby as well as the apartment. Now I won’t have to buzz you in.”

      “Okay,” he told her before slipping the key into his pocket. “But tonight I may be out late. Don’t plan on me for dinner.”

      “No worry. Take-out is 24/7 around here.”

      He bent down to kiss her cheek good-bye and made for the door.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Four: Ultimatum

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        "Buy the ticket, take the ride."

        –Hunter S. Thompson

      

      

      
        
        LATE AUGUST, WASHINGTON, D.C.

      

      

      Zorn pulled into the Hyatt’s underground parking garage twenty minutes after leaving Slattery’s U Street apartment. On rolling his suitcase up to the hotel check-in desk, the night clerk recognized him at once.

      “Welcome back, Mr. Zorn,” he greeted the traveler before entering some keystrokes into his computer. The man was tall and lean, with the physique of a pro cyclist, and spoke in an indeterminate Eastern European accent. His plastic name tag bore the first name Andreas and a last name with too many consonants to pronounce.

      “Hmmm. I see your original arrival time was last evening. I’m afraid we’ve had to charge you for the night, sir, since we held the room for you.”

      “That’s fine, Andreas. It’s my fault for not calling in.”

      The clerk made a few more keystrokes and looked up with a wry smile.

      “Only three nights this time? Have we done something to displease you?”

      Zorn laughed.

      “It’s my farewell tour,” he said as he signed the registration card. “Limited D.C. engagement. Anyway, right now I’m just stopping by to pick up my key.”

      Instead of nodding or offering the usual polite response, Andreas gave Zorn a look as if he were sizing him up.

      “Were you by chance expecting visitors last night, Mr. Zorn?” the desk clerk asked in a tone that oozed discretion.

      “No. Why?”

      “Two men came in late, around eleven, and took seats in the lobby. They looked as if they were waiting for someone. When I asked if I could help, they said they were looking for you and wanted to know if you’d checked in.”

      “Did they leave a message?”

      “No, they just thanked me and left.”

      “Can you describe them?”

      “Average height. Short dark hair. Strongly built. Dressed in dark business suits. They looked like they might be from law enforcement, or perhaps the army.”

      “And you’re sure they’re gone and haven’t come back?”

      “I’ve been on duty all night, sir. No one can get past me without my knowing.”

      Zorn left his luggage with the bellman before handing Andreas his business card with a crisp fifty-dollar bill folded underneath.

      “If you see them again during my stay, call my mobile right away, okay?”

      “By all means, sir,” the desk clerk replied with a deep nod as he palmed the bill.

      On his way out the door, Zorn’s mind raced to figure out what the visitors had wanted. Was it an attempt by Tetra to intimidate him before his meeting with Lawless? Or perhaps just DHS confirming his whereabouts? Either way, he decided not to let it rattle him. If the visitors had anything serious on their minds, they would never have Andreas know they were there.
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        * * *

      

      The Tetra Building was a mirror-faced high-rise located a few blocks south of the leased DHS offices in Crystal City where, months earlier, Zorn and Brandon Choe had made their bid presentation for the Triage contract. Zorn rode the elevator to the sixth floor, where Larry Lawless and other senior executives had offices, and opened a heavy glass door into the reception area.

      Other than the statuesque female receptionist, who must have been at least an inch taller than Zorn, the only other person in the waiting room was Jay Pankow, the partner at the K-Street law firm who managed Zorn USA’s legal affairs. Pankow, a fussy little man who brimmed with energy, drew himself up to his full five feet six inches to greet his client, looking very much the Washington legal grandee in his Savile Row suit and handmade English brogues.

      A minute or two later, the receptionist led the two men through another glass door and down a corridor to a spacious conference room whose wall of windows looked out over Reagan National Airport. Seated across the oval table, with their backs to the windows, were Tetra Corporation’s executive vice president for business development, Larry Lawless; its chief financial officer; and its general counsel. Each man wore an immaculately tailored dark business suit, a starched white shirt with gold cufflinks, and a facial expression appropriate to a hockey faceoff.

      Lawless was first to speak, assuming a supremely confident air developed during his long spying career in which bluffing and dissembling had been part of his stock-in-trade.

      “I’d like to express our appreciation for your flying over to meet with us on short notice, Roger,” he began, laying his manicured hands on the table. “As you know, Walter and I have been going around in circles for some weeks about terms for a possible merger.”

      “I’d be very happy to see it happen, Larry,” Zorn answered in a polite but guarded tone. “But if all you’re offering is a stock-for-stock deal, that’s not going to work for us. I believe Walter has done all he could to make that clear. So what makes you think we’d change our minds and accept it now?”

      Despite his best efforts, Zorn felt a surge of frustration at the likelihood that he had flown all the way across the Atlantic for nothing. He might have said a good deal more but held his tongue to allow his host to respond.

      “The reason we think so is that we’ve followed your company for a very long time,” Lawless answered with studied civility. “Zorn Security has been struggling financially for years. Now that your U.S. unit has joined the ESM program, you’ve managed to stem the losses. But lately it seems you’ve grown disenchanted with the program. The problem is that, if you were to cancel your ESM contracts, your finances would go even deeper into the red. So you appear to be stuck. Perhaps you’ve concluded sensibly that a merger is the only sensible solution.”

      “Oh, I get it,” Zorn answered, his eyes flashing sparks. “You invited me here because you think you hold all the cards. Well, you ought to know by now that Tetra is not the only fish in the sea when it comes to merger partners.”

      “That may be true,” Lawless agreed with an indulgent look. “But if the ESM program becomes embroiled in adverse publicity, as you seem to expect, then none of the other fish will come anywhere near you. And if you leave the program once the bad news hits, you’ll soon be awash in red ink. Then we’ll be able to pick up your company’s assets from your creditors for a song. So do yourself a favor, Roger. Accept our offer while it’s still on the table.”

      Zorn bristled at the implied threat, but Lawless’s argument was a compelling one.

      “And what if we did take up your offer and the wheels came off the ESM program not long afterward? The value of our Tetra shares would sink like a stone.”

      “As would ours,” Lawless conceded. “But Tetra is a major player in the U.S. defense arena. We’ve been through flaps before and we know how the game is played. Our share price would recover.”

      “But why should our side take the hit when we’re not the ones behind the actions causing the bad publicity?”

      “I’ll tell you why,” Lawless replied, his voice suddenly taking on a hectoring tone as he leaned his bulky torso across the table. “You’ll take the hit because we’re in this together, Roger. Like it or not, Zorn USA is Homeland Security’s second largest ESM contractor, right behind Tetra. Your Triage teams are the ones who decide who’s a terrorist and who’s not. And your flight crews, just like ours, pick up the bad apples and pitch them out with the trash. One way or another, you and your people are up to your necks in this.”

      Zorn let out a deep breath and cast a sideways glance at Pankow, who sat in icy silence, his black button eyes fixed straight ahead. So much for the brilliant corporate lawyer who was never at a loss for words.

      “Well, thanks for valuing our contribution so highly,” Zorn replied with a sharp look. “But I don’t see that as quite enough to justify a merger. Still, just to make sure I haven’t missed anything, why don’t you summarize for me the terms of your last tender offer to Walter? No need for every detail. Just the basics.”

      Lawless nodded and opened the manila folder before him to read.

      “Tetra Corporation offers to purchase all the outstanding shares and all of the net assets of Zorn Security and its subsidiaries, in a stock-for-stock deal. Zorn shareholders would receive 0.4 shares of Tetra common stock for each share of Zorn stock.”

      Here Lawless paused for effect. He cast a glance at his CFO, who returned an imperceptible nod. When Lawless resumed speaking, it was in a conciliatory tone.

      “The price may not be all you and Walter are looking for, Roger, but it would be a tax-free transaction. And you would be free to sell as few or as many Tetra shares as you like after a two-year lockup period. We would also invite you, Roger, to join Tetra's management team as head of our European division.”

      Lawless paused to let the last point sink in. It was a peace offering of sorts, but Zorn could not allow himself to accept a deal that gave him preferential terms not available to other Zorn Security shareholders or employees.

      “Furthermore, Tetra would offer jobs to all Zorn employees on completion of the merger, with all performance shares held by Zorn’s managers to be redeemed in cash immediately,” Lawless continued, rendering moot Zorn’s objection to preferential treatment. “And we would offer generous termination packages for any Zorn employees who decline to come on board. The deal I just described is nearly identical to the one we discussed with Walter, except for the latter two points, which we added as sweeteners for today’s meeting.”

      Zorn couldn’t deny that the offer of continued employment was attractive, but the proposed share price was still too low. He shook his head.

      “With all due respect, Larry, four tenths of a Tetra share for each one of ours? That’s not an acquisition. It’s grand larceny. Our last independent appraisal put Zorn’s share value north of thirty dollars.”

      Lawless shrugged.

      “Do me a favor, Roger. Give Walter Lang a call and see what he thinks about our new offer. We consider the four-tenths number to be quite generous. By our calculation, the proceeds would be more than enough for you and Walter to retire in considerable comfort.”

      “So now you’re pretending to be my personal financial advisor?” Zorn snapped. “Well, I don’t need to consult Walter to give you my answer. It’s no. Either we do a cash deal at 0.6 shares of Tetra stock for each one of ours, with no lockup period, or I terminate Zorn USA’s ESM contracts right now and take our Triage know-how back to France.”

      “A cash deal is a no-go for us, Roger,” Lawless answered, compressing his thin lips and narrowing his small porcine eyes. “You know that. A cash deal offers Tetra no protection at all against, shall we say, unauthorized disclosures. Not that we’d imagine your people stooping to that sort of thing. But both our companies have to share the same exposure to downside risk if any merger deal is to work.”

