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			PROLOGUE 

			PORT OF NEW ORLEANS: MARCH 21, 05:47

			Silence.

			Ten thousand feet up there was nothing to hear, except the faint scratching hiss of the wind as it spilled across carbon fiber control surfaces. Riding high on a column of warm air, the old Predator’s engine barely ticked over. It was very good at conserving its energy. It was very good at waiting patiently. Waiting and watching with its single, unblinking eye.

			Chuck Mitchell was asleep at his post.

			He had the best of all possible excuses. His wife had given birth to a beautiful little girl three weeks ago. Mitchell hadn’t slept more than a ­couple of hours a night since—­he’d been far too busy sitting up at night next to the crib, watching her squirm and wriggle, counting her ten perfect fingers, her ten perfect toes.

			But if anyone needed to be awake at his job, it was Mitchell. He worked at the busiest port in America, scanning cargo containers as they passed through on their way to grocery stores and warehouses and schools across the country. It was his job to oversee the PVT portal monitor, a device that scanned those containers for radioactivity. All day long the containers passed through his station, one every few seconds—­more than sixty million a year. They went under a giant yellow metal arch and came out the other side, and nine hundred and ninety-­nine times out of a thousand, nothing happened.

			That thousandth time Mitchell very much needed to be on top of his game.

			So he did his best to fight the tide of sleep that kept washing over him. He mainlined coffee. When that wasn’t enough, he would jab himself in the leg with a pen—­anything to help him wake up.

			It was a losing battle.

			The cargo containers were all the same. They didn’t stay in front of him long enough for him to even know what was inside them. Even before dawn it was warm at his station, warm enough to make him feel cozy and complacent. Even the noise of the giant rolling belt that carried the boxes was a droning, repetitive sound that just lulled him back to sleep. Staying awake was just about impossible.

			There was only one thing that could possibly yank him back, one sound.

			A steady, persistent ticking. The sound he heard in his nightmares. The sound the detector made when it picked up stray gamma radiation.

			Mitchell’s eyes shot open. He nearly fell off his chair. Without even thinking about it, he slammed his palm down on the big red button in front of him, stopping the belt, freezing the cargo container in place under the arch.

			The ticking sound didn’t stop.

			The old Predator could see in color, though the first early light made everything the same three drab shades of gray. Below, in the sprawling yard, the boxes stood in ziggurats twenty high, bluish gray and reddish gray and yellowish gray. The Predator’s eye swiveled back and forth in its socket as it looked for patterns it could recognize.

			The drone was an old model, one of the first wave of UAVs to see real action. It was obsolete now, and it had been declawed—­stripped of its weaponry and most of its fancier software. It should have been decommissioned a year ago.

			But it could still fly. It could still loiter up there, so high up it looked like just another bird, a speck against the blue sky. It could still see—­its camera eye had not grown nearsighted over the years.

			It still had one more mission in it.

			Mitchell pulled a lead-­lined vest over his shoulders. The same kind dentists wore when they took x-­rays of your jaw. He jumped down from his station and took a hesitant step toward the cargo container.

			The PVT equipment kept ticking away.

			Mitchell knew that most likely this was a false positive. There were all kinds of things that gave off gamma rays—­everything from fertilizer to kitty litter to bananas. The chances that this box was full of, say, weapons-­grade plutonium were vanishingly small.

			Like every box in the port, this one came with a sheaf of papers listing its contents and tracing its route across the oceans. The sheet on top was just a list of bar codes. He waved a handheld scanner over the box’s codes. If the bill of lading said it was full of kitty litter, he would have a little laugh and go back to his chair and fall asleep again. It had to be kitty litter, right?

			The box’s forms all claimed it was full of plastic water bottles. Empty bottles. That definitely wasn’t right—­he flipped through the sheets until he found what he was looking for, the declared weight of the container. The box was heavy. Heavy enough that it had to be filled with metal or stone, not empty plastic bottles.

			He hadn’t thought his day could get worse, but it just had.

			Someone had shipped this box with counterfeit paperwork. Somebody had wanted to make sure nobody knew what was really inside.

			Mitchell closed his eyes and tried hard not to panic. Was this the moment he’d trained for? He’d never actually seen radiological cargo come through his post before. It had just never happened. But when he took this job, he had known it might.

			His duties at this point were clear. He was supposed to alert his superiors and then open the box and make a visual inspection of its contents.

			Mitchell licked his lips because they were suddenly very dry.

			If he did what his job required, if he popped the seals on that box, he might expose himself to the radiation inside. Most likely it wouldn’t be enough to actually hurt him. Most likely it would be like getting a single chest x-­ray, nothing that would have long-­term effects on his health.

			Most likely.

			There. The drone had found the pattern it was looking for. Near the docks where the big ships came in, it made out the rectangular silhouette of a box sitting underneath a yellow arch.

			The drone shifted its control surfaces a few degrees, turned about on its circling course. Then it put its nose down and opened up its throttle, launching itself into a powered dive.

			“I can’t,” Mitchell said, aloud. “I just can’t. Not with the baby . . .”

			He stared at the box, knowing what he was supposed to do. Knowing he would probably get fired if he didn’t do it.

			Knowing he couldn’t.

			If he got sick now, if he couldn’t work, who would take care of his perfect little girl? His wife had quit her own job to look after the baby. If he got sick—­

			He would go and find his supervisor, go and explain. He turned on his heel and started to walk away from the box, away from—­

			He didn’t get very far.

			The drone weighed nearly five thousand pounds. It had a top speed of three hundred miles an hour. Dropping out of the sky like a javelin, it was moving even faster than that when it struck the cargo container.

			Its eye hit the steel side of the container and shattered in a million shards of glass. Its nose, made of carbon fiber and Kevlar, disintegrated on impact.

			But its wings were edged with pure titanium. They smashed into the container with enough force to tear through the box’s metal walls, to pulverize its contents and send them flying, a thick roiling column of powdered metal that hung glittering in the air until the wind caught it.

			The noise of the impact could be heard five miles away.

			“Oh God, no, please,” Mitchell whimpered.

			He couldn’t hear his own voice. His ears weren’t working. The afterimage of the flash filled his eyes, made him blind. He could still feel pain, though.

			He was down on the concrete, and he felt like half his face had been scraped off. There was blood on his cheek, wet and hot. He struggled to get up, but he couldn’t move. He couldn’t even get up on his knees.

			As his eyes slowly cleared he saw pools of burning jet fuel all around him, saw chunks of dull gray metal strewn everywhere.

			He still couldn’t hear anything.

			That wasn’t the worst of it. Something had hit him in the back. Something hard and sharp. His first thought had been that he’d been struck by a bullet, but it had been much bigger than that and it had knocked him down like a giant hand pressing him against the floor.

