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Tangle within tangle, plot and counter-plot, ruse and treachery, cross and double-cross, true agent, false agent, double agent, gold and steel, the bomb, the dagger and the firing party, were interwoven in many a texture so intricate and yet true. The Chief and High Officers of the Secret Service reveled in these subterranean labyrinths, and pursued their task with cold and silent passion.


—Winston S. Churchill
















PROLOGUE






She was on the other side of the room when she fastened her eyes on me and made a little kissing motion with her lips. There must have been forty people crammed into the space, which was the living/dining room of a rather opulent Georgetown apartment. The place was hopping with hot jazz and loud, lively conversation. Ooh yeah, Friday night, a party, people drinking and laughing, and this really foxy chick across the room had the hots for me.


Yes, it was me she was zeroed in on. I casually glanced left and right just to make sure.


I know what you’re thinking: That Carmellini is bragging again, but I’m not. I’m telling it exactly the way it went down. Truth is not one of my major virtues, yet I promise I won’t lie to you too much.


I was chatting up a Georgetown law student when the hot chick gave me the come hither, so I finished my remarks, got the future counselor’s phone number, just in case, then sort of circulated on, which meant I squeezed between people while trying not to spill my drink, a club soda with a twist.


The hot woman was in her mid-to late twenties—it was difficult to say with any certainty—with dark brown hair brushed over, exposing her right ear. She watched me drift toward her, lifting her cocktail glass occasionally to take a sip without taking her eyes off me. High cheekbones, brown eyes set wide apart, all this above a dress with a neckline that plunged almost to her navel.


“Hi,” she said when I cruised up.


That wasn’t an American accent, or my name isn’t Tommy Carmellini. “Hi, yourself,” I said as I looked over the situation.


“You look bored,” she said, as if that were the most interesting of the seven deadly sins.


“I don’t really know anyone except the host.”


“Oh, Jacques.” Actually his name was Jack, but it sounded like Jacques when she said it.


“Is that a French accent?”


“Yes. I am Marisa Lamoureux.”


“Travis Crockett,” I told her, holding out my hand to shake. “From Manor, Texas.” I pronounced it the Texas way, as if it were spelled Maynor.


“You don’t have a Texas accent.”


“I have a set of cowboy boots. Will that do?”


She glanced down at my feet and saw that I was lying, and we laughed together. Soon we were getting along fine. And yeah, I lied to her about my name, but it was okay because she lied to me about hers.


Her real name was Marisa Petrou. Lamoureux was her maiden name; she was the daughter of a big mucky-muck in the French embassy, one Georges Lamoureux. She was still legally married to a Jean Petrou, the dirty-rich son of a filthy-rich French financier, but estranged, and was here in Washington for a few weeks visiting her father. Several years ago she spent a couple of semesters at Harvard studying medieval art, then moved on. She didn’t tell me any of this, of course; I had gotten it from her file earlier that afternoon.


What else? She liked white wine and champagne, had ended a relationship with a French heart surgeon several months ago and was now having a fling with the director of the French intelligence service, one Henri Rodet, who was twenty-five or thirty years her senior. A note in her file said she liked kinky sex. Where that tidbit came from I have no idea; I seriously doubted that I would get to know her well enough to prove or disprove it.


On the other hand, standing there looking down into those gorgeous brown eyes, I was acutely aware of the ripe state of her health. And everything else.


We mingled socially. I told her one lie after another about myself—all a part of my Travis Crockett, dude from Manor, Texas, identity—and we replenished our drinks when a waiter bearing a tray hovered into the neighborhood. Marisa was drinking white wine. I stuck to club soda since there was a faint possibility that I might need a wit or two later in the evening.


Out of the corner of my eye I saw our host, Jack Zarb, glance my way. He was a young lawyer who inherited a pile from his grandparents and liked to party. His little black book of hip, trendy women was legendary. I knew him through the friend of a friend. I told him I wanted to come to his party under a nom de guerre and meet a certain woman who might or might not show up. He thought it over, asked no questions and said he understood.


He didn’t know I worked for the CIA, or any government agency, for that matter. He must have thought I was a ding-dong or a predator, yet if he ratted me out, no big deal. I doubted if Marisa Petrou was going to think I was as cool as I pretend to be. Still, it was worth a try. With women, one never knows. An evening or two was a small investment, and if it didn’t work, I could always try something else.


We ended up on Jack’s small balcony looking at the traffic on the street three floors down. Somehow the crowd got so numerous that she was pressed up against me. It was a pleasant sensation. I grinned at her and she grinned back.


We continued to tell each other lies, mixing and mingling, and finally she suggested we leave. A capital idea.


She didn’t mention how she arrived at the party. I didn’t ask. My old red ’64 Mercedes 280SL was parked in the next block, so we took that. I put the top down and she didn’t whimper, just climbed right in, which was a plus for her.


Rolling along the streets of Washington with the wind in her hair, she looked pretty good, let me tell you. “You dance?” I asked.


“Oui.”


I love it when they talk dirty.


“I know a place,” I told her, and aimed the car in that direction.


Since it didn’t look like rain, I left the top down when we got to the club in Alexandria and tossed the key at the valet. We danced fast and we danced slow. She knew how to do it. Her body seemed to mold itself to mine. Fate—that was what it was. I began thinking I was living a dream, and it was a chick flick. Actually I was wishing that I was on my own time, not Uncle Sugar’s.


Finally she whispered, “Your place or mine?”


I had a little story all prepared about why it couldn’t be my pad, and now I didn’t need it. “Yours,” I said.


“Let’s go.”


It was that simple. We were past the lying stage.


Now I know what you’re thinking: That Carmellini must be the most conceited bastard alive, going to a party expecting to be picked up by the girl who did indeed pick him up, but I beg to differ. Men and women do it every day. Besides, it wasn’t an expectation, it was merely a hope. Hope is the reason people buy lottery tickets and condoms. Let’s make a happy noise for hope.


I drove and she gave me directions—right to her father’s house, which was an old mansion in the northwest section of town, a few blocks from the French embassy. She hadn’t mentioned what her pop did for a living and I didn’t ask. I parked on the street in front of the joint, put the lid on and locked ’er up. There was a guard standing near the door. It looked to me like he was packing heat, but I couldn’t be sure.


“Wow,” I remarked to Marisa as we walked toward the door. “Quite a pad! Does this belong to a friend of yours?”


“Of course.”




I gave the guard my best innocent smile, while he maintained a professional diffidence. He made eye contact with Marisa as he opened the door to let us pass. I wondered if he and Marissa had ever…Oh, well. Better luck next time, buddy.


Inside, surveillance cameras were mounted high in every corner. I suspected the floor had pressure-sensitive pads mounted under it, but I could see no evidence. Then I stepped on a place in the hallway that seemed to give just a fraction of an inch. Yep.