      Zorn cast a sidelong glance at Pankow, who seemed to have emerged from his trance. This time the attorney offered Zorn a grave look and shook his head. Lawless seemed to have noticed, because he jotted something on a notepad and showed it to his CFO, who read it and nodded.

      “Okay, then,” Lawless announced in a voice half an octave higher than before. “I’m able to offer you one last sweetener. We could shorten your lockup period for selling Tetra shares from two years to one. The purpose would be to incentivize your people to keep an extra tight lid on adverse disclosures for a year. After that, former Zorn shareholders would be free to sell or hold their Tetra stock without restriction.”

      This was a substantial concession, to be sure, but it still wasn’t a cash deal. Zorn shook his head.

      “Sorry, Larry. Can’t do it.”

      “Then I think we’re finished here,” Lawless replied with a stony expression. “Except for one last question.”

      “And that would be?”

      “Is your decision to reject our offer driven by advance knowledge of any impending disclosures about the ESM program to Congress or the media?”

      The grave expression on Lawless’s face when he posed the question startled Zorn. Certainly the man must know of Zorn’s trips to Corvus Base and Assodé and all that he had seen there. But could Lawless really believe Zorn would go public with highly classified information, violating his nondisclosure agreements and bringing the full weight of the national security state down on his head? The idea was preposterous. So Zorn had no difficulty answering Lawless’s question as far as Congress or the media were concerned. But the White House and DOJ were another matter.

      “Absolutely not,” he told Lawless. “We rejected your offer on purely financial grounds. And I’m not aware of anyone who intends to approach Congress or the media with dirt about the ESM program. My god, that’s the last thing I’d want to see happen.”
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        * * *

      

      Upon leaving the Tetra Building, Zorn drove the few miles back up U.S. Route 1 to the Zorn USA offices. Though weeks had passed since he had last been there, the receptionist greeted him as if he had never been away. And the office looked and felt exactly as he had left it. Business as usual, everything normal. Except that it wasn’t.

      Zorn gave the receptionist a warm smile and covered the short distance to his office without encountering another soul. Scarcely had Zorn opened his laptop when he heard a knock at the door.

      “Come in,” he called out.

      It was Brandon Choe, who had arrived so quickly that he must have directed the receptionist to notify him the moment Zorn walked in. Almost at once it seemed to Zorn that Choe was off his game. The COO stood just inside the door, twisting a ring on his finger, with beads of perspiration on his forehead despite the chilly office temperature.

      “Glad to have you back, boss,” Choe began with a forced smile. “You had me worried there for a while. When you stopped responding to my messages for a few days, I feared something happened to you. And then yesterday you went dark again.”

      “Sorry. I was in a place where I couldn’t be reached.”

      “I understand, chief, but it’s not just me looking for you. Pat Craven rang me last night asking where you were. And, just between you and me, he seemed anxious.”

      “Dang. I saw his voicemail and forgot to call. Let him know I’ll ring him soon, won’t you?”

      “Sure thing.”

      But Choe didn’t take the cue to leave. He kept his eyes glued to Zorn and went back to twisting his ring as if he expected something.

      “Is there anything else?” Did I miss something important yesterday?”

      “It’s hard to say,” Choe replied, licking dry lips. “But last night a DHS buddy of mine told me that one of their accountants working on the ESM project found some unexplained variances between monthly removals and repatriations. Apparently, when the accountant tried to get the variances resolved through normal DHS channels, he got the runaround. So after a while he gave up and took his data to the Justice Department.”

      “What happened then?” Zorn asked, his ears perking up. “Did Justice do anything?”

      “Not as far as I know, but my buddy says the incident has senior people at Homeland Security sweating bricks. Since it involves air logistics, I thought you’d better know. All I can say is that I wouldn’t want to be in that poor accountant’s shoes right now.”

      “What makes you say that?”

      “Those detainee numbers are classified at the TITAN level. You don’t go outside channels with special access material—even to Justice—without facing, well, repercussions. I hope the poor slob is up to date with his life insurance.”

      “Nobody’s come to us asking about those repatriation numbers, have they?” Zorn followed up, suddenly alarmed.

      “Not that I’m aware of.”

      “Well, if they do, refer the inquiries to Pat Craven, will you?”

      Without waiting for an answer, Zorn turned his attention to his computer to signify the meeting was over.

      Once Choe was gone, Zorn returned to his email and was only three messages down when the intercom buzzed.

      “Pat Craven called while you were in conference, sir,“ the receptionist announced.

      Zorn let out an audible sigh.

      “Did he leave a message?”

      “No. Only that he’s coming right over to see you.”

      “Did he give a reason?”

      “No, sir.”

      Zorn’s face tightened into a grimace as he went back to answering his backlogged emails. It seemed as if only a few minutes had passed when the intercom buzzed yet again.

      “Undersecretary Craven is here to see you, Mr. Zorn. May I show him in?”

      “No, I’ll come out,” Zorn told her, adjusting his shirt cuffs and buttoning his jacket before stepping out the door.

      Moments later, Zorn and Craven exchanged perfunctory greetings in the waiting room under the watchful gaze of the receptionist. For a moment, Zorn caught himself wondering what the young woman might have gleaned from months of observing people’s comings and goings at the Zorn offices. Right now her eyes were focused on Craven in a strange way, as if she expected him to draw a pistol or expose a suicide vest. She waited for Zorn’s nod before buzzing him in.

      Once the two men were seated in the conference room, Zorn could see glimmers of what the receptionist had picked up. For though Craven had put on a brave face in the waiting room, now he looked rattled. His dark skin had gone gray and his lips trembled.

      “I understand that you met with Larry Lawless this morning,” Craven began as if addressing a stranger. “Is there anything about it you want to tell me?”

      "If Larry has filled you in, what do you want from me?” Zorn responded in a voice every bit as cold as Craven’s.

      “All Larry told me was that your merger was off and that all options were on the table. What exactly does that mean, Roger? Please tell me you’re not thinking of pulling out of ESM.”

      “Is that what Lawless told you?”

      “Never mind where I heard it. Is it true?”

      Craven’s dark eyes were screwed into narrow slits and his nostrils flared as he awaited the CEO’s response.

      “Yes, Pat, it is. As majority shareholder of Zorn Security, I’ve decided it’s no longer in the company’s interest to stay on as ESM contractor. I’ve directed counsel to prepare notices of termination for all our ESM contracts. The letters will go out by close of business today.”

      Craven gave Zorn a hard stare.

      “I happen to know you’ve been sitting on those notice letters since June,” he sputtered. “Why send them now?”

      Zorn tried hard not to lose his composure. There was no way Craven should have known about the letters.

      “Very few people were privy to those letters, Pat,” he answered through clenched teeth. “You just blew your source’s cover.”

      “Yeah, yeah, yeah,” Craven replied with a dismissive wave. “As if he has to worry. But you haven’t answered my question. Why quit ESM now, when we have the intifada on the run? Pulling Triage out before the mission is accomplished threatens national security.”

      “Maybe, maybe not,” Zorn replied in a calm voice. “The contracts give us the right to terminate without cause on ninety days notice. I won’t put the company at risk a day longer by cooperating with your department. And I think you know why. But I’m not going to spell it out for you because I don’t want you claiming that I breached my nondisclosure agreement. So unless you have something else to discuss, our talk is over.”

      Craven sat across from Zorn in silence, his arms crossed over his chest. But when he spoke again, his voice no longer held a note of menace.

      “Okay, I hear you,” the DHS undersecretary said quietly. “But tell me this. What if Tetra sweetened its offer and the merger went through? Might that change your mind?”

      Craven was grasping at straws, but Zorn couldn’t afford to dismiss the idea out of hand. He thought about it while his visitor capped and uncapped his pen.

      “Anything’s possible, I suppose.”

      Zorn’s show of indifference seemed to spark Craven’s temper all over again. The veins in the man’s powerful neck throbbed as he spoke.

      “Come off it, Roger!” he thundered. “What's your game, anyway? Are you in business to make money, or are you and your White House girlfriend on some sort of do-gooder crusade to stop the ESM program in its tracks?”

      “I’m not even going to dignify that with…”

      But Craven wouldn’t listen. He stabbed a thick forefinger inches from Zorn’s face.

      “No, Roger, give it to me straight. Do you or do you not intend to blab to the media about what Max Steiner and his people are doing overseas? I need to know from you now!”

      Each word was its own icicle. Zorn could see the desperation in Craven’s eyes and imagined that the man saw his career and perhaps much more riding on the answer.

      “Have you lost your mind?” Zorn barked in response. “Do you think I’ve forgotten the secrecy agreements I signed when I joined your damned program? Trust me, I have no desire to die suddenly from a freak heart attack or an unsolved mugging. And I have no intention whatsoever to tell the media about what I’ve seen at Tetra’s overseas bases.”

      “Can I hold you to that?”

      “You can do any goddamned thing you want with it. Right now, all I want is to get out from under our contracts with you people, pray that nobody leaks what you’re up to before the terminations goes through, and return to doing business in our home markets, far away from this snake pit.”

      “Okay, then. Here’s what I’d like you to do,” Craven said next, his voice calm again. “As a personal favor to me, I want you to hold onto those notice letters for another twenty-four hours. The moment I leave, I'll reach out to Larry and see what we can do to keep Triage in play.”

      Zorn thought about the offer for a moment. Either Lawless met his demand for a cash merger or he didn’t. If not, he’d fire off the notice letters one day later.