			Whatever it was, it was still back there. He was—­he was impaled on it.

			Blood was pouring from his stomach. From where the piece of debris had punched right through the lead vest he wore—­and the flesh inside it. He’d been so worried about radiation. That didn’t seem so terrifying anymore.

			In the distance he heard the sirens of emergency vehicles, coming closer.

			He wondered if they would make it in time.

			He wondered if he would ever see his little baby girl again.
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			TOWSON, MD: MARCH 21, 07:14

			“If I were you,” the marine said, “I’d think real careful about my next move. There’s a lot riding on this.”

			Jim Chapel stared the man right in the eye. As usual, there was nothing there. Years of clandestine missions in the Middle East had given Marine sergeant Brent Wilkes total control over his facial expressions. The man just didn’t have a tell as far as Chapel could see.

			And he was right—­there was a lot at stake. Chapel glanced down at the table and did a mental calculation. Two sixes showing, and Chapel only had queen high. If Wilkes wasn’t bluffing, the game could be over right here.

			Chapel sighed and threw his cards down on the table. He found that he couldn’t care less. “Fold,” he said.

			Wilkes’s mouth bent in a fraction of a grin and he grabbed for the pot—­nearly a full bag of potato chips. He stuffed them in his mouth one after another with the precision that marked everything he did.

			Chapel had spent three months in the smelly motel room with Wilkes, as much as sixteen hours out of every day, and he still couldn’t get a read on his partner. Wilkes didn’t seem to care about anything except 
poker—­he didn’t read, he didn’t watch TV, he just wanted to play cards. After the first week, Chapel had realized how outclassed he was and had refused to play for money anymore. They didn’t have anything else 
to wager with, so they’d played with potato chips instead. It didn’t seem to matter to Wilkes. He played the game to win, not to make money.

			The floor around the marine’s chair was littered with a drift of empty potato chip bags. He ate each little crumb of chip that he won, scouring the table bare, but then he just dropped the empty bags on the floor, completely uninterested in keeping the room clean. At the end of each day Chapel picked up the bags and threw them out, knowing he would get to do it again the next day.

			And meanwhile nothing whatsoever changed with the case.

			They were holed up in the motel because a high-­profile black marketeer had taken a room there, too. The motel was a place where he could meet and make deals with military personnel from the nearby Aberdeen Proving Ground. A lot of very expensive military hardware had gone missing from Aberdeen, and intelligence suggested it all came through this motel. Chapel had identified one Harris Contorni as the buyer, a former army corporal who had been dishonorably discharged. He’d gathered enough evidence to show that Contorni had connections to East Coast organized crime. Chapel had thought that once he identified the culprit his involvement with this case would be finished. After all, chasing low-­level crooks like Contorni was way below his pay grade.

			Instead he’d been ordered to see the case through. Which meant a semipermanent stakeout of the motel where Contorni lived. Chapel had planted listening devices all through Contorni’s room and phone and car and then he’d moved into a room three doors down and then Wilkes had shown up and Chapel had gotten the worst sinking feeling of his life.

			His boss had given him scutwork to do. And then he’d assigned Chapel a babysitter just in case.

			It was a pretty clear vote of no confidence.

			And one he’d earned, he supposed. He’d screwed up badly the year before on a mission in Siberia. Put a lot of ­people in danger. Even though he’d fixed things, even though he’d completed his mission, he knew his boss, Director Hollingshead, must have lost a lot of faith in him.

			“Wanna play again?” Wilkes asked.

			“Not now,” Chapel said. He looked at the cards scattered across the table and realized he didn’t even care enough to pick them up and put them away. This case was turning him into a slob—­breaking his lifetime habit of cleaning up after himself.

			Months had passed with no sign whatsoever that Contorni was putting together another deal. Months of doing nothing but breathing in Wilkes’s air. Chapel was losing his edge. Getting rusty.

			“All right,” Wilkes said. “You mind if I run down to the store, get some soda? All these chips I keep winning make me so dry I don’t even piss anymore. I just fart salt.”

			Chapel waved one hand in the air, careful not to express disgust. It would just encourage worse behavior. Wilkes left without another word.

			When he was gone, Chapel checked the laptop on the nightstand, but there was nothing there. Contorni hadn’t made a call in six hours, and though he’d driven approximately sixty miles in his car over the last twenty-­four hours, he had gone nowhere near the Proving Ground. Nothing. As usual.

			Chapel sat down hard on the bed. He considered doing some calisthenics, but the room already smelled like sweat and dirty laundry. Maybe later. Instead he reached into his pocket and took out his hands-­free device. He stared at it for a while, knowing he was probably making a mistake, but then he shoved it in his ear and pressed the power button.

			“Angel,” he said, “are you there?”

			“Always, sugar,” she replied.

			He closed his eyes and let himself smile a little. That voice . . . it was like having someone breathe softly on the back of his neck. It made him feel good like nothing else did anymore.

			He hadn’t spoken to Angel in weeks. He’d missed it.

			He had never met her. He had no idea what she looked like or where she was located. He didn’t even know her real name—­he’d started calling her Angel and it just stuck, and now even his boss referred to her that way. He’d chosen the name because when he was in the field she worked as his guardian angel. If Chapel needed to look up the criminal record of a deadly assassin or just find the best route through traffic during a car chase, she was the one with the answers he needed. More than that, she had walked him through some very tricky missions. She’d saved his life so often he didn’t even keep track anymore.

			She had become more than just a colleague to him. Among other things, she was the only woman in his life, now that his girlfriend had dumped him.

			While he was working the stakeout, though, he barely got to talk to Angel at all. There was no need for her special skills on this mission, no need to occupy her valuable time with the running tally of how many poker hands Chapel lost or how many days had passed without new intelligence.

			“Anything to report?” she asked. “Or are you just checking in?”

			“Nothing,” he told her. He wondered what he sounded like to her. There’d been a time she respected him, even admired what he’d achieved in the field. Had her esteem for him dropped as she listened to him grow more and more dejected? “Any word from the director? Any new instructions, any hint of reassignment?”

			“You know I would call if there was,” she told him. There was something in her voice, a cautious little hesitation. She was waiting to hear why he’d called.

			It was too bad he didn’t have a good answer. He couldn’t very well tell her that he’d called because he was lonely. Every time the two of them spoke it cost taxpayer money. Maybe something more than that, too. He knew she worked with other field agents—­even Wilkes knew who she was, though he said he’d only worked with her once, and briefly. Maybe right now she’d been in the middle of saving somebody else’s life and he was distracting her. Though he supposed she would have told him so, or just not answered her phone.

			“What about that other thing I asked you to look into? Did you turn up anything more on Wilkes?”

