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PROLOGUE



Pacific Sandpiper
 Harbor Channel
 Barrow, England
 Thursday, 0745 hours GMT

SHE WAS A BLUE AND WHITE monster slipping slowly down the deep-water channel on a gray and rainy early-fall morning. To port were the sprawling facilities of the Roosecote Power Station and the neighboring Centrica Gas Terminal at Rampside. To starboard, toward the southwest, was the clawlike hook of Walney Island, the South End. North, blocked at the moment by the towering mountain of the Pacific Sandpiper’s superstructure, the port of Barrow-in-Furness slowly receded into the morning haze.

Through his binoculars, Jack Rawlston looked straight across the low-lying strand of Walney Island and could just make out the slender white towers of the BOW on the southwestern horizon, seven kilometers offshore. British Offshore Wind was a joint project of Centrica and a Danish energy group, a wind farm consisting of thirty windmill turbines harvesting ninety megawatts from the winds blowing across the Irish Sea.

Energy. It was all about energy these days.

Rawlston stood at his assigned post on the ship’s bow, his assault rifle slung over his shoulder as he watched the Walney shoreline creep past. Seabirds wheeled and screeched against the overcast. A foghorn lowed its mournful, deep-throated tone.

And he could just make out another noise behind the normal sounds of the sea. A mile and a half ahead, hoots and honks and bellowing horns sounded in a slowly gathering maritime cacophony that made Rawlston’s skin crawl.

Idiots, he thought. As if their pathetic little demonstration could stop us.

He turned to give the blockading line a disdainful look, and added to himself, The bastards wouldn’t dare.

A ponderous 104 meters long, with a beam of sixteen meters and a full-load displacement of 7,725 tonnes, the Pacific Sandpiper was one of just three purpose-built oceangoing transports currently owned and operated by Pacific Nuclear Transport Limited, a British firm headquartered in Barrow, in the northwest of England. Her cargo, bolted to the decks in five large and independent storage holds below her long main deck, consisted this September morning of fourteen TN 28 VT transport flasks, each 6.6 meters long and 2.8 meters wide, weighing ninety-eight tonnes and each holding, stored carefully in separate containers, between 80 and 200 kilograms of mixed plutonium oxides, more colloquially known as MOX.

The fact that plutonium is, weight for weight, the single most poisonous substance known to man, and that there was enough on board the Sandpiper to construct perhaps sixty fair-sized nuclear weapons, did not bother Rawlston in the least. He’d served as security for other PNTL shipments and knew exactly how stringent the safeguards and precautions were. He was one of those safeguards, in fact.

But the demonstration now picking up at the mouth of the channel had him uneasy. What did the fools think they were playing at, anyway?

Less than three kilometers ahead lay the exit of the Barrow Channel into the Irish Sea. From north to south, a half mile of open water separated Roa Island and the southern tip of Rampside from Piel Island in the middle of the channel, and another half mile from the southern tip of Piel to the north-curved tip of Walney. The deep-water channel ran to the right of Piel Island, an utterly flat and grassy bit of land capped by the ruins of Fouldry Castle.

That channel was narrow, only about two hundred yards wide. Spread now along that gap were dozens of small craft, pleasure boats, fishing boats, even a few yachts. They’d been gathering all morning, lining up across the channel entrance. Closer at hand, Zodiac rafts hopped and bumped ahead of churning white wakes as they moved to intercept the slow-moving mountain of the transport.

“Jesus Fucking H. Christ,” Jack Rawlston said.

Folding his arms, he leaned against the portside railing forward, watching the show.

Timmy Smithers slung his “long,” SAS slang for his SA80 rifle, over his shoulder and joined him from farther aft along the forecastle railing. “Quite a party, huh?”

Rawlston spat over the railing and into the sea. “Fucking idiots,” he said.

“Shit, mate,” Smithers replied with a grin. He was former Australian SAS, and his words oozed outback affability. “Things just wouldn’t be the same if we didn’t have our little embarkation party, right? Lets us know they care.”
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Royal Sky Line Security Office
 Southampton, England
 Thursday, 1127 hours GMT

“MY GOD, MITCHELL!” CHARLIE Dean said, shaking his head. “You have got to be freaking kidding!”

“You know better than that, Mr. Dean,” Thomas Mitchell said. “MI5 never kids.”

Dean was sitting with the three security people at a console at the center of a large room, hanging one floor above the security checkpoint leading from the Royal Sky cruise ship terminal out to the dock. In front of them was a giant flat-screen TV monitor, on which the black-and-white image of a naked man could be seen walking through a broad, white tunnel. To one side, a much smaller security monitor showed the same man, this time from a high angle near the ceiling and in color, wearing dark trousers, a yellow shirt, and a white nylon jacket.

“Yeah,” Dean agreed cautiously. “When it comes to a sense of humor, you’re worse than the FBI and CIA put together. But since when did you guys turn into pornographic voyeurs?”

“Believe me, Mr. Dean,” the woman sitting next to him at the console said. Her name badge bore the name “Lockwood,” and she was, Dean knew, a technical specialist with X-Star Security, the company that manufactured the equipment. “There is nothing whatsoever pornographic about this!” She sounded prim and somewhat affronted.

“That’s right,” David Llewellyn added, grinning. “After the first couple of hundred naked bodies, you don’t even notice!”

Thomas Mitchell was an operative with MI5, Great Britain’s government bureau handling counterintelligence, counterterrorism, and internal security in general, while David Llewellyn was the head of the Security Department on board the cruise ship Atlantis Queen. Dean had met Mitchell in Washington a week earlier, and knew him to be a dour and somewhat unimaginative British civil servant; he’d met Llewellyn and Lockwood only that morning, when Mitchell had escorted him into the Royal Sky Line’s Southampton security section.

“That hardly matters, does it?” Dean said. “It’s their privacy at stake, not how many naked people you’ve seen in your career.”

Interesting, Mitchell thought. Llewellyn was seeing bodies. Dean was seeing people.

“I needn’t remind you, Mr. Dean,” Mitchell said, “that conventional metal detectors simply cannot pick up plastic bottles containing explosives or petrol, hard-nylon knives, or anything else made of plastic. Richard Reid walked through metal detectors several times before he boarded Flight Sixty-three.”

