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Chapter One


Bruin Karas, Namibiaâ€”August 2, 2002

Corneliu lay prone on the hard red ground using a thorn bush both for shade and concealment. Almost an hour had passed since he'd seen two men in a small Japanese-made ATV come over the western ridge, maneuvering back and forth to avoid the acacia trees, and approach the abandoned boxcar sitting on the railroad siding. That morning he had been wandering the dry savanna scrubland looking for birds to photograph. Last month Uncle Bull Rhyton had given him an old Nikon F camera with a telescopic lens for his twelfth birthday. Corneliu wanted to send pictures to another uncle up in Windhoek who was compiling a book on birds of the desert.

Now Corneliu used the telescopic lens to watch and photograph the two men. He had good close-ups of their faces. At first they walked around the boxcar and kneeled to inspect under the carriage. The shorter man climbed on top and tried to open the roof hatch. It wouldn't open. Corneliu could have told him that. He and his friend Adam had tried numerous times.

Lying motionless, the sun warmed the back of his bare legs. His father's green commando sweater became uncomfortable, but he dare not make any unnecessary motion to remove it, for fear of being detected. Like a hunter in a stand waiting for his prey to pass by, Corneliu became aware of his surroundings. He watched ants marching in a line; two nervous meerkats made a brief appearance, and a lone antelope tiptoed by. All this while he watched the two men.

From his left Corneliu detected more movement. A stone's throw away a Cape cobra slid across the dirt and dry grass, heading in the direction of the boxcar. It stopped, licked the air with its tongue, and then he continued on. Corneliu pointed his camera and took a picture of the speckled, golden-brown snake. The face of a Cape cobra had freckles like his younger brother. A shadow passed overhead. He looked up and spotted a soaring snake eagle.

From behind him, Corneliu felt a presence, then recognized a familiar scent. Without looking, he knew it was Adam, who seconds later crouched next to him. His dark skin glistened in the sun, brown eyes intent on the two men. “Who them?” he asked.

“Don't know,” Corneliu answered. “I think they want to break in.”

“Them take that thing from inside. Maybe?”

Corneliu looked at his friend and nodded. “Where have you been? Haven't seen you for a week.”

The side door of the boxcar had three heavy padlocks, placed there by Uncle Bull a month ago. That was after he and Adam had broken in. Through the lens Corneliu watched one man, the taller one, go back to the vehicle and pull out a crowbar.

Adam lay flat on the ground. “My mom said your father told her to keep me away from you,” Adam said.

Corneliu raised the camera to see what was going on inside the boxcar. He couldn't see anything and squinted his tired eyes. Now that he was older, his father didn't want him to be friends with a Bushman. He'd tolerated it when they were children, but no longer. His father had funny old ways.

“We're friends anyway. Yes?”

“Maybe.”

Both men jumped out of the boxcar and moved back to the ATV. The taller man took a black instrument from the seat and held it out toward the open door of the boxcar. Corneliu aimed the camera and snapped the last frame of film. Both men looked at something on the instrument, then climbed into the four-wheeler and drove back toward the ridge from where they had come. The ATV stopped, and Corneliu thought he saw the driver talking into a heavy-looking phone. After a moment they continued on.

As Corneliu and Adam stood and stretched, the snake eagle dropped from the sky, caught the cobra, and lifted it with a slow flapping of wings. The snake dangled and twisted from its talons.

Northern Virginiaâ€”same day

“Ms. Kerr.” Elizabeth Kerr's group chief in the National Imagery and Mapping Agency, who for a change wore a coat and tie, rapped on the open door. Next to him stood a tall, thin Asian-American. “The gentleman from the inspector general's office is here for the interview.”

Kerr left her computer station, shook the man's soft hand, and offered him a chair. Her group chief left, closing the door behind him. She had learned about the inquiry yesterday afternoon. In her way of thinking, this interview was three months too late. Nevertheless, here it was.

The thin man began the interview by giving his name and showing her a set of credentials. He gave her a condensed version of why he was there. Another US agency that conducted intelligence had registered a complaint against her working group. Vital information in the hands of her agency was not promptly passed over to them. This is where he paused to take a breath.

“The information in question was â€¦ that is, you are the primary source of that information.”

“If you're talking about the blip I picked up from Africa three months ago, and that I told my immediate superior about, and that he deemed irrelevant due to other higher priority targets, then yes.”

This was almost the last straw for her. Putting up daily with stupid, venal bureaucrats. She had two masters degrees, ten years of experience, and no respect. Worse, she had to commute in Washington, DC, traffic every day, including standing with other workers in the “slug line” in Springfield to hop a ride with a single driver who needed more passengers to get on the HOV lane into the city.

“Did you make your discovery a matter of record?”

“Yes.”
Damn right and you know it.

“We're referring to the memorandum of May 2002 that you filed?”

“And the two subsequent memoranda?”

The man nodded. His demeanor changed. The politeness less visible. “Recount for me what you saw or discovered,” he said. “Quite frankly, I'm not all familiar with what you do, or better, how you do it. I don't need to know the details of your job, just what you discovered.”

