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Dedication




This book is dedicated to all patriots, folks who believe in American Exceptionalism and our rule of law. 





Author’s Note




I started out with an idea for having a little fun with “conspiracy theory”only to discover how well documented some of those “theories” are. As an example, I had this idea for a group that could control the news. Then I discovered a real-life cabal of 1000+ journalists who work together to control what stories are reported and what spin to put on that news. They’re called the GameChangers Salon. Also, whenever a real-life person is named, I do so in a context that is documented by fact, whether it’s their own writings or court documents. After all, I have no desire to defend myself in a law suit for libel. Finally, this book is written from a conservative perspective because, in reality, that’s the only way the story could work. There’s not as much tension in the political status quo of two parties duking it out just to keep things the same. So, I realize there are some things in here that might upset some and really upset others. Remember, it’s still fiction and in the end I hope you find it entertaining and, perhaps, thought provoking.











Prologue













An omen? Abdul Aleem Malik Fawaz exited the black government sedan and straightened the kuffiyeh covering his head as he glanced at the residence to his left. The building’s planners had designed it first as the Presidential Palace, but budgetary constraints were common even in that day. He recalled his first visit there and how disappointingly small the building seemed compared to its reputation. This evening its façade glowed a dull orange, reflecting the brilliant sunset to the southwest and reminiscent of the desert sands. The effect made it seem even smaller. 

The sun setting on that building. Was that an omen of what was to come for the country as well?

Today, he wore a charcoal gray suit rather than his customary thobe and bisht, robes appropriate for his role as a Senior Fellow. Today, he had an important meeting at the highest level. Today could possibly mark the beginning of a new era, the time for the emergence of a new world order ordained long ago. Yet, at no time had the pieces been in place to make that happen. Until today. 

Fawaz accepted his briefcase from the driver and turned toward the main doors to the lobby of the building where his meeting was to take place. He entered the building and welcomed the warmth and the respite it provided from the frigid January day.

“Credentials please,” requested the security officer clothed in a dark blue, wool suit. The lapel mic and earpiece of his communication device were not obvious, unlike the bulge of a handgun inside his jacket.

For the second time, Fawaz presented his creds. At the gate, the car had undergone a thorough inspection. This time it would be his person, his travel mug, and briefcase, so he handed those items to the officer without a word. He’d been here often enough to know the routine.

The officer in turn lowered them behind his desk and ran them through the scanner Fawaz knew was there. The man glanced at the monitor before him and raised the case again to place it on top of the desk. He lifted the mug, opened the travel lid, and sniffed. Satisfied that its contents were innocuous, he handed it back to Fawaz and extended a white plastic tray toward him.

“The contents of your pockets, please.”

Fawaz emptied his pockets to reveal only two items, his wallet and a chain holding two keys, one to his apartment and one to his office. 

“Step over here, please.”

Fawaz moved into the whole body scanner, similar to those used at some airports. The guard frowned.

“Please step back. What is in your coat pocket, sir?” He again extended the tray toward the Fellow.

Fawaz sighed. He’d forgotten the ornate—and expensive—pen his sister had given him to celebrate his promotion to Senior Fellow. He removed it from his jacket’s inside pocket and placed it in the tray. A second officer appeared from a doorway behind the desk.

“So sorry, I forgot it was there.”

The second officer inspected and scanned the items in the tray, while Fawaz returned to the body scanner and successfully passed through. He reclaimed his personal items and without words, followed the second officer. They already knew whom he was to meet.

The guard ushered him directly into the office of Roberta Faris, an advisor on national security affairs. She was the third such advisor in her position and had the ear of their leader, but she was the first to embrace Islam openly. Her predecessors had been secularists, with no religious leanings, unless one viewed human secularism as a religion unto itself. She had been the one to recommend Fawaz for his promotion, and for that, he overlooked the fact of her gender.

“Abdul, it is good to see you again.” She extended her hand, which he shook before taking the chair across from her where she motioned him to sit. In the past, she had relegated him to the wooden chair across the desk from her. Today, they sat as equals in an informal sitting area.

“I read your report, and Imam Mahdavi has confirmed your conclusions. Have you anything to add?”

Fawaz nodded. “Indeed, I do. There were names and locations I did not feel comfortable placing in writing.”

“I understand. Please keep them to yourself right now.”

He gave her a questioning look.

“I think you understand why I ask that.”

He did. Plausible deniability. The United States’ CIA had coined the phrase during the Kennedy administration, and it again became “popular” during the Iran-Contra affair of the 1980’s. The concept rarely, if ever, worked, so he was surprised that Faris would even think to rely upon it.

Nevertheless, who was he to question a superior, someone who had direct influence on his career?