Marisa led me along the hallway to a large door that opened into a spacious library with a ten-foot ceiling. Two men were sitting in the chairs reading, even though it was almost three o’clock on Saturday morning. “My father, Monsieur Lamoureux. Travis Crockett, Father, from Texas. He has the boots.”


Georges Lamoureux smiled, stood and shook my hand.


“Alain Frechon,” he said, nodding toward the other man. Frechon didn’t rise from his chair, merely stuck out his hand for a limp-wrist waggle.


Lamoureux had fashionably gray hair and a trim figure, no doubt because he worked out four times a week. That was in his dossier. When I told you he was a high mucky-muck, I should have been more precise. He was the number two in the embassy, the guy who actually did the paperwork while the ambassador fretted policy issues and went to cocktail parties with Washington’s society mavens.


I had never seen any mention of Frechon in the files so knew nothing about him. He was of average height, late fifties perhaps, with a face that looked as if it would crack if he smiled. He didn’t bother flashing the chompers at me, just glanced at Marisa and me and went back to looking sour.


If Lamoureux thought it unusual that his married daughter was bringing a man home at three in the A.M., he hid it well. These modern Europeans…We chatted as if I were merely taking a tour of a historic home.


Three polite platitudes later, he bussed his daughter on the cheek, and she took me by the hand and led me out of the library. We stopped in the kitchen for a glass of wine. I really needed every last wit I had, yet I accepted a glass and even took a sip. It was delicious.


“Do you know wine?” Marisa asked.


“Red with meat and white with fish.” I smiled. “In other words, no.”


“Nor I,” she confided, leaning closer and lowering her voice. “I drink what I like, and the label…” She flipped a hand in dismissal. I was ready to classify her as a dangerous subversive until I reflected that Marisa Petrou probably hadn’t been served a glass of poor wine in her life.


As she turned toward me, I gathered her into my arms for a serious kiss. She smelled delicious. She put her glass on the counter and used both hands to hold me. That was when I slipped the little pill into her wineglass. I held the kiss for another fifteen seconds, which was more than enough time for the drug to dissolve.


“Well!” she said, when we finally broke for air. “Texas must be a wonderful place.”


“I was thinking the same about France.”


She reached for the glass and took a healthy sip as she eyed me.


“You want me, yes?” she whispered huskily.


“Un-huh.” That was the only absolutely true thing I had said all evening. My old heart was pounding and I had a sheen of perspiration on my forehead. I took another tiny sip from my glass. It was the high-dollar stuff, all right, smooth as wine can get.


Marisa took a swig from her glass, then seized my hand. “Come,” she said. She brought her glass along.


Her bedroom was on the second floor. Tiny night-lights glowed on the staircase and along the hallway. There were the usual surveillance cameras in the hallway, but none in her room. That was a relief. I wondered if the cameras could function properly at those low light levels.


In her bedroom, she skinned out of her clothes and helped me out of mine. Two minutes after she locked the door, we were in bed.


Of course I wondered if she had had enough of the drug to put her under—she had drunk about a third of the glass—and if so, how long we had before she went to sleep. The answer was yes, she had ingested enough, and the time was six minutes. She merely went to sleep in my arms.


How long she was going to remain asleep was another question. Just to be on the safe side, I removed a small patch from the pocket of my trousers, which were heaped on the floor. I peeled the paper off the sticky side and pressed the patch against the back of one of her hands. The drug would be absorbed through her skin and would keep her under. With a little luck, she wouldn’t even know it had been on her.


I looked at my watch. The guards—there were two—made rounds hourly, and unless I stayed in bed with Marisa, they would find me on one of them. I had to find what I was after and get out. I tossed my clothes on, draped my tie around my neck, left my shirt sleeves unbuttoned.


After making sure Marisa was comfortably arranged in the bed, I turned out the lights and opened the door to the hallway.


I stood there listening. The old house was silent. The night-lights were glowing comfortably.


I hoped her father and his guest were still in the library. I went to the head of the stairs and looked. The lights in the library were still on.


His room should be the one at the end of this hallway. Fortunately he slept alone. I tried the knob. Locked. I put a small stethoscope up to the door and listened. Nothing.


Lamoureux might come upstairs at any time, and I wanted into that room. I picked the lock. That took a long four minutes. I could have done it faster if I hadn’t been trying to keep quiet and wondering if the surveillance cameras were getting all this. As dark as the hallway was, I doubted it. I would certainly find out soon if they were.


When the lock opened, I stepped into the room and locked the door behind me. It would be nice if I could find another exit. Two night-lights illuminated the room. A thick carpet covered the floor, and thick drapes obscured the windows. Cool air came from vents high in the walls. I pulled the drapes aside and inspected the windows. The paint on the sills and sashes revealed that they hadn’t been opened since the building was erected.


The closet was a walk-in. Yes. It went through to a spare bedroom, which was set up as an office. This was my escape hatch if I needed it.


I flipped on my flashlight and began searching—and quickly found what I was looking for: books. Lamoureux had perhaps two dozen in his bedroom, all in French. One of them, one here or one in the library or perhaps one in his desk or locked up in a safe, he used as a key for a cipher. Since it was based on a random word that appeared somewhere in the text of the book, and that word probably changed with every message, the cipher was essentially unbreakable. Oh, sure, with a big enough computer and years to watch it work, eventually a cryptographer would find which of the billions of possible letter combinations would unlock a message. Then the code breakers could do the drill all over again on another message, and so on.


That method of cracking the cipher being unfeasible, the wizards had asked for help. I was the help. I was supposed to photograph the title of every book Lamoureux had routine access to and, if possible, figure out which one was the one.


Since I wasn’t anywhere near as smart as Sherlock Holmes, I decided to photograph all the books. I turned on the room lights, all of them, and began clicking away with my camera. Back in the good old days spies snapped away with Minox cameras, but we were digital now. I used a Sony Cyber-shot. When I had photographed all the books, I opened and closed drawers. No books in the drawers.


He had a desk in the room, and I attacked it. In seconds I knew the drawers were empty. I turned off the lights, then went through the closet to the office. More books. I snapped on the lights and got busy with the camera. On a bottom shelf, lying on its back as if it had just been tossed there, was a well-thumbed paperback, The Sum of All Fears by Tom Clancy, the only book in English I had seen.


I picked it up. The light wasn’t good enough. I turned on the desk lamp, held the pages under it and flipped quickly through them. I was looking for pencil or ink marks. Didn’t see anything.


I put the book back on the shelf and looked at it again. The spine was crazed, completely broken down. The pages refused to close neatly. This book had been read and reread.


Of course the wizards hadn’t bothered to tell me how Lamoureux sent his messages, or to whom, or how frequently. I didn’t know if he sent letters, postcards, or e-mail, or whether his missives went out in the diplomatic pouch or via snail mail. All I knew was that I was looking for a book that was used as the key to a code.


