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Justice, justice shall you pursue.
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CHAPTER ONE THE DETECTIVES

Brooklyn, New York

I just got this crazy call from Italy,” said the man on the other end of the phone.

Dave Bitkower, assistant US attorney for the Eastern District of New York, had just been contacted by the FBI. It was a steamy Brooklyn summer day as Bitkower listened to Joint Terrorism Task Force Supervisor Ari Mahairas describe some wild scenes on a boat in the Mediterranean Sea. Just shy of thirty-six, wiry and intense, Bitkower was the type of attorney built for the extreme pressures of the Eastern District’s Violent Crimes and Terrorism Section—a runner, studious, even a former Jeopardy! champion. After graduating Harvard Law School, he had decided to serve his country, opting for downtown Brooklyn over a white-shoe law firm across the East River. It was a spartan life with long hours. And although he had a new wife and baby boy at home—a dumpy, unrenovated, third-floor walk-up in Brooklyn Heights—he rarely saw any of the three.

Mahairas explained that the Italian authorities had a man in custody who claimed to be a member of al Qaeda who had killed American soldiers. The man had been detained immediately, in June 2011, for relatively minor infractions and couldn’t be held for very long. If they didn’t act soon, this potential deadly terrorist would be dispatched to a low-security camp among the general refugee population hoping to emigrate to Europe. And Bitkower and Mahairas knew all too well how easy it was to sneak out of one of these camps and slip into Europe without a trace.

“What’s the name?” Bitkower asked.

“Spin Ghul.”

Bitkower knew the name. Ten years after the September 11 terrorist attacks, al Qaeda and its affiliates were more active than ever in plotting against Americans, including on US soil. The FBI, CIA, NSA, military, and even assistant US attorneys had to be on top of their game 24/7. Detainees at Gitmo were talking about Spin Ghul. His name had come up in an investigation into terrorism in Africa. Spin Ghul was one of the terrorists the nation’s counterterrorism investigators had been trying desperately to locate.

Despite the steady threat of terrorism since 9/11, President Barack Obama, in the third year of his first term, was busy trying to shift the tenor of US foreign policy. Giving a speech in Cairo, Obama had talked of “a new beginning between the United States and Muslims around the world, one based on mutual interest and mutual respect, and one based upon the truth that America and Islam are not exclusive and need not be in competition.” This stood in stark contrast to the uneasy reality on the ground—terrorists didn’t care about President Obama’s desire to reset America’s standing in the world. Extremists showed little interest in reconciliation.

If anything, the war on terror, including the ongoing wars in Iraq and Afghanistan, had acted as a tool of recruitment. The new face of terrorism was not extremists coming from abroad, but Americans and green card holders who had become radicalized. In 2009, a Colorado man and two friends had plotted to blow themselves up on three New York City subways, packed during the rush hour. In 2010, an attempt to detonate a car bomb in Times Square was foiled only by chance and the alertness of a souvenir vendor. And earlier in 2011, the Michigan-born Colleen LaRose aka “Jihad Jane” pleaded guilty to terrorism-related charges for plotting to kill a Swedish artist who had drawn an image of the prophet Mohammed.

While law enforcement was supposed to maintain the public face of confidence and composure, the reality was that they, and the American public they protected, often got lucky. Pretty much everyone familiar with these cases admitted as much privately. Bitkower had worked the New York City subway bombing plot and had seen firsthand how close the city had come to disaster. A young man from Queens living in Denver, Najibullah Zazi, and his two friends had planned to blow themselves up on the subway trains as they arrived at the Grand Central and Times Square Stations, potentially taking out hundreds of innocent commuters during rush hour. Law enforcement had known he was planning something and tracked his movements from Colorado to the George Washington Bridge, where he was stopped by Port Authority cops. But somehow Zazi was able to get onto the island of Manhattan and vanish. The only reason no one was hurt was because Zazi panicked and fled back to Colorado before he could do any harm. Bitkower was brought in to help interview Zazi in one of his first jobs running the Violent Crimes and Terrorism Section of the Eastern District.

Bitkower’s primary lesson from his experiences prosecuting and investigating terrorists was therefore far from reassuring. The terrorist threat was unrelenting. Determined young zealots came out of nowhere and focused on the softest targets throughout the world. It was impossible to stop all of them. But it was their job to try.

Upon hearing this latest FBI tip, Bitkower immediately grasped the urgency of the situation. If Italian authorities were holding the real Spin Ghul and ultimately let him go, his intention to commit mass murder would be directed at American and other Western targets. In just the previous few weeks, a suicide bomber on a motorbike had attacked a US consulate vehicle in Peshawar, Pakistan, killing one and wounding ten others; husband and wife suicide bombers had killed ten people at a Kolachi, Pakistan, police station; a bomber with al Qaeda–inspired Boko Haram had killed six in an attack on Nigerian police headquarters; and al Qaeda had announced that Ayman al-Zawahiri would lead al Qaeda, replacing Osama bin Laden, whom Navy SEALs had killed on May 2.

Bitkower walked down to the office of his fellow assistant US attorney Shreve Ariail. Shreve was a tousled-haired, friendly Virginian who had somehow remained buoyant even during what was a terrible year personally: a pipe explosion had destroyed his apartment, a basement walkout on Warren Street near the Brooklyn courthouse, and both his father and father-in-law had died within two months of each other. But Shreve’s generosity and diligent work ethic remained infectious.

Bitkower told Shreve about the case. The men knew each other well. They had worked together in Washington, DC, on Obama’s Guantánamo Review Task Force, where they were charged with the seemingly impossible task of figuring out what to do with the 240 accused terrorists being kept in extralegal detention.

Now they had another terrorist on their hands. They wondered about the circumstances under which Spin Ghul had been detained, why he would have admitted any wrongdoing. They would need to find that out. Bitkower wasn’t surprised that a member of al Qaeda would brag about killing Americans, having worked on a case where an aspiring terrorist, postarrest, kept boasting about his importance to al Qaeda. He couldn’t shut up about it, frankly. It was a theme.