They discussed his written report, and he offered three distinct courses of action to initiate their response. All of them focused on the political aspects of the problem, as requested. It was, after all, an election year for the United States. The man they worked for was the consummate politician, who saw governing as a game of politics and himself as the ultimate competitor. To Fawaz, it appeared that the man’s need to win superseded the needs of the people. Yet, that flaw, that lack of true leadership, fit perfectly with the goal of Islam, to make the world an Islamic state. The man’s popularity polls had plummeted, and his standing among world leaders had become fodder for the European tabloids. The man was a classic narcissist, who continued to believe himself infallible. Yes, Allah could use him.

Ms. Faris nodded and looked thoughtful as he laid out his case and recommendations. At the end of his presentation, she stood, walked across the room, and proceeded to place his report in the shredder behind her desk. She turned back to him and said, “I expect you to remove all traces of this report as well. Shred any hard copies and wipe clean any electronic versions, as well as any correspondence pertaining to it.”

Fawaz nodded. He had expected as much and would comply. Mostly. Direct order or not, he would make sure he had personal insurance. If he would somehow end up in a U.S. Federal Court, he would need leverage, and he knew these people well enough to know how rough they played. There were few places in the world where he could hide, and none of those locales were particularly hospitable or welcoming. He took a sip from his mug and with care, positioned it on the table beside him with the digital recorder’s mic pointed toward Faris’ chair. 

Ms. Faris retrieved something from her desk and returned to the sitting area to join him. The envelope in her hand seemed thin.

“Your recommended options are all quite reasonable, but we have discussed a different course of action, in light of waning popularity polls. Here is what we would like you to do.” She handed him a single sheet of paper from the envelope and watched as he read.

 “I believe you have contact with people in Detroit and elsewhere who can accomplish this. Yes?”

Fawaz couldn’t believe what he read. Were they really willing to take such a step? 

He looked up at her and tried to read her eyes, only to see his own reflection in the ice.

“Y-yes, I have such contacts.” He wanted to question her, but something held him back.

“Good. How soon can we expect it?”

He tried to think, but the potential ramifications of this plan flooded his brain. He struggled to pull his thoughts together.

“One month perhaps. It will require planning and perfect timing. I can give you a timetable, if you wish, after I’ve made contact with these people.”

She shook her head. “That won’t be necessary. In fact, the less we know the better. Just make sure it’s completed before the spring primaries.”








One




The groundhog had failed. Whether or not he had seen his shadow was irrelevant to the fact that Punxsutawney Phil had died during his long winter nap, and his handlers hadn’t noticed until it was time to rouse him for his day in front of national television. They’d had no time to call up a replacement rodent while Buckeye Chuck and Canada’s Wiarton Willie took the stage to provide conflicting forecasts.

Not that either prognostication made a difference to Fawaz. Detroit seemed stuck between the two, just as it was geographically between them and at the moment, was encountering a historic, and freak, storm. After the storm arrived from the north and dumped over a foot of snow on the area, an unexplained warm front from the south moved in to turn the precipitation to sleet that added over two inches of ice to already hazardous roadways. Roads were impassable. Trees, broken from the weight of the ice, made navigation of local roads like a maze, if you had chains for your tires and the raw nerve to venture outside. The ice had destroyed the power grid as well, taking out major substations and power lines in a one-two punch that would take weeks to replace. 

Worse, information was hard to obtain. With no power, local radio and television stations operated on limited backup power with what seemed like an even more limited broadcast radii. The internet was intermittent at best, but totally gone at his current location. Powerless cell towers dumbed down the smartest of phones.

Fawaz stood at the window of the Islamic Foundation’s office and stared at the bleak scenery. The hum of the mosque’s backup power generators seemed distant, yet they had provided the electricity needed to keep the facility warm. Hundreds of followers had braved the storm, when it was first snow, to seek refuge there. For that, he was grateful. Why he was there was a different matter.

He turned his head as someone placed a hand on his shoulder. He had not heard anyone enter the office.

“Be at peace, brother. All will happen in Allah’s timing.”

Fawaz shook his head and turned to face the man. He gave a curt bow in respect to the imam.

“I did not hear you come in, Imam.”

The older man gazed into Fawaz’s eyes and furrowed his brow. “I suspect it is not the storm that truly bothers you.”

Fawaz knew that to be true, but did he dare to confess his real concerns to the man? He did not want to appear weak before this man.

 Imam Al-Bashara had founded the Islamic Foundation and this masjid, or mosque, and guided it to become one of the nation’s largest. He, also, had served time in federal prison for directing money to Al-Queda, a mission he continued using much more discreet methods. Fortunately, the United States’ current Justice Department turned a blind eye toward such activities these days as part of an administration that favored Islam while giving lip service to Christianity in order to appease the progressives who kept it in power.