Maybe Lamoureux was a Clancy fan. And maybe—


I heard a noise.


I had the lights off in a twinkling and strode for the closet. I heard the door opening in the bedroom. That told me which way to jump.


I went over to the office door and carefully turned the knob. It was locked, naturally, with a Yale that took a key on both sides.


I immediately looked for a place to hide, just in case the old monsieur decided that right this very minute was a good time to send a coded letter to his mistress in gay Paree.


There was just enough room behind a large padded leather chair. I hunkered down behind it and tried to control my breathing and heart rate.


He knocked around in the closet, then went to the bathroom beside the closet—I had forgotten to look in there for books. When the door closed and the water started running, I hopped out from behind the chair and scooted through the closet, past the bathroom door and across the bedroom. The door was locked, but there was a knob to unlock it. I twisted the knob, slipped out into the empty hallway, and eased the door closed behind me.


Marisa was still sound asleep. I stayed just long enough to remove the patch from the back of her hand. The drug should wear off in about an hour, and with luck she should sleep soundly for the rest of the night. “Au revoir, baby,” I whispered, and gave her a kiss.




I sidled along the dark hallway, pausing at the head of the stairs. No one in sight. Down the stairs I went, trying desperately to be quiet.


The lights in the library were off. Three small night-lights were the only illumination, and they certainly didn’t give enough light for photographs. I looked at the entrance from the hallway. There were two large oak doors, but closing them would probably wake the dead. No curtains on the windows. I looked out. The lawn was there, quite spacious for Washington, with a few trees and shrubs, bounded by a high masonry fence topped with barbed wire. Beyond the fence was another building. I could see windows.


If Lamoureux encoded his messages in here, anyone in the yard could look in the window and watch him do it. If he did it in the chair he was sitting in when Marisa introduced me, anyone in the window of that building across the way could see him with binoculars.


No, he didn’t encrypt messages in here. He did it at the embassy or upstairs in his bedroom or office.


I glanced at my watch. I had been in the building for sixty-seven minutes—far too long—and I was going to have to turn on every light in this library if I were going to photograph all the book spines. I scanned the shelves. A good many American and British authors, even a few German, but the works were in French.


The Sum of All Fears. That might be it.


As I walked out of the library I almost bumped into a guard. My heart nearly leaped from my chest. At least, I assumed he was a guard; he was a fit man wearing a suit and he looked quite capable.


“Ah, I wonder if you could show me the way out,” I said thickly, as if I had had a bit too much to drink. “I seem to be a little lost.”


“Of course, sir,” the guard said in good English. “Right this way.”


Four minutes later I unlocked the Mercedes and climbed in. The sky was getting light to the east.


On Monday at headquarters I gave the digital camera to the wizards and told them about the Clancy paperback. They thanked me and that was that.


The person who said “Silence is golden” must have worked in the intelligence business. If you pull off a difficult assignment you never hear another word about it. I must have done okay on this one because no one ragged me about what I should have done. They wouldn’t even tell me if one of the books I photographed was the key they were searching for to Lamoureux’s codes.


So Marisa Petrou faded into my past. A few weeks later, just as the baseball season got interesting, the trolls in the inner sanctum sent me to Iraq, which is one of the world’s hellholes, let me tell you. It was truly a long hot summer; I couldn’t wait to get back to the land of the beer and home of the hot dogs.

















CHAPTER ONE






Maurice Marton died of a heart attack thirty-seven thousand feet above the Mediterranean. He did it quietly, the same way he had lived his life. He felt a sudden, severe chest pain, couldn’t breathe, and reached for the call light above his seat. As he looked up, gasping, groping for the button, his heart quit beating altogether. Maurice Marton slumped in his first-class airline seat. By chance, he was in a window seat and his head sagged toward the window. Also by chance, the aisle seat beside him was empty.


It was several minutes before the flight attendant noticed Marton. The man was slumped down, facing the window, and although his eyes were open, the attendant couldn’t see them and thought he was asleep. As is customary in first class, he let him sleep.


A half hour later as the aircraft began its descent into Amman, the seat-belt light came on. It was then that the flight attendant tried to wake his sleeping passenger. As soon as he saw the open, unfocused, frozen eyes, he knew the man was dead.


An old hand at the business, the attendant felt for Marton’s pulse. Finding none, he covered the man with a blanket and turned his head back toward the window.




The plane made a normal landing in Amman, and after the other passengers were off the plane, a doctor and two policemen came aboard. As the senior cabin attendant watched, they loaded the corpse onto a stretcher and carried it off.


With the airplane empty of people, the senior attendant removed Marton’s attaché case from the storage compartment over his head and opened it. The case was crammed full, mostly letters and spreadsheets and a few printed statements. Roughly half were in French and half in Arabic. The attendant sat down and began rapidly scanning the documents.


 


Three weeks after the death of Maurice Marton, a man from the American embassy entered a nondescript building in Tel Aviv and was ushered to a basement room. The walls, floor and ceiling were poured concrete. A naked bulb on a wire hung from the ceiling over the only desk, a small, scarred steel one that at some time in the historic past had been painted a robin’s egg blue. Behind the desk was a tanned man with close-cropped brown hair wearing a white short-sleeved shirt. He had a comfortable tummy, and a firm grip when he shook hands.


“Good to see you, Harris. How was Washington?”


“A steam bath,” the American said. “With a whole continent to play with, they managed to put the capital in a place that’s cold, damp and miserable in the winter, and hot, humid and miserable in the summer.”


“I’ve never been there. Should I make the trip someday?”


“Only if the airfare is free.”


The men were seated now. The host said, “I have a story that I thought would interest your colleagues.”


“Anything that interests the Mossad will interest my crowd,” Harris replied candidly.


“On the twenty-seventh of last month, a French intelligence agent named Maurice Marton died on an Air France flight between Paris and Amman. Had a heart attack, apparently, and quietly expired. In his attaché case were some interesting documents that I would like to share with you.” The host picked up a small stack of paper and handed it to his guest.


The American examined the sheets carefully. They were obviously copies. After a few minutes, he remarked, “I understand most of the French, I think—it’s been a few years since college—but my Arabic is a little rusty. It appears someone named Henri Rodet is buying stock in the Bank of Palestine, two million euros’ worth.”


“I think so, yes,” murmured the Israeli. “Do you recognize the name?”


“No.”


“Henri Rodet is the head of the DGSE.” The Direction Générale de la Sécurité Exteriéure was the French intelligence agency.


Harris lowered the sheets and stared at his host. He blinked several times. “Really!”


“Indeed.”


Harris spent another minute scanning the documents, then raised his head and said, “They’ll want to know how you got these.”


“As I said, Marton, a career clerk in DGSE headquarters, was on his way to Amman, presumably to do this deal for his boss, Rodet. He died en route. One of our men got his hands on Marton’s attaché case, saw that these documents were of interest, and managed to run the originals through a copier and return them to the case.”


