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			In the Salon Denon, Vanessa Pierson stood poised in front of Eugène Delacroix’s The Barque of Dante, aware of the swirl of people around her: the student painters slouched behind their easels; the German, Asian, and American tourists; the stylish Parisians, all drawn to the Louvre on a rainy morning on this third day of February. But her focus remained on the painting for these few stolen moments when she didn’t allow herself to think about events as they might unfold over the next few minutes. She drew fleeting pleasure from the Delacroix’s rich and somber colors and dark Romanticism.

			The irony of the painting depicting the voyage to hell was not lost on her. She thought about the last few months, her own voyage along the River Styx. As horrific as it had been in so many ways, Vanessa was determined to see it through to the end. She admitted to herself that she loved the rush.

			She leaned in, fascinated, to look more closely at the artist’s brushwork. The water droplets on the bodies of the damned looked so absolutely real—and for just a moment, she was taken away from the weight of the operation in front of her . . .

			She felt the soft brush of eyes and turned to see a girl no older than ten, crisp in a navy blue school uniform and braids, standing close enough to touch. She seemed to be staring so intently at the Delacroix, head tilted, arms crossed, that she might be oblivious to the world—but her gaze slid back to Vanessa, who took in the raised brows over sharply intelligent eyes, then slightly pressed her lips together, the “not easily sold” posture of a fellow observer, a healthy skeptic. She liked that confidence, especially when manifested in young girls.

			They both smiled.

			“Time to move, B-two.” The order, audible only to Vanessa, was emitted from the tiny earpiece she wore—it came from Hays, manning tech from the French service safe house a few kilometers away. Vanessa gave the girl an almost imperceptible nod, both in agreement that the subject was dismal, and then caught one last look at Dante and Virgil and the miserable souls roiling in the River Styx as she turned toward the entrance to the gallery and the staircase beyond.

			She descended as quickly as possible through the steady flow of visitors, noting the staccato of a woman’s sharp heels on the marble, the musky scent of a rain-dampened wool sweater, the babel of myriad tongues. The Richelieu Wing, housing the museum’s Near Eastern antiquities, from Mésopotamie archaïque, would have to wait for another visit not paid for by U.S. taxpayer dollars.

			Down the final sortie, she was just paces from the exit to the museum’s exterior courtyard, where Jack, aka B-1, the other member of her countersurveillance team, Bravo 6, was in position. The crowd here was thick, and she had to refrain from pushing people out of the way. When she was very close to the exit, she could smell rain and a chill ran through her—dread?

			It had been only two months since she’d shot and killed a hired assassin, a Chechen who’d murdered at least a dozen high-level targets, including three of her assets, before he tried and failed to assassinate the head of MI5.

			She’d stopped the Chechen, but his boss, the man the CIA’s counterproliferation division (CPD) knew only as Bhoot, was alive, presumably well, and still dealing death.

			His code name was Hindi for “ghost,” and he was her elusive target: a powerful black-market nuclear proliferator, the man responsible for a secret weapons facility in southern Iran, the ruthless head of a massive international arms-smuggling syndicate.

			She shook off the dissonant thoughts and racing memories and brought her focus to the present. The chill wasn’t dread but anticipation.

			She had a vital job to do, an asset to meet, who claimed to have intel that could bring CPD closer to stopping Bhoot. Her asset’s intel might save countless lives. She and her team would do everything they could to make the events of the next thirty minutes go seamlessly.

			She pushed through the last exit gate to the outside, only to be slapped by light rain from the ceiling of low-hanging clouds covering Paris. The French called those leaden skies and the constant drizzle la grisaille. Vanessa considered the weather in Paris to be generally abysmal, no matter what the lyrics were to “April in Paris.”

			Here the rain-slicked Cour Napoléon, the courtyard of the Louvre, stretched the hundred or so meters from the main Pei Pyramid to the Place du Carrousel. Vanessa slowed her pace so that she strolled toward the northwest corner of the pyramid where it abutted a reflecting pond. The Arc de Triomphe stood clearly visible to the west beyond the metal crowd-control barriers. She rummaged in her pockets, a tourist searching for her iPhone, for her camera, for a cigarette.

			She felt self-conscious, wanting to blend in, but her every nerve seemed to vibrate as she waited to make the meet. Her last meeting with an asset ended in disaster; he ended up dead.

			But I killed the Chechen—that nightmare is over, right?

			Her earpiece crackled. “Got eyes on you,” Hays said. He had full audio contact with Vanessa and Jack as well as video feed from two exterior security cams.

			“Copy that,” Vanessa replied softly. She held up the phone, snapping a picture of the equestrian statue of King Louis XIV at the same time that she tracked the people around her.

			Even on a weekday mid-morning the courtyard was crowded. A dozen Asians on a guided tour; rows of uniformed French schoolgirls walking in two lines, holding hands and scattered amid the tourists; a half-dozen armed security officers dressed in black uniforms, Police stenciled across their backs. For the past year, staff at some of the city’s major landmarks had organized strikes to protest attacks by aggressive child pickpockets and beggars, the youngest members of criminal gangs flooding into Paris from eastern European countries.

			Vanessa caught a glimpse of a compact, muscular man in a green slicker walking away from the pyramid: Jack. She registered her internal flicker of relief, even as he disappeared amid a new stream of tourists flowing toward the pyramid.

			Damn it, her reactions weren’t back to normal. She was too on edge, spooked too easily.