He decided it would do no good to hide things from this man. “Imam, you are correct. Please understand. I am not a coward. I am willing to give up my life for Allah. It’s just that I have finally attained a position of influence, and I do not believe I am destined to play such a direct role in the coming jihad. I can be much more effective in my role as a Senior Fellow and policy analyst. I do not understand why I have been tasked to take part in this.”

The imam nodded. “I suspected as much. All I can say is that there must be some reason. Allah has something to teach you here. What that is, I cannot say.”

Fawaz wanted to believe that, but he suspected he had been set up to become the scapegoat, the one who would take the blame in order to keep his superiors out of trouble. If so, the surprise might be theirs.

 “I am also worried about the delay. We have a timetable to keep if we are to have maximum effect on our target. We are now a day late and are likely to remain held up by the weather for another two. More, if this bankrupt city’s street department is unable to clear our way out.”

The imam smiled. “I cannot control how much longer this storm will last, but I can assure you a safe road out. It pays to have brothers-in-Allah in positions of control in the public works office. I have been assured that you will have a direct road out of the ice as soon as feasible.”

Fawaz returned the smile and gave the teacher a curt bow. “Thank you, Imam.”

“No, thanks be to Allah,” said the man in his habitual reply.

A knock at the door caught both men’s attention. One of the congregants bowed at the door, a fearful look on his face.

“Imam, you must come quickly. The ice has cracked the western half of the main dome. It looks like it may collapse at any time.”

The imam’s visage became stern. “Do not panic. Start moving people into the education wing. We can—"

Another man appeared. “Imam, part of the dome has just collapsed. We have injuries, and the cold has already dropped the temperature in the building. I don’t think our generators can provide adequate power to compensate.”

The imam took a deep breath in exasperation and rushed from the office.




*     *     *

Bradley Graham paced the small front office of his son’s elementary school. During the middle of the night, he had awakened and felt an unease he was not accustomed to. That, of itself, would have made it difficult to return to sleep, but his mind became troubled over the safety of his family. 

“Brad! To what do we owe this honor?” Principal Harris Burke emerged from his back office and extended his hand in greeting. Brad and Harris had been friends since college, and Brad had, on more than one occasion, used his contacts and influences to benefit the school. 

“I’m sorry, Harris. I know this is an imposition, but Cara and I have decided to pull Mark from school and take him with us to Florida.”

Harris gave him a quizzical look. “Oh? Decided to take a little side trip to a certain amusement park, eh? I sure would, if I was headed to Orlando on business.”

Brad smiled. He hadn’t even considered that option, but maybe that diversion was just what he needed. They needed. 

“Look, I know you ask for a week’s notice, to give the teacher time to prepare any assignments, but, well . . .” He paused and shifted to a whisper. “. . . I think God is warning me about his safety. I woke up about three a.m. with him on my heart and feeling very unsettled.”

Harris gave a knowing smile. “Then, by all means, he should go with you.”

The principal personally went to retrieve Mark from his third grade class on the second floor of the building, along with any homework assignments expected of the boy for the next four days. Brad appreciated the accommodation of both Harris and Mark’s teacher, Leslie Fairley, who would have to drop everything to write out the upcoming obligations for the boy.

As he waited, his cell phone rang, with a distinctive tone assigned to but one person. 

“Hi, dear.”

“Any problems?” asked his wife, Cara.

“None. Have you packed?” This trip had been a surprise for her, too. 

“Of course. Who do you think you’re talking to?” She laughed.

Brad should have known better than to ask. His wife was the detail person. Organization personified. She had probably finished packing her bag and one for Mark before he’d even arrived at the school. 

“And, since we’re all going with you, I looked into admission to all the surrounding tourist options.”

It was his turn to laugh. While his mind focused on his upcoming speech and half a dozen meetings to raise money for his U.S. Senate bid, she thought first and foremost about them, her family. No, he realized, an amusement park was not the 'Happiest Place.' Wherever they were together took that title.

“We’ll see. That will depend on how the fundraising goes.” He paused. “Look, we’re running close. As soon as I have Mark, we’ll head back for you. I’ll call when we’re a couple of minutes away and meet you at the garage.”

“I expected as much. The bags are already by the garage door. See you soon.”

He slipped his phone into the cell pocket of his jacket.

“Dad?”

He turned to see Harris and Mark entering the office. Mark looked worried.

“Hey, big guy. Surprise! Hope you don’t mind a short vacation to Florida.” He tousled his son’s sandy brown hair before grabbing the extra books and papers Harris had extended to him. 

The boy’s eyes widened. “All right!” He pumped his fist in the air. 

Brad looked at his friend. “Thanks, Harris. I owe you one.”