			“I’m still not sure what you’re hoping to find,” she said.

			“I just want a better idea of who I’m working with here. I need to be able to trust this guy when push comes to shove.”

			Angel sighed. “You know I can’t tell you much. He’s a Raider, as I’m sure you’ve already figured out.”

			Chapel didn’t need any great detective skills to turn up that piece of information. Wilkes had a Marine Corps logo tattooed on his arm and the distinctive haircut of a jarhead. If he was working for Hollings­head’s directorate (the Directorate for Defense Counterintelligence and HUMINT, or DX), that meant he was special ops—­specifically the United States Marine Corps Special Operations Command, MARSOC, the Raiders, the newest branch of secret warriors in SOCOM. He would be what the ser­vice called a critical skills operator, which meant he would be trained in everything from unarmed combat to language skills to psychological warfare.

			All well and good. But there was something about Wilkes that bothered Chapel. The guy was just too self-­contained. He never gave anything away, never spoke of himself, never so much as blinked at the wrong time or laughed at a private joke. Chapel had met plenty of vets with PTSD, ­people who were stuck inside their heads, reliving a bad moment over and over. They acted a little like that, but in Wilkes’s case there was something more. He didn’t seem like he was stuck. Instead he acted like a panther in a cage at the zoo. Watching the world through hooded eyes, giving nothing away. Waiting for something to happen. Maybe he had some dark secret he didn’t want Chapel—­or Hollingshead—­to know about.

			“And you say his record is clean. No red flags anywhere in his file.”

			“None,” Angel replied. “He served a bunch of tours with military intelligence in Afghanistan and Iraq. When he got home, about three years ago, he was recruited by Director Hollingshead personally. He checks out—­I vetted him myself.”

			“And you worked with him, too, on a mission,” Chapel said.

			There must have been a certain tone in his voice. “Are you getting jealous?”

			Chapel forced a laugh. “Hardly.”

			“You know I’m yours, first and last,” Angel said. “You were on mandatory vacation. A mission came up, and he and I were just free at the right time. Don’t worry, Chapel. Nobody’s replacing you in my heart.”

			It felt damned good to hear that.

			He just wished he was sure Director Hollingshead felt the same way.

			Chapel respected and trusted his boss implicitly. He would even admit to loving the man, the way a soldier loves a worthy commanding officer. Hollingshead was fair-­minded and he took good care of his ­people. But he was also a pragmatist.

			If he was going to replace Chapel, then Wilkes was a perfect choice. Chapel was rushing toward his midforties, way older than any field agent should be, while Wilkes still had plenty of good years in him. Chapel had been badly wounded in combat, and in Siberia he had screwed up a vital mission by misjudging a foreign asset. Wilkes was tough as nails, smart as a whip, and had no bad marks on his record at all. It would just make sense to put Wilkes on the most vital missions and have Chapel make a more or less graceful descent into, say, an analyst position or have him work as a consultant or, God forbid, run stakeouts for the rest of his career.

			If Chapel had been in Hollingshead’s place, he would make the same decision.

			It didn’t mean he had to like it.

			“Chapel, are you okay?” Angel asked. “You went quiet there.”

			He shook himself back to attention. He realized he’d been sitting there ruminating while Angel was on the line. He was so comfortable with her, so utterly at home talking to her that he’d let his brain shut down.

			“I’m . . . fine. I . . .”

			Maybe it was time to lay his cards on the table.

			His mouth was suddenly dry. He swallowed thickly and said, “I’m fine, Angel. I just need to know something. You and I have been through so much, I’m hoping I can count on you to tell me something even if you have orders not to.”

			Angel didn’t respond. Maybe she was waiting to hear what he said next.

			“I need to know—­is my career over? Because it’s pretty much all I have left.” He shook his head, even though she couldn’t see him. “When Julia left, when . . . when Nadia died, I . . . I guess I started to wonder about what I’m doing. About what kind of life I can have now. I took my time and weighed things and I think, well, I think if I can keep working, if I can keep going on real missions, then it’ll be okay. All the sacrifices I’ve made, everything I’ve had to do, it doesn’t matter. Not if I can still be of some use. But if I’m being put out to pasture, I’m not sure I can keep—­”

			He stopped because there was a click on the line. A soft mechanical sound that could have meant anything. Maybe somebody else was listening in, or maybe Angel had just changed the frequency of her signal, or—­

			Three annoying beeps sounded in his ear. The tones that indicated a dropped call.

			“Angel?” he said. “Angel, are you there?”

			Angel’s equipment was the best in the world. There was no way she could get cut off like that, not just because of a bad cellular link or rain fade or anything like that.

			“Angel?” he said again.

			There was no reply.

			TOWSON, MD: MARCH 21, 07:36

			When Wilkes got back, Chapel was still trying to raise Angel. He had a phone number for her, one he’d never written down, only memorized. There was no answer on that line. It didn’t even go to voice mail. It just rang and rang. He tried to get in touch with Director Hollingshead next, calling a number for a pet store in Bethesda that was a front for the Defense Intelligence Agency. The woman on the other end of the line listened to his access code, then told him to hold the line while she connected him.

			At least he got an answer this time—­the woman came back and told him the director was not available to take his call. Chapel knew better than to ask if he could leave a message. His access code had been logged—­Hollingshead would call Chapel back as soon as he could.

			Wilkes had returned with a two-­liter bottle of soda and with his own phone in his hand. He kept trying to get Chapel’s attention, but Chapel just waved him away. If something had happened to Angel, if she was in trouble, he would move heaven and earth to help her. Nothing else mattered. Even his mission was less important. If Harris Contorni was in the middle of selling backpack nukes to Iran in his motel room three doors down, well, that would just have to wait.

			Wilkes finally did get his attention by grabbing Chapel’s phone out of his hand.

			“What the hell do you think you’re doing?” Chapel demanded.

			Wilkes didn’t reply. He just tapped Chapel’s phone screen a ­couple of times with one finger while unscrewing the top of his soda bottle with his other hand. Then he handed the phone back and took a long slug of cola.

			Chapel looked down at his phone. Wilkes had opened an app that decrypted incoming messages from the Pentagon. What he read there made him swear under his breath.

			ABORT CURRENT MISSION.

			W AND C TO REPORT NGA HQ

			FOR BRIEFING 0900.

			AUTHORIZED POSEIDON.

			“Poseidon” was Director Hollingshead’s code name for the month, which meant he’d sent for the two of them personally. The headquarters of the National Geospatial-­Intelligence Agency were in Fort Belvoir in Virginia, less than an hour away. The two of them just had time to clean up and get their uniforms on before they had to leave.