			Come on, she told herself, the worst won’t happen; this isn’t last year.

			A group of young men and women approached in a cluster; she counted eight males and three females, all attractive, olive-skinned, dark-featured.

			Not one of them was her Syrian asset, Farid Hasser, with his amber eyes and shy smile.

			“Arabs?” Hays asked, clearly catching a visual of them from the security feed.

			For an instant, Vanessa thought so. Then not.

			She thought she heard Hebrew.

			“Negative,” she said under her breath.

			She checked her watch: 1051 hours—nine minutes before their agreed-upon meeting. Her Nicorette gum tasted stale in her mouth; not surprising, after nearly three hours of SDR—surveillance detection route—to make certain she hadn’t been followed. Farid’s intel was bringing him out of the shadows, and that was always a risk. When he made contact via coded e-mail, he’d alluded to “a problem with the newest product you are interested in—I think some things are wrong in the distribution process.”

			That message—coupled with rumors in the world of counterproliferation and the bits and pieces of intel from CIA and NSA analysts—made Vanessa and her cohorts at CPD all but certain that Farid’s “product” was a miniaturized nuclear weapon, a prototype smuggled out of Bhoot’s Iranian underground production facility just weeks before U.S. bombers destroyed it last September.

			But the most ominous implication of Farid’s message—“Some things are wrong in the distribution process”—convinced Vanessa that the smuggled nuke might already be in the hands of a third-party buyer.

			Her tiny earpiece vibrated again when Hays said, “Male, early twenties, dark hair, dark blue parka, your one o’clock.”

			On his cue, Vanessa saw the man just as he joined a woman pushing a crying toddler in a stroller.

			She exhaled even as the familiar frisson ran through her body. Not Farid.

			He’d celebrated his twenty-second birthday one month ago. Hard to believe he’d been her asset for more than two years. And he’d delivered before on his promises of actionable intel, much of it gleaned from his job as a courier for a relative’s Dubai-based import-export business. For an instant Vanessa held him clearly in her mind: slim, tall, gently serious—yet exuberant when he let go of his polite reserve.

			In many ways, Farid seemed like a younger brother, a little bit like a puppy dog, and she’d sensed at their first meeting that he needed structure and her guidance. She was proud of her ability to size people up quickly; it was a requisite of the job.

			She scanned the courtyard to the Place du Carrousel to see if she’d catch another glimpse of Jack or spot Farid. Her view was blocked by yet another procession of uniformed school kids, this time young boys, headed her way.

			“Excusez-moi,” she murmured, stepping to the side to avoid a woman in a wheelchair.

			Now the schoolchildren were close enough that she could pick out occasional words from their birdlike chatter.

			A slender man approaching from the Place du Carrousel caught her eye. He stood out from the crowd, but she couldn’t pinpoint exactly why; the slightly slouched and lightly syncopated stride reminded her of Farid but was mirrored by that of any number of twentysomething urban males. With roughly seventy meters between them, he was too far away for her to identify him.

			Hays hissed. “Your ten o’clock, male, leather jacket—”

			“Copy.” Already got him.

			As he drew close to the statue of Louis XIV, his pace slowed. He was about sixty meters from her now, but the crowd was denser. A German group passed so closely in front of her that one of the women bumped her shoulder. Her line of sight reopened: The man was looking in her direction.

			She pulled her pack of Dunhill cigarettes and her lighter from her pocket. She tamped the pack. She tried not to shake from the adrenaline coursing through her system. She knew what she had to do, but cursed when her body betrayed her emotions.

			As if reassured by their prearranged signal, he began moving again, toward her with his hands stuffed into the pockets of his dark leather jacket and his dark curly hair tufting out from beneath his distinctive black Emirates—Dubai cap: Farid’s uniform. But was it Farid? His chin was tucked so she couldn’t see his features. In the rain, at this distance . . . she couldn’t be positive.

			Something seemed to spook him, because she saw him pull back; a pair of security officers was striding toward him. Vanessa tensed, too. But the officers didn’t sense his wariness, so they passed him by, their attention focused on a group of a half-dozen ragamuffin youngsters.

			She caught a good look at his face in profile: Yes, the sharp angle of cheek to jaw was a match for Farid. And wasn’t that a Paris Match tucked under his left arm? They’d agreed to that signal. If nothing went wrong, if nothing warranted aborting the operation before they passed each other, he would hand off the magazine with the flash drive he’d taped to a page inside.

			“Is it your guy?” The vibration of Hays’s tiny, whispered voice tickled her ear.

			Maybe. But still she couldn’t confirm it.

			Now, with forty-five meters between them, the window was closing for the handoff. She began to walk in his direction, epinephrine-driven excitement fueling her as she moved between and around the constant flow of people. When she lost sight of him, her pulse spiked until she found him again.

			She almost collided with an older Asian couple, but she stepped around them and just heard the wake of their Mandarin. Now only twenty-five meters and a posse of a half-dozen laughing teenagers separated Vanessa from her asset. Crowds worked both ways—they could act as a shield and a means to melt away, but they could also infringe on sight lines and her ability to move fast, if necessary. As two of the teenage girls slowed, Vanessa saw him clearly.

			“He’s got a backpack,” Hays snapped.

			And, for the first time, she saw he wore a dark backpack off one shoulder.

			Her stomach clenched.

			His face had gone so pale that his skin looked chalky. Now she could see that his lips were moving. Was he praying?

			She felt his gaze slide over her. He had singled her out of the crowd. Their eyes met—but he wasn’t looking at her, he was staring through her.