      “I suppose there’s not much harm in waiting another day.”

      “Then that’s it,” Craven declared. “I’ll be in touch.”

      The two men rose and Zorn escorted his guest back out through the waiting room. He held his breath until the elevator doors closed, and then exhaled deeply. As the receptionist buzzed him through the security door, he realized that his hands were shaking.
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        * * *

      

      As afternoon turned to evening and the Zorn USA offices emptied, Roger Zorn remained at his desk, clearing up administrative work that had piled up during his absence. At seven o’clock, he opened his laptop and logged into the sterile email account that he shared with Margaret Slattery before heading out to meet Jack Nagy.

      He was hoping to discover a new message from Slattery and found two, both drafted about an hour earlier. The first consisted of only one line, and announced that their appointment with Nelson Blackburn was scheduled for noon the next day.

      The second email read as follows:

      “This just in. The female detainees who were returned to the U.S. at your urging have been moved. They are now being held incommunicado at a maximum security Federal prison in Pennsylvania pending trial. No further news on their condition.”

      Zorn read the two messages, deleted them, and logged out of his laptop before showing the device in his four-drawer safe for the night. Minutes later he was driving his rented Toyota Avalon up I-66 toward Tysons Corner, having inspected its USB ports for unwelcome thumb drives. After a twenty-minute ride, he exited the freeway onto Leesburg Pike. A few minutes later, he reached the spot where he had arranged to pick up Jack Nagy at eight P.M., not far from where they had met earlier in the summer.

      Zorn turned off at the upscale hamburger eatery he had chosen for the car meeting’s pickup point and stopped the Avalon in an unlit area twenty yards short of the entrance. Nagy recognized the Toyota from Zorn’s texted instructions and hopped into the passenger seat right on time. He was dressed in jeans, a striped rugby shirt, and a navy blue windbreaker, blending in easily with the restaurant’s other patrons.

      “Welcome back,” the retired spy greeted Zorn. “A lot has happened while you were away.”

      “I know. Your reporting since I left D.C. has been excellent, Jack. Rendition Branch’s ramped-up detention of U.S. citizens is disturbing news.”

      “You can say that again,” Nagy agreed. “When they rolled up Carol, the only Americans that our teams were being targeted against were hard-core anarchists with blood on their hands. Now the net is being cast far more widely. It seems like anybody at all who expresses sympathy for the intifada or objects to the emergency measures makes the list. I’ll have more detail for you in my next message.”

      “When can I expect to see it?”

      “Mid-morning, probably. From here I’m going straight to an assignment. I have no idea how late it might last.”

      “No problem. I can wait. By the way, don’t forget to submit your expenses. It’s been nearly two months since we’ve seen each other, so I brought you some extra cash.”

      Zorn slipped a thick envelope from his jacket pocket and laid it on the dashboard. Nagy tore one end off the envelope and thumbed through the stack of fifty-dollar bills.

      “You’re more than generous, Roger. I wish Tetra paid me so well.”

      “Unfortunately, all good things come to an end. It seems my company’s business here may be ending soon. If that happens, I won’t be needing your reports much longer.”

      “I understand. Actually, I never expected our arrangement to last more than a few months. But I was hoping to keep it going until I was able to locate my daughter. So tell me, do you have any more news about where Carol is being held?”

      “As it happens, I do,” Zorn answered with a smile. “This afternoon I heard from my source that Carol has been moved to a maximum security federal prison in Pennsylvania.”

      “Thank God! At least she is with the DOJ now and not Homeland Security.”

      “I also checked the Bureau of Prisons website,” Zorn went on. “The feds don’t have more than a couple of maximum security facilities in Pennsylvania. So you might have a shot at locating her with a habeas corpus petition.”

      “Except that they suspended habeas corpus...”

      “Yes, but challenges have reached the Supreme Court now. The ACLU and other activist legal foundations are giving DHS a hell of a fight. Give them a call and see if they might take your daughter’s case on a pro bono basis.”

      “Maybe I will,” Nagy replied with a faraway look.

      “I wish I could do more, Jack, but I’m flying back to France in a few days. And I probably won’t be coming back.”

      “That’s okay. You’ve found Carol. She’s all that matters to me any more.”

      “Of course. If I hear more, I’ll be in touch.”

      “Same here,” Nagy replied.

      And without saying more, the retired spy slipped out the car door and disappeared into the dimly lit parking lot.
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        * * *

      

      Shortly before he reached I-66 to head home, Zorn’s phone rang. The screen said the caller was Patrick Craven. Unlike the night before, Zorn pulled over to take the call.

      “I talked to Larry,” Craven began without a greeting. “He’s come up with a new offer that should be more to your liking. He wants to see you tomorrow morning at nine, same place where you met today. Can you make it?”

      “Just a minute. Let me check my calendar,” Zorn replied. He waited a beat before adding, “That was a joke. Of course I’ll be there. Thanks for going the extra mile, Pat.”

      “All right, then. I hope things work out for the two of you,” Craven said in a monotone before clicking off.

      “Yes!” Zorn cried out aloud, doing a fist-pump in the air before speed-dialing Jay Pankow to inform him of the meeting.
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        * * *

      

      By the time Roger Zorn was back in his room at the Hyatt and had ordered a room-service dinner, Jack Nagy was parked across the street from his surveillance target, a luxury high-rise apartment building on U Street in Northwest Washington, D.C.

      Nagy’s eyes were fixed on a particular set of windows in a particular seventh-floor corner apartment. When he arrived on site, the lights were lit. His task was to report when they clicked off. Not having been told who lived in the apartment, Nagy had no idea how long he might have to keep watch in his darkened car. So he took a sip of black coffee from his twenty-ounce cup and settled in for a long wait.

      Though this was one of the easier surveillance assignments Nagy had been given in recent weeks, there was something about it that bothered him. His uneasiness stemmed from a remark he had made to Roger Zorn less than an hour before. Nagy had noted that, earlier that year, Domestic Renditions Branch’s targeting had focused on hard-core anarchists who had committed acts of violence. Now, even outspoken critics of the emergency measures had become fair game.

      It was obvious that whoever lived in this pricey U Street apartment was no twenty-something social justice warrior. He or she had to be someone who had achieved some measure of success in life, someone with whom you might rub elbows on K Street or Capitol Hill. Such a prominent someone would have connections, likely powerful ones. What sort of consequences might a rendition like this bring about?

      Nagy hadn’t liked it much when his work for Tetra shifted from surveillance training to managing active surveillance teams, and then later, to performing real-time surveillance for sensitive renditions. He had justified it to himself because he thought it might help him find his daughter. But now that Zorn had located Carol, and his collaboration with Zorn was near an end, Nagy had a very uncomfortable feeling about tonight’s operation.

      He was barely a half hour into his assignment when the lights on the apartment’s west side blinked out. Minutes later, lights on the east side dimmed, as if the only remaining illumination were coming from deep inside the flat.

      Nagy unmuted his hand-held radio and spoke in a clear and unhurried voice.

      “Lights out on the target’s west side. Low-level lighting on the east side, probably from rooms in the rear. Red Team is cleared to go up. Repeat. Red Team may proceed.”

      Then Nagy opened the app on his tablet computer that allowed him to view real-time video from the team’s body cameras. After that, he sipped his coffee and waited.
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        * * *

      

      Margaret Slattery turned off the living room television and downed the last ounce of chardonnay in her lipstick-stained glass. Leaving her shoes beneath the coffee table, she rose unsteadily to her feet and carried her dinner tray to the kitchen. She considered unloading the tray, wiping it clean and returning it to its slot under the counter, but couldn’t be bothered. Tomorrow the maid would come. So the dirty dishes and the empty glass and bottle stayed on the tray. The sink was nearly filled with dishes, anyway.

      Padding across the hardwood floor in her stockinged feet, Slattery doused the hallway light and entered the dimly lit master bedroom. There she removed her dress and tossed it onto the daybed where Roger Zorn had slept the night before. The woolen decorative throw he had used as a blanket still lay folded at its foot. The three-quarters-full bottle of bourbon and Zorn’s empty crystal tumbler remained on the nightstand by her bed, where he had left them before putting her to sleep.

      The bed felt far too big for only one person. Would Roger come back tomorrow?

      Stepping inside the bathroom, Slattery switched on the overhead light before pulling her satin nightgown off the hook and slipping it over her head. Whether it was the wine or her long workday, she could barely keep her eyes open. No need for sleeping pills tonight.

      The rituals of teeth brushing, hair combing, face washing, rubbing body lotion on legs and hips, and applying moisturizer to face, were accomplished in short order. When done, she turned out the bathroom lights and headed for bed.

      But as she stepped through the doorway, Slattery caught sight of a shadow flitting across the wall. In an instant, three men seized her arms and legs from behind and threw her hard onto the bed. Once she was down, one of them pulled a bag over her head. Before she knew what was happening, he or another man forced open her mouth and shoved some kind of tube down her throat. In went a generous pour of something that burned as it went down. Then the tube came out and, as Slattery gagged and gasped for air, she recognized the smell and taste of whiskey. But it was too late to do something about it, or even think of doing so, because in the next moment she felt a sting on her thigh and, while the men held her in their vise-like grip, she drifted off to sleep.
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        * * *

      

      Nagy saw everything inside the target apartment through the Red Team’s body cameras. The target appeared to be an attractive middle-aged woman dressed in a satin nightgown. Nagy saw the team enter her apartment, make their way to the bedroom, jump her as she left the bathroom, and force her onto the bed. In the next instant, a team member shoved a tube down her throat and poured something in before jabbing her in the thigh with a syringe. As soon as her body went limp, the man squeezed the unconscious woman’s hand around a cut crystal glass in a manner apparently meant to leave fingerprints. Once this was done, he took what looked like a whiskey bottle from the nightstand, poured a small amount into the glass, swirled it around, and returned the glass and bottle to where they had been.