“Luck,” muttered Harris.


“On rare occasions that sprite does indeed smile,” the Israeli said casually. He said that to be polite; the only kind of luck he believed in was the kind you made for yourself. The men and women of the Mossad used every morsel of wit and guile they could muster, and every penny of their budget, to keep agents in place in key positions in Cairo, Amman, Damascus, Beirut, Riyadh and two dozen other places around the globe. Because agents were there, in place, good things could happen. Good things had to happen for Israel. Without timely, accurate, reliable intelligence for its decision makers, the nation would cease to exist.


The American settled himself to study the documents in detail. When he finished he put the sheets back on the desk.


“You may have those,” the Israeli said.


Harris folded the sheets carefully. “You are convinced these are genuine?”


“Marton was very dead, right there in a first-class seat. From all appearances, it was a natural death.”


“Why first class? Why not coach?”


“The French government bought the ticket. Air France upgraded it because there was room in the front of the plane.”


After Harris placed the copies in his trouser pocket, he asked, “Did your man raise any suspicions?”


“He thought not. The attaché case and the dead man’s luggage were held by the airline. After his family was notified, a man arrived on the next day’s flight and claimed them.”


“His name?”


“Claude Bruguiere. We believe he, too, is DGSE.”


“And what did he do with the attaché case?”


“This happened in Amman,” the Mossad officer explained. He spread his hands. “We have limited assets, as you know.”


“So you’re not going to share that.” It was a statement, not a question.


The Mossad officer smiled.


The American intelligence officer scratched his head, then smoothed his hair. He didn’t have much; the motion was an old habit. Finally he stood and stuck out his hand. “Thanks for the information,” he said.


“You’re welcome,” the Israeli replied as he pumped Harris’ hand.


“You’ve opened a whole can of worms, you know.”


“The worms were already there, my friend.”


“I suppose so,” Harris said.
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By pure coincidence, the day the American named Harris had his interview with a senior Mossad official, a well-dressed man in his late forties or early fifties joined a group of tourists waiting for a guided tour of the Château de Versailles, the Sun King’s palace that is today in the southwestern suburbs of metropolitan Paris.


The man had a dark complexion, as if he spent much of his life in the sun. Of medium height, he was perfectly shaved and barbered, with a lean, spare frame that showcased the dark gray tailored Italian suit he wore. He wore handmade leather shoes; on his wrist was an expensive Swiss watch. His deep blue tie was muted and understated, the perfect accent for a wealthy man in the upper echelons of international society, which was, of course, precisely what the man was.


An American college professor on sabbatical spoke to the man in heavily accented French, asking if he had ever before toured the palace. He replied with a hint of a smile, in perfect French, that indeed he had, although many years had passed since his last visit. The professor, a single woman who had always been enthralled by France and all things French, gave the man her absolute best smile.


He answered it by discussing the history of the palace as they waited for the professional guide. He knew so much about the palace that the American asked, “Are you a scholar?”


“A businessman, madame,” he said with another hint of a smile. The lady thought him charming. She would have asked more questions, but the guide showed up and launched into a canned speech, and a minute later the group straggled off after her.


The American woman stayed close to the well-dressed man in the dark gray suit. Occasionally, when the guide glossed over some fact that the woman thought might be intriguing, she asked the man, who knew the answers.


The group—there were several dozen tourists, mostly couples—made their way through the palace. They worked their way through the north wing, looking in on L’Opéra, the site of the marriage of the future Louis XVI and Marie Antoinette, the Chapelle Royale and the picture galleries, then made their way into the center section of the palace. The guide led the group through the library, the Cabinet du Conseil, and the king’s bedroom. From there they went to the queen’s bedroom, where the queens of France gave birth to their children as members of the court watched with bated breath.


“That way there could be no question as to who was the lawful heir to the throne,” the man whispered to the American, who was slightly appalled at the public nature of what she considered a very private event.


From there, finally, they entered the Hall of Mirrors, the great room of state for eighteenth-century France. “In fact,” the guide intoned in heavily accented English, “this room is still used for great state occasions. For example, in 1919 the Treaty of Versailles that ended World War I was ratified in this room.”


It was a huge room, about eighty yards long, with a high, vaulted ceiling covered in gold leaf. The long wall on the exterior side of the building was perforated with tall arched windows, from which one could gaze in awe at the magnificent gardens behind the palace. The opposite wall was lined with mirrors, and the entire room was lit with dozens of dazzling chandeliers.


“Very impressive,” the American lady whispered to her fellow tourist.


He nodded in agreement, and stood rooted as the group moved on.


This is the place, the man thought.


They will be here before the cameras, surrounded by television crews, reporters and security guards. The world will be watching.


We will kill them here.















CHAPTER TWO






How would you like to do a month in France?” my boss, Blinky Wooten, asked. We were seated in his office at the Special Collection Service, or SCS, on Springfield Road in Beltsville, Maryland. The SCS was the bureaucratic successor to the National Security Service’s Division D and was a joint CIA/NSA effort. Our job was to find the easiest and cheapest way to collect the intelligence necessary for national survival in the modern world. Since I wasn’t a scientist, by default I ended up a grunt in the electronic wars.


It was October, and the weather on the East Coast was glorious, the leaves were changing, and football season was in full swing. After four months in Iraq, the place looked like God’s garden. I was in no hurry to leave. On the other hand, I do have to work for a living.


France. I shrugged. “At the embassy? Sure.”


“Huh-uh. As an illegal. The embassy is full as a tick right now. France is going to host the summit meeting of the G-8 leaders at the end of the month. Our people are working with the Secret Service and FBI on a temporary basis to ensure it goes off without any incidents.” Terrorist incidents, he meant.


“If I’m going to stand around wearing a lapel mike and looking tough, why the cloak-and-dagger? I could just pretend to be Tommy Carmellini, loyal federal wage slave.”


“I don’t think they need any more door decorations. They have something else in mind for you.”


Hoo boy! Like every other nation on earth, France has laws against espionage, conspiracy, theft, and breaking and entering, which is, by definition, what spies are employed to do. When sent overseas, most CIA officers in ops and tech services were assigned to an embassy or consulate staff, and consequently enjoyed diplomatic immunity if they were caught violating the laws of the host nation. As an illegal, I wouldn’t have diplomatic immunity as a safety net.


But I was used to dancing on the high wire without a net. The SCS staff flitted here and there all over the world, installing antennas, breaking into computer facilities, bugging embassies and consulates, bribing systems administrators, that kind of thing. In and out fast, like an Italian government, was usually the best way. “I’ve heard that France is a friendly country, more or less,” I remarked.