Harris huffed. “Not on your life. After everything you’ve done to help Northgate Christian Academy, we all owe you more than we could ever repay. Have a great, and successful, trip, Senator.” Harris smiled.

As the father and son walked toward their car, the boy looked up at his dad. “Dad, why did he call you Senator? I thought the election’s supposed to be in November.”

Brad chuckled. “It is, Mark, it is. Mr. Burke was just being optimistic.”

Mark crunched his brow for a moment. “Oh. I get it.” He placed his arms out in front of his chest and pretended to hold something in both hands as he moved his torso up and down and around from right to left and back again.

Brad smiled but remained puzzled by Mark’s actions. Finally, he asked, “What in the world are you doing?”

“Being optimistic.”

“Huh?”

“Yeah, practicing for my favorite ride. I’m tall enough to ride it now.” The boy kept up his strange movements as he now ran toward the car.

Brad laughed. He knew when he was outgunned.

As he climbed behind the wheel, he glanced at Mark in the backseat to make sure he was buckled in. Cara and Mark would be with him, where they would be as safe as he could possibly make them. Why did he still feel unsettled?




*     *     * 

“Slow down, Muhab. We cannot afford to be stopped.” This was the third time Fawaz had warned the man since their departure from Detroit. 

Muhab eased up on the gas pedal and brought their speed down to three miles over the limit. They now blended in well with the traffic flow. 

“Trust me. This speed will not make our trip that much longer.”

The driver gave Fawaz a steely gaze.

“That is not why I am annoyed.”

“I do not care why you are annoyed,” replied Fawaz. “We’ve been given a task to do, and I do not wish to fail before we even get there.” Fawaz had no doubt that a police traffic stop would escalate to a full-fledged search, which would result in a one-way trip to jail.

“We won’t,” said Naji from the backseat where he and Sabir had been talking in hushed tones. “We are taking the fight to the heartland of the infidels. Allah is on our side. We will succeed.”

Fawaz turned in his seat and looked at the younger man, unsure whether to praise him for his confidence or chide him for being impudent. 

“Do not get overconfident, Naji. Did you not notice what we saw in Detroit?”

“Sure, snow and ice. It’s winter.” Sabir, sitting next to Naji, looked equally as smug.

Fawaz frowned. 

“Do either of you believe in omens?” 

Fawaz did. Perhaps it had been the influence of his grandmother. She had always credited this or that as a sign of things to come. She would have a premonition of some family tragedy or a feeling about something good soon to happen. Fawaz could remember as a child when she would boast of her accuracy, reminding everyone in the family when something happened, good or bad, that she had forewarned them of the event. He’d been in awe of her fortunetelling ability, her sixth sense. In adult hindsight, he now realized she’d only boasted when she’d been correct and had said nothing when she’d been wrong. Her batting average was more like .150, not good enough to put her in the major leagues, or to even warrant her own 1-900 psychic hotline. Still, her superstitions had rubbed off on him, despite his advanced degrees in public policy and mathematics.

“Don’t you find it strange that the ice storm only hit parts of Detroit? The imam received reports of a dozen masjids damaged by the ice. We saw a number of them as we left. Did you see a single Christian church with damage?”

The four men sat in silence for several minutes. Muhab broke the ice. “Abdul has a point. There was no ice south of I-94. We could have left two days ago, on schedule. All we had to do was push the car a mile down Highway 39 until we reached ice-free road. Don’t know if that’s some kind of omen, but . . .”

Fawaz nodded.

Naji piped up. “The imam would just tell us that it was Allah’s timing and not to worry.”

Fawaz nodded at that, too. That is precisely what Imam Al-Bashara would say. Yet, as much as Fawaz wished to believe that, to have such a great level of faith, he couldn’t help but see things as his grandmother would have seen them—as another omen. 








Two




Amy Gibbs, RN, stood in the parking area of the large estate south of St. Louis, dressed to the nines in an expensive Givenchy evening gown, not her own, and Gianvito Rossi rhinestone peep-toe heeled sandals, also not hers. Covering her against the cold was Richard Nichols’ LL Bean wool pea coat, handed to her by a redheaded police officer whom she thought looked familiar. Although it itched her bare shoulders, she appreciated its warmth.

All around her, members of the Jefferson County Sheriff’s Office and the St. Louis Major Case Squad worked to search vehicles, identify women who had been held captive by human trafficker and the estate’s owner, Darko Komarčić, and secure the mansion for an extensive search. Amy, too, had been his non-consenting “guest” prior to her rescue less than half an hour earlier by Richard Nichols, a current friend, and her thought-to-be-dead, once-upon-a-time boyfriend, Lynch Cully.

“Amy, you okay?” asked her father, Lt. Col. Andrew Gibbs, Ret.

