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“. . .there is nothing ‘central’ about the
‘central front in the war on terror’. Nor is it a war in any
traditional military sense.”

– Marwan Bishara, Al-Jazeera’s Senior
Political Analyst, 31 December 2009

 



PART ONE

Sunday, September 11, 2011
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The hunt was on and patience favors the
hunter. . .

The tourist in khaki shorts and golf shirt
stood on the Orange Line platform at the L’Enfant Station of the
Washington DC Metro. He had a tour bus map in one hand and a camera
in the other. He peered intently at the camera’s small LCD screen,
then up to his wife near the pedestrian bridge. He was lining up a
picture of her against the backdrop of the cavernous station.

About forty feet away, Ghalib Hadad stood
near the edge of the platform lost in thought. It is so easy.
The Americans and Zionist infidels are lazy. They are ripe for the
harvest that is coming again. He hefted his backpack, nodding
to himself. Yes! They will soon feel the pain that our people
know. . .

The tourist pushed a quick sequence on the
focus button and was rewarded with a winking green LED. Via a 3G
wireless connection, the camera sent an encrypted signal seeking
confirmation. Nine seconds later, as he lined up another picture of
his “wife”, the image of Ghalib Hadad appeared on his viewfinder
screen with discrete pulsing text “Acquired”, then faded
out.

Hadad remembered his arrest nine months
earlier by Israeli authorities near Gaza. He was detained overnight
but his papers were impeccable. The fools even gave me lodging
and offered me money for the inconvenience. It was an omen; I am
among the Favored Of God!

The headlights of the Orange Line cars
appeared the distant tunnel, the tourist eased forward with the
crowd until he was next to Hadad. Timing would be everything.

Hadad recalled the training of his masters.
I will enter the car first, move to the next car then get off.
This will elude any follower. I will then proceed to the Yellow
Line. It will take me to the airport. . .

As the train emerged from the tunnel into the
terminal, its braking program kicked in and the wheels began to
squeal. The tourist pushed the shutter button - short, long,
short, long – then watched Hadad intently.

 


Ghalib Hadad felt a sharp stab exploding at
the base of his skull. A pulsing flash of white light fogged his
vision. The crowd noise now came in waves. Instinctively, he
slapped behind his head. He staggered, looking at his hand. His
last conscious thought was surprise; No blood! Someone
nudged him from behind and he toppled into the path of the Metro
train.

Later, Metro surveillance tapes showed
nothing but a surging crowd then Hadad, who collapsed and fell the
wrong way. The coroner ruled out foul play. However, a search of
the tattered remains of Hadad’s backpack revealed various
transportation system schedules and detailed street maps with
cryptic markings. Data retrieved from the smashed remains of his
cell phone and laptop’s hard drive disclosed a mother lode of
intelligence that would be mined for months.
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A white UH-1 “Huey” helicopter, with United
Nation markings, made its characteristic “whup-whup” noise
overhead while enroute to the international airport on the south
side of Mogadishu, Somalia. Three men inside the small, isolated
compound below paid scant attention. It was a routine route for the
hated Crusaders and several liaison flights a day were not
surprising.

One man with heavy beard looked up from a
work bench where he was carefully mating a remote control assembly
with a TATP detonator to a plastic container of PETN high
explosive. “Those running dogs,” He spat, as he carefully torqued a
retaining band, squinting closely at Iranian blueprints. “They seek
to corrupt our people with gifts, to buy their souls and woo them
from the true path.”

He finished his task and looked to another
man. “Do you need help with the martyrdom belts? We must soon pause
for prayer. . .”

 


Aboard the helicopter an ONYX OPS operator,
on loan from the CIA, re-checked her ruggedized Toughbook. It
depicted real-time imagery of the compound from a MQ-1B Predator
loitering overhead. She touched a function key that activated its
on-board Tacit Alumni interrogator.