Richard Reid had been the infamous “shoe bomber” who’d been subdued by passengers on board an American Airlines Boeing 767 in December of 2001. He’d been trying to light a fuse in one of his shoes, which had been packed with PETN plastic explosives and a triacetone triperoxide detonator. Ever since, airline passengers in the United States had been required to remove their shoes at airport terminal security checkpoints.

Charlie Dean had considerable experience with anti-terrorist security technologies of all types. A senior field officer of the U.S. National Security Agency’s top-secret Desk Three, he’d circumvented quite a few of them while on covert missions overseas, and he’d gone through more than his fair share at secure installations back home. In fact, he’d read about this technology some years ago, though he’d never seen it in operation. It was called backscatter X-ray scanning, and it was the latest twist in high-tech security screening…as well as the most controversial.

“I seem to remember seeing this sort of thing in a movie, once,” Dean said. “Slapstick stuff.”

“Airport,” Lockwood said, rolling her eyes. “Yes, we’ve been told. Numerous times.”

The man on the screen was somewhat pixelated by the digital imaging process, but every detail stood out with startling clarity, from the frames of his glasses to the zipper of his open jacket—every detail except his clothing, which had been rendered invisible. His face seemed a little blank; Dean could see his eyeballs and eyelids easily enough, but the iris and pupil were almost impossible to distinguish.

But the rest! The guy was heavy, his belly bulging strangely over an invisible belt. His belt buckle appeared to ride tucked in beneath the bulge just below his navel, and he was wearing a small, bright crucifix on a chain around his neck. His pubic hair, the trail of hair up his belly to his navel, and the thicket on his chest and back all had a crisp, wiry, almost metallic look to it. Dean could just make out the zipper in the trousers at the man’s crotch, and it was clear, as an older generation of men’s tailors would have put it, that he “dressed to the left.”

“I thought,” Dean said, “that there was supposed to be a software algorithm that blurred faces and…other body parts.”

“Oh, sure, some places still do that,” Llewellyn replied. “But that rather defeats the purpose, doesn’t it? People have tried smuggling guns or drugs hidden at their crotch or between their butt cheeks, where they think a pat-down wouldn’t find them.” He made a face. “You Americans are so squeamish about this sort of thing.”

Lockwood typed a command into the keyboard in front of her, and on the big screen the man’s computer-processed image seemed to freeze, then revolved in space for a moment, showing his body from all possible angles. At the right of the screen, a column of data appeared as it was forwarded off a security card the man was carrying—his name, passport number, cell and home phone numbers, Social Security number.

“Show us level two,” Mitchell told her.

Lockwood typed in another command, triggering a small flood of data. James Gullabry, it seemed, was American, was visiting England on business, and was a sales rep for Del Rey Computers. He lived in Westchester, just outside of Boston; he had a wife, Anne, and two children…and was on medication for depression and for type 2 diabetes. Apparently, he was taking the long way home, by way of a Mediterranean cruise. That, Dean thought, was unusual.

“What…you don’t have his credit history?”

“We can call that up for you, if you want,” Mitchell said.

And Dean knew the man wasn’t joking.

It’s not that Americans are squeamish about nudity, Dean thought, watching the image on the screen, though that was of course a factor. The whole privacy issue had become a hot button on both sides of the Atlantic in the paranoid years since 9/11. MI5 itself had been called on the carpet back in 2006, he recalled, when a member of Parliament had disclosed that the security agency maintained extremely detailed and highly secret files on 272,000 British subjects—the equivalent of 1 in every 160 adults.

How far did you go to stop the threat of terrorism, and to protect your citizens?

Where did you draw the line between protecting your citizens…and spying on them?

The man on the screen walked off to the left. A moment later, he was replaced by an attractive young woman. She was wearing a bracelet, a watch, two rings, a single-strand necklace, and small, bright bits of jewelry in her navel and through both nipples. Quite obviously she was not carrying a gun…or anything else for that matter, not even a book of matches. Hurriedly Dean looked away, focusing instead on the security cam image that showed a pleasant-looking woman in her twenties, wearing a skirt and a bright green blouse and with an exuberant cascade of long blond hair hanging down past her waist.

Damn it, he was embarrassed.

And yet Mitchell had a point. Dean remembered a humorous but half-serious comment that had floated about in the aftermath of the 9/11 terror hijackings…something to the effect that the only way to ensure passenger safety on an airline flight would be to strip every passenger stark naked and handcuff them to their seats.

Technology had all but delivered the first of those two requirements.

Lockwood used her keyboard to call up the woman’s information.

“O-kay, then, Miss Johnson,” Llewellyn said, reading her name off the screen. “Here, Mr. Dean. Watch this.”

He turned a dial on his console, and on the big screen the young woman’s hair faded to a pale transparency, then vanished completely. A plastic hair clip continued to hang unsupported behind her now completely bald head, and Dean noticed that her tuft of pubic hair had vanished as well. Somehow, if possible, the complete lack of hair made her appear even more shockingly naked.

“We can adjust the strength of the X-ray beams,” Mitchell explained. “We’ve had people try to hide stuff in long hair, men and women both.” He glanced at Dean, and seemed to read his expression. “Look, I know it’s intrusive…but most people would rather have this than have security guards frisk them…or put them through a strip search!”

“Both of which slow down the queue,” Lockwood added, “and make for unfortunate delays at the security checkpoints.”

“Do they have a choice?” Dean asked.

“Oh, yes,” Llewellyn told him. “They can walk through the machine, or they can submit to a hand search. Of course they have a choice!”

Dean wondered if most people knew they even had that option. That had been a problem with trials in the United States, he remembered…that, and the fact that most people simply didn’t know how graphically revealing this sort of device actually could be. They heard “X-ray” and immediately thought of medical X-rays, black-and-white transparencies showing decidedly non-erotic shadows of bone and translucent tissue.

“So how much radiation are those people getting, anyway?” Dean asked. He knew the answer but wondered what the security people would say.

“About as much radiation as you would pick up walking outdoors in full sunshine,” Lockwood replied. “Not an issue.”

Dean looked back at the main screen as the computer froze the shockingly bald woman’s image momentarily, then rotated it in three dimensions before going back to a real-time image. Her hair, clearly not hiding anything dangerous, faded back into view, and she stepped off-screen.