Shreve understood right away what was at stake with Spin Ghul. The obstacles they would face just to get him under US authority would be considerable. First, they would have to fly to Italy and hear the suspect’s claims about having killed American soldiers, assess his credibility, cut through a ton of bureaucratic red tape, and come up with evidence for a possible crime that happened on some remote battlefield. All the while, the clock would be ticking. If they didn’t accomplish this task, and quickly, Spin Ghul would be released, free to plan his next attack of terror on innocent civilians. If they were successful in bringing Spin Ghul in, the job would only get more difficult. Bitkower and Shreve would have to expeditiously build a case tight enough to withstand the toughest New York City court-appointed US defense attorney. They would have to track down clues and evidence that cut across the most dangerous parts of the world, including war zones, and in the darkest corners of the terrorist underworld. They wouldn’t be just lawyers shuffling papers, filing motions and appealing to judges and juries. They would have to sleuth. They would have to become counterterrorism detectives.





CHAPTER TWO WATER

Lampedusa, Italy

In reality, Bitkower and Shreve were already playing catch-up. The countdown to lock up Spin Ghul had truly started days before on the morning of June 24, when Francesco Morgese, an officer with a special Anti-Terrorism and Rapid Response Unit of the Italian police, boarded The Excelsior, a commandeered cruise ship en route from Lampedusa Island to Taranto, Italy.

Historically, Lampedusa, one of Italy’s southern Pelagie Islands, had been known as a gorgeous, roughly eight-square-mile haven of tourism and fishing. But the once-tranquil destination was becoming the focal point of an unprecedented refugee crisis. Closer to Tripoli than to Rome, Lampedusa had become a lifeline for tens of thousands of people fleeing the turmoil of the Arab Spring.

What had started in 2010 with one oppressed Tunisian street vendor setting himself on fire in protest had sparked revolution throughout North Africa and the Middle East. From Tunisia to Libya to Egypt to Syria to Bahrain, what came to be known as the Arab Spring constituted a series of antigovernment uprisings. Repressive regimes met these revolutionaries with force and slaughter. Among these conflicts was the bloody civil war in Libya, where Muammar Gaddafi, the flamboyant and narcissistic dictator of the country since 1969, was barely clinging to power. His forces had been committing horrific atrocities since February. By June, after just a few short months of chaos, hundreds of people fleeing Libya had drowned in the Mediterranean trying to escape the violence. Those who survived entered a different kind of crisis, as more than ten thousand refugees fleeing Libya and twenty thousand fleeing Tunisia arrived on Lampedusa, quickly overwhelming the small island, population just over six thousand.

Morgese, thirty-nine, had been on the island for just over two weeks. Along with other Green Berets, his task was to provide some kind of security framework for these migrants. He and his fellow soldiers also tried to cheer up the children with sweets and toys. One of the children’s favorite pastimes was playing with latex gloves, inflated to look like balloons.

The highlight so far for Morgese, however, had been Angelina Jolie. She had visited a few days before as a United Nations Goodwill Ambassador for refugees, thanking aid workers, hearing the stories of migrants at a refugee holding center, and participating in a ceremony memorializing refugees who had been lost at sea. Morgese had been impressed not just by her beauty, but by how genuinely interested she seemed to be in the conditions of the migrants, especially the children. Her emotional reaction, her teary eyes, stayed with him. It was, after all, how he felt as well.
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Morgese and his team had been assigned to The Excelsior, a twelve-year-old, ten-deck ship capable of holding 2,250 tourists and commuters. On one side of the ship, in giant blue letters, was the name of the shipping company, Grimaldi Lines. On the other: Grandi Navi Veloci (Big Fast Ships). The Excelsior had been repurposed for the migrant crisis, and on board that day were roughly 1,180 migrants, along with forty or so law enforcement officers tasked with preserving order. Families and women were accommodated in a first section of the ship, while unaccompanied men were housed in a second section. They left Lampedusa and were due at their first stop, Taranto harbor—on the inner heel of Italy’s “boot”—the next day.

All was proceeding well. Morgese’s officers were on the case, and the migrants were behaving in an orderly manner. It was peaceful. A nice cruise in the Mediterranean. No signs of any of the Libyan fighters who Gaddafi threatened would arrive in Europe “like a swarm of locusts or bees.”

At around 11 a.m., a short, middle-aged man—from sub-Saharan Africa, Morgese guessed—approached the Italian Green Beret. Morgese looked like an obvious authority figure—muscular, tan, in camouflage combat fatigues with a green beret and a black holster with a gun.

“Water,” the man said. Part request, part demand.

Morgese had noticed the man before. He had been isolating himself from the others, pacing nervously along a corridor, reading a liturgical book of some sort. He gave the man a bottle of water and a serious look.

The man was thin and short, maybe five feet six inches tall, with heavy-lidded eyes, nostrils that flared, full lips, and a scraggly beard. He had a scar on his arm, one that Morgese recognized as consistent with a gunshot entry wound. In 1998, during an antidrug operation, Morgese had engaged in a firefight with a suspect whose leg was struck by a round from another officer’s Beretta pistol. He was familiar with scars caused by bullets.

Morgese gently grabbed the man’s arm and looked at the other side of it, seeing what looked like a larger, scarred-up exit hole.

“What happened?” Morgese asked him. “How did you get that?”

The man looked away, pretending he hadn’t heard him.

“What happened?” Morgese asked again.

Nervously, the man began uttering phrases in Arabic and shaking his book.

Morgese told him to calm down and take a seat. He called for Ismail, a Somali interpreter who spoke Arabic and Hausa, a language used in parts of West Africa.

“Why are you so agitated?” Morgese asked, through Ismail. “How did you get those wounds?”

The odd and vaguely threatening little man explained: his name was Ibrahim Adnan Harun. He was Nigerien. He had recently arrived at Lampedusa aboard a boat.

And the scar?

That was from a gunshot. “American soldiers,” he said.

“Do you have any other wounds?” Morgese asked. “Where did this happen?”

The man who called himself Ibrahim Adnan Harun motioned for Morgese to follow him through a door to another part of the ship. There he lifted his shirt and turned around, displaying even more bullet scars on his back. Harun and Ismail began conversing in Hausa as Morgese watched. With each sentence Harun uttered, Ismail’s face grew more shocked, even horrified.