      At the same time, another team member arranged the inert woman’s limbs and bedclothes to make appear as if she had gone to sleep in a perfectly natural way. Then the third man emerged from the bathroom with a prescription medicine vial that he placed beside the whiskey glass. At last, when the entire setup was complete, the three men inspected the room to confirm that every detail was in order. Only then did they draw the blackout curtains to begin their search.

      Up until the moment the team left the woman on the bed and began arranging things to look as if she had died from an accidental overdose, Nagy had assumed this was just another abduction of a non-Muslim sympathizer who had aided the intifada. Only this time it was something else entirely. His mind reeled at what he’d seen. The woman in the satin nightgown had been suicided before his eyes and there wasn’t a damned thing he could do about it. Or was there?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Five: Escape

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        "And have nothing to do with the fruitless deeds of darkness, but rather expose them."

        –Ephesians 5:11

      

      

      
        
        LATE AUGUST, ROSSLYN, VIRGINIA

      

      

      Roger Zorn rose early in his room at the Hyatt, ate a hasty room service breakfast and set off for his return engagement with Larry Lawless at Tetra headquarters. Traffic on the freeway was light, so he arrived in Crystal City early. But Jay Pankow was already waiting for him in the sixth floor reception room when he arrived.

      Pankow rose to his feet to greet his client, nearly spilling his coffee. As usual, the fussy little lawyer quivered with excess energy, and Zorn wondered why the man required caffeine at all. At the stroke of nine, the receptionist led her visitors down the hall to the same spacious conference room overlooking Reagan National Airport where they had met the previous day and where the immaculately suited Lawless, his general counsel and his chief financial officer regarded their visitors with a detached glare.

      The Tetra senior vice president wasted no time in opening the meeting.

      “I’ve spoken to our CEO, who has authorized me to present a revised offer,” Lawless began without emotion.

      “That’s good news,” Zorn replied. “What are the new terms?”

      “Tetra Corporation offers to purchase all the outstanding shares of Zorn Security and its subsidiaries in an all-stock deal, but with no lockup period, and at a new rate of exchange. Zorn shareholders would receive your original asking price of 0.6 shares of Tetra common stock for each share of Zorn stock, in a tax-free transaction. Which means that you would be free to sell as few or as many Tetra shares as you like immediately after the deal closes.”

      Zorn and Pankow exchanged surprised glances and Pankow nodded his approval. Zorn thought back to the visit he had received from Pat Craven the day before and wondered whether the DHS official had persuaded Tetra to sweeten its offer, or whether Tetra had sent him out to plead for more time.

      “Of course, I’d need to see the term sheet,” Zorn answered with a guarded smile, “but what you’ve described sounds to me as if it meets our requirements. With no lockup period, an all-stock deal would work for us.”

      Without a word, the Tetra general counsel opened a manila file folder and handed a term sheet to each person at the table. Zorn and Pankow each reviewed the sheet, point by point, until at last Zorn looked up.

      “I think we have the makings of a deal here,” he said, rising to reach across the table and shake Lawless’s hand. “I’ll send a copy of this to Walter when I get back to the office. But I doubt he or the board would have any serious objections to what’s written here. Jay, would you work with Larry and his team to prepare closing documents?”

      “With pleasure,” Pankow answered, baring his teeth in a friendly grin for the first time since entering the room.

      “Once again, we extend our invitation for you to head up our European management team, Roger,” Lawless went on, sounding like a kindly uncle who had just pulled a shiny toy out of his pocket. He laid both hands on the table and tilted his chair back with a satisfied expression. “And we’re prepared to retain all your current staff as Tetra employees, if they so choose.”

      Zorn raised an eyebrow and smiled.

      “If you don’t mind, Larry, I’d like some time to address your offer to keep me on. I think my wife may be counting on my early retirement.”

      “Of course, of course,” the Tetra executive answered. “Take all the time you need. I’ll put you in contact with our Brussels office whenever you’re ready.”

      “How soon do you expect we might be able to close the deal?” Pankow jumped in.

      “It depends on how fast we receive the necessary government clearances and approvals,” the Tetra CFO answered. “Sixty to ninety days would be my guess.”

      “During which time we should all observe a moratorium on speaking to the media,” the general counsel added.

      “Not that any of us would talk to them, anyway,” Lawless added, meeting Zorn’s eyes with a meaningful look. “Wouldn’t you agree, Roger?”

      “Absolutely. My lips are sealed.”

      “For now,” Zorn thought to himself.
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        * * *

      

      As soon as he emerged from Tetra Corp’s underground parking lot, Zorn pulled his car to the curb and dialed Walter Lang’s number in Toulouse, where it was late afternoon.

      “Walter? It’s Roger.”

      “Good afternoon, Roger,” Lang replied in a cheerful voice. “How are the talks going today? Are we merging?”

      “I believe we are. Lawless came back today and agreed to a stock-for-stock deal at our original asking price, with no lockup period. I have a term sheet and will scan you a copy the moment I’m back in the office.

      “Magnificent work, Roger! I’m most eager to see it,” Lang answered in a voice even more buoyant than before. “When can we expect you back in France?”

      “I need to wrap up a couple more details here, but I intend to return in a day or two. Shall we schedule a board meeting for early next week?”

      “Definitely. Everyone here will be delighted. Your father would be proud of you.”

      “Speaking of Papa,” Zorn added as an afterthought. “Something else he wrote about Algeria hit me yesterday and won’t leave me alone. Perhaps you could help me with it.”

      Lang’s voice took on a bemused tone.

      “I don’t know, Roger. That was a long time ago. But ask and I’ll do my best.”

      “You and Papa were both in Algiers during the crises of ’58 and ‘61, weren’t you?”

      “We were.”

      “Well, Papa’s version of events is that the Paris establishment set out to defeat the Muslim insurgents, but was unwilling to soil its hands. So it fobbed off the dirty work on the paratroopers and denounced them for it afterward. Would that be accurate?”

      “More or less,” Lang said in a guarded tone. “Why do you ask?”

      “Because in Algeria, our paratroopers resorted to torture and summary executions. In America, private contractors, mainly veterans of the Iraqi and Afghan wars, drop jihadists from airplanes and send others to far-off deserts to be hunted by drones.”

      “I don’t see your point.”

      “It’s this, Walter. Which side would you choose if it were 1958 all over again? The power elites, or the fighting men?”

      “Your father and I chose the latter, of course. And, we paid dearly for it. You ask if I would do it again?”

      The phone went quiet. For a moment Zorn wondered if Lang was still on the line.

      “The question is not an easy one,” the older man went on. “Even today, I am pained by what we did. Some nights I see the faces of those I killed. And it troubles me to think I might face them again in the next life.”

      “I understand. But do you believe you did the right thing?”

      “No, you really don’t understand. Back then, the rebels spread misery and death wherever they went. I don’t see how we could have stopped them except how we did.”

      Zorn swallowed hard.

      “And what about the 1958 army coup? Do you regret rising up against the Fourth Republic and forcing a new constitution?”

      “For that I have no regrets at all. Again, for the army it was a matter of survival.”

      “Are you saying then that the ends justify the means?”

      “Yes. But not all the means. And not all the time,” the chairman qualified. “In Algeria, we set out to fight a clean war. But whenever we met cruelty with humanity, our troops died like flies. The enemy often seemed to kill and mutilate for the sheer pleasure of it. Where we shed bitter tears over a fallen comrade, they threw away fighters as we discarded cigarette butts. In the end, because the enemy understood no language other than their own cries of agony, that was the language we spoke to them. Throughout the war, brutality was the only method that ever moved the rebels to observe even basic standards of decency. In terrorizing our enemies, we became no better than they, but our methods succeeded. And we lived.”

      “Yes, Papa has said much the same of those times. But, Walter, answer me this: where is the limit to barbarity when you claim to defend civilization?”

      A long pause followed before the old man replied.

      “When you were a child, Roger, your father told me that he often prayed you would never have to do for America what he and I did for France. But history shows that every country will resort to brutality when circumstances demand it. Now it is America’s turn, its coming of age, its loss of innocence, so to speak. Perhaps yours, as well.”
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        * * *

      

      On his return to the office, Zorn stopped at the receptionist’s desk.

      “Is Brandon in?”

      “He certainly is, sir,” the bright-eyed young woman replied.

      “Please have him come see me.”

      Two minutes later, Brandon Choe appeared at Zorn’s office.

      “Close the door and take a seat, Brandon,” Zorn instructed without looking up from his computer screen.

      “How did the meeting go?” Choe asked, leaning back in his chair with legs crossed.

      “Which meeting?”

      “The one this morning at Tetra,” Choe replied with a puzzled look, as if surprised by the question.

      “How did you know I was at Tetra?”

      “Pat Craven mentioned it to me last night. He thought I might be going with you.”

      “And what else did Pat tell you about the meeting?”

      “He expected Tetra to sweeten their offer. So what happened? Did they?”

      “Never mind that,” Zorn replied, his voice suddenly grown cold. “I called you to talk about something else. Now, Brandon, I realize that you and Pat have known each other since your days on the House Intel Committee staff. And I know that Pat thinks very highly of you. But I’m concerned that you two may have grown too close.”