			All of which was fine—­but the first line of the message was what made Chapel’s eyes go wide. They were being told to abandon their stakeout, just for a briefing? Something truly serious must have happened.

			“When did this come in?” Chapel asked.

			“Five minutes ago. Looks like you were too busy to notice,” Wilkes told him. He took another long pull on his soda, then capped the bottle and threw it on the bed. “What were you up to?”

			Chapel tried to decide how much he trusted Wilkes. “Something’s going on with Angel,” he said finally. “Her signal cut out and I can’t get her back on the line.”

			“Maybe it’s something to do with this briefing.”

			Chapel shook his head. No way to know. “You take the first shower. I’m going to keep trying to reach her.”

			FORT BELVOIR, VA: MARCH 21, 08:51

			Chapel had an office at Fort Belvoir—­as did half the intelligence staffers in America. It was an enormous, sprawling facility packed with the headquarters of dozens of agencies and offices and directorates large and small. He’d worked there for ten years, back before his reactivation as a field agent, but that had been in the southern area. The NGA headquarters was in the northern area, a region of the fort he’d rarely visited. He’d never even seen the NGA building before.

			He had no idea why he was being summoned there. Normally he would have called Angel to ask her—­to get some idea of what he was walking into before the briefing began. But she still wasn’t answering her phone.

			Wilkes played with the radio the whole way there, trying to find some news broadcast that might give them an idea of what had happened. There was nothing. Some freak wildfires in Colorado caused by a massive lightning strike. The governor of New Jersey was in trouble again for reasons so boring Chapel just tuned them out. There was nothing to explain why Hollingshead had canceled a six-­month investigation just so two operatives could attend a briefing.

			When they arrived at their destination, Chapel just took a second to look at the place. What he knew about the NGA was limited. The National Geospatial-­Intelligence Agency was responsible for SIGINT and imaging, he knew that much—­it was a clearinghouse for all kinds of intelligence ranging from satellite data to radio broadcast intercepts to paper maps of sensitive areas. Its mission was just to collect information that might be useful to other agencies, and as far as he knew it didn’t carry out operations on its own; it just provided support. He knew that it was supposed to have been vital in locating Bin Laden in Abbottabad.

			Apparently the kind of support that paid off.

			The NGA building was the third-­largest federal building in the D.C. area. Only the Pentagon and the Ronald Reagan Building were bigger. Much of its size came from its unusual shape. From above—­say, from a satellite view—­the structure looked like two enormous concrete parentheses framing a central atrium like the world’s biggest greenhouse. The atrium was five hundred feet long and more than a hundred feet wide. It was big enough to have its own weather system. As the two of them headed inside, Chapel couldn’t help but look up at the massive span of arching trusses overhead that screened the sky.

			The atrium was full of ­people headed from one side of the headquarters to the other, some in military uniforms, some in civilian clothes. None of them looked particularly scared or tense, but maybe they didn’t know what was going on either.

			Wilkes was already moving ahead toward a security station that blocked the main entrance to the complex. Chapel rushed to catch up—­then slowed down when he saw there was a metal detector station. Of course there was. If he hadn’t been in such a rush, he would have thought about that in advance.

			“Just step through, sir,” the attendant said. She was a middle-­aged woman with that look security professionals get, like they’ve seen literally everything and none of it was particularly interesting. “There’s a line behind you.”

			He gave the woman a smile. This was always tricky. “I’m afraid I’m about to make your day more complicated,” he told her. “I—­”

			“No firearms are allowed inside,” she told him, running a practiced eye up and down his uniform. “No weapons of any kind. If you’re worried about your belt buckle, you can take your belt off.”

			“It’s not that,” Chapel said. “I have a prosthesis.”

			Her world-­weary stare didn’t change. “You’ll have to remove it.”

			He considered arguing but knew there was no point. So while everyone in the NGA stared he unbuttoned his uniform tunic and then stripped out of his shirt until he was naked from the waist up. In a government office building.

			Anyone seeing Chapel like that would take a second to realize what was different about him. His left arm, after all, looked exactly like his right one. It was the same skin tone and there was the same amount of hair on the knuckles and the forearm.

			That appearance ended at his shoulder. There his arm flared out in a pair of clamps that held snug against his chest and back. He reached over with his right hand and released the catches that held the arm in place, then pulled the whole thing off and put it in a plastic bin so it could be scanned.

			As it ran through the machine, the attendant didn’t even look at him. She studied her screen making sure there were no bombs or weapons hidden inside the prosthetic. The fingers of the artificial hand ducked in and out of her x-­ray scanner, as if reaching out of the guts of the machine for help.

			At least a hundred ­people, most of them in civvies, had stopped to watch. Some of them pointed at him while others whispered to each other with shocked expressions on their faces.

			Chapel had been through this before. He tried not to let it bother him. On the other side of the security barrier, Wilkes watched with a sly smile. He knew about the arm, of course—­they’d been living together for months now. Most likely he just wanted to watch Chapel squirm. Well, Chapel did his best not to show his embarrassment.

			When the scan was done and Chapel, sans arm, had passed through the metal detector, the attendant picked up the prosthetic and handed it back to Chapel. He started to take it from her, but she held on a second longer.

			“Sir,” she asked. She looked like she was having trouble finding the right words. Finally she just said, “Iraq?”

			“Afghanistan,” he told her.

			She nodded. “I have a cousin. Had . . . had a cousin. He died in Iraq. Sir—­do you think it was worth it?”

			Chapel wanted to sigh. He wished he knew the answer to that one himself sometimes. It wasn’t the first time anyone had asked him the question, though, and he knew what to say. “I’m sure he thought it was. I’m sure he went over there to serve his country, even knowing what that could mean.”

			The woman didn’t look at him. She just nodded and gave him his arm back.

			By the time he put the arm and his uniform back on, Wilkes was nearly jumping up and down in impatience. “Come on,” he said. “We’re going to be late.”

			FORT BELVOIR, VA: MARCH 21, 09:03

			They were given guest badges and instructions on how to find the briefing room. It was a little strange they were allowed to proceed without an escort, but Chapel supposed their security clearance spoke for itself. The two of them hurried through a series of windowless hallways and down several flights of stairs because they had no time to wait for an elevator. When they arrived at their destination, Chapel estimated they were at least one floor underground. He knew what that meant—­he’d been in enough secure facilities in his time to know you put the really important rooms in the basement, where anyone inside would be safe from an attack on the surface.

			Chapel pushed open the door and found himself in the largest, most high-­tech briefing room he’d ever seen. Every wall was lined with giant LCD screens, some ten feet across, some the size of computer monitors. Currently they were all showing the same thing: a murky picture of a stack of shipping containers, with a deep fog or maybe a cloud of dust swirling between them. The view didn’t give him any useful information, so instead he looked at the ­people gathered in the room.

