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INTRODUCTION

In the weeks before the Allied landing at Normandy, thousands of young men flew dangerous missions over occupied Europe to prepare the way for the historic American-led invasion. These were desperate hours. The Nazi war machine was on the march, and for the pilots as well as their commanders, victory was uncertain.

The Allies’ B-17s—often called “Flying Fortresses”—were remembered by some of those pilots as little more than tin cans with wings. They were vulnerable to attacks from the Luftwaffe in the air and Nazi antiaircraft artillery stationed on the ground. On some of those missions, as many as one out of every three planes was gunned down.

When he first climbed into his B-17, my father was a twenty-year-old bombardier navigator in the Army Air Corps. He flew thirty-five missions over the European theater, many of them harrowing. Thankfully, he was among those blessed to find their way back home to their families after World War II was over.

For many decades before the Second World War, Americans like my dad had lived under the comfortable and false assumption that we were protected from turmoil and terror by the vast oceans along our coastlines. On December 7, 1941, we learned we were wrong. And, unfortunately, not for the last time.

The two deadliest attacks perpetrated against Americans on our own soil—the bombing of Pearl Harbor and the terrorist airliner hijackings of September 11, 2001—came as complete surprises to the intelligence community. They shouldn’t have been.

In hindsight, there was nothing improbable in 1941 about Japanese fighter-bombers descending from the skies over the most vulnerable American port in the Pacific. Similarly, there was nothing improbable in 2001 about civilian airliners being turned into cruise missiles targeting America’s symbols of financial, military, and political power. Indeed, less than a decade earlier, terrorists had bombed the very same World Trade Center with the intention of toppling both towers.

As the 9/11 Commission put it in their oft-referenced report on the attacks: “The most important failure was one of imagination.” Admiral Bobby Inman, a veteran of the intelligence community who served in senior positions at the CIA, DIA, and NSA, said that 9/11 was “grounded in a failure of the imagination,” the kind in which “you don’t know what you are looking for; you don’t know where to look.”1 We didn’t see the enemy coming. Because we didn’t want to.

Expanding the limits of our imagination is the purpose of this book. The goal is not to frighten people and certainly not to entertain. Instead, it is to envision possible scenarios through which terrorists, foreign nations, and their allies could inflict great damage on our homeland. In other words, we can’t afford to live under comfortable and false assumptions any longer. We need to imagine the worst in order to prevent it.

Today, the free world faces numerous dangers, many of them brought to us by the same sort of radical Islamists who once allied themselves with Hitler. These enemies of civilization seek the death and destruction of the American way of life, and they view no citizen of our nation as an innocent bystander. They seek the world’s most lethal weapons and will gladly kill any man, woman, or child in their line of sight.

There are other dangers that await us in this new century, too, from lone-wolf terrorists seeking to sow chaos to amoral cyber-mercenaries to nations seeking to undermine America’s global leadership and maybe even the very foundations of our democracy itself.

Make no mistake about it: the United States of America is still very much a target. Operations against us, using diverse methods, are discussed around the world—and here at home—every single day. Our vulnerabilities are being probed, our fortitude tested. Foreign citizens, even our fellow Americans, are being recruited to wage acts of horror and violence on our homeland. Some of these attacks have been thwarted in their planning stages; others were stopped when they were far closer to being carried out. Other plots are forming even now, waiting for just the right moment. And we are not ready for them.

Fourteen years since the September 11 attacks, the United States is not any safer. In fact, we are less safe, even as the threats against our people multiply. That is why this book is needed so urgently.

Before my election to Congress, I was a federal prosecutor. I served as the chief of counterterrorism and national security in the U.S. Attorney’s Office for the Western District of Texas, where I led the Joint Terrorism Task Force (JTTF) and got a firsthand look at the threats against our citizens. Now, as chairman of the U.S. House of Representatives’ Committee on Homeland Security, I see every day the interconnected threats that span the world and link together America’s web of enemies.

I’ve also met the dedicated men and women working around the country and around the world to stave off these threats. One exercise in which the intelligence community frequently engages is setting up so-called Red Teams, informal groups of people tasked with the job of thinking like our enemies, probing our own weaknesses, and gaming out future scenarios in which American security might be put at risk.

This book is a series of Red Team exercises in which ordinary Americans can be observers. They have been developed in consultation with experts in a number of fields and reflect the latest unclassified intelligence assessments. There are, of course, any number of different potential terror scenarios to choose from, but for the purposes of this book, our list includes:


➤ A “decapitation strike” on America’s political leadership at the U.S. Capitol

➤ Detonation of a “dirty bomb” smuggled into Texas across the Rio Grande

➤ A foreign agent connected to China tampering with an American presidential election

➤ A shooting rampage at the Mall of America the day after Thanksgiving

➤ A devastating and debilitating attack on the East Coast’s power grid as part of a wide-ranging cyber strike

➤ Radicalized “black widows” releasing a deadly strain of smallpox at Disney World

➤ A jetliner explosion over downtown Los Angeles—on Oscar night

➤ Russia invading the Baltic states, neutralizing the NATO Alliance, and threatening the American coastline



Each of these scenarios is shown through the eyes of those who would see it play out on the ground. You will see the perspectives of the attackers and their victims. And you will experience, in real time, the launching of a major assault on the United States.