			That couldn’t be Farid.

			“We’ve got a possible suicide bomber—” Hays hissed out the words.

			Oh, God, no.

			She took a quick breath just as he detonated the bomb.
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			The world splintered, speeding outward from the bomber and the core of the blast trajectory. Whatever was left behind disappeared in plumes of fire and smoke.

			She was thrown to the ground, her head slapping stone, nothing but shards of light and a great howling silence inside her skull.

			Seconds later? Minutes? Head pounding, half blinded by smoke, eyes and nose stinging from caustic chemical smells, she stared out at a scene of utter destruction and chaos. People were running, some covered with blood, their faces contorted, but she couldn’t hear their cries through the painful ringing in her ears. The courtyard in front of her was littered with glass, metal, and debris—and bodies. Many of them were moving, but some were horribly still.

			How many people lay between her and the spot where the bomber had blown himself up? Twenty? More? Where was Jack? Had he been far enough away to avoid injury? She tried to remember events just before the explosion, but her mind fought focus, thoughts fractured.

			Closest to Vanessa, a young woman, a teenager, stared back at her with bewildered eyes. The girl reached out one hand before collapsing back in a pool of her own blood.

			Vanessa tried to rise but she couldn’t seem to balance or find her footing. She began inching forward across slick courtyard bricks where ribbons of rain and blood ran through the cracks and seams. She thought she called out to the girl.

			But she could barely hear her own voice and the girl’s eyes closed.

			She tried again. Dizzy, but she made it to standing this time. She fought her instinct to run away from the horror. Instead, she stumbled toward the girl, who kept trying to push herself up.

			When Vanessa reached her side, she knelt down beside her. The girl didn’t seem to be aware that her left leg had severe lacerations just below the knee. Blood spurted—arterial destruction—and she would bleed out within minutes without some kind of tourniquet. Vanessa gave quick, silent thanks for the first-aid courses she’d been through at the Farm. At the time the class had used black humor to ward off the very real possibility they would have to deal with the aftermath of violence. Still, they had internalized the vital training.

			She pulled off the soft belt of her Burberry. The girl was speaking rapidly now in French. Although Vanessa couldn’t quite hear the words, she responded in French, asking the girl her name, offering her own, talking—all while she slipped her belt under the girl’s thigh just above the knee and began wrapping it tightly. She had to keep swallowing to suppress the internal waves of nausea—she would not be sick.

			Where were the emergency responders? Where were the police?

			When she was satisfied the makeshift tourniquet had temporarily eased the worst of the flow, she smoothed the girl’s forehead, trying to calm her and keep her conscious.

			Her senses were beginning to kick back in—no doubt due in equal parts to instinct and training—knocking her out of her shocked stupor so she could identify the shrill sirens and car alarms, the incessant throbbing pulse of a crisis.

			Finally, she heard the voices—as if the volume of a movie soundtrack were suddenly turned on but kept low and garbled—the weeping and screaming, the cries for help.

			A man wandered past, dazed, calling out in French, calling for someone.

			She saw the dark uniform of police about ten meters away, and one of them, a woman, seemed to be coordinating with other responders.

			Vanessa raised one arm to flag her, calling out: “Nous avons besoin d’aide!”

			Just as someone grabbed her shoulders roughly from above and wrenched her to her feet, pain bolted from her head and shot down her left side. A male voice demanded, “Vous êtes américaine?”

			It happened so quickly Vanessa twisted against his forceful grip, barely getting out the words: “J’ai besoin d’aide!”

			But there were two men and she was caught between them—one man ordering the policewoman to take over with the girl, the other effectively detaining Vanessa. At once she felt exposed, vulnerable, outraged—and afraid.

			They almost lifted Vanessa off her feet, turning toward the Place du Carrousel, forcibly escorting her away from the site of the blast. They were French, plain clothes, and from their tone and sense of command, she guessed French intelligence or military.

			Still, she would try to protect her identity; as a NOC, she was a covert operative with nonofficial cover. She couldn’t count on official government protection if an operation went south.

			I’m a Canadian tourist, she protested in French, just trying to help that girl. She was so hurt. Where are you taking me?

			One of the men responded curtly, “Nous savons qui vous êtes.” We know who you are.

			Of course the French had been aware of this operation. It should have all gone smoothly. She shook her head. Everything was coming too fast.

			Then the possibility that she was at the center of this destruction hit her like a tidal wave. This was no random suicide bombing—this was timed exactly with a CIA operation. Someone had gone to great trouble to target her op. How had something so bad happened again? She staggered under the feelings of anger and guilt pressing down on her . . .

			She shook her arms free, but she didn’t attempt to resist the men; she caught traction and moved with them. Almost at a jog they paralleled the Place du Carrousel, under the arch and onto Quai François Mitterrand.

			Horns blaring, traffic was at a standstill, quickly backing up into the distance. Breathing hard, Vanessa worked to keep her balance on the slick surface.

			Suddenly, for an instant, she felt absolutely alone. Was Hays still tracking her? She reached up, touching her ear, realizing for the first time that she’d lost the earpiece, probably when she was knocked down by the blast force.

			She heard footsteps, shouting, and suddenly more men were rushing at them. One was calling out to her, his voice familiar, his Panhandle twang bleeding through beneath the strain—Jack!

			“You okay?” he called out.

			“Yeah. You? Tell me that’s not your blood,” Vanessa said, taking in his spattered clothing.