			There were a lot of them. Maybe fifty. Half were dressed in military uniforms from every branch of ser­vice—­even the Coast Guard and the National Guard were represented. Judging by the insignia they wore, Chapel, a captain in the U.S. Army, was the lowest-­ranking man in the place except for Wilkes, who was a first lieutenant. He recognized some of the faces because they belonged to generals and admirals.

			The other half of the crowd wore civilian clothes—­conservative suits and flag pins. He recognized far fewer of them because he rarely dealt with civilian agencies, but he could tell right away they were all intelligence ­people by the way they kept glancing at one another as if they expected to be stabbed in the back at any minute.

			Chapel definitely recognized one man in the room, a man in an immaculate navy blue suit with perfect white hair and deep blue eyes that could have drilled holes in armor plate. That was Patrick Norton, the secretary of defense. The boss of Chapel’s boss, and the leader of the entire military intelligence community of the United States.

			“Shit just got real,” Wilkes muttered.

			The two of them moved to the back wall of the room and stood at attention, waiting to be put at their ease.

			It didn’t take long. Rupert Hollingshead came out of the crowd and shook both their hands.

			The director didn’t dress like anyone else there. He wore a tweed suit with a vest and a pocket watch, and unlike everybody else he had facial hair—­a pair of muttonchop sideburns that stuck out from either side of his wide face. He didn’t look like an intelligence professional at all. More like a genial old professor from an Ivy League university. He even had the mannerisms—­the absent-minded attitude of a man lost in lofty thought. It was rare when Chapel didn’t see him smiling and nodding quietly to himself as if he were puzzling through an abstruse math problem.

			Today, though, was one of those rare days. He’d never seen the director look so serious. The tweed, the smiles, even the pocket watch—­those were all part of a costume, very carefully designed to put ­people at their ease and make them think he was no kind of threat. Today, though, his eyes gave him away. They had the laser focus of the man only his personal staff knew—­the spymaster, the head of a secret Defense Intelligence Agency directorate. A man who was capable of sending field agents to their deaths, a man who could handle even the most grim situation report.

			“Stand down, boys,” he said, in a voice that was not quite a whisper but was unlikely to carry across the room. “I’m sure you’re wondering why you’re here.”

			“Yes, sir,” Chapel said. Wilkes just watched the director’s face.

			“You two are here because I might need to send you on a new mission right away. Stay back here and keep quiet, all right? We’ll talk when this is done.”

			Chapel very much wanted to tell the director about Angel’s dropped call and the fact that she’d been incommunicado for hours now. But this was neither the time nor the place. Even as Hollingshead stepped away from them, back into the muttering crowd, the briefing began.
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			A woman wearing a pantsuit—­a civilian—­stepped up to a podium on the far side of the room and asked everyone to take their seats.

			“Thank you for coming,” she said. “I’m Melinda Foster, and I work for the NGA. We brought you all here to our offices as a kind of neutral territory. The NGA provides imaging product for both civilian and Department of Defense organizations, and the current situation is going to involve both sides of the intelligence community. My job isn’t to make policy decisions, though. I’m just here to give you the facts as we know them. Then we’ll open the floor to discussion.”

			She picked up a remote control and clicked a few buttons. Behind her, on one of the big screens, a map of Louisiana appeared with a red star superimposed on the Mississippi delta. “This morning, just before six o’clock, the United States suffered a radiological attack.”

			This wasn’t the kind of crowd that would easily erupt into chaos. Nobody jumped to their feet or shouted for more information. But Chapel could feel all the oxygen draining from the room as the crowd drew a deep and collective breath.

			On the screen, a map of the Port of New Orleans appeared. “The night before, a cargo container came into this, our busiest port. It came with counterfeit paperwork. We’ve established it was full of low-­level radioactive waste. I need to stress that does not mean weapons-­grade radiologicals. Instead, we’re talking about the junk that gets discarded all the time by workers in nuclear power plants. Everything from scrapped computer components to contaminated safety equipment down to the gloves and protective clothing the workers used. All that stuff is considered as hazardous material and is normally processed along with spent nuclear fuel.”

			A slide came up on the screen showing a pile of garbage that looked harmless enough, just as she’d described it.

			“Radioactive particles can adhere to this material, so it needs to be disposed of carefully. But apparently some nuclear plant somewhere didn’t feel like paying to do that. So instead they just stuffed it in a cargo container and sent it overseas. Most likely it was being shipped to a developing country where it would end up in a landfill. This happens with distressing regularity. Along its journey, however, it passed through our port. That’s illegal—­hence the counterfeit paperwork. Just before six A.M., this cargo container entered an inspection station in the Port of New Orleans. It went under a PVT gamma ray detection arch, a piece of technology we’ve installed in all our shipping hubs specifically to catch this kind of event. The arch did its job and logged a gamma ray detection event. Normally the cargo container would have been isolated in a quarantine facility and traced back to its origin. Today, however, we never got the chance.”

			Foster clicked her remote again. The image on the screen changed to show a Predator UAV—­an aircraft everyone in the room would instantly recognize.

			“At the same time an MQ-­1 aircraft was passing overhead. It was an old, demilitarized model, one of the first-­generation drones. Civilian agencies and even law enforcement are using these now for basic surveillance functions. Local air traffic control was aware of the Predator, but nobody seems to have raised any red flags—­they assumed it was a routine sweep. The port is monitored at all times by a variety of systems, including drones, and while this one didn’t have an official flight plan, everyone seems to have assumed that was just an oversight. Now, these drones don’t just fly themselves. Somebody has to actively control them from another location. So we know what happened next was not just a glitch.

			“The drone descended at speed toward the port facility just as the cargo container passed under the PVT arch. It impacted the container with a considerable amount of force. The drone wasn’t carrying any weaponry, but simple physics was enough to catastrophically damage the cargo container. Its structural integrity was compromised and its contents were dispersed over a wide area. Some of the nonmetallic components inside, like those rubber gloves, were aerosolized in the impact.

			“What that means is that a large quantity of radioactive material was dispersed across the port facility, in some cases traveling a quarter mile before it settled out of the air. Dust from the gloves and clothing may have been carried much farther. Preliminary analysis shows that a significant area of the port has been affected.”

			She clicked a button and a new picture came up, this showing an overhead view of the enormous port facility. A red stain covered almost half of the view, looking like a spray of blood from a cut artery, to indicate the spread of radioactive material.

			“The port was evacuated just after the event. There was only one direct injury—­a Charles Mitchell, the operator of the PVT arch, was hit by flying debris. He was found dead on the scene. Meanwhile, we have hazmat crews all over the port trying to collect as much of the debris as possible. Though the overall levels of radiation are very low, it just isn’t safe to let workers back inside the facility until we can complete our cleanup.”