From there, we will move to an analysis that delves deeper into the possible avenues for planning and executing such an attack, including hints from real-world events that should be taken into account and flaws that could be exploited. Finally, we will discuss the future in the form of recommendations and strategies to prevent these kinds of attacks from happening.

When counterterrorism work consumes so much of your life, it’s easy to become complacent and assume that others are aware of these issues as well. The truth is, most people aren’t—even if they should be. That’s why I wrote this book. I have intended it to be accessible to every American: policy makers, intelligence officials, our military servicemen and -women, and to any member of the public who wants to understand the ever-growing—and ever-changing—nature of the dangers to our country.

At the very least, we should expect our own government to be honest with us. Too often the Obama administration has downplayed the threats we face as a nation. The president has spread a false narrative based on distorted intelligence for cynical political purposes. The American people deserve to know the truth—and that is what this book is all about.

This material is based on open-source information. Indeed, there is nothing in these pages that terrorists have not already actively considered. The chapters in this book serve as warning signs to policy makers so we can better protect the American people.

I also wrote this book for another, simpler reason. My wife and I have five children. They are growing up in a post-9/11 world, a world whose parameters we, their elders, are still working to define. The world is already a far more complicated place than it was for my generation. Or for my father’s. But it is sobering to consider that, despite all of the advances in weaponry and technology, some things remain the same.

My dad’s mission—the mission that millions of other young Americans joined after the attack on Pearl Harbor—was to help roll back the threat posed by a radical ideology. To literally save the free world as they knew it from Nazism and fascism. Unfortunately, victory against Hitler did not lead to universal peace. What followed in those years was another long struggle against another form of violent extremism—communism—that tested another generation of Americans, many of whom fought and died in places like Korea and Vietnam until the Cold War was won.

Now, in the dawn of a new century, yet another generation has been handed a similarly daunting test. I for one believe that we can rise to the challenge just as Americans did before.

In April 2015, I visited Normandy, the site of unfathomable courage and carnage so many decades ago. Thinking of my dad and the millions of young people like him who, in John F. Kennedy’s words, “paid any price” and bore any burden to assure freedom’s survival, I placed a wreath at the monument to the Americans who perished for this sacred cause. I still remember the scene of white crosses that dotted the landscape and the somber tune of taps that echoed in our ears.

The end of World War II and the defeat of Hitler’s forces marked the eradication of fascism from the face of the earth. This was accomplished because people all over the world recognized the threat, stood up, and fought against it under the leadership of men like Winston Churchill and Franklin D. Roosevelt who understood that appeasement had no place in foreign policy and that strength led to peace. Decades later, President Kennedy and President Reagan stood firm against the next totalitarian foe to threaten the free world: communism. In that struggle, too, the West emerged victorious. Now we face no less of a threat from Islamist extremism and other increasingly dangerous elements around the world.
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Those who joined the fight against the Nazis and the communists were often frightened, occasionally uncertain, but always courageous and ever confident in America’s ultimate victory. This spirit was what gave the Greatest Generation its name, faced down Soviet missiles in Cuba, and demanded that the wall come down in Berlin. But I’ve also seen that determination and optimism from those defending our nation today. There’s no mistaking that the men and women serving on the front lines have the fortitude and grit to overcome our enemies. But where is our Churchill? Our Kennedy? Our Reagan? Who will step up as the leader of the free world to meet the challenges to our way of life?

As Texas hero Sam Houston told his men before the attack at San Jacinto in 1836: “We view ourselves on the eve of battle.” Unlike the soldiers that day, we don’t know exactly when the next battle will come or even whom we will be fighting against. But if and when that battle is joined, we cannot be caught unprepared. Consider this book an exercise in preparedness—a small piece of an effort to make sure that our imaginations never fail us again.





1

Unfinished Business

A Decapitation Strike at the U.S. Capitol

BELTSVILLE, MARYLAND

THURSDAY, SEPTEMBER 10, 2026

10:44 P.M.

“Are you awake?”

The glow from the incoming text message emerged from the gloom, as if the bearded young man sitting so reverently still had summoned it from somewhere in the depths of his meditations. He liked to think in the dark: it held fewer worldly distractions. But worldly distractions, he had been taught, were permitted when they served a higher purpose, and the mobile phone from which this simple message now shone would help him serve the highest purpose of all.

“I am,” he typed back.

The reply came in a matter of seconds: “We finally finished all cooking for the party tomorrow.”

“That is good. Our Father will be so pleased.”