“Dad? What in the world are you doing here?” She was flabbergasted to find her father walking in the midst of the controlled chaos.

“Are you kidding? You’re my daughter. Do you think I’d let Richard risk his life by himself to get you? Hassle and I covered the outside for him, and believe me, I would have shot anyone who got in your way. No matter what the consequences.”

She felt his arms surround her and relished the sense of security and the warmth of his love for her. 

“Dad, Lynch is alive. He saved my life.”

Her father’s eyes widened. “Lynch? Cully?”

Before she could answer, she saw the paramedics wheeling Lynch out from the house toward their MedAir chopper. Several of the crew members came up to them and commented on being happy she was safe. How they knew what had happened to her was beyond comprehension, but she knew all too well that the MedAir rumor mill could rotate as fast as any of their chopper blades. At least there were no wisecracks about her outfit.

A moment later, Richard followed, and she watched as he approached his friends, Hassle and Clive. To Clive, he presented his hammer of Thor, one side collapsed and shattered. Crafted of Kevlar by Clive, she knew it had saved his life once, in Afghanistan. She wondered what had happened to it inside to destroy it.

After a couple of minutes of conversation, he broke free of his friends and stepped toward her. She excused herself from her father and approached Richard.

“Amy, I . . .” He paused. “I’m sorry. I honestly don’t know how you got involved in this. I didn’t have any—"

Amy put her finger on his lips to hush him. “I know you didn’t. We’re good. Really. My dad made a comment that sums it up. Folks need to take responsibility for their own actions and quit trying to blame others. You didn’t make Darko kidnap me. He did it on his own, and he’ll pay for it.” She placed her hand on his arm. “Like I said, we’re still good.”

Together, they watched as the MedAir crew lifted Lynch’s gurney aboard and secured it in place. 

“Excuse me a moment,” said Amy. Amy clutched the jacket across her chest and walked to the helicopter. She reached up to Lynch and took his hand. He looked down into her face, and she could see that somehow he’d changed. He’d been through some sort of ordeal. That was obvious. Yet, she couldn’t fathom what had changed. He simply had.

“I’m really glad to see you. Shocked—but truly happy.” She smiled and gazed into his eyes, not sure what she hoped to see.

“Amy.” His voice was a bit raspy, and she could see him holding his chest as he tried to talk, trying to negate the pain of breathing caused by the bullet he had taken to the left upper chest. A bullet meant for her. “I’m sorry. I—"

She squeezed his hand. “That’s okay. Take it easy. We’ll talk later.” She released his hand and nodded to the pilot and flight nurse. “Take good care of him.” She knew they would. The paramedic climbed aboard and gave her two thumbs up. 

As she walked back toward her father, she could hear the engines begin to whine and felt the rush of air from the blades as they began their escape from the earth. The old saying about helicopters filled her mind: “Helicopters don’t fly. They make so much noise, the earth rejects them.” Without needing to look, she could feel the aircraft lift off and ascend in a max power takeoff. 




*     *     *

Had her rescue from Darko’s estate really occurred two days earlier? Consumed with police statements for the past day and a half, she felt as if she remained a prisoner. Plus, Amy hadn’t slept well, and when Richard called in midmorning to offer to pick her up and go to the hospital, she put him off. She felt so confused. And torn. Clearly, Lynch had been through something life changing. He would need her, and she would support him in any way she could. Yet, there was Richard. With Lynch thought dead and after much counseling, she had moved on, and Richard had shown himself worthy.

About eleven a.m. the phone rang, and she glanced at the Caller ID. Barnes Hospital? Her heart began to race. Had something bad happened? Had there been complications in surgery? Then she thought, Maybe it’s Lynch calling.

“Hello?”

“Amy Gibbs?”

“Yes.”

“This is Sarah Wade. We’ve met in the E.D.”

Amy remembered the African-American female E.D. physician she’d met while flying a few patients into Barnes’ McKnight Trauma and Emergency Center. Her name had been among a few that had filled the local news after taking down a white supremacy group with plans of racial cleansing almost a year earlier. In recalling that, she recalled the name of the police officer who had given her Richard’s coat two days earlier, Sgt. Seamus O’Connor. He, too, had been instrumental in eliminating that threat.

“Doctor Wade, yes, I remember you. What can I do for you?”

“Actually, it’s what I’d like to do for you. I’ve arranged for the nurses to clear out all the visitors from Lynch Cully’s room at lunchtime so you and those involved in the takedown of those human traffickers can see him. I hope that’s okay.”

Amy’s indecision returned. She preferred seeing Lynch alone, to talk about what happened to him and, more importantly, what was happening with them. However, if Dr. Wade was going to such lengths to work out this group visit, perhaps that one-on-one time could wait.