“Well, if they catch you red-handed, they probably won’t give you a firing party, with a blindfold and last cigarette,” Blinky said judiciously, “but they might rough you up a bit.” He looked at me over his glasses while he batted his eyelids another twenty or thirty times. He was sensitive about his nervous habit, or tic, so no one called him Blinky to his face. I averted my eyes so he wouldn’t think I was staring.


I focused on a golf ball he had glued to a tee on his desk—a sacred, hole-in-one ball—as I pondered my options. If a fellow is going to make his living as a spy, France is probably as good as it gets. La belle France—great food, nice climate, fine wine, and the world’s most beautiful women. On the other hand, France is the home of the French…


A woman I knew had tickets to all the Redskins home games. She enjoyed my company. She had bought the tickets, so I bought the beer and hot dogs. She was also really cute. “I just got back from Iraq two weeks ago,” I pointed out, quite unnecessarily. Blinky knew damn well where I’d been and when I’d returned.


“You volunteered for France.” He rooted in a file on his desk and came up with a sheet of paper. “See, here it is.” He fluttered it where I could see it.


“That was a dream sheet I filled out years ago,” I remarked, and waved a hand in dismissal. All this drama was for show, of course. The heavies cared not a whit whether I was happy in my work; Blinky could send me to any spot on the planet with a stroke of his pen.


“So?”


“As I recall, when I volunteered I wanted a chance to make a personal contribution that would improve our relations with our French allies. I was thinking along the lines of assistant passport officer at the embassy, black-tie diplomatic parties, meeting a few nice French girls, invitations to the country for the weekend—”


“You’ve been watching too many movies,” Blinky said crisply. “The new head of European Ops asked for you by name.”


“He did?”


“Indeed.”


I was dubious. My stock at the agency hadn’t been very high since that disaster with the retired KGB archivist who defected the summer before last. “What’s his name?” I asked, trying to keep my skepticism from showing.


“Jake Grafton.”


Uh-oh! I ran across Jake Grafton a few years ago in Cuba, and he and I had crossed paths a few times since. He had my vote as the toughest son of a bitch wearing shoe leather. He was the man the folks in the E-ring of the Pentagon and over at the White House handed the ball to when things got really rough. “I thought he retired?”


“From the Navy. He’s working for the company now. But what the hey, if you don’t want to go to France, we can ship you back to Iraq—they’re asking for you, too.”




I was underwhelmed. “I work too cheap,” I remarked.


Blinky ignored that crack. “So which will it be?”


It wasn’t as if I were being asked to hang it out on a secret mission behind the Iron or Bamboo Curtain. Blinky was talking France, for God’s sake, the good-living capital of the world, where snootiness was de rigueur and fleecing tourists a way of life. Still, the folks in the DGSE played hardball. That agency was the successor to the Service de Documentation Extérieur et de Contre-Espionage, the SDECE, the spy agency de Gaulle founded after World War II. The name was changed after the SDECE’s reputation for murder, kidnapping and torture became a political liability. The same kind, gentle, in-tight-with-Jesus Samaritans were still there, however.


“Eenie, meenie, minie, moe…France.”


“How’s your French, anyway?”


“Voulez-vous couchez avec moi?”


“Fluent,” he muttered, and launched into an explanation of my assignment. London first for a briefing, then France.


A few minutes later Blinky stood and held out his hand. That was my signal to leave. “Try not to get caught,” he said as he pumped my hand perfunctorily.


“Yes, sir.”


He followed me to the door and muttered, “I once spent a summer in France.” He blinked a dozen or two times, seemingly lost in thought. “I’ve always wondered—,” he began, then fell silent and blinked some more. His Adam’s apple bobbed up and down.


He shoved me gently through the doorway. The door closed behind me with a thunk.


So I cleaned my apartment, put the car back in storage, and took a cab to the airport on Sunday afternoon. I was in a fine mood as I strolled down the concourse at Dulles International.


Boarding was ten minutes away as I approached the gate area. I automatically scanned the crowd…and there she was, sitting with her back to the window reading a magazine. My old girlfriend, Sarah Houston. Oh, no!




Of course, she glanced up and saw me at about the same instant. Our eyes met for a second or so; then she turned the page of her magazine and concentrated upon it.


Oh, man!


After the mess with the KGB archivist, Sarah decided I was boyfriend material. Everything went fine for a couple of months, then, you know…


She was tall, brainy and gorgeous and worked for the NSA—National Security Agency—as a network and data mining specialist. She had a seriously twisted past and was a little cross-wired upstairs, but I was big enough to overlook those smirches. If you hold out for a saint, you’re going to die a virgin.


The lounge was filling up and there weren’t many seats left. That was fine—I was going to be sitting for hours.


I sneaked a sideways look. She was examining me over the top of her magazine. She instantly averted her eyes.


Of course it all came flooding back. She had gotten so serious…Did she have another guy now? I wondered if she was wearing a ring—and sneaked a look. Couldn’t see her left hand from this angle.


I know it sounds stupid, but suddenly I wanted to know. I walked to the window on her left side and stood looking at our jet, which was nosed up to the jetway. Finally I shot another glance at Sarah. Well, hell, I couldn’t tell.


They began boarding the flight, and since I was sitting in the back of the plane, they called my row immediately. I got in line and went aboard. Sarah was still sitting by the window when I last saw her.


I had drawn an aisle seat three rows forward of the aft galley and had a lady beside me who was fifty-fifty—about fifty years old and fifty pounds overweight. She sort of spread out and I tried to give her room.


The herd was pretty well settled when I saw Sarah coming along the aisle with her shoulder bag and wheeled valise. She had her boarding pass in her left hand. I ooched down in the seat to hide the bottom half of my face and took another squint at her left hand. No rings.




Then she spied me. She took a step or two closer, checked the seat numbers, turned and called loudly for a flight attendant. One appeared almost immediately, as if she had been waiting offstage for a summons.


“I want another seat,” Sarah declared in her I-am-not-putting-up-with-any-more-of-this-crap voice.


“We’re pretty full—”


“I’m not sitting near him!” This announcement carried all over the ass end of that cattle car, and to ensure everyone knew which cretin she was referring to, she pointed right at me. “I just couldn’t!”


The flight attendant zeroed in on me, even took a step closer and gave me a hard look to see if I was drooling.


“I’ll see what I can do,” the uniformed witch said. She whirled and marched forward. Sarah followed her up the aisle, her head erect, her back stiff.


As I watched them go I realized that everyone within twenty feet was sizing me up. “Jerk,” the woman beside me announced, then studiously ignored me.


We were somewhere over Long Island when I finally got around to wondering why Sarah Houston was aboard this flight.


 


The next time I saw Houston was at the baggage carousel at Heathrow. She stayed on the far side of the thing and refused to look at me. I was getting a little browned off at the public humiliation and tried my best to ignore her.


It wasn’t as if I left her stranded at the altar or branded with a scarlet A. For heaven’s sake, we were both adults, nearly a decade over the age of twenty-one, perfectly capable of saying, “No, thank you.”