			She clicked her remote and the view returned to the video Chapel had seen before—­the dust-­shrouded pile of cargo containers.

			“Ladies and gentleman,” Foster said, “Mr. Secretary. The impact—­the crash—­of this drone was intentional. It was very well planned. What it boils down to is that terrorists have just exploded a dirty bomb on American soil.”
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			Half the room started talking at once then, ­people firing questions at Melinda Foster, others calling for immediate action. Chapel couldn’t follow all the rapid-­fire discussions, and apparently neither could the room’s most important occupant.

			The secretary of defense slapped the table with the flat of his hand. It was enough to get absolute, instant quiet.

			In the silence he looked around the room, from one tense face to another. “The president has personally asked me to lead the task force on this. The director of national intelligence is on board—­so all you civilians here, you’re working for me now. Everybody here is working for me until this is over. Understood?”

			The room rumbled with agreement. There had been times in the past—­September eleventh, for example—­when the various agencies in the intelligence community had failed to work together and bad things happened. Clearly the president wasn’t going to let that happen again. The authority he’d given to Norton might be unprecedented, but nobody in that room was going to question it.

			“We’re going to get whoever did this,” Norton said. “We’re going to make an example of them.”

			The room briefly erupted in a chorus of assent, which stopped as soon as Norton slapped the table again.

			“No one is leaving this room until we have a plan for moving forward. I need all of you working together—­every agency, every organization, from this moment, is going to make this their top priority. What we’re talking about here is escalation. This is terrorism of a kind we haven’t seen before and we’re not going to let it get out of control. The world needs to know we won’t allow this to happen again. First things first, though. We need to know who’s responsible.” He turned and looked at one of the civilians—­one Chapel didn’t recognize. “CIA. What groups do we think are even capable of something like this? Hijacking a Predator—­could al-­Qaeda do that? IS? The Khorasan Group?”

			The civilian grimaced. “They’ve never done anything like it before. They stick to low-­tech methods, mostly. But we can’t rule them out. A Predator is like any other machine. It’s designed to accept input from a remote user and it doesn’t care who that user is as long as they’re broadcasting on the right frequency, with the right encryption. It’s not smart enough to ask why it’s being told to do something.”

			“But our encryption is the best in the world,” the SecDef insisted. Norton looked to another man halfway across the room. “NSA. Am I wrong in believing that?”

			“No,” the NSA director replied, though he looked a little dubious. “Our stuff should be uncrackable. But we can’t rule out the possibility that some very smart hacker in, say, Indonesia or Taiwan discovered a new exploit or just got lucky or—­”

			Norton shook his head. “I’m hearing a lot of qualifiers. A lot of ‘we can’t rule this out.’ I want real answers. Have we picked up any chatter about this? Anybody talking about planning an operation with a Predator drone, anyone discussing a cargo container full of radioactive waste?”

			“Nothing,” the NSA man said. “The terror groups have been quiet lately. Most of what we hear is about money problems and recruiting. Nothing like this.”

			“At least that’s definite,” Norton replied. “Okay. Let’s hear from the military. Who did this Predator belong to?”

			“That would be us,” an air force general said. “It was one of our fleet. I’ve taken the liberty of tracking it through the system, and I can have a document on your desk tomorrow showing every individual who’s ever flown it, maintained it, or inspected it. I can tell you right now that it’s been sitting in a hangar for the last year, under armed guard the whole time. It hadn’t been modified or repaired for nine months. Nobody physically altered it.”

			“What was it doing in the air?”

			The general looked like he very much wanted to shrug. But he must have known this wasn’t the time to admit he didn’t know something. “It was signed out last night, by official e-­mail. Fueled up and launched just after midnight, eastern time.”

			“By whom? Who signed it out?” Norton demanded.

			“The CIA,” the general replied.

			That started some real shouting. ­People visibly moved away from the CIA director, who kept waving his hands in the air demanding quiet, insisting he had a response.

			“I guarantee you we did not sign out that drone,” he shouted over the babble. “Whatever paperwork the air force got was a forgery. Drone operations have to cross my desk, and I saw nothing like this. Whoever these terrorists are, they have access to CIA watermarks, that’s all, they have—­”

			“Sir,” a navy admiral said, raising his voice, “if we can’t figure out who it was, why don’t we just hit them all—­punitive raids, keep up the pressure until one of the terrorist groups cracks—­”

			“That’s going to kill our reputation overseas,” one of the civilian directors insisted. “It’s going to make it impossible for our ­people on the ground to—­”

			“We can afford to lose some human assets,” the CIA director insisted, “if it means flushing these assholes out of hiding; I’m willing to sacrifice as much as half of my—­”

			“You’re talking about mobilizing every Special Forces group,” an army general shouted, “right at the worst possible time, when things in Syria are going to hell and we need more ­people than ever in Yemen—­”

			“Ah,” someone said, a quiet sound in the furor. “If I may.” No one paid any attention.

			Nobody except the SecDef. He turned and looked straight at Rupert Hollingshead.

			Little by little the noise dropped away. ­People noticed that Norton had switched focus, and they decided they needed to know why.

			Hollingshead leaned back in his chair and cleaned his glasses with a pocket handkerchief. He made a flourish of the cloth, then stuffed it back in his breast pocket while we waited for the room to quiet down so he could be heard.

			“Rupert?” Norton asked. “You have something?”

			“I am hearing,” Hollingshead said, rising creakily to his feet, “a lot of sabers being rattled just now. A lot of ­people who wish to go and find and lynch every known terrorist just in case one of them was responsible.”

			He smiled. It was his warmest, most genial smile, and Chapel knew it was one hundred percent fake. “Understandable, of course.”

			“Clearly you disagree with that plan,” Norton said.

			Hollingshead gave a contrite shrug. “I think it may be presumptive. A tad.” He walked across the room, over to the screen that still showed dust billowing around cargo containers, as if he’d noticed something there. He blinked through his spectacles at the image. “Since, after all, this was not a terrorist attack.”
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			The CIA director actually started laughing.

			“What are you talking about?” the NSA director shouted. “Of course it is! Somebody hit us, some cowardly bastard who—­”

			Hollingshead lifted his hands in the air as if in surrender. Chapel knew his boss was just getting started, though. “Please. Just hear me out. We few, gathered here today, have been preparing for something like this ever since 2001. We have lost a great deal of collective sleep over the possibility of a dirty bomb attack. In all our scenarios and projections we imagined this as the worst possible way for terrorists to strike at us. And so we built up our defenses against such a thing. We organized all our efforts toward preventing any terrorist group getting their hands on nuclear material. But that’s just it, isn’t it? When one is in possession of a, um, hammer, well, every threat looks exactly like a nail.”