			He shook his head grimly. “I tried to help.”

			She was so grateful to see him alive she would have hugged him if she hadn’t been strong-armed toward the gray waters of the Seine.
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			Kilometers away from the heart of the city and the Louvre, where the Champs-Élysées became A14, in the section of Paris known as La Défense, three men emerged from the main entrance of a six-story metal-and-glass building. Although no sign advertised the location of SARIT—Société Anonyme de Recherche en Ingénierie et Technologie—the firm occupied all floors of the building.

			The men wore dark slickers embossed with bold white lettering: SÉCURITÉ. They had disabled the cameras within the building, but additional security cameras were posted along the walkways of La Défense. The men kept their brimmed caps pulled low over their faces. Less than five minutes remained before the building’s precision security system would go back online.

			They moved with almost lock-step precision toward the Grande Arche, where groups of office workers had gathered, drawn by the sound of the distant blast audible from La Défense. The workers looked on helplessly as military helicopters circled over central Paris.

			When the three men passed beneath the arch, they fanned out in different directions. Thirty seconds later, a fourth man emerged from the same six-story building. He walked briskly away from the arch toward an aboveground parking area in the distance. In addition to the dark SÉCURITÉ slicker, he wore reflective sunglasses and a black baseball cap. A two-day-old beard masked the rash of tiny scars on the left side of his face.

			He carried a high-security portable sixteen-gauge steel-body briefcase safe designed for military and law enforcement professionals. The case was locked—keyed biometrically—attached to a shoulder strap, and lashed to his wrist with a steel cable.

			Inside the case was an innocuous-looking spool-shaped electrical device the size of a soup can—the final piece necessary to unleash chaos and havoc.

			When he reached the motorcycle in the parking lot, he would send off a photograph of the briefcase via Snapchat. That photo would serve as a confirmation to his employer and mentor that the target item was secure and in his possession, completing the initial phase of his operation.
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			Vanessa’s boots slid against pavement as she raced to keep up with her French escorts across Quai François Mitterrand. The mix of steady drizzling rain and smoke had turned the air into a gray, stinking haze.

			A helicopter was tracking overhead and a new and shrill round of sirens split the air.

			They had almost reached the slippery stone steps leading down to the Seine and the Port des Tuileries, where a French jet boat bobbed, dual engines whining, spitting up oily water.

			Now her two minders moved off to the side, and Jack, who had been at her back, stepped forward, pushing his mouth so close Vanessa could feel his breath on her ear. “Those guys are DCRI.”

			DCRI—the acronym for Direction Centrale du Renseignement Intérieur, the Central Directorate of Internal Intelligence.

			French intelligence had known about today’s op; they had supplied the safe house, and Jack worked out of the CIA’s Paris Station.

			“Friends of yours?”

			“Frenemies,” Jack quipped tightly. “But I can’t make out who’s on the jet boat—”

			“You mean the biker?” Vanessa finished, staring at the profile of a rough-featured man in a black leather jacket, black jeans, and heavy leather boots. He stood about fifteen meters from them, balancing with one leg on the stone landing, one on the boat. Incredible—did he think he was in some sort of Dior cologne ad?

			At that moment he turned his back on them and he was gesturing vigorously to the boat’s pilot, a wide man in a blue cap and dark slicker stenciled with large white letters: POLICE.

			A stabbing pain shot through Vanessa’s temple; she hesitated mid-step, and Jack’s grip tightened on her arm. Could she have a concussion?

			“He’s dressed like one of those bad-boy actors my wife likes,” Jack said, using a stage whisper.

			“Your wife likes bad boys?” Vanessa joked back a little shakily; Jack was squeaky clean and about as far from bad boy as they came.

			But to her, the man in black leather looked more like a cop than an actor. He was not tall, but he was well proportioned and he looked fit, street-savvy, with his dark hair brushing the collar of his jacket.

			“Keep that to yourself, okay?” Jack said, his smile reaching his eyes.

			As they covered the final meters to the restless boat, bracing their way down the last steps to the mooring, the man turned toward them, snapping—“Dépêchez-vous!” Hurry up.

			Vanessa thought Jack said something under his breath, but her ears were still ringing from the explosion and she missed whatever it was. Jack passed her and jumped aboard the boat. Vanessa was almost to the boat when the man in black leather reached out, yanking her on board.

			She’d held it together through the chaotic aftermath of the bombing, but now she felt something break loose inside. She spun around, thrusting her face toward his, sputtering, “Son of a bitch, don’t touch me!” She lurched toward him, but Jack grabbed her before she connected.

			She heard Jack’s hoarse admonition to stop, but she stood inches from the man and her fear and rage had let loose and she was yelling, “Who the hell do you think you are?”

			His deep-set dark eyes locked on hers, thick, dark bristles of a day-old beard shading his face, and he barked back in accented English, “I’m the son of a bitch getting you out of here before something else blows up.”

			Now Jack restrained her as the man jumped off the boat with a shouted order to the pilot: “Allez-y!”

			As the boat took off with engines roaring and a rush of spray, Jack put his mouth to her ear so she could hear his exclamation. “Jesus, you almost whacked Marcel Fournier, the head of DCRI Ops!”

			She opened her mouth, but any words she might have conjured failed against the roar of wind. She grasped Jack’s arm and squeezed her eyes shut. The pain inside her skull had intensified over the past minutes. Had she hit the ground hard enough to do damage? Didn’t matter, she’d live. She had to push her thoughts away from the bomber’s victims; right now her feelings would only distract her from her job—stopping another attack, and then getting the bastards who were responsible.