“Thank you. I’ll see about getting there around noon. That’s really sweet of you.”

She heard the doctor laugh on the other end. “Amy, that’s the least I could do for everyone involved. I hope to see you there.”

Amy hung up and called Richard.

“Hey, I was just about to call you,” he said after answering his phone. “A Doctor Wade called a couple of minutes ago. She—"

“I just got off the phone with her,” interrupted Amy. “I’d like to go there with you, if that’s okay.”

“Okay? I’d love it. I’ll come get you.”

Amy shook her head, even though she knew he couldn’t see her. “No, no. I’ll pick you up. Barnes is down by your place. Makes more sense for me to pick you up than for you to drive all the way out here.” She looked at the clock, and then at her reflection in the mirror. “Forty-five minutes.” She confirmed the address and hung up, before getting frantic about not being ready in time.




 *     *     *

Fifty minutes later, she honked in front of the old home holding Richard’s apartment. He appeared at the doorway within seconds, making her believe he’d been standing inside waiting for her. He climbed into the passenger’s seat and leaned over to kiss her on the cheek. She felt awkward and almost backed away, but didn’t.

“Hey, thanks for driving. I still don’t know my way around town very well.”

“As I said, made more sense for me to get you. “

He scrutinized her. “You okay?” 

She looked at him. Such a difference between him and Lynch. She chastised herself for yet again comparing the two. However, now she realized she was going to have to, if she was ever going to make up her mind and end her confusion.

“Didn’t sleep much last night, but otherwise, yeah, I’m okay.”

He nodded. “Me neither.” He looked at the buildings go by as she drove. “Amy, look, I’m, uh, glad Lynch is alive. I mean that. And I’m still really, really sorry I couldn’t confide in you, and that you got messed up in that whole thing with Darko. I don’t know how I can make that up to you. I just hope we can go on being friends.”

Amy reached over and grasped his hand. “I told you the other day, we’re good. I wasn’t hurt. Hey, I even got to keep a $1,500 evening gown and $1,200 pair of to-die-for shoes. I think I’ve been compensated for my time.”

She said that; yet the fact that she’d been kidnapped and almost drugged to become some pervert’s sex slave still played like slow motion reruns in her brain. How would that play into her post-traumatic stress disorder? Her therapist expected to see her in two days.

And where in the world could she expect to wear that outfit? The MedAir Christmas party? Would she even want to wear that gown, with it being a reminder of the incident? Maybe eBay?

“Hey, do you think they’ll let us stay long, or shoo us out after a brief visit?”

“I guess that will depend on Lynch.”

“Yeah, I guess that’s true.”

“Why?”

He waggled his head a bit. “I guess I’m being a bit selfish, but the American Patriot Conservative Caucus started this morning in Orlando, and this guy, Brad Graham, from right here in St. Louis, is giving the keynote address at one o’clock local time. I’ve been following him since I arrived in town, and I’d like to hear him.”

Amy nodded. She, too, had found Mr. Graham’s political rise fascinating, and she certainly liked what she’d heard from him, and about him, so far. In fact, local news outlets had hinted at his making a major announcement of some sort. Now, she felt curious and eager to watch as well.








Three




Fawaz paced as they awaited their fifth member, Usayd. Muhab, Naji, and Sabir sat on the motel beds cleaning and preparing their equipment one more time. They would make their noontime prayers, the dhuhr, at twelve-fourteen and depart. Their target would be back from lunch by then.

The other men looked drained, but then, a night of debauchery would do that. All of them knew there was a chance, a remote chance, that they might face death. Like their brethren who had taken down the Twin Towers, they spent the previous evening drinking and satisfying their carnal desires with prostitutes. Should they escape alive, they would make penance for their sins. 

Fawaz would have no need. He had remained true to the Quran and would not need to pay for such fleshly deviance.

Yet, Fawaz wondered what such penance might consist of. The target was a soft target, one chosen to send a message, not start a war. He wondered, however, whether their wearing traditional garb might not do just that. No, this was not to be a suicide mission. He expected no reward of virgins in paradise. No, Fawaz did not expect any problems. Their biggest potential hurdle was all in the timing. 

Current police tactics, based upon their Multiple Assault Counter Terrorism Action Capability, or MACTAC, training would have the first four responders move in immediately to engage them. In reality, while the first responder might arrive on the scene within minutes, the time required to assemble a team of four would likely be a minimum of five minutes. Adding in the time it would take for staff members to realize what was happening, call 9-1-1, explain the situation, and for the dispatcher to place the call for units to respond, they could add three more minutes. The first responders would come to the main door just as they would, leaving the perimeter open until a force of police could arrive to secure it. That gave them time to flee behind the building. Still, they had to get in, do their work, get out, and get away within less than ten minutes.