“To put it simply, I saw a blip on the screen. The blip in this instance was an ever-so-slight trace of thermal nuclear energy. A glow. Checking with other measurements and another department, this â€˜glow' could only be fissionable material.” She paused. “I told my boss and he wasn't interested. We had too many things going on with the World Trade Center incident.”

“What then?”

“I went on with my other tasks but kept on checking the screen for this blip.”

“How often?”

“Daily.”

“Did this thing on the screen move at all?”

“No, it didn't, but when the energy measurement increased, I informed my boss and followed up with the second memorandum. Two weeks later.”

His eyes widened, and she knew that he had something to chew on. The next question would be why she had waited two weeks to make a written report. She preempted the strike. “Will the other agency, which I presume is the CIA, want to talk with me about this?”

He nodded.

Good. Maybe I can get a job with them.

The man closed his folder. He looked down at the floor. “Your boss tried to lay the blame on you.”

“Figures.”

“No need to worry.” He motioned to get up, and settled down again. “Have you seen this blip lately?”

“This morning. The signal is growing stronger.”

“Where is it, may I ask?”

“In the middle of the Kalahari Desert.”

CIA Headquarters, Langley, Virginiaâ€”same day

Colonel Gustave Frederick walked into his seventh-floor office suite and stopped at his assistant's desk. “Phone John Matterhorn and tell him I'm available anytime this morning.”

He shut the door of his private office, poured himself a cup of coffee, and loosened his tie. Standing at the window, he looked out on Langley Forest. This time of year the leaves blocked the view of the Potomac River. The summer haze hung over the trees, signaling another muggy August day in the Washington area.

This morning, the director's briefing had gone well until the subject of Iraq came up. Iraq and Saddam Hussein were in the White House's crosshairs, and the preparation for action was building throughout the Washington establishment. The camp that believed the wise course in the elimination of al Qaeda rested in a protracted campaign in Afghanistanâ€”a policy that Frederick supportedâ€”was losing.

This morning Frederick jumped ship. At the meeting the director asked him if he would use his military contacts to assure the agency played a major role in any attack on Iraq. Of course, he agreed with enthusiasm to impress the other senior staff members, but more importantly, it placed him in the eyes of the director as a “team player” and someone who could be relied upon.

He was now in the “inner circle,” someone asked by the director to stay around for a few minutes after a meeting. Today, privately, the director asked him to speak with John Matterhorn about a matter in Africa.

Colonel Frederick graduated Harvard and received his draft notice before his acceptance to law school arrived in the mail. During the Vietnam War, he received his first Bronze Star as a private first class, the second as a lieutenant, and the Silver Star after he had made captain. He had met John in Laos during the war while serving in the special forces.

As a CIA officer John Matterhorn lived in the jungles of Laos and Cambodia running intelligence operations and rescuing downed American flyers. He was good at his work, and Frederick always told John that as a case officer he couldn't help recruiting everyone he met. He recruited Frederick into the CIA.

A half hour later, Matterhorn arrived, and Frederick went to the door to greet him. The man had never attained high rank, but in the agency doors were open to him and opened for him. Short in stature, he looked neat: gray tweed jacket, checkered shirt, and a wool tie. He and his wife were old Directorate of Operations case officers. They had six children: four were in the CIA, one was a general, and the other a Jesuit in Rome assigned to the Curia. A daughter-in-law was a senate staffer, another an FBI agent.

“Gus. Something is going on in Africa.”

“Tell me.

“Abdul Wahab, the man we believe responsible for the deaths of two young case officers, is in South Africa.”

“So I heard.” Three months before, Frederick's team had allowed Wahab to escape from the French Riviera. Since then, he'd been keeping tabs on this terrorist's movements.

“My unit learned that members of a branch of al Qaeda have traveled to Sierra Leone, in western Africa.”

“I see.”

Matterhorn rubbed his hands together. “We've been getting a lot of chatter on the ether. Something big is going on in the African theatre. We've been so distracted with the Middle East. Our resources and talent are directed there and away from other areas of the world.”

“I agree.”

“Al Qaeda knows that. The anniversary of the World Trade Center disaster is coming up. These people are fixated on dates and spectacles. Something is in the wind in Africa.”

“John. Get to the point?”

“There's a rumor that another agency with satellites picked up a disturbing blip in southern Africa.”

“Can you be more specific?”

“A signal that can only come from a form of nuclear device.”

Colonel Frederick got up and went to the window. Matterhorn had gone to the director about this intelligence. Had John suggested that he handle the matter? No matter, this information required immediate action. He turned and faced Matterhorn.

“We need to form a task force with office space, personnel, a budget, and so forth. You know the routine. You know the ropes.”

Matterhorn stood.

“Come to me with any problems, any issues,” Frederick said. “If the agency tracking this nuclear emission isn't cooperative with sharing intelligence, let me know. I'll pull strings. Meantime, I'll send someone to Africa to do a little snooping.”

“Let me guess who.”

“Who else? Hayden Stone.”
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