			They were speeding upriver in the direction of the safe house. The world momentarily reduced to the walls encasing the Seine, the boat’s driving force creating a spray that mixed with spitting rain until they were soaked through and numb.

			Vanessa shivered in the Paris gloom, and her fingers brushed the blood on her clothes. Her ops training and her field experience had done nothing to lessen the horror of the bombing. And the events of the past months threatened to overwhelm her now, so she focused on questions to help her regain some semblance of control.

			Would the girl survive? How many others injured? How many dead?

			Who was behind the bombing? Iran? Bhoot?

			Those questions would be answered soon enough.

			One question haunted her and refused to go away even for a few moments.

			Did Farid betray me?
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			The jet boat bounced roughly to the dock at Quai Voltaire.

			A silent driver behind the wheel of an idling black Mercedes waited just above Port des Saints-Pères; he would take them the few blocks from the Seine to the French service safe house on Boulevard Saint-Germain in the Sixième.

			Jack slid into the back, and as Vanessa followed, she heard him sniff twice. She smelled it, too: The cocoa leather interior of the Mercedes held the faint tang of cigar smoke.

			She took systematic inventory—of herself, of Jack. He had a large bruise darkening his left wrist, small abrasions freckling his face and hands, and she’d noticed him limping off the boat although he answered with a shrug when she asked about it. His clothes were filthy and bloodstained, as were hers. On herself, she found bruises and cuts on her elbows and forearms; her knees ached where she’d hit hard ground, and her cheeks and chin felt raw when she ran her fingers gingerly over her face. She worked to deny the headache, the pulsing shards of pain.

			One image seemed permanently lodged in her consciousness: the bomber’s unflinching eyes staring through her in that last moment before detonation. An image she could never erase. Good, because she never wanted to forget. Those images were part of what motivated her to keep going, even when she was beyond exhaustion. They were part of what made her capable of doing her job.

			Her breath came with a shudder and she forced her thoughts away and out—staring at the almost deserted Paris streets outside the window.

			Without once uttering a word, the driver of the Mercedes let them out a short block from the elegant, still-imposing six-story seventeenth-century building, the location of their safe house. Just across Saint-Germain, the beautiful and historic Saint Thomas d’Aquin church graced the end of a narrow alley. It was visible from the master bedroom in the safe house, and after only a day in residence, Vanessa had already witnessed one wedding; she wondered when she would see a funeral.

			She led the way through their building’s courtyard, which had once served horse-drawn carriages. The winter-barren rosebushes cast dull shadows against damp stones. She could hear Jack’s urgent footsteps behind her. When she glanced back, she caught the grimace on his face and she felt a pang of worry for him. Even the most experienced ops officers weren’t hardened to attacks and civilian casualties.

			The entry door had been left ajar and the slightly musty-smelling ground-floor passage was deserted. When they were almost to the ornate and antique caged lift, Vanessa slowed, calling softly to Jack to do the same.

			“I still can’t fit everything together . . . but I’m positive about one thing—the bomber was not my asset.”
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			Hays hovered at the door to let them into the apartment’s third-floor entry hall. His round face and owlish features were twisted by worry, eyes somber beneath thick brows; even so, he looked more like a dimpled tween than a twenty-five-year-old MIT honors graduate. And Vanessa, taking a little bit of comfort from what was familiar, thought he was a beautiful sight.

			“Everybody okay?” he asked; his voice sounded strange, too high.

			“Okay,” Jack said, at the same time Vanessa said, “Oh, we’re just peachy, Hays.” But when she saw the mortified expression on his face she shook her head apologetically. “Thanks for asking, though.”

			Jack patted Hays on the back as Vanessa locked eyes on him. “I need to know you got a good frontal shot of the bomber so we can run him through the facial-recognition programs. We need to ID him and we need to do it fast. Tell me you got something, Hays, and I’ll owe you forever.”

			“I’ll show you everything I got, but first—” Hays broke off with a nervous shrug.

			A man stepped into view. He was holding an open laptop. Trim mustache, sharp nose over a downturned, sour mouth.

			Hays answered Vanessa’s questioning look with a vague nod and a murmured, “They got here just before you.”

			Now Vanessa saw a second man, this one wielding a yellow-cased instrument the size of a small radio. His nose and mouth were hidden beneath a white protective mask. He gestured to Jack. “Arrêtez.”

			“Dosimeter,” Jack drawled, standing still as the man passed it over his body.

			“It was a dirty bomb?” A rush of panic hit Vanessa’s system. A radiological dispersal device . . . She whispered the question hoarsely to Hays, and then, before he could respond, she repeated it in French to the men. Neither looked directly at her; neither responded. She’d never claimed her French was perfect, but she knew she was at least intelligible. Infuriating imperious French.

			Hays held up both hands, palms flat against an invisible wall. “No, no—there’s no trace of radioactivity from the first bomb—”

			“The first bomb?” Jack asked slowly.

			Hays continued. “Police found a second bomb in a backpack at the Tuileries.” Still, he held his hands like small shields. “But it didn’t detonate.”

			“Shit.” Vanessa stared blankly at Hays. The Tuileries, the royal garden of the Tuileries Palace, was only a stone’s throw from the Louvre. “A second bomb . . .”

			“Why the hell didn’t it go off?” Jack asked, sounding incredulous. “Was it a dud?”