“What is he saying?” Morgese asked Ismail.

“He says he’s not a refugee, he’s an al Qaeda fighter,” Ismail said. “He fought American soldiers.”

Morgese’s mind instantly went to the threats Gaddafi would make to export the war in Libya to Europe by sending jihadis there.1 “Hundreds of Libyans will martyr in Europe,” the dictator warned. “I told you it is eye for an eye and tooth for a tooth.”

Why was this man confessing to crimes? Perhaps out of pride, or fear, or for lack of ability to keep silent. Regardless, this little man had chosen this moment to come clean, to admit he fired upon American troops. And Harun’s story wasn’t far-fetched. For years, Gaddafi had been packing his prisons with jihadis, worried they would turn their fury from the West to him. And now, as Gaddafi’s regime crumbled, those prisons were being emptied—some intentionally, some by circumstance. Hundreds of guards had left their posts to help control the streets. Others simply fled for fear of reprisals by a population furious after four decades of oppression at the hands of a vicious dictator. It was certainly possible that Harun was one of those escapees.

Other passengers—migrants—began gathering and listening to the conversation. With the help of another officer, Morgese, wary of upsetting the peace, escorted Harun to a private room.

Harun sat down and began talking. He revealed that he had been arrested in Libya in 2005, six years before. He had been in prison up until the moment Libyan police came into his cell, hooded him, and delivered him to a large boat crammed with refugees bound for Lampedusa. But he insisted he was not a refugee and did not belong there among the refugees. He was an al Qaeda fighter, he said proudly, one who had fought against the American military. One who had killed American soldiers.

Morgese left the room and went to another part of the ship, to the makeshift office of state police officer Dr. Guglielmo Battisti. He brought Battisti up to speed, and they agreed to follow law enforcement protocol. They walked to the room where Harun was sitting and Battisti engaged with him.

“I’m not afraid of you,” Harun spat, which Ismail translated. “I’m not afraid of ending up in Guantánamo.”

Battisti and Morgese looked at each other, confused.

“I’m an important person!” Harun said. “I was in a prison!”

“Where were you in prison?” Battisti asked.

“In Libya,” Harun said.

“Why?”

“Because I was in al Qaeda.”

“How did you get out?”

“One night the jailers came to my cell and took me out,” Harun said. There was so much chaos in Libya, so many competing strategies, that somehow the insanity of this explanation made sense.

Battisti asked him to formally write, in his own hand, in Arabic, all that he had told them about who he was and where he’d come from, thinking that the process might calm him. The policeman also wanted a clean record, fearing an oral history translated from the several languages being spoken might not be effective evidence. He also wanted to buy precious time.

Harun began, using a ballpoint pen on a blank piece of copy paper, his Arabic handwriting loose: “I, the so called, Adnan Ibrahim Harun Adam.”

He revealed his nom de guerre, the only word he wrote using the English alphabet: Espingol, or “Spin Ghul.” A bastardization of the Pashto for “the White Rose.”

In writing, Harun, a.k.a. Spin Ghul, acknowledged being “a member of al Qaeda organization in West Africa.” And then came a frantic outline of his background and preposterous demands of the Italian authorities.

“I am demanding to be either handed over to the INTERPOL, or to the International Court of Justice in Scotland, or to call the Embassy of Niger or the Niger Intelligence to do what is appropriate,” Spin Ghul wrote. “I didn’t voluntarily come to Italy; I was forced to be on the Italian soil in an illegal way. The procedures governing the illegal immigrants do not apply to me because I am not an illegal immigrant. I have been detained for 6 years, from 2005 to 2011.

“I entered Libya with an official passport and an official visa through Jagboub/Katroun land port of entry under the name of ADNAN IBRAHIM HARUN ADAM.”

Harun stopped writing. Something clicked inside him, though it was difficult for Morgese to figure out what it was. A bizarre combination of pride and mania seemed to overwhelm him.

“Now I’m done and now I’m getting off,” he said.

He stood defiantly. Morgese and Battisti stood too.

“I’m getting off no matter what,” Harun said. “I’m jumping off the ship and I will swim back to Libya.”

Harun scowled.

“I want to speak to the ambassador from Niger,” Harun said. “I want to speak to Ban Ki-moon! I want to speak to President Obama! I’m not a refugee, I’m a fighter. I want to go back to Libya to fight. I will swim back if I need to,” he shouted at the officers.

Things escalated quickly. Harun rushed to the exit door, having apparently meant literally that he was intending on jumping ship. But before he could escape, Morgese put himself between Harun and the door, trying to block his exit. Two other Italian soldiers in the room also tried to restrain him. Harun panicked, elbowing the officers and trying to grab a painting off the wall to use as a weapon. He used a handrail on the wall for balance and began kicking the officers working to subdue him.

Harun managed to force his way out of the room. Morgese called for back-up and ultimately applied a special maneuver on Harun, a Krav Maga technique. He pinned the suspect to the deck with control of one arm and both legs, blocking his shoulder blades with a knee and then, keeping his arm in hyperextension, bending one arm to be handcuffed behind his back. Then he cuffed the other arm. Harun continued to fight back, violently.

“Allahu Akbar!” Harun shouted, an Islamic expression praising God as the greatest, one that Islamist terrorists have co-opted to justify religious violence. “Allahu Akbar! Allahu Akbar!” And then, as if his purpose were not already clear: “Osama bin Laden Akbar!” Osama bin Laden is the greatest, he said.

A soldier was dispatched to retrieve the doctor on board, Pellegrini Valentino, to help get Harun under control. Morgese knew that the mood was combustible among the hundreds of refugees on board. He worried that this wild little desperate man might provoke a riot if not contained. Moments later, Valentino arrived with his kit.

“Sedate this man!” Morgese said.

Harun was injected with a sedative and quickly passed out.

Guards then carried Harun to the infirmary, where he was shackled to a bed and monitored. Battisti set up watch shifts. They wouldn’t reach port until late the next morning.

Morgese went to the wheelhouse and asked the captain to check their current coordinates. He needed to know precisely which jurisdiction they were in at that moment—Harun had committed assault and resisted arrest. The coordinates dictated that Harun would need to be brought to the public prosecutor’s office of the city of Agrigento, in Sicily.