“I see you leave no fig leaf unturned,” Dean said. “You could make a fortune putting these up on the Internet, you know.”

“The data are immediately discarded, Mr. Dean,” Mitchell told him.

This backscatter unit, Dean noted, was an upgraded model, much improved over the first such devices of a few years ago. The first one had gone into service back in 2007, at the Sky Harbor International Airport in Phoenix, Arizona. With that unit, airline passengers had stepped onto the painted outlines of footprints in front of a cabinet the size and shape of a refrigerator and stood there for ten seconds. Fast-improving technology had soon made this new model possible, with a computer imaging the body in real time, manipulating viewing angles, and even adjusting its sensitivity to peer down through successive layers of leather, cotton, nylon, and silk. Privacy concerns had delayed the widespread adoption of the technology; there’d been talk about having the computer blur sensitive parts of the body, or even redraw it as a kind of cartoon image that wasn’t so completely graphic.

As Mitchell had pointed out, though, there were problems with that approach. New types of high-velocity explosives in a plastic container the size of a pack of cigarettes were powerful enough to kill several people, or depressurize an airliner’s passenger cabin. That had been Reid’s intent, obviously, with his PETN-laden shoe.

And if you could look at each and every passenger boarding an aircraft or, in this case, a cruise ship and be able to see with absolute clarity and perfect certainty whether or not just one person out of some hundreds or thousands was smuggling a bomb or other weapon…didn’t simple common sense demand that security forces make use of that technology?

It is, Dean thought, an increasingly strange and difficult world.

“Uh-oh,” Mitchell said, sitting up straighter in his swivel chair. “We’ve got a live one.”

“Ah!” Llewellyn said. “I see it. Okay, Mr. Dean! There is why we don’t have the machine put a blur over ‘body parts,’ as you put it!”

Another man had just walked into the tunnel. He was skinny, his ribs showing clearly. He was bearded and, though his facial features were somewhat vague and blank-eyed on the X-ray image, his movements appeared jerky and seemed nervous or uncertain. Hanging above his genitals were what appeared to be three semitransparent bags, each the size of a man’s fist. His hips were oddly pinched by an invisible cloth belt cinched tightly against his skin. As the image rotated, two more bags came into view, one flattened over each buttock. On the security camera, the man was wearing loose-fitting trousers and a shirt with the long tail hanging down outside the pants halfway to his knees. To an unaided eye, there was no way to see the bags secreted underneath.

“‘Nayim Erbakan,’” Mitchell said, reading the data on the right as Lockwood called it up. “Turkish national, German visa.”

Llewellyn reached up and touched his communicator headset. “Fred? David. Hold this one! Looks like a mule.”

On-screen, the man looked up, stopped, then took a backward step, raising his hands as if to push someone away. Two security guards entered the screen, one from the left and one from the right. Closing on Erbakan, they took him by either arm—with holstered semiautomatic pistols at their hips, with extra ammo clips, plastic belt pouches, badges, ID cards, wallets, radios, handcuffs, flashlights, nightsticks, zippers, buttons, the bills and internal structure of their caps, and other paraphernalia all dangling unsupported from their otherwise nude bodies.

Dean stood and walked across to the slanted windows looking down onto the terminal concourse and security area. The two guards, fully dressed in blue and white uniforms, were escorting the man away from the white tunnel toward a door marked “Private” and “No Admittance.”

The security process had been efficiently streamlined, Dean saw. A line of civilians, most of them in appropriately garish vacation clothing, stood in line waiting to go through the backscatter scanner. Each person in turn would stop beside a conveyor belt and deposit wallets, handbags, cameras, cell phones, and other devices and carry-on items into baskets for conventional X-ray scans, then walk first through an old-fashioned metal detector and then through the smoothly sculpted white tunnel of the backscatter X-ray machine. Security guards stood at strategic points to control the traffic or to administer, as with Erbakan, more detailed and personal attention. Under the guards’ watchful eyes, they retrieved their personal items at the end of the conveyor, on the far side of the backscatter device. Once they were cleared through the checkpoint, they filed through glass doors leading to the dock outside and the immense white cliff of the newest addition to the Royal Sky Line’s fleet of luxury cruise ships, the Atlantis Queen.

Another young woman, looking harried and a bit impatient, stepped out of the tunnel below Dean’s window, holding an infant on one arm. She turned, and held out her free hand, fingers impatiently waggling. A moment later a dark-haired girl walked out and took her hand. The girl couldn’t have been more than ten.

Disgusted, Dean turned away and watched Lockwood, Llewellyn, and Mitchell at the console but did not walk back to where he could see the screen.

“Just how long have you been using this device?” he asked. He was trying not to think about the ten-year-old…or about a world gone so sick and paranoid that this kind of thing was thought necessary.

“Do you mean here in England?” Mitchell asked. “Or Royal Sky Line? We’ve had them operating at Heathrow International for a couple of years now.”

“That’s where I got my training,” Llewellyn told him. “We started using this unit here just yesterday. The upgrades are amazing.”

“We’ve already screened over a thousand of the Queen’s passengers,” Lockwood added.

“Really? How many opted for a hand frisk?”

As he spoke, his right hand peeled a three-inch strip of black, sticky plastic from the back of his tie, the movement blocked from the others by the screen itself.

“A couple of hundred,” Lockwood told him. She shrugged. “Like Tom said, most people prefer this. It’s less obtrusive. Less…personal.”

“So what is the CIA’s interest in our little peep show?” Llewellyn wanted to know.

Dean had introduced himself that morning as a security analyst with the CIA, though he’d used his real name. The National Security Agency remained not only the largest and best-funded intelligence agency in the United States but also the most secretive. Its operatives rarely admitted who they really worked for. NSA employees jokingly referred to the acronym as “No Such Agency” or “Never Say Anything,” and, even yet, few people in the general public had ever heard of the organization, or knew anything about it.

But everyone had heard of the CIA.

“We’re interested,” Dean said carefully, reciting from a memorized script, “in how new transportation security technologies might be interfaced with various international databases, passport records, and police files, so that we can track known criminals and terrorists before they can even enter the United States or Great Britain.”