      “Why would you think that?”

      “Because somehow Pat learned that I had ordered notice letters to terminate our ESM contracts. The only people who were supposed to know about that were Jay Pankow and I.”

      “You forgot Walter. He’s the one who told me.”

      “But Walter and Pat don’t talk to one another. So it comes back to you. Did you tell Pat about the letters?”

      A long silence followed while Choe weighed his response.

      “I don’t remember,” Choe answered, biting his lower lip. “I suppose I might have let it slip somehow.”

      “So what else might you have let slip to Pat? Or to the folks at Tetra?”

      “Nothing,” Choe replied with sudden firmness, his face clouding over. “I’m perfectly capable of protecting confidential information, thank you.”

      “Capable, yes. But willing? Tell me, did you ever mention to Pat that you thought I was hitting on Margaret Slattery, or that the two of us might be an item?”

      Choe hesitated.

      “Geez, that was a while ago. I really don’t recall.”

      “All right, Brandon. I don’t need a Triage hookup to know you’re not telling me the truth. So, regardless of whatever you may have done for the company in the past, you no longer enjoy my trust. And I’m going to let you go. The only question is whether to deny you a recommendation and sue you for breach of contract. And that depends on your coming clean with me. So tell me, has Pat Craven or Tetra been paying you under the table to steal company secrets? Or do they have some kind of dirt on you?”

      Zorn could see the panic in his subordinate’s eyes. The accusations had come too quickly for him to cook up plausible denials. His best hope was damage control.

      “They never paid me a dime,” Choe insisted, maintaining eye contact with his boss and pressing his lips into a thin line. “All they did was help me out of a tight spot once.”

      “What kind of tight spot?”

      “Do you remember that time when I had to leave work early for a court appearance about a speeding ticket? And you made some remark about my driving a Porsche?”

      “I do,” Zorn replied, maintaining a poker face.

      “Well, the girl riding with me when we were stopped was only sixteen. And an undocumented immigrant. So a couple of days later I got a visit from a plainclothes guy waving a badge from ICE. On a hunch, DHS investigators had checked my travel records and noticed that I’d been to places like Thailand and the Philippines, where there’s a lot of sex tourism. And somehow they got wind of the fact that I’d failed a lifestyle polygraph when I was working on the Hill.”

      “Let me guess. More underage girls?”

      “They couldn’t prove it,” Choe replied in a defensive tone, “or that I’d done anything illegal. But the ICE agent noticed I was a DHS contractor and had listed Pat Craven as a reference. So he asked if Pat would vouch for me. Anyway, the next day Pat called and offered to make the whole thing go away. After that, I guess he thought he owned me.”

      Zorn tilted his chair forward and laid both palms on the desk.

      “All right, Brandon. Here’s what we’re going to do. By noon today, I want you to put on my desk a list of every Zorn Security secret you’ve ever let slip to Pat Craven or anyone else at DHS or Tetra. Attach the list to your letter of resignation. If the list is good, I’ll accept your resignation and send you away with a lukewarm reference. But, either way, empty your desk and turn in your security badge by noon. Do we have an understanding?”

      A look of relief spread across Choe’s face.

      “Absolutely, boss. I can’t begin to tell you what a load this takes off my shoulders.”

      “Glad to hear it, Brandon. And good luck with your new job at Tetra Corp.”
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        * * *

      

      Though it wasn’t yet lunch hour, midtown traffic in Washington was already gridlocked. By the time Zorn reached the parking garage at the Farragut West Metro Station, it was five minutes before noon. He walked as fast as he could along Seventeenth Street to the Eisenhower EOB visitor’s entrance, where he passed through a metal detector before checking in at the visitor’s desk.

      “I’m here for a noon meeting with Nelson Blackburn,” he began, still short of breath, before stating his name and handing over his U.S. passport for identification.

      “Thank you, Mr. Zorn,” the middle-aged receptionist replied, handing over a visitor’s pass. “I’ll have someone show you up right away.”

      The receptionist swiveled around in her chair and gestured to a smartly dressed young woman who appeared to be a junior aide or research staffer.

      “Ellen, you’re going to the second floor, aren’t you? Would you be so kind as to show Mr. Zorn to Nelson Blackburn’s office?”

      “Certainly,” the young aide replied with an obliging smile. “Please come this way.”

      When they reached Blackburn’s office, he wasn’t there, but his administrative assistant, Brenda, a tall brunette in her early thirties, took Zorn in tow and led him to a nearby conference room. It was a narrow, windowless space into which an oval table and ten chairs had been crammed.

      “Don’t worry,” Brenda assured him. “Nelson knows you’re coming. I imagine he’ll be back in a minute or two.”

      “I expect Margaret Slattery to join us,” Zorn answered. “Do you know if she’s on her way?”

      “Just a moment. I’ll check.”

      She disappeared and came back a few minutes later.

      “Miss Slattery is not at her desk. If you like, I’ll have her paged.”

      “Please do.”

      Alone in the conference room once again, Zorn opened his briefcase and removed three manila folders, each of which contained copies of photos and reports from his visit to Niger. He opened one folder and began leafing through the photos to refresh his memory when Nelson Blackburn entered the room.

      Zorn recognized him at once. Just as at Middleburg, Blackburn wore the wrinkled blue suit, open-neck white shirt and scuffed loafers that Slattery had said were his trademark. Though the White House advisor was sixty-one, he looked several years older than Zorn’s sixty-four, likely the result of rich food, late hours and physical inactivity.

      “Mr. Zorn, I’m very pleased to see you again,” Blackburn began as he took a seat at the head of the table. “Margaret insisted that I hear your concerns about the ESM program. Though I wonder sometimes why people tend to pick me whenever they have distressing news to deliver.”

      From Blackburn’s playful grin and ironic tone of voice, Zorn took the advisor’s goodwill to be genuine. But, before he could answer, Brenda returned wearing an anxious expression.

      “Excuse me for interrupting, gentlemen, but Margaret isn’t responding to my pages. And one of the other attorneys said she hasn’t been seen at her desk.”

      Zorn returned the assistant’s worried glance and cast one of his own at Blackburn. But the latter remained unruffled.

      “I wouldn’t be too concerned,” he remarked with a dismissive shrug. “It wouldn’t be the first time Margaret hauled herself into the office at noon or turned up late for a meeting. Now, Mr. Zorn, I understand you’ve brought me some sensitive materials to look at. So why don’t we…”

      But Zorn interrupted him as the assistant turned to leave.

      “Excuse me, Brenda, but would you mind trying Margaret’s mobile number? And the landline at her apartment? I know she was counting on joining us, so I’d like to make sure that nothing’s gone awry.”

      “Of course, Mr. Zorn. I’ll try again and get back to you when I know more.”

      An impatient expression flashed across Blackburn’s fleshy face as he picked up where he left off.

      “Shall we go across the hall to the SCIF, Mr. Zorn? Since the program we’ll be talking about is classified, we don’t want to run afoul of the security people. They can get quite unpleasant if they find anyone taking a cavalier attitude toward sensitive information.”

      “Understood,” Zorn replied, returning the folders to his briefcase.

      The two men stepped outside the conference room and headed down the corridor. As they stowed their mobile phones in the cell phone lockers outside the SCIF, Zorn noticed Brenda coming after them at a rapid clip.

      “Margaret’s not picking up at home or on her cell. And the front desk says she hasn’t signed into the building today,” the assistant announced, twisting her beaded necklace while she awaited their response.

      “Thank you, Brenda,” Blackburn replied with a pasted-on smile. “Please leave Margaret a message to join us in the SCIF when she arrives.” Turning to Zorn, he added, “This sort of thing happens with Margaret from time to time. She’s a brilliant lawyer and a very dear friend. But she has her days.”

      And to illustrate, he tilted his head back and raised thumb to mouth as if tippling from a bottle. Zorn found the gesture unworthy of someone who had just called Slattery a friend and whom she regarded as a mentor. What on earth got into people when they reached high rank in Washington? Zorn considered rebuking Blackburn but thought again.

      “If she’s not here by now, and she isn’t answering her mobile,” Zorn replied as he retrieved his phone from the security locker, “something’s very wrong. I spoke to her yesterday and she insisted that nothing short of main force would keep her away.”

      “As I said…” Blackburn went on with emphasis.

      “I’m sorry, but I think we should reschedule. I’m going out to look for her.”

      Blackburn regarded Zorn as if he had just sprouted a spare head.

      “Mr. Zorn, if you have something to convey to me, I suggest you do it now.”

      “Not without Margaret. Excuse me, but I have to go.”

      “She said you had some sort of dossier. Would you care to leave me a copy?”

      Zorn shook his head.

      “Margaret has one. Go ask her.”
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        * * *

      

      Traffic was heavy on Fifteenth Street until Zorn escaped the downtown congestion. En route to Slattery’s U Street apartment, he called her landline and then her mobile, but both calls went through to voicemail. He left no message.

      On arriving at his destination, Zorn parked by a fire hydrant and dashed across the street. Using the key Slattery had given him the day before, he entered the lobby and took the elevator to the seventh floor.

      “Margaret?” he called out once he entered the apartment. Then he shut the door and listened.

      Silence.

      Next he entered the living room, where he found some take-out food wrappers and breadcrumbs on the coffee table but nothing else. From there he dipped into the kitchen and noticed dirty dishes piled in the sink and a dinner tray on the counter. Nothing surprising about that. So why was he getting gooseflesh?