			Norton’s brow furrowed. “Rupert, if you could get to the point soon, I’d appreciate it.”

			Hollingshead smiled and even elicited a few sympathetic chuckles from the crowd. They weren’t quite enough to balance the glares he was getting from the CIA and NSA directors.

			“Very well. I’ll give you three points, in fact. One. A terrorist attacks a public target. A visible target. Ms. Foster,” he said, turning to the woman who’d given the initial briefing, “have the gentlemen of the press been allowed into the port facility since the attack?”

			Foster looked terrified at being called on. “No,” she said, “not . . . not as such. There have been some reporters out there—­they saw the plume of dust—­but they don’t know any details. The port’s security ­people told them it was a hazardous materials situation, but that was all. No specific facts.”

			Hollingshead nodded. “Very well done. Best we don’t bring this to the public just yet. The port facility is off-­limits to the public. Point one. Terrorists wish to gain media attention, to get the world to see what they’ve done. A terrorist attack is a statement, a message everyone has to listen to. At the moment, the net result of this attack is likely to be a two-­minute segment on the local news broadcast in Louisiana. Not much of a coup.

			“Point two: they always take credit. We’ve already heard there was no chatter about this. But that must also mean no one is crowing about their success. What terrorist group would be so tight-­lipped?”

			Norton looked like he was half convinced. “What’s your third point?”

			Hollingshead nodded. “Subtlety. And intentionality. This attack wasn’t just meant to scare us. It was meant to quietly, but quite effectively, cripple us. Mister Secretary,” he said, blinking at a man who sat very close to the SecDef. Chapel realized after a second that he recognized the man—­he was the secretary of transportation. Not somebody who would normally sit in on a top-­level intelligence briefing. “You are here today because your office administers and oversees our port facilities, yes? Perhaps you can tell me what I need to know. How vital to American commerce is the Port of New Orleans?”

			The secretary nodded, clearly excited to be included. “It’s one of our top priorities. Our only deepwater port with access to six railways, the highway system, cargo planes. Half of all our food travels through that port, every year.”

			“I imagine that closing the port is going to cost us a great deal of money, even in the short term,” Hollingshead pointed out.

			The secretary nodded and grinned. Then he seemed to realize this wasn’t a time for showing off and his face fell into a more serious cast. “It’ll cost a fortune just to reroute all the ships that were supposed to offload there in the next month. And the public is going to feel that cost. We’re talking about a rise in food prices, maybe as much as ten percent. And all kinds of goods go through that port, everything from luxury cars to medical equipment, all of that’s going to get more expensive, and—­”

			Hollingshead lifted one hand to cut the man off. “That’s a serious return on investment. One Predator drone in exchange for a massive disruption of American commerce. Mr. Norton, I’d like to suggest that this is far too subtle for any ham-­handed terrorist to be responsible. I’d venture this was the act of a power that wished to hurt us economically. I will go so far as to claim this was an act of soft war.”

			That got ­people murmuring, though many of the whispered comments were just ­people asking what soft war was. Chapel knew the answer. Soft war, or anti-­infrastructure warfare, was going after an enemy’s supply routes rather than attacking their soldiers. You blew up their roads or cut their power grid, making it impossible for them to carry out an effective military strategy.

			The CIA director jumped to his feet. “Of course you would suggest this,” he said, his face bright red. “You’re military intelligence. You want this to be the opening shot in some big theater conflict—­you want—­”

			Hollingshead cut him off simply by standing up straight and setting his mouth in a hard line. The genial professor act was gone. Suddenly he looked more like an Old Testament prophet. “The last thing any soldier wants is another war. But when one comes along, he does not shirk his duty. Mr. Norton, if this was the work of Iran or North Korea or, God forbid, China—­”

			“You’re jumping to conclusions,” one of the civilian directors shouted.

			“You have no evidence,” the CIA director insisted.

			Hollingshead said nothing. He just looked at Norton, waiting for a reply.

			For a while, as directors and generals bickered back and forth across the room, the SecDef simply folded his hands in front of him, almost as if he were praying. Then he drew in a very long breath.

			“Give me a plan,” he said.

			Hollingshead didn’t hesitate. “I have two operatives with me right now. I can get them to work immediately, investigating who did this. Give them twenty-­four hours to dig. By all means let our analyst friends look into the terrorism angle—­if someone claims responsibility or we hear any chatter, then, well, problem solved. If I’m right, however, we need to act decisively, right from the start.”

			“Okay,” Norton said. “Do it. Whatever you need.”
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			Hollingshead moved through the room putting a hand on a shoulder here, whispering a word in an ear there, marshaling what support he could. Then he headed back out into the hallway, nodding for Wilkes and Chapel to follow. Once the door was closed behind them, he looked at his two men and then let out a long, chuckling sigh. “We have our work cut out for us, boys.”

			“Yes, sir,” Chapel said.

			The three of them headed toward the exit. Along the way Wilkes said, “Sir, you think it’s true? You think this is the start of a war?”

			“Not for a moment,” Hollingshead confided. He stopped and glanced around, looking to see if anyone else was listening. “It’s possible, of course. When you spin a line of nonsense like that, you need to have plausibility on your side. But I just don’t see what quarter such an attack could come from. This was a technological attack—­all of it done with computers. Neither Iran nor North Korea have the encryption know-­how to do this. Russia and China might, but why would either of them want to start a war? Russia couldn’t win, and China would stand to gain nothing but losing their biggest market.” He shook his head. “No, this wasn’t state-­sponsored. That much I feel sure of.”

			Chapel frowned. “But then why make that case? Sir, you lied to the secretary of defense.”

			“Sometimes it’s necessary. That room was headed in one direction only. They were going to turn this into another September eleventh. The country can’t handle that kind of panic again. I’ve bought us a little time during which ­people will be forced to make rational choices.”

			“I don’t get it,” Wilkes said.

			Hollingshead put a hand on the marine’s elbow. “Son, you’re too young to remember what it was like. On September eleventh, 2001, we were caught completely off guard. The nation had no plan in place for how to handle a terrorist attack on its soil. The result was pure pandemonium. Every agency rushing to action with no information or, worse, bad information. Intelligence organizations openly and viciously fighting over who got to respond and who was to blame. The end result was that we started two wars we couldn’t handle and squandered an enormous amount of blood and treasure. If we can forestall that this time—­if we can fix things now, quietly, without letting fear overtake us, then we stand to do an enormous amount of good for the country. If we fail, we will spend the next ten years putting out fires and cleaning up messes and accomplishing nothing.”

			“Sir, yes, sir,” Wilkes said.