Unobtrusively he pressed the tape, sticky side down, against the back of the freestanding console. The tape had a meaningless ten-digit number printed on it in white letters; if a security sweep found it later, it would look like just another serial number.

“Royal Sky Line,” Dean added as he finished, “is introducing some…novel concepts along those lines.”

“Ah. You mean the passenger tracking chips,” Llewellyn said, nodding.

“Among other things.”

“Makes sense, actually. As you saw, Ship’s Security personnel can pull everything necessary in a person’s jacket into a database when they check in, or even when they first buy their ticket. When they check on board, they receive a key card with a magnetized strip and an embedded microchip. It serves as the key to their stateroom, but it also holds all pertinent data about that person, and lets them be tracked wherever they go on board the ship. At any given moment, Ship’s Security can determine the exact location of everyone aboard. If someone goes ashore at a port of call but doesn’t come back aboard for some reason, Security knows about it.”

“Scanners in the passageways and public areas ping the cards’ strips every few seconds,” Lockwood added. “A computer in Security tallies up where every card is at any given moment, and which cards are missing. Or it can isolate, identify, and pinpoint the location of any one particular card, anywhere on board.”

“Very convenient,” Dean said. “What if someone forgets and leaves his card in his stateroom?”

“Then a steward very politely informs him of the fact,” Llewellyn replied, “as soon as he tries to go ashore or to enter a monitored public area. If he loses his card, he is escorted down to Security, where his identity can be verified, and he is issued another card.”

“And how do you safeguard the data?”

“I beg your pardon?”

Dean gestured at the back of the big screen. “You’ve got a lot of sensitive, personal information there. I’m not saying you, necessarily…but what’s to stop one of your security people from misusing it?”

“I’m sure I don’t know what you mean,” Llewellyn said.

“You liked the looks of that one woman who just went through…what was her name? Miss Johnson? And here, right at your fingertips, you have her age, her marital status, her address, her phone number, her Social Security number, what she does for a living, where she works, health conditions. For all I know, it tells you whether she prefers Harvey Wallbangers to scotch on the rocks! Are you telling me you don’t see how that much personal information could be misused?”

“All data here are destroyed, Mr. Dean,” Mitchell insisted.

“No, they’re not! Those X-ray images are erased—or so you tell me—but the personal data are still there. And why should the public accept your word that even the naked pictures get shit-canned?”

“Mr. Dean,” Lockwood said. “There are professional and legal standards here. We are professionals, no less than doctors or therapists! And our clients, the companies using X-Star’s equipment, I assure you are self-policing. A scandal—”

“In other words, Mr. Dean, we’re not going to do anything that would generate lawsuits or right-to-privacy injunctions,” Llewellyn said, interrupting.

“Maybe not,” Dean said, shrugging. “But what about outside access? Hackers?”

Lockwood patted the keyboard in front of her. “This network is completely isolated from the Internet. Hackers can’t get in.”

“Oh? What kind of protection software do you use?”

Lockwood hesitated, and Mitchell answered, “They’re not supposed to tell you, but you’ve been cleared. It’s a software package called Netguardz.”

“Ah, right. I’ve heard of it.”

“Since when is the American CIA so interested in protecting the privacy of individual citizens?” Mitchell asked.

“There’s a difference between what I do for a living,” Dean replied slowly, “and what I feel and believe on a personal level.”

“Really?” Lockwood said. “Maybe you’re in the wrong line of work.”

“I’ve often thought so.”

The door to the security room opened and a young man in the blue uniform of the Royal Sky Line walked in. He was young, in his mid-twenties, perhaps. “Hey there,” he said. “Shift change!”

“About time,” Llewellyn said, standing. He turned to Lockwood. “Can I get you anything, Ellen? Tea? Coffee?”

“I’m fine, thanks,” the woman said. “I’ll be breaking for lunch in a little bit.”

“Suit yourself. How about you gents?”

“Thanks, no.”

Mitchell stood up as well. “Well…you wanted to see the operation here, Mr. Dean,” he said. “Are we done? You got all you wanted?”

“I think so,” Dean said. He nodded at Llewellyn and Lockwood. “It was nice meeting you both. Thank you for your help.”

He turned for one last look down through the windows onto the concourse again. There was someone he’d been watching for….

Yes! There she was. He resisted the urge to wave.

“See anyone you know?” Mitchell asked.

“Yes, actually. A…friend.”

“More CIA?” Mitchell frowned. “Just how many of you are there here today?”

Dean grinned. “Just me. She’s not Company.” Which was true enough. “She’s just a friend, and I happen to know she’s taking your cruise to the Med and was going to check in through your queue today.”

“Really?” Mitchell said, joining him at the window and looking down at the line of tourists. “Who is it?”

“I’m not going to tell you that!” Dean said. “You’re about to strip her naked and peer up every orifice in living black and white! She can just remain anonymous, thank you very much!”

Lockwood snorted. “If his friend was CIA, you don’t think he’d tell us so, do you?”

The young man sat down at the console in the seat Llewellyn had vacated. “What’s all this? CIA? Cloak-and-dagger stuff?” The others ignored him.

Dean turned away from the window. “What’s next on the tour?”

“Lunch, actually,” Mitchell said, standing by the door. “After you?”

As Dean walked out, he heard the young man’s voice behind him. “Coo! Now there’s a sweet bird!”

“Jesus!” Lockwood said. “Grow up!”

Royal Sky Line security queue
 
Atlantis Queen passenger terminal

Southampton, England 

Thursday, 1202 hours GMT

Carolyn Howorth couldn’t resist. She stepped into the yawning mouth of the white tunnel and struck a sexy pose, hips cocked sharply to one side, left hand on her hip, right arm straight overhead. “See anything you like, boys?” she asked.

Dropping her arm, she swished out of the tunnel, smiling sweetly at the cruise line security guard waiting outside.

He looked puzzled. “Did you say something, ma’am?” he asked.

“Not really,” she said. “Just checking to see if these things are equipped for sound.”

“No, ma’am. It just takes your picture.”

“Oh, I see. Is that all?”