The men flinched at a knock on the door, and the room became quiet. Naji placed his finger on the trigger of his AK-74. With the Russian’s recent adoption of the newer AK-12, thousands of surplus AK-74s became available throughout the Middle East, and hundreds had been “imported” into the U.S. The Kalashnikovs would be more for show than necessary to deal with their target. Still, they liked the assurance of protection that such firepower gave them.

Sabir peeked through the window curtains. “It is Usayd.” He stepped to the door and opened it to their partner.

“Did you get what we need?” asked Fawaz.

The man nodded. “Of course. Did you doubt me?” He smiled. “A Ford Econoline work van. White. Automatic transmission, as requested. I found it in the parking lot at a large mall south of the city. The owner had a work badge for one of the department stores, so it should not be noticed as stolen until the end of his shift. We should be well on our way back to Detroit by then.”

Fawaz looked at his watch. Time for prayer. He walked over to the corner of the room and took hold of his prayer rug, his sajada. Pointing the notch in the top toward Mecca, he prepared to perform wudu, the ritualistic washings necessary before prayer. The others followed suit.

By twelve forty-five, they had completed their prayers and petitions to Allah for success. A surge of energy flowed through the group.

“Allah will honor our prayer. I can feel his power,” said Naji.

Fawaz suspected they felt an adrenaline rush that anticipated the task they were about to undertake. Yet, he would say nothing. Naji could be right. Allah most surely could use adrenaline for his purposes. 

Each man placed his Kalashnikov into a duffle designed to hide it. They would leave the bags behind in the stolen van, so the men wore vinyl gloves to avoid fingerprints and reduce the risk of DNA transfer to the canvas. Fawaz took the keys to their vehicle from the nearby tabletop. He would be the getaway driver. 

Usayd opened the door and glanced both ways outside the motel. The maid’s cart was at the other end of the row, and no one else was visible. “It is clear.”

Fawaz took their personal bags and loaded them into the back of their SUV. Having prepaid, he left the key to the room on the table while the others loaded into the stolen van. He closed the door to the room and approached Usayd who now sat in the driver’s seat. 

“You are clear as to where I’ll be waiting, right?”

Each man nodded and Fawaz watched as they unpacked the assault rifles and placed them on the floor. Each man’s weapon was within immediate reach for fast egress when they arrived. Upon arrival at the building’s parking lot, they would don their kuffiyehs and cover their faces before exiting the van.




*     *     * 

As one o’clock approached, Richard nudged Amy. She gave him a subtle nod. With assistance, Lynch had moved from his hospital bed to the adjacent chair where he sat talking with Mike and Mary Southworth, new friends who had taken him in while he worked through his amnesia. They had turned on the television earlier for the local news and the top headlines had been about breaking the human trafficking ring and Lynch’s return from the dead.

She eased past one of the myriad of get-well balloon bouquets and approached Lynch.

“Hey, if it’s okay with you, Richard and I are going out to the waiting area for a while. We’d like to watch the keynote speech at the American Patriot Conservative Caucus. We’ll be back when it’s over.”

Lynch grabbed her hand.

“Hey, will we get some time together? We need to talk.”

She nodded. “Sure. How about tomorrow? I can come back in the morning, alone.”

He smiled in return. “Okay. Why don’t you watch it in here? I need to get caught up on local and national events anyway.”

She laughed. “You might not want to. All everyone seems to talk about is how much of a failure the new federal healthcare act is.”

Lynch reached toward the bedrail and retrieved the television control looped around it. “Here. I’ll let you find it.”

Amy began to switch through channels. None of the local network affiliates offered coverage. MSNBC and CNN, likewise, showed no indication they were covering the convention. Surely, this is newsworthy, she thought.

“What are you looking for?” asked Mike.

“The American Patriot thing, where Bradley Graham is speaking.”

He chuckled. “Well, it’s sure not going to be covered by the liberal mainstream media. If Fox News doesn’t have it, then the internet is the only place you’ll find coverage. Try channel 48.”

Amy pressed the '4' and '8' to find the Fox News logo appear over a blank screen. A second later, Sean Hannity appeared onscreen.

“Welcome back. We’re going live now to Orlando, Florida, where the keynote speech at the American Patriot Conservative Caucus is about to be given by Missouri’s Bradley Graham. Graham is a state senator whose star has risen along with the growing popularity of the Tea Party movement, although he denies any involvement in any of that movement’s chapters. He has already announced that he’s running for the U.S. Senate, but there is uncertainty about his campaign, as neither the Republican nor Democratic Parties have claimed him or endorsed him. There has been rampant speculation about this speech, and we understand . . . Wait. He’s already at the podium and about to talk. We go to Orlando.”