“Bingo. . .” she breathed. A tap on the
screen enlarged the image of several buildings behind a stout wall.
Two red icons and a yellow one indicated special targets inside one
of the whitewashed buildings below. The most recent mug shots of
each of the three and their biographical information scrolled down
a pop-up window.

“Chief, take a high position over those
buildings.” She directed the pilot.

 


The Operator slid open the side door, swung
out an ungainly looking device and carefully sighted-in her target
area below. It resembled the cross between a large loudspeaker horn
and a small radar unit. She toggled an arming switch, depressed a
red button and heard the whine of a capacitor bank charging. Relays
popped twice and - <nothing> - no report, no
recoil.

A ten gigawatt, electromagnetic-pulse of a
few nano-seconds duration cooked the electronics of all cell phones
in the compound and stalled cars on the road outside. This would
stymie communications and mitigate collateral damage. A second,
specially-tuned RF burst, caused cases of electric blasting caps on
the workbench below to detonate.

The primary explosion sent plasma-like sheets
of flame venting through the doors, windows, a chimney then
disintegrated the flimsy roof. Shock waves buffeted the chopper as
it peeled away.

“Not much DNA left down there, boss,”
observed the pilot as spectacular secondary explosions of volatile
chemicals and homemade explosives continued, throwing chunks of
stone, mud brick and debris high into the air. The bomb factory,
the compound and three high-value Al-Qaeda operatives disappeared
in the roiling flames and smoke.
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In Northwest Arkansas, it was late Sunday
afternoon and Akram Jafari had just put away his lawnmower. He
enjoyed yard work, it was a pure activity. The look and
smell of fresh mown grass had a reward all its own.

Walking around the side yard to his patio,
the sweet, grassy smell was replaced by the smoky aroma of the
steaks his wife had on the barbeque grill. He waved to his two
daughters, ages seven and five, as they played on the swing set. He
took a deep breath. The air was fresh and clean. Life is
good. He thought again. We have much to be thankful for,
much to protect.

Two blocks away, a van with local Cable
company logotypes was driving slowly up his street. The driver’s
partner studied a laptop. The GPS-linked wireless display depicted
the local street network, their real time location and one red icon
at the house just ahead on the right.

 


Jafari had been a Colonel in the Pakistani
Directorate for Inter-Services Intelligence (ISI). For years, he
served as a broker for affairs between the ISI and the neighboring
Taliban regime. During the Soviet occupation, he was a key conduit
for information and supplies between the CIA and its mujahidin
proxies, many of whom later joined the Al-Qaeda terror
organization.

His insights, contacts and operational
knowledge of the personalities and inner working of both the Talban
and Pakistani intelligence organs proved invaluable. With the sea
change in political climate, he awoke to find himself between two
implacable adversaries and with few new friends.

Seeking a new identity and a new life, he
settled near Bentonville, Arkansas. Jafari and his family blended
easily into the growing Central Asian community there. Most of his
new friends, all from India and Pakistan, worked for the nearby
Information Services Division at the Global Headquarters of the
mammoth retailer, Walmart Stores. He established a new identity and
a small, but profitable, internet business.

As the van eased to the curb, the passenger
moved a curser over the red icon on his map. A drop down window
appeared with current pictures of Akram Jafari, his home and family
members. Biographical data and current intelligence scrolled down a
side box.

“OK, Jafari’s Tacit Alumni history is
golden,” he told the driver. “The NSA’s Purple Sash
intercepts of his internet and cell phone traffic indicate he’s
clean. This’ll be easy; I just deliver the paycheck.”

Two weeks later, Jafari hugged his wife as
they watched their daughters gleefully skip down the Main Street of
a famous Florida family resort. He wept tears of joy and thanks for
his new sponsors.

 



PART TWO

Fifteen Months Earlier

June 11-12, 2010
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The E-8C Joint Surveillance Target Attack
Radar System (JSTARS) aircraft of the 116th Control Wing at Robins
Air Force Base, just wrapped up a thirty-day deployment. The crew,
flying under the call sign Alpine 21, prepared to go home
when a priority message changed their plans. They would divert to
support a special mission now underway.