She glanced up over her left shoulder. She could see the line of windows up near the ceiling of the cavernous room, the office where Charlie Dean was making nice with the Royal Sky Line security people, and wondered if he’d just gotten an eyeful. She didn’t see him, however, and so she walked on down the line to the end of the conveyor, claiming her handbag, her camera, and her laptop computer. She asked the guard for a hand check on her camera. He had her remove her camera from its case and looked down into the lens, but Carolyn noticed that his eyes were watching hers, checking for nervousness or other telltale clues.

“Open the computer, please, miss,” the guard told her, setting the camera aside. “Thank you. Now turn it on for me.”

She pressed the power switch and they waited for the machine to boot up. “Damned Vista,” she told him. “It tries to boot everything at once and takes forever.”

Finally, though, the screen came up. Satisfied, the guard motioned to her to close it up and put it away. “Thank you,” he said, apparently satisfied. “Have a nice cruise!”

“Thank you,” she told him. She was wondering if he had any idea what was possible in computer technology these days. It wouldn’t be hard at all to have a working laptop exactly like this one, which booted to a full screen and yet had free space enough inside for a disassembled gun or high explosives or almost anything else she cared to smuggle onto the ship.

Presumably, they’d checked for that sort of thing when her laptop had gone through the carry-on scanner…but still.

In fact, her machine wasn’t at all what it appeared to be, or not entirely, at least. The computer part did work.

Technically, Carolyn did not work for the NSA as Charlie Dean did. She was GCHQ, one of the Menwith Girls, as they were known, an employee stationed at Menwith Hill, in Yorkshire, of the highly secret British eavesdropping agency that was closely partnered with America’s NSA. Carolyn had worked with Dean before, in an op targeting the Russian mafia.

Through the double glass doors and onto the dock. A gangway festooned with bunting extended up to the entry port on the Atlantis Queen’s port side, where a ship’s officer waited for her.

He checked the electronic pad he was holding. “Good afternoon, Ms. Carroll,” he said with a pleasant smile. “May I see your ticket and your passkey, please?”

“Certainly.” She fished into her handbag and produced both. For this operation, Carolyn was traveling as Judith Carroll and all of the electronic information about her in the system, save for her nationality and her gender, was completely false.

The officer swiped her card through a reader and handed it back to her. “Here you are, Ms. Carroll. We’ll keep your ticket for you in the bursar’s office. Your passkey serves as your ticket and your ID during your cruise. You have your ID bracelet?”

“Oh, yes. Somewhere here.” Again she fumbled through her bag, producing a slender strip of white plastic with a small metal clasp.

“I don’t need it, miss,” he told her. “All of your information is in the ship’s computer. I was just going to tell you that you should keep your passkey with you at all times during the cruise…but that if you want to go to the pool, the spa, the sauna, or any of the other shipboard facilities where you might not want to have to carry the key along, you can wear that bracelet instead.”

“But what’s it all for?” she asked him, giving him her best wide-eyed innocent’s look.

“Security, miss. It’s for your safety.” He pressed several keys on his electronic pad. “Right, then! You’re all checked in. Stateroom Six-oh-nine-one. That’s straight ahead to the elevator, then up to Deck Six and follow the signs. Have a nice voyage!”

“Thank you…” She glanced at his name badge. “Mr. Norton, is it?”

“Lieutenant Norton, miss.”

“Maybe I’ll see you around the boat?”

He grinned at her. “Could be. But it’s a ship, not a boat.”

She started to reply, but he was already turning to greet the next person coming up the gangway.

Not a problem. Norton wasn’t part of the security staff in any case. She needed to see if she could run into Foster, Ghailiani, or Llewellyn sometime during the course of the voyage.

In the meantime, she was going to enjoy this assignment. A four-week cruise to the eastern Mediterranean? With stops in Madeira, Greece, Turkey, and Israel? And all at the Company’s expense! Now that was luxury!

She was looking forward to checking out her accommodations for the next glorious month.

Yeah, this was going to be fun!

Lower Mortimer Road

Woolston, England

 Thursday, 1215 hours GMT

Mohamed Ghailiani trudged up the steps leading to his flat, one flight up from the street just across the Itchen Toll Bridge from the center of Southampton. He was tired and he was worried. He’d tried phoning home earlier that morning, but Zahra hadn’t answered. With all of the craziness going on at work lately…

He turned his key in the lock and stepped through the front door. “Zahra?” he called.

There was no answer. Odd.

Pocketing his keys, he walked through to the living room. “Zahra? I’m home!”

Mohamed Ghailiani was Moroccan, but his family had moved to England in 1973, when he’d been five. He was a Crown subject and thought of himself as British. He was not particularly religious, though he did go to mosque most Fridays. It was a formality, something that gave him a social connection with other members of Britain’s Moroccan community.

He’d worked for Royal Star Line for six years, now. Before that, he’d worked for a computer company in London, and before that he’d been an electronics technician in the British Army. He was good with computers.

He supposed that that was why Khalid had approached him two days ago.

Finding no one in the living room, he continued through to the kitchen. The men were waiting for him there.

“What are you—,” he began, but stopped when the two men pointed handguns squarely at his face.

“Shut up, you,” one of the gunmen said in heavily accented English. He pointed at one of the white-painted kitchen chairs beside the table. “Sit down. Someone wants to talk to you.”

Trembling, Ghailiani did as he was told.
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Atlantis Queen passenger terminal
 Southampton, England
 Thursday, 1315 hours GMT

“I DON’T LIKE IT,” DEAN SAID.

“You’re not being paid to like it,” the voice of William Rubens whispered in Dean’s ear. “It’s necessary.”

“Oh, yes. Necessary. And all in the sacred and most holy name of national security.”

“Are you having a problem with this op, Mr. Dean?” Rubens asked. “Something personal?”

Rubens was the head of Desk Three, Deputy Director of the National Security Agency, and Dean’s boss. A tiny microphone and bone-conducting speaker surgically implanted behind Dean’s left ear picked up his own voice—which could be pitched just above a sub-vocalized murmur and still be clearly heard back at the Art Room, the black chamber beneath NSA headquarters that ran Desk Three operations—and played Rubens’ replies in his head. The antenna and power supply that gave Dean a direct satellite comm link back to Fort Meade, Maryland, and the headquarters of the NSA was coiled up in his belt. His handlers in the Art Room had been able to listen in on his entire conversation with Mitchell, Llewellyn, and Lockwood.