Harun would need to be tried for his disorderly conduct on The Excelsior. But those would be minor violations in Italy, and detention would be relatively short, maybe a month or two. It seemed clear to Morgese that Harun was likely guilty of far worse. For all Morgese knew, this little man was one of the most dangerous terrorists in the world. They would do what they could to make sure he was tried, imprisoned, and put somewhere he couldn’t hurt any innocents.

They would need to call the Americans.


	1 “Jihad” literally means fight, battle, or holy war. In Islam, the greater jihad is the battle within oneself, while lesser jihad is physical war against others. Contemporary Islamist extremists mean it as holy war against nonbelievers, which is how this book uses the term.







CHAPTER THREE LA MAFIA

Agrigento, Italy

The courtroom had high ceilings and was about the size of a basketball arena, but Dave Bitkower could feel Spin Ghul’s intensity from across the room. Shackled and scowling, Spin Ghul sat near Judge Stefano Zammuto surrounded by heavily armed guards, as if he were the head of a drug cartel. A dozen interrogators were arranged at the heavy oak tables behind him. It was September 2011.

The Americans were jet-lagged and a little rough around the edges. Bitkower, Shreve, and others from the US Justice Department and FBI’s Joint Terrorism Task Force had flown on the red-eye, coach, from JFK Airport to Rome, then to Palermo, the capital of Sicily. Fifteen hours of travel. Upon landing, they changed into their suits and ties in the airport bathroom and got to work.

At the airport they were met by US Justice Department attaché Bill Nardini, who had worked at the US attorney’s office in Connecticut for ten years before being posted in Italy. Nardini was six one, though he seemed even taller somehow. With neatly parted thick brown hair and glasses, he projected the image of an American diplomat from the 1960s. He spoke Italian fluently and was the type of man who would work in the occasional Chaucer quote if you let him. But backing up this erudition was the more important fact that Nardini could work the levers of power in Rome better than most native Italians.

Nardini picked up the Justice Department team in a clunky white passenger van for the two-hour drive south. The van had a manual transmission, which all three men felt as Nardini inexpertly shifted through the hills of Sicily. They would make a quick stop at the Palazzo di Giustizia, the Palermo Justice Building, on their way to the courtroom in Agrigento, Sicily. It was a curious place to begin the process of investigating a man from Saudi Arabia with Nigerien roots who said he had killed Americans in Afghanistan.

Palermo had its own nasty history, of course. As they made their way from the airport to the city center, Shreve knew they were driving on the very road on which the Sicilian mafia had assassinated Judge Giovanni Falcone with a bomb on May 23, 1992. Judge Falcone was famous throughout Italy for his crusade to rid the country of organized crime. For his efforts, the judge was targeted by the Corleonesis—a faction of the Italian mafia—who blew up a tunnel underneath highway A29 with thirteen drums of Semtex and TNT, killing him, his wife, and three police escorts. Then the mobsters celebrated their successful terrorist attack with a champagne toast. Francesco Morgese, the man who would one day apprehend Spin Ghul on The Excelsior, was in his first year of university at the time of Falcone’s assassination. Morgese was so deeply impacted by the assassination that he decided to become a member of law enforcement and signed up for the Financial Guard, inspired by Falcone’s advice to all investigators: seguite i soldi e troverete la mafia—follow the money and you will find the mafia.

Much of the criminal justice infrastructure in Italy had been built to go after members of organized crime. The specific courthouse in which they would interview Spin Ghul was adjacent to a prison, the entire building originally constructed for the mass prosecution of mafiosi. The foundation of the building was erected to withstand rockets and explosions. The walls inside were lined on the left and right sides of the room with yellow steel bars so that dozens of prisoners could stand and be tried at the same time. In the cavernous space between, there was room for potentially dozens of attorneys to sit at desks if multiple defendants were tried as, well, a mob.

On their way to the courthouse, Nardini was gushing about how quickly and smoothly the Italian government paved a way for Bitkower and Shreve’s visit. Normally, arranging a US law enforcement interview in Italy dictated through an “MLAT” process—a mutual legal assistance treaty in criminal matters—is about as complicated and bureaucratic as its name suggests. The MLAT process is famously so inefficient, it’s often likened to sixteenth-century correspondence. Often DOJ officials would just shrug and say, “Don’t bother.”

It was a system seemingly designed to prevent the effort from even beginning. After Bitkower and Shreve drafted the formal request in Brooklyn, in consultation with Alamdar S. Hamdani at the Justice Department’s National Security Division, it went to Nardini, who then got sign-off from a supervisor at the Office of International Affairs of the US Justice Department in Washington, DC. Nardini then submitted his request to interview Spin Ghul to the Italian Ministry of Justice’s office of international affairs, which then forwarded it to the Prosecutor General’s Office at the Court of Appeals in Palermo, which then filed a motion with the regional Palermo Court of Appeals asking for authorization, which then had to grant the motion and appoint a lower-court judge in the local Agrigento court to provide the requested assistance. Dates then had to be coordinated for the interviews with all involved—the lower-court judge in Agrigento, Bitkower and Shreve, FBI legal attaché in Rome Stew Roberts, the prosecutor in Palermo Emanuele Ravaglioli, the prison warden, the Italian cops, plus interpreters conversant in Italian, English, and Hausa. And of course due to the nature of the threat they needed police escorts. Theoretically this could have involved years of red tape. To get in front of an Italian judge a month after an MLAT request was a miracle that would have impressed the pope.

Nardini and Roberts, the attachés for the Justice Department and the FBI, knew that the Italians weren’t being so efficient just to be kind. They wanted Spin Ghul, a terrorist potentially capable of mass murder, out of their custody and off their continent. This wasn’t without its difficulties. Europeans were wary of the Americans waging their war on terror. The war in Iraq was widely perceived by European leaders to have been an unnecessary battle built on lies, resulting, by the end of 2011, in more than four thousand Americans killed and more than thirty thousand wounded, with the direct price climbing northward of half a trillion dollars and unfathomably greater costs to the Iraqi people. President Obama was bringing that war to an end by the end of 2011, however, while the war in Afghanistan—perhaps seen as more justifiable because al Qaeda had launched its deadly plot from within its borders—had become a Vietnam-like quagmire, with more than 1,700 Americans killed and more than fifteen thousand wounded by the end of the year. To Europeans in the streets and legislatures, the Bush years were full of American excesses and wanton human rights violations.