			“Or a second bomber freaked out and dropped it,” Hays said. His Adam’s apple bobbed when he swallowed. “It was discovered only minutes after you and Jack left the scene.”

			Jack squinted at his watch. “So forty minutes ago?”

			“About. Police had fanned out from the courtyard, the explosion site, when they spotted the pack next to a bench. Just like our guys, they’re equipped with PRDs, and they alerted the bomb squad before the media vans reached the scene.”

			PRDs were personal radiation detectors, badges or digital devices smaller than a cigarette lighter. Vanessa’s throat felt unbearably dry. How many people might be affected? She swallowed hard. “How much radiation leaked?”

			“A trace,” Hays said. “Just enough so the démineurs, the squad, are taking all the right precautions.”

			Vanessa stared at Hays, still trying to take in this news. She felt as if she were underwater and had stayed down so long that her thoughts swirled around her like escaping bubbles of air. She heard Jack murmur, “Jesus . . .”

			Hays nodded. “Imagine the damage if it had detonated . . .”

			The thought of it scared the hell out of Vanessa.

			Moving in slow motion, one of the Frenchmen passed the dosimeter just inches from her body, head to toe and back again.

			She looked beyond him to Hays—mentally commanding herself to remain fully present. “What’s the chatter on the jihadi sites and social media? Is anybody claiming responsibility?”

			“Noise off the charts,” Hays said. He gnawed on his lip as the masked guy with the wand gestured for Vanessa to turn. She did, her skin prickling as she imagined the wand almost touching her spine. Laptop Man kept staring at his screen.

			“Lots of tweets, posts, and general chatter that it’s Hezbollah and Bhoot in retaliation for last year.” His eyes kept darting to Laptop Man, who was busy reading the stream of data. “But no one’s stepping up personally to take credit.”

			Vanessa almost jumped when the dosimeter beeped once. Laptop Man shook his head, apparently not alarmed. Wand Guy kept doing his thing. After a few seconds, Vanessa remembered to breathe.

			“As soon as you can,” Hays mumbled. “Headquarters wants a video conference.”

			Vanessa nodded, eyeing Hays intently as she mouthed, What about Chris? Referring to Chris Arvanitis, her direct supervisor at CPD. Chris had been in Greece for several weeks on TDY (temporary tour of duty), but she hoped he was reachable and would be on the call. He had her back—they’d been through a lot together and she trusted him.

			Tracking him down, Hays mouthed in reply.

			Vanessa nodded. “In the meantime I need a solid photo of the bomber. And pull up a map with the location of the second device.”

			“I’ll get on both of those for you right now,” Hays said, inching backward to his primary computer.

			For the next few minutes—although it felt like hours—the Frogs stared at their laptop and conferred quietly in rapid-fire, utterly unintelligible French.

			Finally, Laptop Man looked up before rendering his verdict in perfect English. “Okay, you’re clean. But if we were you, we’d ditch the clothes.”
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			As soon as the French techs were out the door, Vanessa grabbed a shower, the water just shy of scalding. She scrubbed her skin with a soapy washcloth. And then she scrubbed herself again until she was pink and blotchy. She knew she couldn’t scour off radiation, but still the water felt heavenly and way beyond cleansing.

			Out of the shower, she avoided looking at her balled-up clothes—filthy and bloody and pushed into a corner. A quick check of her face revealed the scratches and abrasions she’d felt before, risen to freckle-sized welts now. The blood that had shaded a few strands of her blond hair was gone, rinsed away. The right side of her wide mouth had swollen temporarily. She had a bruise under one blue eye, and both eyes were bloodshot. When she wiggled her nose, nothing hurt. Her ears still rang a bit, but that would go away soon. Or at least she hoped it would.

			When she was dressed in jeans and a sweater, Hays handed her a bag and she gingerly used it to dispose of her clothes in the kitchen trash.

			Jack reappeared from the master suite bathroom. Judging by the bright red hue of his skin, he’d scrubbed even harder than Vanessa had. He wore too-short sweatpants and a T-shirt scrounged up by Hays.

			Now Hays signaled to Vanessa and Jack to follow him into the office. The safe house was one of the nicest she’d ever seen. One block west, Boulevard Saint-Germain, Boulevard Raspail, and Rue du Bac converged at a vital intersection. Two blocks north on Rue du Bac and you’d run into the Seine and beyond that the Louvre. Métro stops were close by. The expensive Left Bank neighborhood had afforded proximity for this operation—still, the elegant amenities were evidence that the DCRI certainly apportioned their resources differently than the CIA. Score one for French style.

			The apartment was softly U-shaped, with the kitchen and formal dining room at one end of the U, and two small guest bedrooms at the other. The larger master suite (with its view of the church of Saint Thomas d’Aquin), along with the adjacent office and living room, had been converted into the apartment’s nerve center. Within those three adjoining rooms, computers hummed and competing and constantly shifting images—from open-source news and surveillance feeds, CCTV, and myriad links—filled half a dozen monitors. Footage of the explosion captured by tourists and visitors on their cell phones and cameras was already running on TF1, France 2, and Al Jazeera.

			On a separate monitor feeding directly from a security camera, Vanessa eyed live footage of the Paris bomb-squad vans—fourgons de déminage—parked in the Tuileries. A dozen personnel were on-site, several in full-body EOD (explosive ordnance disposal) suits. She spotted a portable X-ray system used for initial radiography of the device, and an EOD robot, no doubt with a gas-tight chamber made to withstand multiple shots while containing chemical, biological, or radioactive agents. But before they did any of the complex work, officials were covering the site with a huge white tent—protection from unauthorized cameras, journalists, and curious spectators. They weren’t taking any chances as they stabilized and removed the RDD from the royal garden.