Rashid Rahmani turned off his mobile phone and set it on the table in front of him. He closed his eyes, overwhelmed, but not with fatigue. Sleep was the last thing on his mind. He felt, instead, a growing tension as the palpable force of his destiny pulled him forward. There would be no sleep tonight and therefore, he realized, likely never again.

The intrusion of this fact into Rashid’s mind elicited hardly any reaction at all. It was as it would be. His journey had taken him thousands of miles over several years, and tomorrow it would end.

It had begun, he thought amusedly to himself, in his father’s garage in Raqqa, Syria, where he had been desultorily working as a mechanic. Since leaving school he’d spent most of his days working under cars with his father, a hard man who hardly let Rashid have any life outside the garage. The chaos brought on by Syria’s civil war had at least shaken things up, but when fighting in Raqqa had forced his father to close the garage, Rashid found himself even more bored than he’d been fixing cars.

When the soldiers of the Islamic State arrived in the city, Rashid took notice. As they paraded through the streets in their gleaming new trucks, he saw something more than just more men with guns: he saw adventurers, a brotherhood of holy warriors who offered an escape from the ruins of the war and the lackluster life he’d led before it. What’s more, he saw a winning team.

He left home without a word and was welcomed into the forces of the caliphate with open arms. He made friends quickly among his fellow recruits, and attracted the notice of his superiors due to his natural skill with an AK-47 on the rifle range. His rise through the ranks was accelerated when he volunteered to help with some English translation work; the language had been his best subject in school, and he was finally putting it to some use. It wasn’t long before one of the caliph’s top lieutenants took Rashid aside and told him he’d been selected for a special assignment.

After that, the planning began in earnest. A few years went by in a whirlwind of e-mails, texts, and furtive, coded cell phone calls. There were the first tense exchanges with their new brothers from Al Qaeda, once a rival organization that had been awakened to the wisdom of partnering with ISIS to carry the jihad into the next generation. Their pledge of bayat, an oath of allegiance to ISIS, had smoothed over many difficulties, but there was still the matter of arranging travel to Canada so Rashid and his fellow operatives—men from both groups—could slip over the border into the United States. Then there was the anxious journey south toward Washington, sleepless nights in safe houses and motel rooms paid for with cash. Once they had all settled in relative anonymity in the D.C. area, it was time to gather materials and reconnoiter the targets—slowly, gradually, so as not to arouse suspicion.

Finally, everything was in place for the “party” they had planned. Tomorrow, all their caution would pay off. It would at last be time for action.

EAST FRONT

UNITED STATES CAPITOL

WASHINGTON, D.C.

FRIDAY, SEPTEMBER 11, 2026

10:17 A.M.

Staff Sergeant Herman Alvarez shifted the weight of his trombone on his knee. He was sitting in the now-familiar concert formation with the rest of the United States Marine Band, “The President’s Own.” He was in a line with his fellow trombonists: the trumpets were to the left, and the French horns to the right. As far as he could remember, he thought, it had always been like this, going back to his days in elementary school band in East L.A.

And since those days, his mind had had a tendency to wander before every performance. Maybe it was because he spent weeks practicing, focusing narrowly on measures and notes until he knew he’d conquered every piece. Once he got onstage, though, it was no use worrying anymore. He trusted in his training and let instinct take over.

That method hadn’t failed him yet. It had landed him a full scholarship to study music at Oberlin—a world away from East L.A.—before he joined the Corps, and that training had helped him nail the audition for “The President’s Own.” He was prepared to let his mind wander a bit, then focus completely on the music once the colonel tapped his baton to begin the program.

But Herman’s mind didn’t wander today. He had only been a toddler on September 11, 2001, but he was well aware that he’d grown up in “post-9/11 America.” And even though his military service was confined to playing the trombone, he knew his unit represented all of his brother and sister Marines when they played. Herman never forgot that, especially when they played on this date.

This was Herman’s third 9/11 ceremony at the Capitol, but because it was the twenty-fifth anniversary of the attacks, it was by far the most significant. For the last several years, senators and members of the House of Representatives had gathered on the Capitol steps to sing “God Bless America,” as they had done spontaneously at a press conference held in that spot the night that followed that terrible morning.

Every year they sang, the party leadership made speeches, and then they went back to arguing as always. But for a moment they stood united. Herman and his bandmates were there to play just the one song, “God Bless America,” to accompany Congress’s singing. But as Herman adjusted his instrument once more, he knew it would be the proudest moment of his year.

UPPER SENATE PARK

CONSTITUTION AVENUE NW AND DELAWARE AVENUE SE

WASHINGTON, D.C.

FRIDAY, SEPTEMBER 11, 2026

10:26 A.M.

Rashid allowed himself to admit it: they’d been extraordinarily lucky. Almost immediately he cursed his vanity. It was not luck, of course, but providence.