In Italy in particular, the case of Abu Omar had been a notorious scandal that tarnished the reputation of the United States. The CIA abducted the imam, whose full name was Hassan Mustafa Osama Nasr, while he was walking in Milan in February 2003. Then he was flown to Cairo from the joint Italian-US air base via Germany and locked up for four years without trial, beaten, and tortured by the government of Egyptian dictator Hosni Mubarak, whose regime Abu Omar had fled. He was released in 2007 after an Italian newspaper published a letter he wrote describing his kidnapping. Italian authorities eventually pursued the Americans and Italians who abducted Abu Omar. In November 2009, the CIA base chief in Milan, twenty-one suspected or known CIA agents, one Air Force colonel, and Italian intelligence agents had been convicted of kidnapping Abu Omar.

The friction hadn’t stopped there. In November 2010, WikiLeaks published US government cables revealing candid, sometimes harsh, assessments of European allies as well as information suggesting the US was spying on its own allies. Working with the Americans on the prosecution of a suspected terrorist could be fraught, to say the least. They certainly weren’t going to hand over anyone if there was a chance he might end up at Guantánamo Bay.

The courtroom, cavernous and ominous, was sweltering. For security reasons, presumably, the windows didn’t open, and the air-conditioning was weak. Beyond the oppressive, stifling interior, the room was tense as the Americans arrived. The first thing Judge Zammuto told them was that Spin Ghul was refusing to come out of his cell.

FBI agent Greg Paciorek was disappointed to hear this news. Paciorek had been serving in Nigeria and had been sent to Italy as part of a “clean team” of agents with limited information about the Spin Ghul case so that preconceived notions about the accused terrorist did not influence their observations. They had all traveled quite far for this proceeding—Paciorek had been in Abuja when Ari Mahairas had phoned—and what Judge Zammuto was telling them was frustrating. But Paciorek wasn’t willing to take the judge’s word for it.

Some on the team wondered why the Italians weren’t just forcibly bringing him into the courtroom.

After consulting with Bitkower, Shreve, and others, Paciorek grabbed their Hausa translator, Mohommed Hassan,1 a.k.a. Mo, and asked the judge if they could talk to Spin Ghul off the record. He granted their request.

Italian guards guided them through the secured rooms and down the halls to his cell.

Spin Ghul was quiet as Paciorek gave him his name.

“I’m with the FBI,” he explained, noting that he was part of a team of officials from law enforcement and the US Justice Department. “We’ve traveled a long way to hear your story, because what we’ve heard is intriguing and interesting. We would love to have a conversation with you. But we’re told you won’t come out of your cell.”

Spin Ghul said he was willing to talk to them. The issue was that he was refusing to put on shoes to go into court, and the Italians wouldn’t let him leave the cell without them on.

Paciorek was stunned. Were the Italians really going to sandbag this whole hearing just because an accused terrorist wanted to be barefoot?

He and Mo went back to their colleagues and explained what Spin Ghul had told them. They asked Nardini to approach the judge and explain that, in this case, it might be better for everyone if wardrobe protocols were disposed of and Spin Ghul was permitted to address the court.

Judge Zammuto ultimately made an exception, and Spin Ghul was escorted, barefoot, out of his cell and brought in to testify.

Paciorek chalked up the Italians’ willingness to delay the entire proceeding to the culture of Southern Italy—adhering to strict protocols and norms, akin to a Southern Italian shunning a cappuccino later in the day because it would be improper; milk and espresso should never be mixed after the breakfast hours. As for Spin Ghul, Paciorek concluded that after years of imprisonment by the Libyans, and now the Italians, this was his one small act of asserting some control over his life.

As the proceedings began, Shreve and Bitkower watched from several tables back. Judge Zammuto asked where and when he was born, and Spin Ghul balked at that. He didn’t know his birth date, but it was around 1970, and he was born in Mecca while his parents were on pilgrimage. This wasn’t enough information for the judge, who wanted the precise location—in which country? In which region?

“He didn’t exactly declare which state Mecca is in,” the judge said. “If he can declare exactly which, uh, the name of the town and where it is exactly.”

“There’s only one Mecca and everybody knows it’s in Saudi Arabia,” Spin Ghul replied through Mo.

While Bitkower and Shreve fretted that an irritated Spin Ghul might soon stop cooperating and telling his story, FBI attaché Roberts found this reaction funny. Spin Ghul was incredulous that Judge Zammuto didn’t know where Mecca was.

“I was tricked into coming here,” Spin Ghul said. “I don’t know the laws of this land…. I don’t know if he’s a judge. I don’t know if all of you are part of some mafia…. I want you to understand that I’m not refusing to answer, I just don’t know who you are.”

Bitkower and Shreve were keenly aware that American prosecutors were the only ones who could lock Spin Ghul up for killing American soldiers. As one of his very first acts as president, Barack Obama had ordered the closure of the detainee facility at Guantánamo Bay, so shipping Spin Ghul there for a military commission trial seemed no longer an option. This meant the American criminal system of law and justice would have to suffice. Bitkower and Shreve needed to be able to prove in a US courtroom, before an American judge and jury, beyond a reasonable doubt, that Spin Ghul had committed terrorist acts. Any defense attorney of basic competence would be able to rip apart a confession as the mere rantings of someone with psychological problems. Bitkower and Shreve needed a new credible confession and details they could then investigate for physical evidence, such as where he had killed American soldiers and who these soldiers were. Bitkower and Shreve had the burden of proof, and it was indeed a burden. And they couldn’t achieve any of it without the mercurial defendant being able to tell his story.

But Shreve had a hunch that Spin Ghul was desperate to speak to the Americans. He asked FBI agent Paciorek to pass up his official badge so that Shreve could show it to Spin Ghul.