			This footage was definitely not on the news stations. Until it became absolutely necessary, French authorities would not release any information on an unexploded dirty bomb to the public. Not unless they wanted wide-scale panic.

			She peered at the action on the monitor. Suited bomb-squad personnel were extremely careful where they set up equipment. She had to force herself to look away from the scene to focus on Hays.

			His eyes had been on her. “We’ve never been so effing lucky,” he said softly.

			He zipped open one of several duffel bags, dug around for half a minute while discovering and setting aside several electronic devices—until he finally pulled out a black handheld device with two extendible antennas.

			“You guys probably need to get some coffee, maybe something to eat,” he said in a voice that was slightly theatrical. He turned up the volume on one of the monitors. Then he activated the handheld device and it responded with a slightly plaintive digital bleep. He extended one antenna and began a slow-motion dance around the room.

			Now he looked at Vanessa, his eyebrows raised.

			She nodded and mouthed, Bug sweeper?

			After all the NSA revelations over the course of the past year and the admissions from other governments that their spy programs were also amped up, no one expected privacy. Not one inch of the safe house was truly safe—they all knew that. For the U.S. team, this was a French safe house equipped and maintained by DCRI. Always assume the walls have ears.

			Hays acknowledged, moving his bushy brows up-down-up.

			Jack shrugged, heading for the kitchen, apparently taking Hays’s suggestion to find coffee.

			Hays made his way into the adjoining office as Vanessa sat, balancing her laptop on her thighs, logging in to her secure screen. She found an instant message waiting for her from IM tag X32, Zoe Liang—a thirty-two-year-old laser-sharp analyst at Headquarters.

			Zoe and Vanessa had butted heads more than once—hackles rose on both of them the very first day they met. Now, going on three years of working together, they definitely were not friends. But last fall, on Operation Ghost Hunt, Zoe had helped Vanessa track and identify Bhoot’s Chechen hit man. And Vanessa knew the analyst had developed a grudging respect for her. In fact, over the course of the past year they had managed to build a sense of mutual appreciation. Maybe even trust . . .

			X32: OK?

			Vanessa had to delete and retype her simple response twice—her fingers didn’t want to find the keys. Finally, she got it right and hit return.

			044: we r ok—who? Bhoot?

			X32: no takers yet

			044: 2nd device?

			X32: on it—be careful cuz someone wants you in middle of hornets nest

			And almost immediately followed by:

			X32: still there?

			044: here

			Zoe’s warning had stopped her fingers cold for a few seconds because she knew the analyst was right.

			044: will take care thx

			X32: we’ll get the SOBs

			Vanessa smiled wearily and then she typed.

			044: copy that

			She closed out of messaging knowing that Zoe would be in touch as soon as there was even the slightest link to a group claiming responsibility for the bombing.

			Within days of the attempt on MI5’s director-general last fall, both U.S. and UK intelligence services had formed their respective task forces—there could no longer be any question that security had been severely breached. They had a mole to ferret out—a mole feeding highly classified intelligence to Bhoot, the black market nuclear arms dealer.

			The task force would be looking within the Agency and outside as well. The traitor was (a) someone hacking into the most highly secured servers, or (b) someone who already had access. The pool of potential suspects was massive.

			Zoe Liang had been picked to serve on the Agency’s internal task force.

			Vanessa looked up from her laptop to find Hays standing in the doorway to the dining room. He held the sweeper in one hand and a ceramic lamp in the other.

			Jack appeared from the kitchen gnawing slowly on a sandwich. He stopped about six feet behind Hays, chewing thoughtfully.

			“Hey,” Hays said loudly to Vanessa. “Toss me my laptop case, will ya?”

			Before she could look around for the case, Hays smashed the lamp to the floor, where it seemed to explode and pieces flew everywhere.

			“You’re not playing on my team—you hit the lamp!” Hays said, mugging.

			Vanessa waved her middle finger and smiled. “Oops, sorry about that. I must still be shaky.”

			Hays began rooting around among the pieces on the floor. He stood and stomped around heavily several times. After a moment, he collected a broken black bug and held it up in his fingers, his expression triumphant.

			But he didn’t have time to celebrate. Monitors came to life behind him.

			Hays swiveled around, thrusting an index finger at Vanessa. “We’ve got the feed from Headquarters, you’re on.”
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			With Jack by her side, Vanessa faced the largest monitor and—via live feed from Headquarters—the Agency’s clandestine services deputy director of operations, Phillip Hawkins. She took a deep breath to help steady herself and focus.

			“Hell of a mess,” the DDO said grimly. At 0715 hours EST, his day was young, his pale green Charvet shirt still crisp and buttoned at the collar, ivory Hermès tie knotted perfectly in a half-Windsor. He said, “I thought we were done losing assets in the field.”

			Vanessa heard the pointed accusation in his voice and knew he was directing it at her. So did Jack, who shifted his posture in discomfort. She felt hollowed out and sick to her stomach. “I thought we were done, too,” she said, meeting the DDO’s ice-blue eyes and refusing to blink.

			“It’s a troubling pattern,” he said. After seconds that felt like minutes, the DDO turned his attention away from Vanessa and back to Jack to say, “But thank God you two are safe and both in one piece.”