It was 0237 hours when the E-8C arrived over
its new location, ready for action. A cloudless sky and full moon
cast a silvery wash over the light-colored sand, the stunted,
scrubby trees and the rippling landscape of the desert below. Even
if the mission crew members had windows at their workstations, they
wouldn’t have time to appreciate the view.

The E-8C is a blue chip asset in the U.S. Air
Force’s portfolio of sovereign options. It is essentially an air
frame built around a world-class sensor, data processing and secure
joint communications platform. The Northrop Grumman AN/PVS 7 radar
system provides air, land and sea war fighting commanders, as well
as remote command nodes, an airborne battle management, command and
control capability unequalled in the world.

From a standoff location of up to 150 miles,
a JSTARS mission crew employs its radar in a variety of operational
modes. They can swiftly shift from wide area surveillance to
stationary and moving target location and classification, tracking
up to 600 targets simultaneously. Real-time intelligence data is
disseminated to joint force commanders via a variety of
internet-based and secure digital communications.

 


Alpine 21 was fresh from depot
maintenance at the Warner-Robins Air Logistics Center in Georgia
and smelled like a new car. The updated and extensively modified
Boeing 707-300, slid easily into a mission profile optimized to the
performance characteristics of its sophisticated sensor suite.
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Ebon Palace, a secret Command,
Control, Communications, Computing and Intelligence (C4I) node, is
located under a small mountain of over 200 feet of pre-stressed
concrete, layered rock and sand. Recognizable from its deep desert
surroundings only by a retractable antennae array, it has an
entrance tunnel with underground parking about a kilometer
away.

Inside, and four levels down, is the
semi-circular Command Core, the nexus for operations and decision
making. Forty-feet across, three tiers of seating face large flat
screen displays ranked on the walls opposite them. The seating and
flat screen array overlooks the “Pit” with its touch-sensitive
“SmartBoard” data fusion table at floor level.

For the duration of this particular mission,
Ebon Palace hosted a highly select set of distinguished
visitors and decision makers from the defense industry,
intelligence and Department of Defense communities. The Director of
ONYX OPS, code-named PALADIN, led this high-level effort, his
inter-agency action team tasked with ensuring the success of the
mission now underway.
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Aboard the E-8C, a Sensor Management Officer
scrutinized her display. The main AN/APY-7 radar array and powerful
data processors just finished detecting and cataloguing all fixed
structures in her current sector. Switching from Fixed Target
Indicator to Ground Moving Target Indicator mode, she began the
hunt for moving targets. Being the middle of the night, it was
concluded that only the bad guys would be out and moving
around.

Shortly, she reported a small convoy of five
vehicles traveling inbound to a village designated
“CHICAGO”. All of this activity appeared in real time on the
displays at Ebon Palace.
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“What you are seeing is the latest evolution
of data fusion and battlefield forensics, “ PALADIN explained to
his audience. “On the main screen is a base view of the greater
desert around the target area. It is from our most recent KH-12
Keyhole satellite pass.”

“Notice the shaded box that is moving near
center screen. It looks somewhat like a trapezoid.” Moving his
fingers over the touch-sensitive data fusion table, a colored box
appeared around the trapezoid. With a finger tap, the designated
area of desert expanded to occupy the main display above and behind
him.

“That is the sensor-sweep area covered by
Alpine 21, our supporting JSTARS platform. And these,”
PALADIN touched icons on the SmartBoard and several colored markers
appeared, “are targets of interest. That star is a fortified
village, designated CHICAGO. Also note, there are five
moving vehicles, about three kilometers to the north. They are now
inbound to CHICAGO.”

 


“Did you say fortified?” asked a
retired Air Force General. He was there mentoring some
representatives from the aerospace defense industry.

“Yes, General. The slides you see, on the
screen to your left, depict time-lapsed surveillance over the last
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