Shreve gave Spin Ghul his Justice Department credential and Bitkower’s, but it wasn’t until Spin Ghul opened the leather wallet with Paciorek’s FBI badge that a glint appeared in his eyes, suggesting recognition of those three letters. MLATs, AUSAs, and DOJ attachés meant nothing to him, but the FBI stamp was a shining symbol Spin Ghul recognized. He looked back to the Americans. Suddenly he seemed more willing to talk. He loves it, Bitkower thought, watching the previously difficult witness become animated.


[image: Two official US Department of Justice credentials for Shreve Ariail and David Bitkower, each shown in open black leather cases with ID cards visible.]

Shreve Ariail’s and David Bitkower’s credentials

Description 1



This was the first time in years anyone had treated Spin Ghul with any respect or deference. From the moment he’d been arrested by the Libyans to being shunted onto a refugee boat to all his time in Italian custody, he had been treated like a common criminal. In a perverse way, Spin Ghul held a special reverence for the country that he hated. The Americans quickly decided their best strategy was to treat him with the respect he believed he deserved. Seasoned terrorist interrogators knew it was often easier to get information from a suspect by playing to their ego rather than trying to intimidate them.

“My name is David Bitkower, and with me is Shreve Ariail,” he announced to the court, standing, speaking plainly so his words weren’t lost in translation. “We are here from the Department of Justice of the United States. And with us are representatives of the Federal Bureau of Investigation in the United States. And we understand that you are saying you were not brought here voluntarily of your own will. But we learned that you were here. And we are very interested to hear what it is you have to say. And that is why we came from the United States, so we could have a chance to talk to you.”

This seemed to please Spin Ghul, who looked at Bitkower and the other Americans with a serious expression. Bitkower and Shreve were hopeful that perhaps the presiding judge might notice Spin Ghul’s change in behavior and let the Americans interact with Spin Ghul more freely. After all, it was in everyone’s best interest for the Americans to get what they needed in order to extradite Spin Ghul. Bitkower and Shreve currently had no evidence of any crime, and their only witness was the man they hoped to convict.

At this point, they didn’t even have any way to figure out which battle in Afghanistan he’d claimed to have fought in. If they didn’t get him talking, he would likely be able to return to Afghanistan—or anywhere—to kill more Americans.

Spin Ghul became chattier. He gave his full name, the name that he was known by in Afghanistan, Spin Ghul. And his friends, he said, called him Abu Tamim.

“Abu Tamim.” Bitkower made a note. Foreign fighters who went to Afghanistan or Pakistan to fight jihad would assume a kunya, a specialized wartime alias or nom de guerre, when they joined jihadi groups. Bitkower had spent hours showing photos to cooperating terrorists, and he found that frequently they knew their former fellow fighters only by their kunyas. They knew that it would be essential to get Spin Ghul to reveal any aliases he had used.

Spin Ghul kept talking. He was born Adnan Ibrahim Harun Adam in Saudia Arabia while his parents were on pilgrimage. He was raised in Saudi Arabia, though his parents were initially undocumented, so the nationality assigned to him was his father’s, who was from Olléléwa, Niger. He had moved around, from Saudi Arabia to Niger to Pakistan to Libya, where he was imprisoned. He had never owned property and did not complete high school.

Judge Zammuto asked if Spin Ghul could please answer the question “without going around introducing other facts.”

Spin Ghul immediately reverted to being defensive. “I don’t want any problems,” he said. “If you’re not pleased with my answers, we can stop and we can take this to a higher power.”

Bitkower winced. Judge Zammuto seemed determined to stick to the customary way of doing things. Spin Ghul was getting increasingly aggravated.

The process was also taking three times as long as normal because of translation issues. Bitkower or his team would ask a question in English. The Italian interpreter would translate it for the judge and Spin Ghul’s lawyer into Italian. Then Mo would say it in Hausa. Spin Ghul would respond in Hausa, then Mo would translate that back to English for the Americans. The Italian interpreter would translate it from English to Italian for the court. Spin Ghul was told to remain silent until the judge heard the translated response and asked whether Spin Ghul wanted to respond any further. It took forever.

Shreve then read him his Miranda rights.

“This lawyer,” Spin Ghul said, motioning toward Shreve. “Is he an American? Are you FBI or CIA or the police?”

“I’m a lawyer with the Department of Justice, in the United States,” Shreve said. “I think you had an opportunity to look at our credentials earlier,” he added.

“What I want is to be handed over to the Americans,” Spin Ghul declared. “I’m not concerned with the Italian lawyers or the Italian judge. I want to be handed over to the Americans, and when we get to America we can discuss as much as we want.”

Judge Zammuto began reading from the Italian procedure book—law code, law article, law number—which Spin Ghul seemed to find utterly incomprehensible, as did Bitkower and Shreve.

Spin Ghul grew increasingly angry and volatile as the proceedings dragged on. Finally, he asked to go to the restroom.

“I can’t concentrate,” Spin Ghul said. “My mind is not all together right now.”

“Shit, this is going downhill,” Bitkower whispered to Shreve.

They both saw what was happening: Italian bureaucracy was causing Spin Ghul to pull back and shut down.

“Bill,” Bitkower said to Nardini. “This is going south. Can you relay to the judge—in a way that doesn’t upset him—they need to allow Spin Ghul to talk?”

Their entire case depended upon Spin Ghul opening up and confessing. They would have no shot at extradition if he didn’t talk to them.

Thankfully, Nardini worked his magic, and Judge Zammuto took the note. When Spin Ghul returned from his bathroom break, he was essentially handed the microphone and asked to tell his tale.

“What I want to tell you is: I want to give you a history of how I entered into terrorism,” he said.


	1 Not his real last name.







CHAPTER FOUR JIHAD

Taif City, Saudi Arabia

Spin Ghul’s desire for jihad started when he was a child in Saudi Arabia, where his parents had traveled on holy pilgrimage. From his elementary school days, he was determined to become a religious soldier, especially after learning about the Soviet–Afghan War, and how the Islamist holy warriors—the mujahideen—were helping defeat the USSR in the bloody battle.