I dragged my stuff through customs and joined the taxi queue. It was early on Monday morning in London, and I didn’t get a wink of sleep on the plane; I was tired, grubby and stinky. On top of that, just when I was in the mood to kill something, everyone was so goddamn polite, nauseatingly so. I snarled at the lady in front of me when she dragged a wheel of her suitcase across my foot and she looked deeply offended.


The CIA had an office in Kensington on one of the side streets, a huge old mansion that sat in a row of similar houses, all of which had been converted to offices. The sign outside said the building housed an import-export company. As my taxi pulled up in front, I saw Sarah Houston get out of the cab ahead. I knew it! My luck had turned bad; it had gone sour and rotten and was beginning to stink. People were going to avoid me, give me odd looks, leave rooms when I entered. I’ve been through stretches like this before—and some woman usually triggered it.


Houston went up the steps and was admitted to the building while I rescued my trash from the trunk of my hack and paid off the cabbie.


The receptionist was a guy named Gator Zantz. I met him a couple of years back when I was bugging an embassy in London. He was a big, ugly guy with a flattop haircut; I figured he probably had the only flattop east of the Atlantic, but who knows—maybe there was a U.S. Army private somewhere in Germany more clueless than Gator.


“Hey,” Gator said when he took my passport. Mr. Personality.


Sarah and I wound up in chairs on the opposite side of the reception room. We ignored each other. Sarah pretended to read a newspaper.


When Gator returned our passports, he leered at Houston a while—she ignored him—and then, when he realized that relationship was not going to get off the ground, turned to me. “So how’s it going?”


“Okey dokey,” I said.


“The Patriots are going to win again tonight,” he informed me. “I think like ten pounds’ worth.”


“Who they playing?”


“Pittsburgh.”


“You’re on.” Actually, this was a pretty safe bet for me. Gator’s affection for a team was the kiss of death. Two years ago I won fifty pounds off this clown during football season. God help the Patriots.




Gator went away and came back five minutes later. He crooked his finger at us, and we dutifully followed him.


He led us along a hallway to a flight of stairs, then down to the basement, which was a “skiff”—a Sensitive Compartmented Information Facility, or SCIF. This area had elaborate safeguards installed to prevent electronic eavesdropping. As a member of the tech support staff, I had helped do the work the fall that Gator kept me in beer. We had even driven long steel rods into the earth under the house and wired them to a seismograph so we could detect any tunneling activity.


Since the new cell phones had the capability of taking photos and recording conversations without transmitting, all cell phones were banned in the SCIF. Sarah and I each dumped ours in the plastic box outside the door before we went in.


We walked along a short hallway and stopped in front of a door, which Gator rapped on. A muffled voice was the reply. Gator opened the door, waited until I was in, then closed it behind me.


It was a small office, perhaps ten by ten; most women have larger closets. Two folding chairs were arranged in front of one desk. Jake Grafton was seated behind the desk in a swivel chair.


He smiled as us now, a solid, honest smile that made you feel comfortable, and stood to shake hands. “Tommy, Sarah, good to see you again.”


Grafton was about six feet tall, maybe an inch or so more, ropy and trim, with graying, thinning hair that he kept short and combed straight back. He had a square jaw and a nose that was a bit too large. On one temple he had an old faded scar, which someone once told me he got from a bullet years and years ago—you had to look hard to see it.


“I thought you were retired, Admiral,” Sarah said. Her path had crossed Grafton’s in the past and he had taught her some hard lessons. She didn’t carry a grudge, though. At least, I didn’t think she did.


Grafton sighed. “They caught up to me, offered me this job. I said no, and Callie said I ought to take it, and…” He grinned. “She’s hard to say no to and make it stick. She convinced me that I had loafed long enough and desperately needed a challenge.”


We chuckled politely. I knew Grafton well enough to think that statement was probably true. I liked him, and I really admired his wife. Callie was first class all the way.


“The good news is she’s coming over to Paris. We’re getting an apartment.”


“Sounds like an adventure.”


“Yeah.” The smile faded. “As you know, in the age of terror, we need all the help we can get from the European intelligence agencies. Washington sent me to see if I can get a little more cooperation. No one in Europe knows me, so I’ll have a little grace period.”


I tried to smile. That was a Grafton funny. He didn’t do many, so you had to enjoy the occasional mot, even if it wasn’t so bon.


Now he turned serious. “You’ve probably been reading about the G-8 summit coming up in Paris in two weeks. The folks in Washington are nervous, and rightfully so. The heads of government of the eight largest industrial powers all in one place, at one time—it’s a tempting terror target. After the Veghel conspiracy was busted, it finally occurred to them that Al Queda or a similar group is fully capable of mounting such an operation in Europe.”


Named after a town in the Netherlands where a group of Islamic fundamentalists lived and did their plotting, the Veghel conspiracy was the latest suicide plot against the United States to be broken up and the conspirators arrested. The arrests happened about six months ago; the accused conspirators had yet to go on trial. According to the newspapers, they planned to blow up the New York Stock Exchange with a tractor-trailer full of explosives, à la Oklahoma City.


“One would think they learned that years ago when the Israeli athletes were attacked and murdered at the Olympics,” I remarked.


“They’re slow learners,” Grafton said. “Veghel was the catalyst.”


“Weren’t the U.S. authorities tipped about the conspiracy?”


“They were,” Grafton said, nodding. He didn’t say anything else, so Sarah asked one more question.




“Who tipped them?”


“Henri Rodet, the director of the DGSE.”


“How did the DGSE learn about Veghel?” Sarah asked. She wasn’t the shrinking-violet type.


Now Grafton grinned. Sarah had asked the right question. “I don’t know, and Monsieur Rodet refused to tell our people. So we are going to find out.”


Uh-oh. There was going to be more to this than sitting around French waiting rooms and chatting with bureaucrats.


Grafton continued. “Rodet’s an office politician who rose through the ranks of the new DGSE to replace the hard-line, right-wing leaders who were systematically retired or fired during the 1980s under François Mitterand. Twenty-five years ago he went to the Middle East. He’s been working hard ever since to ensure that France got its share of the Arab pie. Ten years ago he was picked to run the agency. When Jacques Chirac sent a letter to Saddam Hussein pledging that France would veto any Security Council resolution authorizing a U.S.-led invasion, Henri Rodet hand-carried the letter to Baghdad and personally placed it in the dictator’s hands.”


“I thought France was an old American ally,” I said as Grafton paused for air.


“France has never helped anyone unless it was in France’s best interest,” Grafton said flatly. “These days they are busy taking care of number one. Baldly, the French intend to eventually rule a united Europe on the principle that what’s good for France is good for Europe, and vice versa.”


“I seem to recall someone saying that about GM and America,” I remarked.


Sarah Houston studiously ignored me, pretending she didn’t even hear my voice.