The strip of plastic he’d left in the Security Office, however, was a bit more sophisticated.

“No, sir,” Dean told Rubens. “Nothing that will affect the mission, anyway. But I don’t like spying on an ally, and I don’t like spying on ordinary people.”

It was after lunch, now, and Dean was sitting on one of the plastic couches in the main waiting area just outside of the security checkpoint, a laptop computer open in front of him. Several hundred people, most in casual tourist dress, sat elsewhere on the concourse, gathered in small groups talking, or were lining up to go through the checkpoint. He stared at the laptop’s screen, his lips moving slightly as he continued to speak with Rubens three thousand miles away.

“Okay. This should do it.” Dean pressed the return key on his laptop. “Initiating. Are you getting the signal?”

“Wait a second.”

There was a long pause. Transatlantic encrypted transmissions had been more and more uncertain of late. Communication satellite coverage wasn’t as good these days as it had been ten years earlier, thanks to an aging infrastructure and some serious budget cuts. Even the NSA, with the largest budget of any branch of the U.S. intelligence community, had been feeling the bite lately.

“Okay,” Rubens’ voice said. “We’ve got it.”

Dean was seated only a couple of hundred feet from the upstairs room housing the backscatter X-ray security system, a deliberate positioning that kept him inside the range of the sophisticated surveillance device with which he was working. Inside his laptop case was a black plastic box with two long power cords—apparently an AC adapter for the computer. Although it could serve as an adapter, most of the space inside the box was taken up by a unit that could transmit low-power signals to the microcircuitry embedded within the piece of tape Dean had left in the security office, initiating an information dump. The batteries were disguised as screws in the casing, while the coiled-up power cords served as an antenna. Dean’s laptop, in turn, took the incoming data and boosted it along, via satellite, to Fort Meade.

The plastic strip adhering to the back of the computer console upstairs included a microphone only a little thicker than a human hair, and a simple-minded computer chip that could store a few seconds’ worth of incoming sounds, then transmit them when Dean’s remote unit pinged it. Power for that transmission came from the ping itself, so routine security scans of the upstairs office shouldn’t pick it up, not even active scans by units designed to pick up feedback from more conventional microcircuitry.

“We’re getting clear keystrokes,” Rubens told him. “Don’t move for a bit.”

“I’m not going anywhere,” Dean told him.

Upstairs, someone—either Lockwood or, God help them all, the young punk with the big mouth—was typing on the console keyboard, calling up names and other data on the passengers as they filed through. Each keystroke made a distinct sound, as individual as a fingerprint. As the strings of keystroke clacks and clatters were beamed across the Atlantic, they were processed and stored at the Tordella Supercomputer Facility on the grounds of Fort Meade.

Over the space of several hours, the NSA computers would gather more and more keyboard information. Space bars, for example, made a very different sound when struck than regular keys. So did the return key, and it was always struck at the end of a string of characters representing a command. Individual letters and numerals were slightly different from one another, and certain strokes—the numerals 1 and 2 and the letters e and a, for instance—were statistically more common than others. In the course of an afternoon, the NSA’s powerful decryption algorithms could with fair to high reliability assign an ASCII code to each distinct keystroke click, producing a transcript of Lockwood’s typing that would be almost as clear as it would have been if the Art Room had a camera peering over her shoulder. By tomorrow morning, the Art Room would be able to watch as she or whoever else might be on duty in the security office entered the passwords that gave them access to the entire system at the start of the workday.

And the NSA would then have that access as well.

That access wouldn’t give direct access to all of the Royal Star Line’s security and financial records, but it would give them direct access to the security software running on the company’s internal network. Netguardz was one of several commercial and industrial software packages originally written by coders working for the NSA under a black project called Trojan Horse. Sold worldwide to government and business clients in over eighty countries, each program included built-in back doors allowing the NSA to bypass firewalls and security passwords as easily as if they weren’t even there.

And since Royal Star Line did have computers that talked to the Internet for credit card transactions and taking reservations, Netguardz could use wireless technology to give the NSA direct access even to an internal system that was not hooked up to the Internet.

A tall, lanky man in a rumpled suit walked up and sat down on the plastic couch a few feet to Dean’s right, unfolded a copy of the Sun, and began to read. Ilya Akulinin was relatively new to Desk Three. The son of naturalized Russian immigrants and a native of Brooklyn, New York, Akulinin spoke fluent Russian that had led to his running numerous ops with America’s new Russian Federation allies, first as a Green Beret in the Army and now as an NSA officer working out of the agency’s Deep Black ops department, and Desk Three.

“So what happened to your British nanny?” Akulinin asked, his voice pitched low enough that only Dean—and the electronic eavesdroppers in the Art Room back at Fort Meade, of course—could hear.

“Who, Mitchell?”

“Yeah. Looks like he was sticking pretty close to you all morning.”

“He took me to lunch in the employee cafeteria,” Dean said. “Then he said he had work to do, we shook hands, and he left me on my own. Get the Art Room to read you the transcript, why don’t you?”

“I would if you had anything interesting to say.”

“See the guy at two o’clock, gray suit, leaning against the wall next to the ladies’ room?”

“Yeah.”

“He showed up five minutes after I sat down here. Pretending to wait for a friend in the rest room, but I think he’s a tail.”

“Wouldn’t be surprised. He has the MI5 look.”

What griped Dean was the perceived need to play these damned games. His time, he thought, could be used a hell of a lot more effectively tracking al-Qaeda operators, Russian mafia bad guys, or even putting in some time and rounds blowing holes in defenseless paper targets on the firing range back at Fort Meade. Spying on the Brits, on a cruise ship line, of all things, took international paranoia to a whole new low.

Ignoring Akulinin, Dean leaned in his seat and let his gaze move along the line of people checking on board the Atlantis Queen. Most of them, to judge by their occasionally loud but always upscale clothing, were well-to-do. Poor people did not book vacation cruises to the Mediterranean.

Some looked like businesspeople…with plenty of lawyers and doctors and a few accountants thrown into the mix. Most of the men were accompanied by wives, and a few by one or more kids as well, though, again, couples with small children didn’t often take vacation cruises. The majority appeared to be older people, retirement age and above, which made sense. If you were retired, you might actually have the time to take a four-week cruise…to say nothing of the money.