			“All right.” Hollingshead led them toward the atrium and the street. “You two will have a car. Let’s head back to the Pentagon. We can reconnoiter at my office. The absolute first thing we need to do is get Angel working on this, tracking whoever hijacked that Predator.”

			“Sir,” Chapel said, “that’s something I wanted to talk to you about.”

			“Oh?”

			“I was on the phone with her this morning and we were . . . cut off. I can’t explain it, it sounded like the call was dropped. I haven’t been able to reach her since.”

			Hollingshead gave him a long, questioning look, but Chapel had no more information to give.

			“Blast,” the director said finally. He reached into his pocket and took out a hands-­free unit. It looked ridiculous in his ear—­like an anachronism, like a caveman wearing a wristwatch. He tapped at it convulsively, calling Angel’s name over and over. Eventually he gave up and put the earpiece away.

			“Damnation,” he said, staring off into the middle distance. “This is bad. Very bad. Without her, we’re flying blind.”

			“Sir, if I may speak candidly?” Chapel asked.

			“Yes, of course, always. You’ve seen how Wilkes speaks to me.”

			The marine didn’t even have the good grace to blush.

			Chapel tried not to focus on that. “The timing is strange. When I spoke to her she sounded fine, but then she just dropped off the air—­just a ­couple hours after the attack in New Orleans. I’m not a big believer in coincidences.”

			“Nor am I. You think she’s in danger?”

			“I think that finding out what happened to her might give us a clue as to who attacked the port,” Chapel pointed out.

			Hollingshead nodded. “It does raise one massive headache, though.”

			“What’s that?” Wilkes asked.

			“It means we need to find somebody to help us, somebody who can do what she normally does for us. It means we’re going to have to go begging to the bloody NSA.”
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			Chapel shared the director’s opinion of the NSA, but really, having to go to any agency outside of the DIA was a problem. Technically, after 9/11, every agency and directorate and organization in the American intelligence community had been streamlined so they could work together—­they were all on the same team, after all. A major reason the 2001 terrorist attacks had been such a surprise was that different agencies had all had parts of the puzzle, but nobody had been willing to share information. Each agency was treated like a separate fiefdom with its own jealously guarded secrets.

			That was supposed to have changed. They were all supposed to be members of a happy family now. Unfortunately, the very competitive directors and spymasters of those agencies had seen the new rules not as a chance to integrate intelligence but an opportunity to one-­up each other. The agencies competed for funds and for prestige all the time. The mass briefing back at Fort Belvoir had shown just how contentious that competition got. If the DIA needed help from the NSA, it would make the DIA look like it couldn’t get things done on its own. If it was the NSA that tracked the drone hijacker, not the DIA, then the NSA stood to benefit—­in terms of larger budgets and more influence in the White House. Accepting that he needed the NSA was tantamount for Hollingshead to admitting defeat.

			It was a measure of Hollingshead’s character that finding the hijacker was more important than his own reputation.

			“Keep trying Angel,” Hollingshead said, leaning over the backseat. “Here. There are three numbers she always responds to.” He took a tiny notebook and a golf pencil out of one of his many pockets and scribbled the numbers down, then tore out the page and handed it to Wilkes. “Make sure you destroy that paper when you’ve got them memorized.” He sat back down in his seat and looked over at Chapel. “You’re sure she didn’t say anything that made you think she was in immediate danger?”

			Chapel kept his eyes on the road. The NSA was headquartered in Fort Meade, back in Maryland, which meant driving through the never-­ending gridlock that surrounded Washington. “She sounded more worried about me.”

			Hollingshead slapped the dashboard. “I wish I’d known before I committed us. Oh, look, son, it’s not, ah, it’s not your fault—­I didn’t give you a chance to talk back there.” He sighed and stared out his window. “All right, we’re still on the clock and we have a little time before we get to the NSA. We need to start thinking through how we’re going to find whoever struck the Port of New Orleans. We need a list of possible culprits.”

			“Yes, sir,” Chapel said. This was good—­it was good because it would make him think about something other than what had happened to Angel. He forced himself to push his brain down a different road. “You said before this was a technological attack—­all done with computers. And we know the Predator’s control signal was heavily encrypted. That has to narrow down the search. If the same person intercepted and blocked Angel’s signal, that means even fewer candidates. Her encryption was stronger than the Predator’s. You said Russia and China might have that kind of technology.”

			“They might. But in both cases it wouldn’t be something the average citizen could get their hands on. It would take military-­grade equipment, or maybe something their spy ser­vices would have. We know neither of them wants to start a war.”

			“But maybe that wasn’t the point,” Chapel pointed out. “Maybe the whole plan was just to hurt us economically. They would know we would suspect terrorists first—­if they covered their tracks well enough, they’d have a chance of getting away with it and us never finding out.”

			“We’ll put that on the list, then, but no—­that doesn’t feel right,” Hollingshead said. “I’ll admit I’m no, ah, economist. Perhaps they wanted to, I don’t know, short some market for foodstuffs or monopolize some commodity. But a real economist, I’m sure, would point out what they had to lose. Hurting us might give them a tiny advantage, but would it be worth the incredible risk? If we do discover that this actually was soft war, we’ll have to respond with the more traditional sort.”

			“So what else, then? Who?”

			Hollingshead shrugged. “The problem with technology, of course, is that it’s always moving forward. Always innovating. We could be dealing with just one rogue hacker, for all we know.”

			“Someone like Bogdan Vlaicu,” Chapel pointed out. Vlaicu was a Romanian hacker Chapel had worked with on a mission, once. He was a paranoid, morose man who was convinced he was constantly about to be killed. He was also the best computer genius Chapel had ever known, with the one exception of Angel. “He had access to Angel’s software, once, and he made pretty good use of it.” In fact he’d been a big part of why Chapel had screwed up so badly on that mission and gotten himself assigned to stakeout duty with Wilkes. “I know she upgraded her systems after we found out, but maybe he found another way in.”

			“It’s possible. There are three or four other ­people in the world with those skills, ­people I’ve had my eye on,” Hollingshead said, “very dangerous ­people. But none of them would intentionally attack the United States, not like this—­it just wouldn’t interest them to do so.”

			“Unless they were paid well enough,” Chapel pointed out. Vlaicu had worked for both organized crime and for the Romanian and Russian governments in the past. He’d also helped a terrorist in Siberia, though that had been . . . complicated.

			“So he and the others definitely go on the list, though finding them will be damned difficult. And then we’ll need to discover who they worked for,” Hollingshead said.

			Wilkes leaned over the seat back. “No answer from any of these phone numbers,” he said. Chapel had expected as much, but it still pained him to hear it. “But while I’ve been playing secretary, I thought of something. What if it was internal?” he asked.
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