Their van was parked along the southern edge of Upper Senate Park between the Russell Senate Office Building and the Senate wing of the Capitol itself. Despite the many reconnaissance drives he’d taken along this very stretch, it never ceased to amaze him how close they’d been able to come without any interference. Men and women in nice suits with shiny gold pins on their lapels and aides in tow made the members of Congress easily identifiable. One reason they may have escaped detection was probably due to Muhammad’s inspired idea to stencil CAPITOL CLEAN-SWEEP INC. in block letters along the sides of both vans, complete with a legitimate but inactive Maryland phone number along with the forged temporary parking permit they’d laminated at home and waved casually at the Capitol Police.

Rashid looked over at Muhammad, who sat next to him in the driver’s seat, the sweat just starting to materialize above his brow. “It’s finally happening,” Rashid said to his companion.

Muhammad said nothing, only gave a short nod. He was a brother in jihad straight from the killing fields of Iraq, and except for his idea to disguise the vans, he was far better at using the AK-47 that lay at his feet than using his mind or his mouth. Waqar, crouched in the back of the van, was the same. Between the two of them, they had about twenty words of English. But they wouldn’t have to do any talking today, or ever again.

A text popped up on Rashid’s phone: “The acrobats are on the way.”

He reached down to pick up his laptop and opened it. Taking advantage of the city’s universal Wi-Fi, he quickly headed to a live video-streaming Web site ISIS had used often in the past. There was the link, right on the homepage. He clicked it, and a few seconds of buffering later he saw shaky but clear footage of a green field: a park a short distance away.

The footage was being filmed by a drone, a basic backyard unmanned aerial vehicle that had been assembled from a do-it-yourself kit. This was one of the larger models, because it had a payload to carry: several pounds of explosives tightly bound together and attached to the drone’s underbelly.

As Rashid watched, the machine cleared the treetops of the park. Guided by his colleague Marwan, a drone expert from Mosul who was calmly sitting on a bench in the park, the machine spun around and headed with purpose in a new direction—toward Rashid and the Capitol.

Satisfied that the plan was now set in motion, Rashid checked another video camera—his own. He, Muhammad, Waqar, and the other three men in a similar van parked near the House office buildings on the other side of the complex all wore body cameras affixed to their bulletproof vests. He checked those links as well, and when he saw they were working properly, the cameras of all six men operating with clear views of what was in front of them, he e-mailed the live-stream page out to his list of media contacts and posted it to social media—his final message. Then he closed the laptop.

Now all he had to do was watch. It would be another three or four minutes before the drone arrived and crashed into the Capitol dome, sending the crowds assembled for the ceremony below into total panic. That was when he and his men would emerge, AK-47s at the ready, and begin their true mission. They wore body armor, to stay standing as long as possible, but no masks; they wanted the world to see their faces. More than that, they wanted the world to see what they saw, through their eyes, through the cameras strapped to their chests: mayhem delivered live over the Internet onto the computer and television screens of millions.

EAST FRONT

UNITED STATES CAPITOL

WASHINGTON, D.C.

FRIDAY, SEPTEMBER 11, 2026

10:32 A.M.

Reverend Jenkins had just begun his invocation, and the Speaker of the House squinted in the sunlight as she stood behind the House chaplain and listened. Margaret Bowerman was in the first of several rows of congressmen and senators, all arrayed on the steps leading up to the House Chamber. She felt guilty about not being able to concentrate fully on his prayer, but she was silently saying her own, asking God to help give wing to her words as she prepared to speak next.

After just eight months in the Speaker’s chair, Margaret knew she was preparing to give one of the most significant speeches of her career. She and her team had been working on it for weeks. As she paid tribute to the victims of the worst terror attack in the nation’s history, she would remind everyone listening at home and abroad that she—and the country—had not forgotten the horror of twenty-five years before. She would renew America’s solemn vow, in the name of our own fallen and countless other victims around the world, to stamp out the menace of terrorism wherever it flourished.

This was personal for the new Speaker. She had been in her senior year at Annapolis on 9/11, and it had made her prouder than ever to start her naval service afterward. Today she was unveiling her majority party’s foreign policy agenda: an ambitious plan to fight terror that she only hoped would be matched by a drive to actually get the plan through the Appropriations Committee. But that was a worry for another day.

Now Margaret tried to clear her mind as Reverend Jenkins began to wind down. She looked up and noticed that the sky was crystal clear—not a cloud in sight, just like that day in 2001. Then a movement lower down in her field of vision caught her eye. It was Lieutenant Henderson of the Capitol Police, head of her security detail, who was positioned at the bottom of the steps off to the side.

His head had dropped quickly to look at his phone, which was unusual. Still more unusual was when he turned to the woman next to him, Sergeant Valdez—the lone female member of her detail—and showed her something on the screen. Normally, both of them were impossible to distract. They both craned their necks to look skyward.

The strange buzzing sound intruded just as Reverend Jenkins uttered his final “Amen.” As Margaret prepared to step to the podium, gasps erupted from the crowd below. She and her colleagues all turned around just in time to see a small object traveling at great speed crash into the side of the Capitol dome, launching a brilliant ball of orange fire and gray smoke into the bright blue sky.