There were exceptions, of course—with human beings there were always exceptions. A few older men were accompanied by much younger women who didn’t look much like wives, for instance—and there were those two young men holding hands while they waited in line. There were even some more swarthy-skinned, black-haired individuals who might have been Middle Eastern, Pakistani, or Turkish, like the would-be drug smuggler he’d seen apprehended earlier.

But looking at individuals in the queue and trying to pick out the ones who might be terrorists simply didn’t work. Not all terrorists looked Middle Eastern, which was why X-Star and its peep show, as Llewellyn had called it, was necessary.

And yet lots of what was going on back in the States had the smell of snooping for the taste of snooping, and there’d been concerns that the Patriot Act had been misused ever since its inception immediately after the destruction of the World Trade Center. Charlie Dean tended to believe, though, that if backscatter scanning prevented even one 9/11-style terror bombing, the invasion of privacy would be worthwhile.

He was less sanguine about the need to covertly infiltrate the commercial computer networks of the British government, or of British-based companies like Royal Sky Line. Great Britain was America’s closest ally in the War on Terror and with GCHQ was an intimate partner in electronic eavesdropping and counterterror operations worldwide.

The rationale, as Dean understood it, was that the British government was coming under increasing fire for its own steady erosion of privacy rights. If the Sun, the Guardian, or another British newspaper found out that the NSA was sneaking peeks at British T and A—with London’s active knowledge and participation—the firestorm of public reaction could be catastrophic. That, at least, was how the NSA’s legal department saw it. By penetrating British security systems covertly, Washington gave London the absolute deniability it required.

Dean wondered if MI6—London’s equivalent of the CIA—was performing similar black-bag ops in the United States.

Friends spying on friends. He was reminded of Henry L. Stimson, President Hoover’s Secretary of State, who shut down the State Department’s cryptoanalytic office in 1929 with the words “Gentlemen don’t read each other’s mail.” That had certainly been a simpler and more innocent era. A more 
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Promenade Deck, Atlantis Queen
 Southampton, England
 Thursday, 1320 hours GMT

“WOW, MOMMY! THIS MUST be the biggest boat in the whole world!”

“Well, I don’t know about that, sweetheart. But it is big, isn’t it?”

“And Daddy’s going to meet us here, right?”

“That’s what he said, dear.”

Nina McKay leaned against the railing on the main promenade, looking down at the line of passengers coming up the gangway and checking in with the ship’s officer standing at the entrance. She still wasn’t at all sure this cruise idea was a good one. Her mother could be…commanding at times, and often going along with her pronouncements was the simplest course of action.

“Mommy?”

“Yes, dear.”

“When is Daddy going to come back and be with us?”

She sighed. “I don’t know if that’s going to happen, Melissa. We talked about that, remember?”

“I know, but I want him to come back home.”

“I don’t want to talk about that right now.”

“You never want to talk about that.”

“That’s enough, Melissa. Mommy’s tired!”

She looked up into the gray overcast, watching the wheel and plunge of seabirds. She didn’t want to talk about it. Maybe it was time for that last phone call to her lawyer. It was time to end this.

“Daddy!” Melissa shrilled, standing on tiptoes and waving wildly. “I see Daddy!”

Nina looked down and saw Andrew McKay emerging from the glass doors to the cruise ship terminal and security area.

She resisted the momentary urge to wave.

It didn’t look like he’d seen them up here in any case.

[image: image]

Andrew McKay crossed the pier toward the banner-be-decked gangway leading up to the Atlantis Queen’s quarterdeck, and wondered again what the hell he was doing here.

Well, of course he knew. Nina’s mother had explained it all to him quite carefully, in words a three-year-old could understand. The woman could be incredibly forceful when she put her mind to it—the perfect image of the rich, southern matriarch.

Nina had left him four months ago, and taken Melissa with her. Eleven years of marriage, flushed down the pipes for no rational reason that he could see at all. Nina’s mother apparently thought that a little Mediterranean cruise was all that he and Nina would need to rekindle the romance and find each other again.

Fuck that….

Seabirds darted and shrieked, drowning out all else. He stopped and looked up at the enormous ship.

According to the travel brochure, the Atlantis Queen was 964 feet long, 106 feet wide, and displaced some ninety thousand tons, making her the largest, as well as the newest, of the Royal Sky Line’s fleet. She was a damned floating city, with a passenger complement of almost three thousand and a crew of nine hundred, with so much glitter and glitz that passengers could spend two weeks on board and never see the ocean, never even know they were at sea.

Rich people doing rich-people things. He shook his head and continued up the gangway.

At the top of the ramp, a uniformed ship’s officer greeted him with a public-relations-perfect smile. “Good afternoon, Mr. McKay,” he said. “May I see your ticket and your passkey, please?”

McKay handed them across, and the officer made a note on his electronic pad with a stylus. “You’re in Four-one-one-four. That’s fourth deck, on the port side. Your wife and daughter are in Four-one-one-six, the adjoining stateroom, as requested.” If he thought the living arrangements were strange, he gave no sign of it. “They both checked in about an hour ago. Would you like for me to page them?”

“Uh…no. That won’t be necessary.”

“Very good, Mr. McKay.” He began explaining the need to keep his key card on him and that he should wear the plastic bracelet if he wanted to use the pool, the spa, or some other ship’s surface where he might not have a pocket handy. McKay listened to the spiel, thanked the man, and walked on past into the ship.

He wasn’t sure he was ready to see Nina just yet. Perhaps a drink at one of the ship’s several bars first…

[image: image]

For Adrian Bollinger, this cruise represented a chance at a whole new life.

Tabitha Sandberg clung to his arm. “Oh, look at her, Adrian! Isn’t she gorgeous?”

“She’s all of that,” Bollinger replied. “Not as gorgeous as you, of course.”

“Oh, you…” She gave him a playful slap on the arm. “You’re just saying that.”

“No, Tabby. I’m not. Not now. Not ever.”

They stepped through the glass doors and started across the dock toward the gangway.

A new life.