      He went to the master bedroom and stopped just inside the doorway. Margaret Slattery or, more likely, her corpse, was lying on the bed, half under the covers, as if she’d turned in for the night in a completely normal way. But her face had taken on a grayish hue and Zorn didn’t need more than a brief touch to her cold throat to know she was dead.

      A chill went up his spine and Zorn stiffened. She’d been fine when he left her the morning before. He felt a surge of anger but stifled it. This was not the time.

      He gave the room a quick sweep with his eyes and, next to her bedside lamp saw the brown plastic vial, the half empty bottle of bourbon, and the crystal glass beside it. Yes, Margaret sometimes used sleeping pills. And yes, she often drank to excess, sometimes before taking her meds.

      But Margaret Slattery didn’t drink bourbon. And he hadn’t poured more than a few ounces from the newly opened bottle when he’d been there two nights before. Zorn bent over the body and took a long sniff. A faint odor of whiskey rose from some botches on the bodice of her satin nightgown. Stains like those didn’t happen when a person sipped bourbon from a glass. They came from a spill. Someone who didn’t know Slattery’s drinking habits must have seen the bourbon bottle and used it to fake her suicide. And Zorn had a good idea why.

      Anger, sadness, bitterness and regret all rose up in him at once to cloud his thinking. For a moment, he was at a loss to decide what to do. The police, or the maid, or someone from Slattery’s office, might appear at any moment. He ought to call the police and tell them how he found her.

      Zorn left the room and headed into the dining room to use the landline telephone. But before he could pick up the receiver, his burner phone rang. It was Jack Nagy.

      “A team from Renditions Branch is on its way up to you right now. You’ve got to leave this second. Hang up the phone, stop whatever you’re doing, and take the stairs down to the lobby as fast as you can. Then get in your car and start driving. Anywhere. When you’ve put a mile or two behind you, call me back. Got it?”

      The hard edge to Nagy’s voice cut straight through the fog in Zorn’s head.

      “I’m on my way.”

      Zorn raced down the stairs, expecting pursuers to appear at any moment. Upon reaching the ground floor, he cracked open the door to scan the lobby from the stairwell. Seeing no one, he dashed across the marble floor, exited the building and bolted for his car. The street and sidewalks were clear, with no one in sight. But as he pulled the rented Avalon out into the street, Zorn noticed a gray SUV pull out behind him. It was still following when he made a half-right turn onto Florida Avenue. Was it Tetra’s goons?

      Forced to stop at a traffic light a few blocks further on, Zorn remembered to return Nagy’s call. He reached across the passenger seat for his burner phone and fumbled while unlocking it to make the call.

      “What next?” he blurted out without introduction.

      “Keep going straight for a mile, then hang a left onto New York Avenue. The sign will say U.S. Route 50 but it’ll still be New York Ave, so don’t panic. Then stay on Route 50 for about four miles until you see a sign for the Baltimore-Washington Parkway. Get onto the Parkway headed north.”

      “But how do you know where I am now?” Zorn demanded, alarm rising in his voice. “Is there some kind of tracking device on my car?”

      Nagy laughed.

      “Nothing so technical as that. I happen to be the one following you in the silver Nissan SUV.”

      Now it was Zorn’s turn to laugh.

      “Damn. For a while there I thought I was screwed.”

      “You would have been, if they’d assigned anybody else but me to tail you this morning. Didn’t you see my car behind you when you left Farragut Square an hour ago?”

      “No. I was too wound up about Margaret missing our meeting.” Zorn’s voice turned somber. “But you already knew she was dead, didn’t you?”

      “I’m afraid so. I was pulling surveillance duty outside her apartment last night when the team went in. Only I didn’t know then who they were after. And I certainly didn’t expect them to kill her. Who was she, anyway? And why would they want to take her out?”

      “She was a White House lawyer who didn’t like what DHS and Tetra were doing to detainees,” Zorn replied as he stopped at another traffic light. “Margaret and I were scheduled to meet with someone about it at the EOB today, but she never showed up.”

      “And do you think Tetra knew about your connection to her before you arrived at her apartment just now?”

      “They had to,” Zorn said with a flash of revelation, recalling the thugs who had followed them in Georgetown. “What an idiot I’ve been!”

      “Don’t beat yourself up,” Nagy told him in a matter-of-fact voice. “If the people who control Renditions Branch want someone dead, they’ll get him. Or her. Just thank your lucky stars they were slow in coming after you.”

      “So what now?”

      “You’ve got to get out of Dodge. They probably planned to fake your suicide up there. Or, failing that, to pin the woman’s death on you. And it won’t take them long to figure out who helped you get away. So from here on in, we’d better assume they’re on the lookout for both of us.”

      “My god, they’re not able to track your car, are they?”.

      “No, Renditions Branch isn’t the CIA or the FBI. Believe it or not, our methods are still pretty low-tech.”

      “So where are we going?”

      “How much gas do you have?”

      “About half a tank.”

      “And how much power on your phone?”

      “Fully charged.”

      “Okay, then. Stay on the Parkway and I’ll call you again in half an hour.”
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        * * *

      

      Zorn was a few miles short of the Parkway’s Fort Meade exit when he received Nagy’s call.

      “In about fifteen minutes we’ll be at BWI Airport. You wouldn’t happen to be carrying your passport, would you?”

      “I would, actually,” Zorn replied, having brought it to the EOB for identification.

      “Excellent. That should make things a lot easier. Now, as soon as we exit the freeway, I’m going to overtake you on the left. Then follow me into short-term airport parking and don’t leave your car once you’ve parked. I’ll come to you.”

      A quarter of an hour later, Zorn pulled into a slot on the fifth level of the BWI hourly parking garage, near the skywalk to Concourse A. Within a few moments, Jack Nagy opened the Avalon’s passenger door and seated himself beside Zorn.

      “Give me your car keys,” Nagy said, holding out his hand.

      “Why?”

      “Because a rendition team is on its way here and I told them I’ve tracked you to the parking lot by Concourse E. I’ve got to move your car over there before they arrive so I can lead them on a wild goose chase.

      “But you said they’ll suspect you of helping me. Why stick around?”

      “Don’t worry about me,” Nagy replied, snatching the car key out of the ignition. “I’ll find a way. Right now I want you to go inside and book yourself a seat on the first international flight out of here. Southwest has several to the Caribbean around this time of day. Mexico, Jamaica, Aruba, whatever. Try Southwest first.”

      “Why don’t you come with me?” Zorn suggested with a mischievous look. “Southern France is lovely this time of year.”

      “Nah, can’t do that. Not till I find a way to help Carol.”

      “Are you sure? Once we get to Toulouse we could hire her a lawyer. It would give you time to…”

      But Nagy wouldn’t hear of it.

      “No, I’ve got to stay,” he insisted, his face drawn with fatigue. “You would, too, if it were your kid.”

      “Then let me give you the name of a woman at the Justice Department who can help you. She’s already acquainted with Carol’s case and was working with Margaret to stop ESM abuses. I think she’d be very interested to know more about Renditions Branch.”

      “How well do you know her?”

      “Well enough to trust her. Her name is Audrey Lamb. If you contact her, use my name. She’ll make the connection.”

      “I’ll think about it.”

      “If you do, consider taking this with you,” Zorn proposed, reaching for his briefcase and the copy of the dossier he had intended for Nelson Blackburn. “You can tell her I’ve got a lot more material like it.”

      Nagy took the folder, shuffled through its photos quickly, and stuffed it into his waistband before zipping up his windbreaker.

      “One last thing then,” Zorn went on, gathering his belongings. “If you ever need a safe place to hole up, just say the word. I’ll get you on a plane to France and you can stay with Kay and me for as long as you want.”

      “Can I take a rain check?”

      “Consider it done.”

      “All right, then, off you go,” Nagy replied as he cracked open the passenger door. “And don’t give another thought to what happened in that poor woman’s apartment till you’re at cruising altitude with a stiff drink under your belt.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Six: Truth and Reconciliation

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        “Fate, it seems, is not without a sense of irony.”

        –Georg Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel

      

      

      
        
        ONE YEAR LATER, MID-SEPTEMBER, CARCASSONNE, FRANCE

      

      

      On a late September afternoon, Roger Zorn brought his friend Jack Nagy home to Carcassonne for dinner. The two men had spent the afternoon at Zorn’s latest vineyard purchase at Boutenac, a few miles south of his vineyard at Lezignan. The autumn sun hung low in the sky as Zorn’s vintage Citroën C6 sedan crunched onto the gravel driveway sandwiched between the cars of his security detail. The land still clung to its residual warmth from the long Languedoc summer and the yellow leaves on rows of almond and apricot trees fluttered in the breeze. Just ahead of the Citroën, a freak whirlwind stirred a cloud of fine dust.

      Zorn parked the Citroën behind the villa and opened his car door to the sound of barking from Asterix, the family’s bouffant black Bouvier. Now that Zorn seldom traveled on business, the dog was once again his best friend. It followed close on its master’s heels as Zorn and Nagy entered the house.

      The two men trod with dust-encrusted boots down the whitewashed corridor that led out onto the stone veranda, where Kay Zorn had laid out a bread-and-cheese platter and a plank of charcuterie on the sideboard. She rose and greeted each man with a hug and kisses on both cheeks.

      “I know we’re a mess, but we’ll clean up for dinner as soon as we’ve quenched our thirst,” Zorn announced while devouring the cheese platter with his eyes. “Walter called us from the road and said he’ll be along in a few minutes. The shabab in Toulouse were rioting again near the airport.”

      “Your charcuterie board looks picture-perfect, Kay,” Nagy added while spreading some triple-cream cheese onto a chunk of baguette. “Stop me before I polish off the whole thing by myself.”