Grit and debris rained down. Margaret watched as, seemingly in slow motion, a chunk of cast iron the size of a small car fell away from the charred dome. It broke off other pieces of the Capitol’s façade as it crashed downward, landing with a dull, flat crunch on the East Front plaza, a few feet from the Marine Band’s clarinet section. There was a split second of silence, of collective disbelief, and then pandemonium.

Senators, congressmen, reporters, and tourists fled, running in every possible direction. Members tripped over themselves and each other as they struggled to get down the Capitol steps. Some—Reverend Jenkins among them—attempted to hold hands as they ran, praying audibly. A few TV crews abandoned their cameras, while others kept rolling, determined to record whatever this was that they were witnessing. Political feuds had ceased to matter entirely. There was only one concern now: survival.

This was evident even to the Speaker of the House, who instinctively recalled her training at Annapolis, staying low while moving off the steps. Soon Lieutenant Henderson and Sergeant Valdez reached her and towered over her, forming a shield with their bodies as she crouched down. “Madam Speaker,” Henderson said, in a voice that was surprisingly calm, “we need to move now.” The final syllable was emphatic. Bowerman looked up and saw on Henderson’s and Valdez’s faces a look of fear unlike anything she’d seen since her ship took incoming in the Strait of Hormuz. She nodded her head, and the trio rose.

GLOBAL NEWS NETWORK STUDIOS

WASHINGTON, D.C.

FRIDAY, SEPTEMBER 11, 2026

10:35 A.M.

In all his years as a GNN anchor, Jim Bridgeman had never seen anything quite like this. But he had a feeling he would be spending the rest of the day talking about it. He had been sitting at his anchor desk on set with less than half an hour to showtime, e-mailing back and forth with the producers of his late-morning political news show, when the first alerts came in from the Capitol. His lunch, a protein bar, sat half-eaten on the table in front of him.

On his tablet, the GNN live feed was shaky. He saw people running, saw what looked like some smoke coming from the Capitol dome, but hadn’t been able to get any confirmation on anything at all. He could feel the tension rising in the studio as GNN staffers dashed around his set. The last few minutes had been spent on his mobile phone, attempting to scroll through an overloaded Twitter feed and e-mail his producers, scrapping their preexisting plans for the show—a taped 9/11 retrospective—to focus on the breaking news.

Jim switched back to Twitter and saw he had a personal notification. He checked and found it came from an account he didn’t recognize. It caught his eye immediately, however: the account name was in Arabic and the picture showed a masked figure. The tweet read, in English:


@JimBridgeman, we’re livestreaming what’s going on at the Capitol. It isn’t over.



There was a link to a popular live-streaming Web site embedded.

Jim looked at the phone in his hands, then back at the chaos unfolding on the screen of his tablet. He had to think quickly. If he helped spread this, maybe someone would be able to help identify the source. After all, it was news. He had to get it out. That was his job.

With a few taps, he retweeted the live-stream link to his more than four hundred thousand followers.

EAST FRONT

UNITED STATES CAPITOL

WASHINGTON, D.C.

FRIDAY, SEPTEMBER 11, 2026

10:37 A.M.

As Speaker Bowerman and her security detail moved across the plaza toward the entrance to the secure facility in the underground Capitol Visitor Center, she turned to look behind her. All she could hear was shouting. The Capitol dome was smoldering, and at least a third of it was missing. Twisted steel girders protruded from the marble at unnatural angles. She saw a Marine Band member, a trombonist, throw his instrument to the ground in order to help a fallen comrade to his feet. From the corner of her eye, the Speaker spotted the Senate’s oldest serving member, ninety-two-year-old Lloyd Abernathy of Nevada, who had been in a wheelchair since a fall last winter, being carried away by two staff members. Capitol Police officers struggled to keep order, shouting for everyone to head to their rally points.

As Margaret and her bodyguards moved through the panicked crowds, she felt all the energy in her body and mind suspend itself for a moment. In that moment she realized that her country and her life were being irrevocably changed—again. They’d come back. Twenty-five years later, they’d come back.

A screeching of tires drew her attention toward Constitution Avenue, where she saw a white van lurch from the street onto the curb. The doors opened and three hooded men charged forward. They wore body armor and carried AK-47s, and they were screaming as they took aim at the crowd.
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EYES ONLY

After-Action Report to the President on the Terrorist Attack of 9/11/2026

September 12, 2026

LOCATION: Undisclosed

KILLED: 27, including 5 United States Senators and 16 Members of the House of Representatives

WOUNDED: 68, including nine Senators and 17 House Members currently unable to return to legislative business. (Latest report on the Speaker of the House is that she remains in serious condition at George Washington University Hospital.)

AFTERMATH: A significant portion of the eastern face of the Capitol Dome has been destroyed. Engineers are evaluating further structural damage. A controlled demolition of additional portions of the dome may be necessary.