			“Thank you, sir,” Jack said; he had manners to go with his Texas drawl, and Vanessa echoed his formal response. She still felt the bulletlike intensity of the DDO’s eyes, could almost smell his signature cologne—Clive Christian 1872—to her the scent of power and control. She was simultaneously in awe and wary of him.

			In stark contrast, she pictured Chris Arvanitis, with his eternal buzz cut and his silver-rimmed glasses, somewhere in Athens at midday; no doubt slightly rumpled in his usual white dress shirt, sleeves rolled up, and dark slacks—a look not unlike that of waiters and busboys at better establishments. Probably smelling faintly of Old Spice, burnt coffee, long hours, and hard work.

			She would need his backing on just about everything that would be decided over the next twelve to twenty-four hours. Since leaving the jet boat a little more than ninety minutes ago, she’d framed her next steps: work every asset and every possible lead to find Farid Hasser—and get his intel on the missing nuclear prototype.

			“Do we have Chris linked in on this yet?” she asked, eyes on the DDO.

			“Working on that link to Athens right now,” Hays called out from behind his laptop.

			“Get him on as soon as you can,” the DDO said. “Until you do, let’s use our time—even as we are aware we can’t guarantee complete discretion in these circumstances.”

			Meaning that when they spoke they were speaking to the French as well. Even though Hays had neutralized one bug, no one assumed that the safe house was bug-free.

			The DDO said, “I’ve just finished speaking with the director of DCRI, Michel Bonnay, who is being cooperative, considering that our operation endangered one of their most prized national treasures.”

			Vanessa was well aware that the DDO had served as COS Paris some years before. He knew the joys and frustrations of working with the French.

			“They have a decontamination unit on-site just in case,” the DDO continued. “We’re offering personnel and resources in exchange for shared data on the second device, the RDD, as that data comes in. You will have to do your job with full awareness that the French need to feel they are lead on this. That calls for a certain amount of delicacy . . .”

			Vanessa nodded and Jack said, “Absolutely.”

			“Can one of you bring me up to speed?”

			As Jack quickly recapped the sequence of events over the past few hours for the DDO, Vanessa heard the distinctive bleep of an incoming message on her laptop. She’d left it open and almost within reach on the end table next to the couch. She eased herself down to sitting and clicked her keyboard.

			A message from Chris in Greece, sent less than a minute earlier:

			Shit so sorry put u on this. U ok?

			He’d assigned her this op against his better judgment and only because Farid had insisted he meet with Vanessa when he made contact ten days earlier.

			Vanessa tapped out a rapid-fire one-finger e-mail back to Chris:

			I’m on to stay now!

			The silence in the room registered and Vanessa blinked up at the monitor. With the DDO’s eyes burning through her, she took a shallow breath and met his laser gaze. “Of course, sir, delicacy . . . that’s a given.”

			“I hope so.” He sounded completely unconvinced. “And perhaps you can give us your full attention now?”

			She nodded, feeling like she had been caught passing a note in seventh grade.

			“Because we’re on French soil, they will be heading up the joint CIA-DCRI response effort—specifically, Team Viper will be headed by their director of ops, Marcel Fournier. I know everyone involved will grant him full cooperation.”

			For an instant, Vanessa’s spirits flagged. Fournier—the man she’d almost assaulted on the boat—would be in charge of Team Viper. Good job, Vanessa! Screw it up from the very beginning. She shook off the momentary doubt. For his part, he should have identified himself immediately.

			“I’m sorry, but why aren’t we lead?” Vanessa asked, not entirely clear on the politics of it all. She always felt like bureaucracy got in the way.

			She glanced down to check the latest feeds on her laptop display—so far, no one claiming responsibility, no identity on the bomber. “This was our op,” she murmured.

			“I just answered that question,” the DDO said sharply. “I hope you do a better job of listening to their head of ops . . .”

			“Sorry to interrupt—” It was Chris, his face and torso wavering into focus on the second large monitor. He did look a bit rumpled, and his silver-framed glasses gave off a glint of light. “I’m waiting to fly out of Athens, should be in Paris by late this afternoon or early evening.”

			Vanessa exhaled, extremely grateful to see him—and almost instantly she could feel his dark eyes assessing, evaluating.

			“Have you both received medical treatment?” he asked.

			“We didn’t need it,” Jack answered. “But the French got a dosimeter reading on both of us, checking for exposure, and we’re clean.”

			“Good.” Chris nodded. Although his response was understated, his relief was evident. “I know it’s too soon to ask, but do we have any analysis yet on the RDD?”

			Out of camera range, Hays shook his head and Jack said, “Nothing yet, except that the danger of contamination is nil because the bomb failed to detonate.”

			Chris asked, “You have any idea what happened out there today?”

			Vanessa knew that was her question to answer. She set her laptop aside and stood; the only woman in the room, she couldn’t afford to let her guard down or be accused of being “too emotional.” She needed to exude confidence she didn’t feel. “We’re running images of the suicide bomber through facial-recognition software to see if we can ID him.” The image of the young bomber flashed in front of her eyes: the walk, the clothes, the look—almost but not quite Farid.

			“Whoever he was, he was not my asset.” She took a quick breath.

			Chris frowned. “We all know what that means: Your asset may be in the hands of whoever sent the suicide bomber.”

			For a moment no one spoke. Vanessa’s stomach lurched. Again? Another asset?

			Swallowing hard, she said, “Farid’s always
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