After the collapse of the USSR in 1991, many mujahideen joined Chechen rebels to fight for independence, Chechnya being a majority-Muslim autonomous republic. The First Chechen War lasted from 1994 until the Chechens recaptured their capital city of Grozny in August 1996, prompting Russia to agree to a ceasefire. Tens of thousands of Russian soldiers, Chechen fighters, and Chechen civilians were killed. In September 1999, the Second Chechen War broke out after four apartment blocks in Russia were bombed, which Russia blamed on separatist militants. Fueled with money and fighters from Arab countries, backed to a much greater extent than the first time around, this war lasted for a full decade and included Vladimir Putin’s bloody siege of Grozny.

This was the battle Spin Ghul had wanted to join.

His life had been bleak. The world of peasants, undocumented, essentially indentured servants, was even worse in Saudi Arabia for Blacks.

In 2000, a friend of his, Amran, who knew Spin Ghul liked military magazines, gave him one he’d picked up. The magazine had photographs of airplanes as well as a picture of the Pentagon.

Spin Ghul took the magazine and asked his friend, “Where can we steal an airplane and go hit the Pentagon with it?”

Amran took the magazine back from Spin Ghul. He didn’t give his friend an answer. He didn’t say yes or no. This wasn’t just a random comment, after all. Amran worked for the Saudi government, in an office run by a man named Suleiman.

Suleiman was something of a neighborhood jihadi legend. He’d fought the Soviets in Afghanistan during the 1980s and claimed to know Osama bin Laden. When Spin Ghul met him, Suleiman was still very much involved in jihad, albeit in a different role. Suleiman recruited and sent would-be fighters to sites of jihadi conflict: Bosnia, Chechnya, Afghanistan, and elsewhere. Not that Spin Ghul had to be recruited for jihad. He was already committed to it. The magazine sparked the moment of action and set the plans into motion, but the desire was already there.

Suleiman introduced Spin Ghul to a man named Mahir in the city of Taif, Saudi Arabia. Using his birth name, Adnan Ibrahim Harun Adam, and a Niger passport, Spin Ghul received a visa in Riyadh, and then he and Mahir, a fixer and coordinator, flew together from Jeddah, Saudi Arabia, to Doha, Qatar, then on to Karachi, Pakistan, and finally Quetta.

From Pakistan, they drove a small car across the Afghanistan border.

Mahir served as a liaison between Spin Ghul and members of al Qaeda. They didn’t talk much on their trip. Spin Ghul didn’t talk about his hopes for jihad or his plans until they arrived in Afghanistan and Spin Ghul joined a group of other wannabe jihadis who were hooked up with al Qaeda operatives. Spin Ghul was shuttled to an al Qaeda safe house near Kandahar, Afghanistan, in August 2001, where he and the new recruits awaited their next assignment.

Day-to-day operations were run by three al Qaeda operatives: Abdul Fida al-Yemeni, Usaid al-Yemeni, and Abu Zubair al-Haleidi. At the safe house, jihadis would communicate with operatives out in the field and with informants from throughout the area.

Of the three, Spin Ghul found Abdul Fida al-Yemeni to be the friendliest. Abdul Fida al-Yemeni had been in Afghanistan for a while already, having trained at the notorious al Farouq training camp.

He told Spin Ghul that he’d met “the Sheikh,” the legendary Osama bin Laden, and the Sheikh had discussed a plan to attack America using airplanes. A few days later, they were all sitting around the safe house in September 2001 when they heard their friends happily shouting on the radio. They were celebrating, ululating, crying “Allahu Akbar,” because al Qaeda operatives had succeeded in hijacking four US commercial airplanes and flying them into the Twin Towers of the World Trade Center and the Pentagon, killing thousands of innocent American civilians. Spin Ghul’s friends and fellow jihadis told them on the radio that they would record the news and bring the videotapes to show them the scenes of carnage.

A few days later, they were loaded into a large truck and driven to a training camp a few hours outside Kandahar. It was the last time Spin Ghul saw Abdul Fida al-Yemeni, who would eventually be arrested by Pakistani security forces after September 11, and sent to Guantánamo Bay. It wasn’t clear what the plan was for Spin Ghul, though his impression was that he was going to be training in preparation either for American soldiers coming to Afghanistan or for an al Qaeda attack on an American ship, similar to the attack on the USS Cole, a suicide bombing in Yemen in 2000 that had killed seventeen American sailors.

One day, a Toyota truck pulled into the training camp, driven by a man with a limp who was a top al Qaeda official. Other jihadis came and went. Senior al Qaeda operative Abu Faraj al-Libi was there, as was Osama bin Laden’s spiritual adviser Khallad al-Kuwaiti, long before either man was captured and sent to the detainee center at Guantánamo Bay. Spin Ghul had difficulty discerning who was with al Qaeda and who were just run-of-the-mill jihadis.

Making these recruits jihadi warriors was, of course, the plan. The truck, Spin Ghul was pleased to discover, was headed for the infamous al Farouq training camp.

Abdul Bara al-Suri was the al Qaeda operative who initiated the training of new recruits, explaining the rules and laws of the camp. Al-Mohajiri, a Yemeni man, supervised their day-to-day training, taught with new zeal because of the September 11 attack on the US. For a month or so, Spin Ghul and his fellow recruits were instructed on how to use weapons, mostly Soviet ones, Kalashnikov rifles and RPGs. They were also trained in small arms and Uzi submachine guns. They learned how to operate what was called a “Pika,” a PK light machine gun. They were shown how to use grenades.

Realizing that his new path could quickly lead to death, Spin Ghul approached an al Qaeda leader named Abdul Hadi al-Iraqi and told him that he wanted to leave a wasiyya. For most Muslims, a wasiyya is their last will and testament. To Islamist terrorists, it often takes the form of a video message recorded in the event that they are killed, to be shown to their families and offering one last opportunity to preach their zealotry and damn their enemies from beyond the grave. It was the first time Spin Ghul ever recorded a video, and when he finished, Abdul Hadi al-Iraqi gave it to Abu Faraj al-Libi to send to Spin Ghul’s family should he become a “martyr.”