The Capitol complex has been closed and sealed off. Federal law enforcement and the military are conducting a thorough search for additional suspicious materials.

Transportation in Washington, D.C., has been mostly suspended. All flights are grounded, passenger and cargo trains halted, and ground transportation has been funneled through checkpoints on major arteries only. The Washington Beltway is turned into a “ring of steel,” a blockade through which goods and people can only transit after searches.

Surviving Members of Congress have been removed to a secure location, but legislative business has been suspended.

Governors in several states have mobilized National Guard units and have deployed tactical units of state and local law enforcement agencies. Coordination of response strategy with state capitals continues to prove difficult.

Secretary of the Treasury recommends that trading on Wall Street remain suspended after an immediate 24 percent drop in stock prices.

SUMMARY: Intelligence indicates that this was an attack perpetrated against the United States Capitol complex by operatives of the Islamic State—or ISIS—and Al Qaeda, who have entered into a formal alliance. The assault teams were composed of seasoned veterans from the campaigns of terror in the Middle East—where ISIS’s caliphate continues to expand and brutalize citizens trapped in its territory with relative impunity.

The date had been chosen for obvious significance. Like the original 9/11 planners, those who mapped out this attack made sure to choose a date that fell when Congress was going to be in session.

Planning for the operation was carried out seamlessly between ISIS and Al Qaeda’s joint command center in Iraq and elements in the United States, with the radicalized American converts acting as stateside coordinators. Thanks to increased cyber-warfare capabilities and sophistication among the terrorists, they were able to plan the operation without the traffic being flagged by intelligence agencies.

With the help of friendly operatives in radical Islamist enclaves in the northern United States, ISIS and Al Qaeda operatives were able to slip into the country undetected via the Canadian border. They then made their way to the Washington, D.C., area where they conducted reconnaissance and made final preparations for their attack.

The individuals who made the journey from the Islamic State, through Turkey, to Canada and eventually to the U.S. included: skilled small-arms experts who knew how to fire controlled, accurate bursts of AK-47 fire in a short period of time; an explosives expert who was able to pack the most possible firepower into the smallest, lightest possible package; and a drone pilot, who had originally honed his skill with a joystick by playing video games.

The final team that deployed into the field consisted of seven members. Six of these were divided into smaller teams of three, and traveled in fraudulent service vans to opposite sides of the Capitol complex—one to the House side and one to the Senate side. They were able to pass the barricades by presenting a forged temporary parking permit commonly issued to workers called in for jobs at the Capitol and various office buildings. Several test runs had assured the operators that this document would not be carefully scrutinized.

The men in the vans wore body armor and carried AK-47 assault rifles along with several 30-round magazines per person. Once they were in position, they trained their eyes on the Capitol dome and waited for the signal to move.

The seventh man, the drone pilot, took up position in a public park located close to the Capitol but outside the areas subject to additional law enforcement attention. From the bed of his pickup truck he removed a large but lightweight drone, a consumer model purchased on the Internet.

Using a laptop, he logged on to a well-known website used for live-streaming videos, and checked to make sure the live stream for the camera he’d affixed to the drone was working. He presumably checked the shoebox-sized package of explosives taped to the drone’s undercarriage.

Using a remote control, he switched on the machine, and using the video for guidance he steered it toward the Capitol. This flight pattern had been rehearsed many times over different fields in rural Maryland and Virginia. He had never used the same location for two test flights, so as to avoid attracting attention from locals.

It was anticipated that the drone would travel too low to be picked up by radar, but even if it was detected, the flight itself would only last a few minutes. There would be little or no time for law enforcement or the military to react.

The drone crashed into the Capitol dome, and the bomb detonated on impact. This caused significant damage to the dome exterior, and caused panic among the elected officials and others gathered for the 9/11 commemoration ceremony at the East Front of the Capitol.

The drone attack was only the first wave. The terrorists were able to anticipate the reaction of their targets. They simply waited for panic to set in before making their move. When the men in the vans saw the fireball from the drone explosion and the crowd erupt into chaos, they gunned their vans and drove as far as they could up the curb before hitting barriers. At that point the men jumped out of the vans and charged into the fleeing crowd, firing their weapons at whoever crossed their path but taking special care to look for individuals in suits wearing gold Member of Congress pins. Their secondary targets were police officers and members of the military. The fire coming into the crowd from both sides was devastating: as the terrorists had predicted, Members instinctively fled toward their respective office buildings. Instead they ran into the three-man shooter teams positioned between the Capitol Plaza and the offices, and many were cut down.

Thanks to the extensive police presence, all of the terrorists were eventually neutralized. Some, however, were able to evade police for some time by taking cover behind vehicles, trees, and other natural barriers. The last of the terrorists killed engaged officers in a standoff at the top of the Senate steps for several minutes. The gunmen were obviously highly trained, and were likely drawn from the ranks of ISIS’ and Al Qaeda’s most skilled fighters.