Grafton’s eyes flicked from me to her and back to me. He took a deep breath and went on with the story. “Rodet’s number two is Jean-Paul Arnaud, the head of counterespionage. Arnaud’s specialty is commercial espionage, which is a nice way of saying that he runs a string of agents who have bought stolen trade secrets from foreign companies and passed those secrets on to French companies. There was a scandal a few years back—Arnaud’s boss at the time got canned and the DGSE was reformed under political pressure. That was window dressing, of course. They stayed in the commercial espionage business and Arnaud got promoted.”


“So counterespionage is basically the French government spying on foreign companies with offices in France?”


“Well, they don’t limit their activities to France. The primary targets are American companies, and they go after trade secrets anywhere they can find them. They are also very interested in muscling in on international deals, winning contracts with bribery or whatever.”


“They still doing it?”


“The world is still turning,” Grafton said. He made a sweeping motion with his right hand. “That is a problem for another day. We’re going to have a chat with Rodet. Tell him, Sarah.”


She didn’t look at me but at the admiral. “Rodet apparently came into a couple of million euros by way of the U.N.’s Oil-for-Food program, which essentially went away with the American invasion of Iraq in 2003. The money came from a series of transactions between five small companies that were providing goods and services to Saddam Hussein. Rodet invested the money in the Bank of Palestine, which is a honey pot or piggy bank for Islamic radicals out to overthrow Israel—and America and Western civilization and so on.”


I had heard of the Bank of Palestine. Somehow bank money wound up being used to pay survivor’s benefits to the families of terrorist suicide commandos who had gone on to their reward, whatever that might be. “He owns stock in that bank?” I asked.


“He does, and he tipped us on the Veghel conspiracy. It doesn’t compute. We’re going to try to figure him out and find a way to exploit his relationships with the Bank of Palestine and the various extremist groups in the Middle East.” I knew what “exploit” meant. I figured Sarah did, too. “Sarah, you are going to be our computer wizard. Tommy, you’re going to be my tech guy and point man.”


“Tell me some more about Rodet,” I said.


“He’s married to an heiress almost ten years older than he is. They’re estranged. No children. He has a live-in girlfriend, a château upriver from Paris and a luxurious flat in town. I hear it’s quite a place.”


“I think I met Rodet’s girlfriend this past spring. Gal name of Marisa Petrou. She still his main squeeze?”


“That’s her,” Grafton agreed, nodding.


Suddenly I realized that Sarah Houston was giving me the once-over. One of her eyebrows was higher than the other. Now she turned back to Grafton.


“I seem to recall seeing a television interview with Chirac just the other day,” I said, “where he was bragging about cooperating to fight terrorism.”


“The French are cooperating, but we think they know more than they’re passing on, a lot more, and we aren’t getting it. Henri Rodet is the key. He’s in the crosshairs, partly for the Veghel conspiracy, and partly because the French government has him running the security team for the G-8 summit.


“The question is, How did Rodet learn of the Veghel conspiracy? After careful analysis, we don’t think he got it from a DGSE operation, or from one of their agents. It’s possible, but…We think it’s more likely that Rodet has an agent in Al Queda, and that agent was the source of the information on the conspiracy.”


“Whoa,” I said. “That’s a big leap.”


“No, it isn’t. Someone told him.”


I threw up my hands. “What does Rodet say?”


“He isn’t saying anything. He refused to discuss the matter with the Paris station chief.”


“Oh, boy.”


Grafton motored right along. “So that’s our assumption—Rodet has a spy in Al Queda. We know a few things about this guy.” He began ticking them off on his fingers. “One, the agent hasn’t yet been caught, which means that he has never been suspected. Two, he’s high up in the organization, or he would not have known about the conspiracy. Three, he’s been inside a long time. Al Queda is a criminal conspiracy, which means it is composed of extremely paranoid people who don’t trust any outsider. Ergo, he’s not an outsider. Four, there hasn’t been a leak from inside the DGSE, which means that the agent isn’t being handled routinely, by the usual professional staff. He’s being handled from the very top, perhaps even by Rodet himself.”


“If all that’s true,” Sarah mused, “how do the agent and handler communicate?”


“That is precisely what I want to know,” Jake Grafton shot back. “I want you to help me find out.”


Grafton talked for another minute or two about logistics. Finally he said good-bye to Sarah, and she got up and left. Didn’t even glance at me. When the door closed, I was alone with Grafton.


“I take it you and Sarah aren’t getting along very well these days,” he said.


“You noticed, eh?”


“Uh-huh.”


“Well, you know the course of true love. There are bumps and potholes in the road.”


“She going to shoot you or start amputating parts?”


I tried to smile. “I hope not.”


“I’m going to need some serious help on this job,” he said, looking me straight in the eyes.


“I’m on the shit list after that adventure last year,” I replied. “I’ve been told to stay out of trouble or else.”


Grafton’s eyebrows knitted. “How come you’re still working for this outfit, anyway? A year ago you were talking about taking a banana boat south.”


“You know my tale of woe. They have me by the balls. The statute of limitations still has a couple of years to run.” Grafton knew I was referring to the felony theft charge that was shelved when I joined the agency. The fuzz didn’t catch me, you understand; my partner ratted on me. Same difference, I suppose, but a guy has to keep the record straight.


“In the Navy we didn’t have people quite so firmly in our grasp,” he said with a straight face.


I snorted. “Don’t give me that bullshit. Sounds as if you intend to jam Rodet’s nuts into a vise and crank until he screams. That’s his problem, not mine. Just what, precisely, do you want from me?”


Grafton picked up a pencil and twirled it between his fingers. “For starters, I want you to bug his flat in town and his house in the country. We’ll set up listening posts.”


I admitted those chores were in my area of expertise.


“Then I want you to turn traitor. I want you to walk into DGSE headquarters and offer to sell them the Intelink.”


Okay, I am an idiot—I admit it. I accepted another assignment working for Jake Grafton! I could be on my way to fun in the sun in Iraq this very minute. God damn!


Grafton kept talking. “You and your girlfriend, Sarah Houston, are looking to make a fresh start, which would go a lot better if you had a couple million tax-free euros in your jeans. You’ll give them Intelink-S first, as proof of your bona fides. When the money is in your bank account, you’ll give them Intelink-C.” Intelink-S was a network, a government Internet, if you will, which contained information classified secret. Intelink-C was the top secret network whereby the United States and its closest allies, Britain, Australia, and Canada, shared intelligence.


“You have got to be kidding!”


“I’m not.”


“In the first place, I don’t have an access code to any level of Intelink. I have never had an access code.”


“I do.”


“They change it every week. Rodet isn’t going to buy a week’s subscription.”




“He is going to buy the fact that Sarah helped design these networks, that she’s foolishly fallen for a swine like you, that at your insistence she installed a trapdoor, and that you will sell him the key.”