      Nagy felt quite at home at the Zorn estate, having stayed there more than a month that spring as a houseguest. He had fled to France ahead of multiple death threats, after the American news media exposed him as a key Justice Department whistleblower whose revelations about large-scale Muslim deportations and disappearances brought down the DHS’s infamous Emergency Security Measures program.

      “Take the load off your feet while I pour you something to drink,” Kay told the men with an indulgent smile.

      She drew a slender bottle of local rosé from its silver cooler and poured each man a generous glass before serving herself.

      “To your new vineyard,” she said, raising a glass to her husband before placing the bottle back on ice.

      “And to our best wines ever,” he replied as he took a long draught of the chilled rosé.

      While Zorn speared a slice of saucisson from the charcuterie board, Asterix took up position by his side, waiting patiently to be slipped something under the table. Though it was against house rules to feed scraps to pets, Kay didn’t intervene, knowing how much her husband loved the animal. Since Roger’s retirement, she had watched him soften and grow more affectionate to those around him and didn’t want to impede the process.

      “How is the new vintage coming along?” Kay asked after her husband had taken the edge off his thirst.

      "Better than expected. The vigneron and his staff are first-rate, and the facilities far superior to what we’ve had at Lezignan. Not to mention the magnificent old vines. Today Jack and I tasted some of the estate’s prize bottles and now I understand completely why Boutenac is considered one of the top appellations in Corbières.”

      “So why did Walter sell you the place?”

      Zorn let out a deep breath while a painful frown furrowed his forehead.

      “Chalk it up to poor financial planning. I warned him to sell his Tetra shares the day the merger went through, but Walter wouldn’t listen. When the scandal broke last fall, Tetra’s share price cratered. It’s recovered a bit, but the shares are worth only half of what they were at their peak. And I suspect Walter may have sold many of his near the bottom.”

      “And you sold your shares at the top?” Nagy asked between bites of food.

      “Thank God we did. And Kay’s brothers, too, after some arm-twisting. We made a small profit, but Walter was certain Tetra’s stock could go nowhere but up. Sadly, his retirement isn’t going to be as comfortable as he expected. I hear he’s decided to do some consulting to make ends meet. I’ll be interested to find out what he comes up with.”

      “I’m sorry to hear that,” Kay noted. “We’ll have to do something to cheer him up.”

      “Meanwhile, I’ve introduced Jack to the joys of winemaking. If his new business venture succeeds, maybe he’ll buy a vineyard of his own one day.”

      Nagy laughed and slathered ripe cheese onto another chunk of baguette.

      “Gabrielle grew up on a vineyard. She’d be delighted to give it a try.”

      “Does your girlfriend have any children who’ll work on the cheap?”

      “Two grown daughters. I have high hopes for them and their husbands. We’ll see.”

      “How about your own children, Jack?” Kay asked with a concerned look. “Any news from Carol since we talked last?”

      “Not a word. I was waiting at the gate when they let her out of prison. She wouldn’t even look at me.”

      “Didn’t she understand that you’re the one who arranged for her early release?” Zorn asked, his eyes expressing both sympathy and confusion.

      “She knew. But to Carol, I’m an enemy of the people. Her brain is saturated with Marxist hogwash. Sometimes I wonder if she’ll ever snap out of it. Carol will always be my daughter, and I’ll never stop loving her. But I have to let her go or the heartache is just too much.”

      “And now you have a business to tend to,” Kay said, trying to be positive. “Since you moved to Toulouse, we hardly see you. So tell me, Jack, what is your new venture all about? Or is it a secret, like Roger’s work used to be?”

      "Actually, what I’m doing is the polar opposite of secret,” Nagy replied, his eyes brightening. “Our company develops countersurveillance applications for private clients. No government contracts. The mission is to defend customers’ privacy against every kind of intrusion.”

      “Jack has a great deal of experience with government surveillance,” Zorn noted with an understated smile.

      “In both directions,” Nagy added.

      But before anyone could say more, Zorn’s cell phone rang. He glanced at the screen and looked up with eyes narrowed.

      “Excuse me. But I’ve got to take this.

      “Would you like some privacy?” Kay asked, having become accustomed to her husband receiving all sorts of mysterious phone calls.

      “No, please stay where you are. You might find this interesting.”

      Then Zorn stood up and paced up and down the patio as he spoke into the phone.

      “Hello, Nelson. Hey, do you mind if I put you on speaker so I can have my hands free? I’ve got company coming over in a few minutes for drinks and I promised my wife I’d set things up here on the patio.”

      As if to demonstrate, Zorn made chopping noises with a knife against the charcuterie board. His wife cast an amused glance at Jack Nagy and rolled her eyes. In the next instant, a man’s voice came through the speakerphone. It was confident and clear, with a faint Southern drawl.

      “No, that’s fine, Roger. And excuse me for calling you late in the day. My reason for the call is to thank you for the materials you sent me last year through Audrey Lamb. I sincerely regret how long it’s taken me, but I’m sure you can appreciate the reasons.”

      “I do, and you’re welcome. I’m happy to see you put my information to good use.”

      “I believe we did. And your associate Mr. Nagy was also very helpful. Please convey my thanks to him. I understand he’s gone to work for you in France. Is that right?”

      Nagy raised an eyebrow at Kay, who leaned over and whispered into his ear.

      “I think it’s someone from the White House.”

      Zorn responded to Nelson Blackburn’s question with a genial laugh.

      “No, Jack has launched his own business over here. I’ve enjoyed helping him out from time to time, but I’m fully retired now.”

      “Would his work be anything we ought to look at? A follow-on to Triage, maybe?”

      “I don’t think so. Jack sells his products to private citizens, not state organs.”

      “What a pity,” Blackburn answered with an audible sigh. “Threats keep popping up all the time. We need to stay ahead of them.”

      “Of course you do,” Zorn said with a chill in his voice. But then he went on in a more gracious tone.

      “By the way, Nelson. I see you’ve been promoted to national security advisor. Congratulations. I’d say it’s a well-earned reward for your having cleaned up the ESM mess so quickly. And for so neatly pinning the blame on Charlie Scudder.”

      “Well, who else if not Charlie?” Blackburn answered in a languid voice. “After all, he was the highest-ranking official in charge.”

      “Other than you.”

      “Not true,” Blackburn snapped. “I was never in ESM’s direct chain of command.”

      “If you say so. May I conclude then that the ESM program no longer exists?”

      “That’s correct. The day I received your dossier, I took it straight to the vice president. He called a meeting of the National Security Council, which terminated the program forthwith. But they allowed us sixty days to wrap it up. So by the time the scandal broke, all Tetra’s overseas sites had been shut down.”

      “After which you declared total victory over the intifada.”

      “Yes. And I thank you for your contribution.”

      Zorn let out a laugh that was anything but mirthful.

      “Contribution, did you say? After accusing me in the media of being the evil mastermind behind the ESM program?”

      “Oh, please, Roger. You hardly have grounds to complain, having profited handsomely from your merger with Tetra. Besides, all publicity is good publicity. Now that the Zorn name has become a household word, why not put it to good use?”

      Suddenly Zorn caught his breath.

      “Not in my wildest dreams did I ever imagine becoming more notorious than my father. But now that I am, I can see where you’re going with this. You didn’t call to thank me. You called to ask me a favor. Me, the person who got you promoted to NSC advisor. And whom you promptly threw under the bus. So, Mr. Blackburn, how else can I help you today?”

      “Bitterness doesn’t become you, Roger,” Blackburn parried. “Yes, I do want to ask you for something. But it’s not a personal favor. It’s a service to your country.”

      “Oh, that’s rich. Do tell.”

      “I’m asking you to help us end the country’s polarization over the ESM affair. Are you familiar with the new legislation to create a National Truth and Reconciliation Commission?”

      “More or less.”

      “What are your thoughts?”

      “I haven’t read the bill,” Zorn said. “But I’m familiar with the countries where the idea’s been tried. Not very promising, if you ask me.”

      “Well, for what it’s worth, the president has thrown his weight behind it and we’d like your support.”

      “My support? What on earth for? What would it achieve, other than a kumbaya moment for the media and more public bashing for me? Will your commission bring the dead back to life? Will it send senior DHS people to prison? Or will it end in the usual whitewash?

      “That remains to be seen,” Blackburn evaded. “The bill hasn’t passed yet.”

      “And if it does, how long do expect your truth and reconciliation process to take? Months? Years?”

      “Hearings will take place all across the country for the next year.”

      “I expect it’ll drag on a lot longer than that,” Zorn harrumphed. “It sounds to me like a scheme to distract voters ahead of the next election.”

      “I understand your reluctance, Roger. But if you expected the real architects of ESM to be punished, I’m sorry to disappoint you.”

      A feeling of disgust washed over Zorn.

      “To think Margaret ever trusted you! Don't tell me you didn't know exactly what DHS and Tetra were up to. Why else would you organize the Middleburg conference?”

      “I’m afraid you’re mistaken on that,” Blackburn replied in an icy voice. “The conference you refer to never happened. And I suggest you never mention it again.”

      “Is that a threat?”

      “Not at all. But let’s get back to the main point of my call, since you said you’re expecting visitors. What we want is your public support for the T&R bill so we can win back the segment of the president’s base that supported ESM most heavily at the outset. If you’ll write an op-ed piece, we’ll get it placed. If you agree to an interview, we’ll get you into the studio. We think your endorsement would help a great deal to pass the bill. Failure to get it through Congress could cost us the next election and erase all the gains this administration has achieved to date.”