Bollinger had to admit to himself that he’d pretty much wrecked his old one. Trading shares on the floor of the New York Stock Exchange had been a lucrative life but an ungodly high-stress life as well. Too much money, not enough sense…He’d made mistakes. Bad ones. And he’d ended up as a guest for three years at a state correctional institution. His wife had left him; his daughter refused to talk to him. And they hadn’t wanted him back at Tarleton Financial, not a guy with a prison record.

Somehow, though, somehow he’d managed to fight his way back. A friend with another firm, one of Bollinger’s old competitors, in fact, had gotten him back on the trading floor at 11 Wall Street. He was damned good at what he did…and this time he was determined not to let the adrenaline or the stress get to him.

One day at a time. He’d been clean and sober for almost ten years, now.

At the bottom of the gangway, he stopped and turned Tabby to face him. “Happy us,” he told her. “Not happy birthday, not merry Christmas. Happy us.”

“You’re the best there is, Adrian,” she said. “Happy us!”

She sounded as though she meant it completely. Sincerity, Bollinger realized, was a damned rare commodity these days.

He’d met Tabitha at a party in New York City just a year ago, and she’d become an incredibly important part of his life…a constant reminder that there was more out there than Wall Street, more than stock quotes, more than work. She’d agreed to move in with him two weeks ago, and as a kind of celebration he’d surprised her with tickets for a flight to England followed by a cruise on board the Atlantis Queen. Tabby was something of an armchair historian, and a two-week cruise through the Mediterranean, stopping in at ports rich with history from Marseilles to Alexandria, was just what the stockbroker had ordered.

And why not? He could afford it. He’d gone from well-off to impoverished and fought his way back to wealthy. Money, he’d learned, definitely was not everything.

And now that Tabby was in his life, he could use his money to celebrate that fact.

“Good afternoon, folks,” the officer at the top of the gangway said. He gave them his spiel and handed them their keys. “Stateroom Five-oh-eight-seven,” he said. “That’s four decks up, starboard side and aft. Enjoy your cruise!”

“Thanks,” Adrian Bollinger said, grinning as he gave Tabby a squeeze. “We certainly intend to!”

Rubens’ office

NSA Headquarters

Fort Meade, Maryland

Thursday, 0825 hours EDT

“Shit,” Rubens exploded. He stared at the bright blue screen on his computer monitor for a long couple of seconds. “Not again!”

Of the sixteen agencies operating within the U.S. government, the National Security Agency arguably was the most technically advanced. From the mammoth machines of the Tordella Supercomputer Center, to the secure internal server networks within the agency itself, to the various shared networks and databases theoretically connecting all of the various government and law enforcement agencies and departments both in the United States and abroad, the NSA had long prided itself as having the very best IT systems, personnel, and equipment of them all.

So why the hell did they have to put up with these system crashes that were becoming more and more routine?

He touched an intercom button. “Pam? NCTC is offline again. Get me Lowell on the phone.”

“Yes, sir.”

Charles Lowell was the closest thing the National Counterterrorism Center had to an IT head; he was in charge of the complex tangle of databases, some classified, some not, that were intended as a resource to be shared among all government agencies taking part in the War on Terror.

And the project had been a nightmare from the start.

It wasn’t Lowell’s fault, of course. The problem was that the database project itself was simply so big, so complex, and involved so many different programmers and design tracks that it was almost impossible for any one person to see all the parts and how they had to work together at once.

The NCTC had spent half a billion dollars to upgrade the foundering system through a project called Railhead, and things rapidly had gone from bad to disastrous. At the moment, the system was nearly useless, and a lot of data collected through enormous cost and effort had gone missing.

The Counterterrorism Center had been trying to address the issues for several years, but things looked little better than they had when a Congressional oversight committee had flagged the project in 2008.

Rubens had come up to his office from the Art Room to run the name Nayim Erbakan through the sieve. It seemed strange that the man was smuggling what appeared to be a kilo or so of drugs—heroin, most likely—from England back to the eastern Med, and on a cruise ship no less. Maybe the guy just hoped to sell his wares to the rich tourists, but after a while intelligence officers developed a hyper-paranoid sixth sense about anything out of the ordinary, and Rubens was curious about this one.

But as soon as he’d tried to run the search through the TIDE database, the Center’s network, one of several connecting various government agencies, had crashed.

“Mr. Lowell on the secure line, sir.”

He picked up the handset. “Lowell? Rubens.”

“The system’s down,” Lowell said. “I know. We’re working on it.”

“You’ve been working on it for six years. When is it going to work?”

“You’ve seen the schedule. The upgrades are supposed to be complete by 2012.”

“If they come in on time. Can you put someone on a special search for me?”

Lowell sighed. “No promises. What is it?”

“A name. Nayim Erbakan.” He spelled it out, waiting as Lowell jotted down the letters and repeated them back. At least the Turkish used the Western alphabet. One of the serious problems with the TIDE database was the problem in transliterating Arabic names. Was it “Mohammed,” “Muhammad,” or “Mohamed”? The answer, often, was yes, and cross-referencing numerous alternate spellings as well as aliases all for the same terrorist was part of the reason the database project wasn’t fulfilling expectations.

“Got it,” Lowell told him. “Any background?”

“He was just detained by MI5 in Southampton,” Rubens told Lowell. “He was carrying five concealed plastic bags that might be drugs. I’d like to know if he’s working with one of the major drug cartels over there…or if he has terrorist connections.” Numerous terrorist operations financed their operations with drugs, especially lately, since the United States had begun aggressively freezing the bank accounts of organizations connected with al-Qaeda.

“I’ll see what I can do, Rubens,” Lowell replied. “But I can’t keep taking my assets off important projects just to do your homework for you.”

“You’re there so we can do our homework,” Rubens growled. “And right now you’re the dog that’s eating it!” He hung up the phone, scowling. Usually he was more diplomatic than that, but Lowell’s bureaucratic pettiness had provoked him.

Sometimes, Rubens thought, it was a toss-up as to who your worst enemies were in this game—the terrorists or the turf-guarding bureaucrats right here at home. TIDE’s effectiveness depended on each of the U.S. agencies tasked with counterterrorism to feed data into the TIDE database, but those agencies shared a long history of mistrust and miserly secretiveness with regard to one another…and with good reason. An 