I thought about it. “NSA would never let Rodet peek. Ever.”


“That’s true, of course. We don’t even want Monsieur Rodet to know the type of information that is really on Intelink-S, so we’ve created a parallel, fake Intelink-S. It will look good enough to fool the French, we think. That’s what we’re going to give Rodet access to. He’ll never see the real Intelink-S, and we’ll have hooked and boated him long before it’s time to reveal Intelink-C.”


“He’ll never buy it.”


Grafton waved that away. “Corrupt people think everyone’s corrupt.”


I felt nauseous. My forehead was covered in perspiration. I swabbed at the sweat and wiped my hand on my trousers. “They’re going to smell a rat. This could be the biggest intelligence debacle ever. What I’m trying to say, Admiral, is that if we live through this, we could go to prison. Like, forever.”


Now he smiled at me.


I tried to reason with him. “The frogs will be all over me like stink on a skunk. And through some tiny bureaucratic oversight, I don’t have diplomatic immunity.” I waved a hand at the door. “They gave all the embassy spots to those security people combing the crowds for terrorists going to the G-8 meeting.” I couldn’t believe I had the bad luck to fall into a mess like this. The head of the DGSE! God almighty! “If Rodet doesn’t buy what we have to sell, what then?”


The admiral turned his hand over. “The Veghel conspirators were going to blow up the New York Stock Exchange. A half dozen Middle Eastern fanatics living on welfare in the Netherlands don’t go charging off to America with passports and credit cards and traveler’s checks to rent trucks and make bombs without some serious help. Henri Rodet has some questions to answer. Our job is to convince him to do the right thing.”


“You, me and Sarah.”




Grafton grinned. “Have faith, Tommy.”


“It’s going to take more than faith, dude. No one in France is going to want us digging up smelly little secrets. Not a single solitary soul.”


“I have faith in you,” Jake Grafton said firmly.


“It’ll take a couple of weeks to scope out those two places and bug them. I’ll need a couple of vans, all the good people we can get—and I mean real damn good—and a whole lot of luck.”


“We got the vans in Italy. They are in Paris now. I’ve raided the warehouse in Langley, and they used the diplomatic pouch to send us everything I thought you might need. And we don’t have a couple of weeks.”


It took a moment for the implications of that remark to sink in. Grafton didn’t come up with this caper last night. When the guys at the very top start scheming, it’s time to run for cover. “Oh, man!”


“I want you to go to France tomorrow, rent this apartment”—he passed me a slip of paper with an address on it—“and wait for a telephone call. The caller will give you a place and time. Subtract four hours from the time. Two guys you know will pick you up in a Citroën precisely at that time. If you’re followed, don’t go there. They won’t make the meet if they are under surveillance.” He removed a cell phone from a desk drawer and slid it across the desk.


I didn’t touch it. “It’s sort of funny,” I said, “how people talk. For instance, you don’t say, ‘we want,’ you keep saying, ‘I want.’”


“I’m the man they gave the job to,” Grafton said curtly. “I’m responsible for results. You could assume that I’ve discussed with my superiors how I intend to get the results they want. On the other hand, if your view of my character is a little darker, you might assume that I’m some sort of idiot rogue, that if my actions wreck the Franco-American alliance, it won’t bother me. Make any assumption you like—doesn’t matter an iota. Your job is to do what I tell you to do. You can bet your ass on that. Got it?”


“I am betting my ass. That’s the problem.”


His features softened. “That’s the job, Tommy.”


“You made any arrangements to get us some luck?”




“You’re going to supply the luck. Be careful, professional. Think every move through, keep your brain engaged and don’t get sidetracked. We’ll peel the onion one layer at a time. I want to know what you’re doing and when you’re doing it and what the results are. Keep me advised, keep your eyes open and you’ll be lucky.”


The last twenty-four hours of my life had been rocky. Now, faced with the prospect of another Jake Grafton adventure, the gloom was setting in, which was why I said, “When they told me you were getting in this game, I should have bailed. I’ve had it up to fucking here with this spy shit.”


Not a muscle in Grafton’s face twitched. He should have been playing poker in Vegas instead of wasting his talent in the CIA.


“Maybe I need to do some research on the federal statute of limitations,” I muttered. “The diamonds the rat and I lifted were from a museum in the District of Columbia. That info should be online.”


“Tell you what,” Grafton replied, locking me up with those gray eyes, serious as a hangman an hour before dawn. “You help me out on this, and I promise you there’ll be no prosecution, even if you leave the agency.”


“Maybe a pardon, huh?”


“No prosecution. That’s the deal.”


I took a deep breath. “I want someone to watch my back.”


“The people I have lined up are career professionals.” He gave me their names.


I waved the names away. “Three guys. This is a joke. We couldn’t follow Martha Stewart’s limo through Manhattan with three guys.”


“Three plus you.”


“Like I said, I want someone to watch my back.”


“Is there a reason you don’t trust these people?”


“The agency has had its troubles in Europe—hell, that’s why you’re here!” I spread my hands. He knew as well as I that any of these pros could be a mole or double agent. True, the odds were remote, but it had happened. “You don’t want this op blown and I don’t want to stop a bullet.”




“Who do you have in mind?”


“Willie Varner, my lock-shop partner.”


“He isn’t with the agency.”


“That’s one reason I trust him.”


“He’s a convicted felon.”


“Indeed he is. Willie got caught and went to the joint. Twice. I hate working with people who think they’re too smart to get caught. Willie’s careful, competent and paranoid—just my kind of guy. And he’s one more guy. Believe me, we’ll need him.”


“If he’ll come, we’ll make the arrangements.”


“I’ll offer him a free trip to a French penitentiary—he’ll be on the next plane.”


“We’ll pay him contract wages.”


Willie wouldn’t sign up for this gig if I told him what the job really was. Still, he had never been to France and was probably foolish enough to want to see it, so I wouldn’t level with him until he was here. Like Jake Grafton, I’m sort of short on scruples.


“He’s going to need a passport,” I told Grafton. “One in his own name would probably be best. He’s a good liar but there’s not much time and I need him now.”


I sat there thinking about Henri Rodet and the DGSE. Some years back the French spooks used murder and kidnappings to squash their enemies. In Algeria they used teams of assassins to take out people they didn’t like; when the assassins had done their job, the spooks blew up the hotel the assassins used as headquarters—with the assassins in it, of course. This being la belle France, after the explosion leveled the hotel someone whispered the names of the bombers to the newspapers.


If I got put through a grinder and turned into lean meat, bone meal and gristle, there was a shadow of a possibility that someday someone in the DGSE would leak the amazing facts to the press. If they did, that was probably all the epitaph I would ever get.


“I hope I don’t regret this,” I muttered.


“I just hope you live through it,” Grafton said, and smiled again.


A cold chill ran up my spine.
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