The death toll was grave. In addition to the elected officials killed, others killed included police officers, audience members, journalists covering the event, and members of the Marine Band. Some bodies have yet to be identified, and a number of individuals believed to have attended the ceremony remain unaccounted for.

At the moment, the United States does not have a functioning legislature. All business was suspended while Congress was moved to a secure facility. Governors have been advised to appoint new Senators to vacant seats and schedule special House elections as quickly as possible. Constitutional law experts are being consulted to ensure faithful adherence to Constitutional principles in the face of this unprecedented attack.

Before these events were covered by mainstream news outlets, word spread over social media in a particularly horrific way. ISIS and Al Qaeda-linked Twitter and Facebook accounts posted links to watch the videos of the attack streaming live via services such as Periscope and Meerkat. They appear to have a sophisticated knowledge of influential American and international media personalities, and in many cases sent them these links directly over social media. Enough were re-tweeted to send the live-stream link viral almost immediately, even before these individuals’ networks covered the story. Viewers could see the video taken by the drone as it sped toward the Capitol, and even more gruesome video feeds from body cameras worn by the shooters. Viewers all around the world were able to see the attack take place in real time before the links were taken down. By that point the videos had already been captured and redistributed. Already, Jordanian intelligence has identified at least one new ISIS recruiting video which features footage believed to depict this attack.

Efforts remain under way in Washington and the surrounding areas to determine if any elements of this plot remain. The drone operator has thus far eluded capture, and presumably intends to make his way back to the Middle East.
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Could It Really Happen?

You’ve just read the details of a fictional attack, but—like all the scenarios you will read—the strategy and tactics involved have a strong basis in fact. The elements involved, as you will see, are all too familiar.

Unfinished Business: The U.S. Capitol

On September 11, 2001, United Airlines Flight 93, the fourth plane hijacked by Al Qaeda terrorists, crashed in a field in Pennsylvania. The hijackers’ plans were thwarted by a courageous group of passengers and crew including Todd Beamer, a software salesman from New Jersey, who was heard saying “Let’s roll” over an open phone line just before they stormed the cockpit. Their heroic actions won the first victory in the war on terror and no doubt saved many other American lives.

We will never know for certain whether Flight 93 was headed for the Capitol or the White House, though in my estimation the Capitol was the target. As the 9/11 Commission reported, when planners first gathered to discuss targets in 1999, “all of them wanted to hit the Capitol.”1

Terrorists take great pains to achieve the element of surprise against their victims, but their actions can sometimes be more predictable than they might like to think. Al Qaeda, for instance, has a well-established tendency to take their unfinished business very seriously. If they miss an opportunity to take out a target, if they fail in the execution, or if they pull off the attack but are not able to do significant enough damage to achieve their goals, that target will remain on their hit list. The evidence suggests they will attack again.

They showed this tendency even before 9/11. The October 2000 bombing of the destroyer USS Cole came about because Al Qaeda terrorists in Yemen bungled their first attempt to damage an American warship in the port of Aden. In January they managed to launch a small boat loaded with explosives with the intent of attacking another destroyer, USS The Sullivans, which was docked in Aden at the time. However, they had misjudged the weight of the explosives and the overloaded boat sank.2 They missed their target but found another when the USS Cole arrived in October. Using the same method of operation and having learned from their mistakes, they were able to launch a successful suicide-boat attack against the Cole that cost the lives of seventeen American sailors and wounded dozens more.3

Similarly, after 9/11, Al Qaeda targeted but was not initially able to kill American diplomatic personnel in Jordan. They eventually assassinated Laurence Foley, an administrator for the United States Agency for International Development, in 2002—but, according to the Jordanian government, Foley “was not their main target.” When the gunmen were captured and confessed, Jordanian officials learned that Al Qaeda had an unidentified “main target” in Jordan but “must have thought that Mr. Foley was an easier target at the time.”4 But killing American diplomats was the goal, and once again a loose end was tied up.

A more complicated example is the relationship between the 1993 World Trade Center bombing and the attacks of September 11, 2001. While the involvement of Osama bin Laden and Al Qaeda proper has not been conclusively proven, there were distinct connections. Ramzi Yousef, who planted the bomb that killed six people and wounded more than a thousand, was a nephew of Khalid Shaikh Mohammed and had received money from his uncle before the 1993 attack.5 KSM, of course, would go on to work closely with bin Laden to plan the 9/11 assault. Furthermore, Ramzi Yousef was known to have stayed in a home in Pakistan owned by bin Laden himself.6 When the 1993 bombing killed only six people—which a responding FBI agent described as “a miracle,” according to the 9/11 Commission—Yousef was disappointed. Apparently, he had hoped to kill closer to 250,000.7

It is not difficult to imagine that Ramzi Yousef’s failure to inflict mass casualties at the World Trade Center—the “unfinished business” of 1993—featured in the thinking of his uncle, Khalid Shaikh Mohammed, the mastermind of 9/11. The World Trade Center was always on the list of targets discussed, going back to the earliest planning meetings in 1999.8 Also on that list: the United States Capitol.