      “And why should American voters listen to me?”

      “Because the T&R process offers amnesty and a path toward rehabilitation not just for senior people like you and Pat Craven, but for all the low-level Triage operators and aircrews who took part in ESM. It also gives them legal cover to reveal what they know about the missing detainees, so that families of the disappeared can find out what happened to them.”

      “So your idea is to put ESM behind us and let bygones be bygones? Move on from yet another failed war while the guilty go unpunished?”

      “Your words, not mine,” Blackburn answered in a distracted voice, as if he had grown weary of the call and was ready for it to end. “Anyway, Roger, please give my proposal serious thought. I’ll get back to you soon to see what can work out.”

      “I’ve already decided. Count me out.”

      “Please, Roger. Don’t be hasty,” Blackburn answered in a strained voice. “There’s no need to give your final answer just yet.”

      “But I have. The answer is no.”

      Then, with a flourish clearly intended for his wife, Zorn held his phone in one hand and let the index finger of the other swoop in to end the call.

      “Wow. I wish I’d told Blackburn off like that when I had the chance,” Nagy said, wrinkling his nose in disgust. “What a snake.”

      “Let’s drink to endings, happy or otherwise!” Zorn replied, picking up his wine glass. “Salut!”

      But the wine went down with a sour taste because Zorn couldn’t help thinking of how Margaret Slattery had met her end. He rose to fetch another bottle from the cooler but at that moment Walter Lang strolled onto the patio, impeccably dressed in a tweed sport jacket, gray flannel trousers, and a bright silk ascot tucked into his starched white shirt. If Lang was having money troubles, he certainly wasn’t letting it show.

      “What are we celebrating?” the old man asked, smiling as if he were already clued into whatever the joke might be. “Is your new vintage showing promise?”

      “It’s not about the wine, Walter,” Kay explained as she poured her new guest a glass of rosé. “Roger just received a call from the White House and told them to go to hell.”

      “What on earth would those people want?” Lang asked in alarm. “They didn’t ask Roger to go back to work for them, did they?”

      “Not exactly,” Zorn laughed. “They wanted me to say something nice about their new Truth and Reconciliation Commission. I declined.”

      “Then you’re not returning to Washington?” Lang asked with a look of relief.

      “My god, not if I can help it.”

      “Very good, Roger,” Lang replied with a note of relief. “Because I have a proposition that may interest you. Surely you don’t intend to devote all your energies to making wine, do you? You’re still a young man, at the peak of your powers!”

      Kay let out a snort.

      “It may seem like that to an eighty-year-old,” she told the older man. “But excuse me while I laugh.”

      “So what would you have me do that’s more important than making wine? Out with it, Walter.”

      “Are you following the disturbances that broke out this morning in Paris? They’ve spread to Marseille and Toulouse.”

      “So? Youth riots in the bainlieues have been a regular event for years.”

      “Well, I received a phone call this afternoon from the Minister of the Interior. The government has decided at last to take decisive action.”

      “Decisive action?” Zorn scoffed. “What sort of action could possibly turn the tide now, with our Muslim population at five million and breeding like rabbits? Let’s face it, Walter: the France we grew up in is gone.”

      Lang looked around the table and stopped at Nagy.

      “May I speak in confidence?”

      He had met Nagy on several occasions and knew of the man’s past intelligence work and assistance to Zorn, but Lang always erred toward caution.

      “Of course,” Zorn replied. “What did the minister tell you?”

      “The French government has decided to launch its own campaign of emergency security measures, patterned on the American model, now that Washington has shown how to do it. And the Interior Ministry has engaged Tetra Corporation to help them carry it out!”

      Zorn swallowed hard. Was the ESM program to be resurrected in France?

      “Since the minister is aware of our experience in America’s emergency program and the role that Triage played in it, he wants to hire you and me as his personal consultants!”

      “Consultants on what, in heaven’s name?”

      “Consultants on a project to massively expand Triage capacity throughout France!”

      “And what answer did you give, if I’m permitted to ask?”

      “I accepted, of course. But I couldn’t answer for you until we had a chance to talk.”

      Zorn glanced at his wife, then at Nagy, with a bemused expression.

      “So how about it, Roger?” Lang pressed on. “This new campaign to restore order shows every sign of being France’s most fateful conflict since Algeria, a fight for the very survival of the republic! As your father said to me sixty years ago in Algiers: ‘The crisis is upon us. Will you march with the paratroopers and save France in her hour of need?’”

      The old man awaited the answer with bated breath. Zorn replied at once.

      “Please tell the minister that I respectfully decline. If the paratroopers must march, let them go without me.”

      
        
        ––END––
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      I wrote Dynamite Fishermen and Bride of a Bygone War to clear my head after eleven years of government service in places like Beirut, Cairo, Tunis, Jeddah, and Amman.
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Chapter Two: American Intifada

    
      1 An electromagnetic pulse (EMP) is a short burst of electromagnetic energy, either natural (e.g., from lightning) or man-made (e.g., from a nuclear explosion or a powerful generator), capable of disrupting or damaging electronic equipment and/or the electric power grid.

      

      2 North Koreans.

      

      3 Any suburb of a French city, but often referring to a suburb that is economically depressed and harbors a large immigrant population.

      

      4 Arabic word literally meaning “youth” but often carrying the pejorative connotation of “idle young men on the street.”

      

      5 Department of Homeland Security, a cabinet department that manages the U.S. Immigration and Customs Enforcement (ICE), U.S. Customs and Border Protection (CBP), U.S. Citizenship and Immigration Service (CIS), Transportation Security Administration (TSA), the U.S. Secret Service, U.S. Coast Guard and Federal Emergency Management Agency (FEMA).

      

      6 Request For Proposal, a document that solicits a commercial proposal, usually at an early stage in a bidding process, and is issued by a company or agency intending to procure some product or service.

      

      7 An anise-based spirit from Southern France.

      

      8 A wine-based French aperitif flavored with quinine and aromatic herbs.

      

      9 Derogatory term for private military and security contractors who offer the services of combat-ready military operators indistinguishable from mercenaries.

      

      10 Anonymous maxim in many languages, meaning roughly, “Necessity knows no law.”

      

      11 An Arabic word whose literal meaning is “tremor” or “shaking” but which is commonly translated as “uprising” or “rebellion.” It is used most often to describe Palestinian uprisings in the West Bank and Gaza to resist Israeli occupation of those territories.

      

    

    





Chapter Three: Clausewitz of Counterinsurgency

    
      1 National Security Council.

      

      2 A document issued by U.S. Citizenship and Immigration Services (an arm of the Department of Homeland Security) certifying that the holder enjoys permanent resident alien status in the United States.

      

      3 Korematsu vs. United States, the much-reviled 1944 Supreme Court decision upholding the constitutionality of President Franklin D. Roosevelt’s internment of Japanese-Americans during World War II.

      

      4 An Islamic legal system derived from the Quran and the teachings of Muhammad.

      

    

    





Chapter Four: Islamic Youth

    
      1 Forbidden.

      

      2 Traditional South Asian attire consisting of baggy pants (shalwar) and a long untucked shirt (kameez).

      

      3 Ultra-conservative school of Sunni Islam that looks back to prior eras of Islamic history when considering how the contemporary world should be ordered.

      

    

    





Chapter Five: Triage

    
      1 U.S. Immigration and Customs Enforcement (ICE), under the Department of Homeland Security (DHS).

      

      2 An Arabic word meaning an oath of loyalty or allegiance.

      

    

    





Chapter Eight: Common Ground

    
      1 Executive Office Building.

      

      2 Sensitive Compartmented Information Facility refers to a special room to which only people with high-level clearance have access, and that meets strict government requirements intended to prevent sensitive classified materials within the room from being compromised by technical intelligence means.

      

    

    





Chapter Ten: Temptation

    
      1 An historic meeting of senior Nazi officials in January 1942 in the Berlin suburb of Wannsee to enlist cooperation from various government departments to round up Jews in German-occupied Europe and send them to extermination camps in Poland.

      

    

    





Chapter Eleven: Missing

    
      1 International mobile subscriber identity-catcher (IMSI-catcher) is a telephone eavesdropping device that can be used to identify the subscriber of a nearby mobile phone and intercept its calls. It can also be used to track the physical location of a mobile caller.

      

    

    





Chapter Nineteen: Repatriation

    
      1 Motherland

      

      2 The Tuareg people are nomadic goat and camel herders who inhabit the Sahara desert from southwest Libya through Algeria, Niger, Mali and Burkina Faso into northern Nigeria.

      

      3 Al-Qaeda in the Islamic Maghreb, a North African affiliate of Al-Qaeda that seeks to overthrow the governments of Algeria and neighboring countries.

      

    

    





Chapter Twenty: Assodé

    
      1 Meal, Ready to Eat (MRE) is a self-contained individual field ration in lightweight packaging issued to U.S. military personnel where standard food facilities are not available.

      

      2 Truth and reconciliation is a process designed by human rights activists to heal the effects of war crimes and human rights abuses by giving victims, witnesses and perpetrators an opportunity to tell their stories publicly without fear of prosecution. Its goal is to uncover relevant facts, sort truth from lies, and allow opposing sides to mourn, forgive and heal.

      

    

    





Chapter Twenty-Two: Limbo

    
      1 The Fourth Republic was the republican government of France between 1946 and 1958, as established by the constitution of 1946. The Fourth Republic was dissolved by referendum in 1958 following the Algerian Crisis of that year and was replaced by the modern-day Fifth Republic under a new constitution.
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