By the time Spin Ghul began training at al Farouq in the fall of 2001, alumni of this al Qaeda training ground included Mohammed Saddiq Odeh and Mohamed Rashed Daoud al- ‘Owhali, both convicted in 2001 for assisting in the 1998 bombing of the US embassies in Nairobi, Kenya, and Dar es Salaam, Tanzania; Saeed al-Ghamdi and Ahmed al-Nami







e9781668079461/fonts/EBGaramond-Bold.ttf


e9781668079461/xhtml/nav.xhtml


Contents



		Cover


		Title Page


		Dedication


		Epigraph


		Chapter One: The Detectives


		Chapter Two: Water


		Chapter Three: La Mafia


		Chapter Four: Jihad


		Chapter Five: Ramses


		Chapter Six: I Want to See Some Country


		Chapter Seven: The Slayers


		Chapter Eight: I’m Scared, Too


		Chapter Nine: 284 Out of 285


		Chapter Ten: What One Radicalized Man Could Do


		Chapter Eleven: Goats or Whatever


		Chapter Twelve: The Golden Hour


		Chapter Thirteen: The Roman


		Chapter Fourteen: The Lost Ark


		Chapter Fifteen: Pink Chickens


		Chapter Sixteen: Kobie Williams


		Chapter Seventeen: Diplomatic Drive


		Chapter Eighteen: The Rwandan Precedent


		Chapter Nineteen: The Arrest


		Chapter Twenty: We Need That


		Chapter Twenty-One: Kristen Green


		Chapter Twenty-Two: Susan Kellman for the Defendant


		Chapter Twenty-Three: The Tea


		Chapter Twenty-Four: Crossing Jordan


		Chapter Twenty-Five: Gobsmacked


		Chapter Twenty-Six: Mind If I Have One of Those?


		Chapter Twenty-Seven: Blackout


		Chapter Twenty-Eight: Freud


		Chapter Twenty-Nine: Love and War


		Chapter Thirty: Miss You So Much


		Chapter Thirty-One: Louisiana


		Chapter Thirty-Two: Storytellers


		Chapter Thirty-Three: Ladies and Gentlemen of the Jury


		Chapter Thirty-Four: You Will Not Have My Hate


		Afterword: Justice in the War on Terror


		About the Author


		Acknowledgments and Sources


		Index


		Image Descriptions


		Copyright







Guide



		Cover


		Start of Content


		Title Page


		Dedication


		Epigraph


		Afterword: Justice in the War on Terror


		About the Author


		Acknowledgments and Sources


		Index


		Image Descriptions


		Copyright








		III


		V


		VI


		VII


		VIII


		1


		2


		3


		4


		5


		6


		7


		8


		9


		10


		11


		12


		13


		14


		15


		16


		17


		18


		19


		20


		21


		22


		23


		24


		25


		26


		27


		28


		29


		30


		31


		32


		33


		34


		35


		36


		37


		38


		39


		40


		41


		42


		43


		44


		45


		46


		47


		48


		49


		50


		51


		52


		53


		54


		55


		56


		57


		58


		59


		60


		61


		62


		63


		64


		65


		66


		67


		68


		69


		70


		71


		72


		73


		74


		75


		76


		77


		78


		79


		80


		81


		82


		83


		84


		85


		86


		87


		88


		89


		90


		91


		92


		93


		94


		95


		96


		97


		98


		99


		100


		101


		102


		103


		104


		105


		106


		107


		108


		109


		110


		111


		112


		113


		114


		115


		116


		117


		118


		119


		120


		121


		122


		123


		124


		125


		126


		127


		128


		129


		130


		131


		132


		133


		134


		135


		136


		137


		138


		139


		140


		141


		142


		143


		144


		145


		146


		147


		148


		149


		150


		151


		152


		153


		154


		155


		156


		157


		158


		159


		160


		161


		162


		163


		164


		165


		166


		167


		168


		169


		170


		171


		172


		173


		174


		175


		176


		177


		178


		179


		180


		181


		182


		183


		184


		185


		186


		187


		188


		189


		190


		191


		192


		193


		194


		195


		196


		197


		198


		199


		200


		201


		202


		203


		204


		205


		206


		207


		208


		209


		210


		211


		212


		213


		214


		215


		216


		217


		218


		219


		220


		221


		222


		223


		224


		225


		226


		227


		228


		229


		230


		231


		232


		233


		234


		235


		236


		237


		238


		239


		240


		241


		242


		243


		244


		245


		246


		247


		248


		249


		250


		251


		252


		253


		254


		255


		256


		257


		258


		259


		260


		261


		262


		263


		264


		265


		266


		267


		268


		269


		270


		271


		272


		273


		274


		275


		276


		277


		278


		279


		280


		281


		282


		283


		284


		285


		286


		287


		288


		289


		290


		291


		292


		293


		294


		295


		296


		297


		298


		299


		300


		301


		302


		303


		304


		I


		II


		305


		306


		307


		308


		309


		310


		311


		312


		313


		314


		315


		316


		317


		318


		319


		320


		321


		322


		323


		324


		325


		326


		327


		328


		IV








e9781668079461/images/f0007-01.jpg





e9781668079461/fonts/EBGaramond-Regular.ttf


e9781668079461/fonts/LeagueGothic-Regular.ttf


e9781668079461/images/f0022-01.jpg
United States ”
Department of Justice )

Thi is to certify that

United States ‘ \
Department of Justice

J.E. SHREVE ARIAIL
isan
Assistant United States Attorney
of the
United States Attorney's Office

DAVID M. BITKOWER
n
Assistant United States Attorney

of the
United States Attorney’s Office ...,
rict of N 1

Eastern District of New York

[E ATTORNEY GENERAL

e
B NC 61703

signature:






e9781668079461/fonts/PatrickHand-Regular.ttf


e9781668079461/images/9781668079461.jpg
CHASING AN AL QAEDA KILLER
AT THE DAWN OF THE FOREVER WAR

K

NEW YORK TIMES BESTSELLING AUTHOR






e9781668079461/fonts/EBGaramond-SemiBold.ttf


e9781668079461/images/title.jpg
RACGE
AGAINST
TERROR

CHASING AN AL QAEDA KILLER
AT THE DAWN OF THE FOREVER WAR

JAKE
TAPPER

ATRIA BOOKS
New York Amsterdam/Antwerp London
Toronto Sydney/Melbourne New Delhi





e9781668079461/fonts/EBGaramond-Italic.ttf