The scene cut to a stage brightly festooned in red, white, and blue with the American flag and the “Don’t Tread on Me” flag of the Tea Party movement as bookends on the sides of the center stage.








Four


Brad Graham took a sip of water and looked out across the filled-to-capacity Orange County Convention Center. He took a deep breath and thought, Okay, it’s make it or break it time.

“Ladies and gentlemen, members of the press, all 12 of you . . .” Laughter filled the hall along with catcalls against CNN, CBS, and NBC. “. . . and my fellow patriots across the country, we are here today for what many hope will be a defining moment for the conservative movement. For far too long, the progressives, the liberals, the globalists, or whichever term you like to use, have pushed and prodded to move our country toward their vision of a global community, a community where they are the elite class who knows all and can do no wrong while everyone else depends upon their kindness just to sustain a bleak life in service to the government.”

Brad glanced at his notes on his tablet and decided to switch gears a bit. 

“In order for them to succeed, they would have to remove their problem child in the world community. And that problem child is us, the United States of America. A country founded on God-given rights. A country unlike any the world had known before. A country where, and I quote, ‘We hold these truths to be self-evident, that all men are created equal, that they are endowed by their Creator with certain unalienable Rights, that among these are Life, Liberty and the pursuit of Happiness. That to secure these rights, Governments are instituted among Men, deriving their just powers from the consent of the governed, that whenever any Form of Government becomes destructive of these ends, it is the Right of the People to alter or to abolish it, and to institute new Government, laying its foundation on such principles and organizing its powers in such form, as to them shall seem most likely to affect their Safety and Happiness.’ ”

He paused to let those words sink in. Most people stopped reading the Declaration of Independence after the word ‘happiness.’ And sink in they did. Thunderous applause threatened the structure of the building itself as the crowd erupted to their feet. Five minutes later, he was able to continue.

“Our federal government has become such a Form of Government. No longer is it a ‘government of the people, by the people, for the people,’ as Lincoln stated in his Gettysburg Address.

"No, as Oscar Wilde stated in his essay, ‘The Soul of Man Under Socialism’:

 Democracy means simply the bludgeoning of the

 people by the people for the people. 

That is what democracy means to the Progressives. They have created entitlements designed to make people dependent upon them. They have taken control of our healthcare with a bill nobody read. Well, somebody read it. They wrote it. They just didn’t want you to read it before they could make it law. They seek to take away our right to self-protection—and I don’t mean just our guns—and our right to self-govern. Democrat or Republican, it makes little difference. They have the same goal, and until the rise of the Tea Party, their arguments were simply for show while behind the scenes they created their Machiavellian schemes to . . . ”


 *     *     *

As the white van turned into the parking lot of the building, the three passengers donned their kuffiyehs and picked up their rifles. When the vehicle screeched to a stop in front of the main doors, Usayd donned his as well. Within seconds, they were out the doors and running toward the building 30 feet away.

Sabir reached the doorway first and pulled a can from his jacket pocket. He reached up and pointed the black spray paint toward the video camera a few feet overhead. 

Naji pulled on the door. Locked, as expected. He pulled a small wad of putty-like material from his pocket and placed it over the lock. After sticking a short fuse into it, he lit the fuse and turned away. The charge went off, and the door flew open on its hinges.

One minute down.


 *     *     *

Brad paused and took a sip of water. He looked into the cameras and continued. “We are not the villains portrayed by the liberal media. We are not extremists. We are not crazy, lazy, bigoted, mean-spirited, homophobic, anti-environmental, or any of the many terms used by the progressives to paint us as an enemy of this country. If they wish to seek an enemy, they need look only as far as a mirror. We are patriots, Americans who still believe in American Exceptionalism. We are still the country everyone else wants to come to, despite every effort of the progressives to degrade us into European style socialism. 

“But I don’t want to belabor the multitude of faults, lies, and corruption of the current government. It’s time to look ahead. It’s time to let America know what conservatism really stands for. We believe in family, a work ethic, self-responsibility, individual freedom, the sanctity of life, and those God-given rights to life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness. With regards to government, we believe in a constitutionally limited government that is fiscally responsible, as did our Founding Fathers. The progressives have burdened our future generations with trillions of dollars of debt. They have expanded government to a point where we have become a regulation nation. This has weighed down our businesses with expenses that do little more than line the pockets of lawyers and government bureaucracies, while costing Americans the jobs they need to support their families. And don’t even get me started on how the Federal Healthcare Act has crippled our job market and resulted in a two-tier healthcare system. It’s time to put that to an end.”

Once again, the crowd stood to its feet and cheered. 


 *     *     *

Harris Burke watched his old friend deliver the speech of a lifetime. More than once, he pumped his fist in the air and said “Yes!” to statements made by
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