Political Sophistication

The temptation of many Americans is to view terrorists as bloodthirsty maniacs with little education in or understanding of our way of life. That can be a dangerous mistake.

During the planning of the 9/11 attacks, Osama bin Laden appears to have expressed a specific desire to hit the White House and the president. He likely assumed that American power was concentrated around the single individual in charge of the executive branch of the government.

But lead hijacker Mohamed Atta, who was to be the operational commander in the field, leaned instead toward a strike on the U.S. Capitol. Atta seemed to have sensed the power of the legislative branch of the American government—and believed that crippling Congress so it was no longer able to hold sessions would be a devastating blow to the United States. He also understood that the Capitol was perhaps the most vivid symbol of American democracy. Indeed, in a sign of how politically sophisticated terrorists can be, it was Atta who specifically pegged a date range for the attacks “after the first week in September,” because he knew Congress would be in session after their August recess.9

An Al Qaeda–ISIS Alliance

Al Qaeda may harbor a strong desire to go after the Capitol again, but for a major operation like that, they might need help. The Islamic State would make an ideal partner. This cooperation could be born out of a general alliance between the two groups, an eventuality that is hardly out of the realm of possibility.

ISIS and Al Qaeda have had a complicated relationship. ISIS initially grew out of Al Qaeda’s Iraqi affiliate but first made a name for itself in Syria’s civil war, where it fought against not only Bashar al-Assad’s forces but against other rebel groups, including the Al Qaeda–sponsored Nusra Front. As ISIS captured more and more territory and shocked the world with horrific acts played out on video for all to see, the conventional wisdom was that Al Qaeda’s stock was falling10, that it was being pushed out by the younger, brasher terror group on the scene.

But Al Qaeda should not be counted out. Their leader, Ayman al-Zawahiri, is still at large and is certainly a seasoned veteran of the global jihad. Other top-tier Al Qaeda operatives congregate as part of the Khorasan Group, a very small, elite unit of such concern to the United States that our military launched a series of strikes targeting them specifically in 2014. And Al Qaeda is apparently still capable of taking advantage of a crisis. Secretary of Defense Ashton B. Carter admitted in April 2015 that, thanks to the ongoing civil war in Yemen, Al Qaeda in the Arabian Peninsula, or AQAP, is “making direct gains on the ground there.”11

In the fall of 2014, the Associated Press reported that Al Qaeda and ISIS may already have engaged in some limited cooperation in Syria.12 High-level meetings at least took place, which indicates the potential for closer collaboration. It would be difficult to predict whether any eventual partnership would be on equal terms; this would depend on each group’s fortunes. The two groups remain engaged in a deadly competition for dominance, with ISIS currently leading the race for leadership in the global jihad. They may end up merging in the years to come.

One option for Al Qaeda, especially if it finds itself weakened—by, say, the death of al-Zawahiri—would be for them to pledge their allegiance to ISIS by swearing an oath of bayat. This was what Boko Haram, a Nigerian terrorist group with a fearsome reputation of its own, did in March of 2015.13 Their leader, Abubakar Shekau, released an audio tape on which he swore his group’s “allegiance to the Caliph of the Muslims,” ISIS leader Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi.14 A few days later, ISIS formally accepted Boko Haram’s fealty.15

While the extent of coordination between these groups in different parts of the world remains to be seen, it is significant that Boko Haram has offered itself to the service of ISIS’s growing caliphate. Boko Haram referred to the ISIS head as “Caliph of the Muslims,” their true religious leader, and CNN reported that ISIS’s acceptance message expressed their view that “the caliphate…has expanded to western Africa.”16

It’s likely too early to say for certain, but we may be looking at signs of increased coalescence among Islamist extremist forces around the world. Pragmatic minds in Al Qaeda’s leadership may well see the wisdom in getting the disparate elements of the global jihad to join forces. This would create a far more lethal, like-minded jihadist army with access to money and weaponry and dedicated to the single mission of attacking the United States, undermining Americans’ way of life, and creating chaos and casualties wherever possible.

Infiltration Through Canada

When Americans talk about “the border,” they almost always mean the 1,993-mile line separating the southern United States from northern Mexico. As we will see later in this book, the situation on our southern border is certainly disturbing. But we cannot forget about our northern border between Canada and the top of the continental United States, which is almost exactly twice as long: 3,987 miles. There are 1,538 additional miles of border between eastern Alaska and the Canadian provinces of British Columbia and the Yukon Territory.17 Simply put, that’s a lot of room for something to go wrong.

Our enemies are likely aware of the fact that the southern border gets more attention among the media and politicians than the northern, which is precisely why they might use this avenue to smuggle operatives into the United States. While we work very closely with the Canadians to keep our border safe, the vast and often barren expanses of the area present a particular challenge. A Fox News investigation in 2014 offers a snapshot of some of the difficulties
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