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To the courageous men and women who protect us from terror and stand up to violence, hatred, and extremism no matter the source.
You inspire us every day to be braver, to be better.











The most amazing thing that has happened in my lifetime is neither putting a man on the moon nor Facebook having 2.8 billion monthly active users. It is that in the 75 years, 7 months, and 13 days since Nagasaki, a nuclear bomb has not been detonated.


—Tom Peters












CHAPTER
1


Madame Secretary,” said Charles Boynton, hurrying beside his boss as she rushed down Mahogany Row to her office in the State Department. “You have eight minutes to get to the Capitol.”


“It’s ten minutes away,” said Ellen Adams, breaking into a run. “And I have to shower and change. Unless . . .” She stopped and turned to her Chief of Staff. “I can go like this?”


She held out her arms to give him a good look at her. There was no mistaking the plea in her eyes, the anxiety in her voice, and the fact she looked like she’d just been dragged behind a piece of rusty farm equipment.


His face contorted in a smile that seemed to cause him pain.


In her late fifties, Ellen Adams was medium height, trim, elegant. A good dress sense and Spanx concealed her love of eclairs. Her makeup was subtle, bringing out her intelligent blue eyes while not trying to hide her age. She had no need to pretend to be younger than she was, but neither did she want to appear older.


Her hairdresser, when applying the specially formulated coloring, called her an “Eminence Blonde.”


“With all due respect, Madame Secretary, you look like a hobo.”


“Thank God he respects you,” whispered Betsy Jameson, Ellen’s best friend and counselor.


After a twenty-two-hour day that had started with Secretary Adams hosting a diplomatic breakfast at the American embassy in Seoul, and included high-level talks on regional security and efforts to salvage an unexpectedly crumbling and vital trade deal, the endless day had ended with a tour of a fertilizer plant in Gangwon Province, though that had been a cover for a quick trip to the DMZ.


After that, Ellen Adams had trudged onto the flight home. Once in the air, the first thing she’d done was remove the Spanx and pour a large glass of Chardonnay.


She’d then spent several hours sending reports back to her deputies and the President, and reading the incoming memos. Or at least trying to. She’d fallen asleep facedown on a report from State on staffing in the Iceland embassy.


She woke with a jerk when her assistant touched her shoulder.


“Madame Secretary, we’re about to land.”


“Where?”


“Washington.”


“State?” She sat up and ran her hands through her hair, making it stand straight up, as though she’d had a scare or a very good idea.


She was hoping it was Seattle. To refuel, or take on food, or perhaps there was some fortuitous in-flight emergency. There was that, she knew, though it was neither mechanical nor fortuitous.


The emergency was that she’d fallen asleep and still needed to shower and—


“DC.”


“Oh God, Ginny. Couldn’t you have woken me up sooner?”


“I tried, but you just mumbled and went back to sleep.”


Ellen had a vague memory of that but had thought it had been a dream. “Thanks for trying. Do I have time to brush my teeth?”


There was a ding as the captain put on the seat belt sign.


“I’m afraid not.”


Ellen looked out the window of her government jet, which she jokingly called Air Force Three. She saw the dome of the Capitol Building, where she’d soon be seated.


She saw herself in the reflection. Hair askew. Mascara smeared. Clothing disheveled. Eyes bloodshot and burning from her contacts. There were lines of worry, of stress, that hadn’t been there just a month earlier at the inauguration. That bright, shiny day when the world was new and all seemed possible.


How she loved this country. This glorious, broken beacon.


After decades of building and running an international media empire that now spread across television networks, an all-news channel, websites, and newspapers, she’d handed it over to the next generation. Her daughter, Katherine.


After the past four years of watching the country she loved flail itself almost to death, she was now in a position to help it heal.


Since the death of her beloved Quinn, Ellen had felt her life not just empty but callow. Instead of diminishing with time, that sense had grown, the chasm widening. She increasingly felt the need to do more. To help more. To not report on the pain but do something to ease it. To give back.


The opportunity had come from the most unlikely source: President-Elect Douglas Williams. How quickly life could change. For the worse, yes. But also for the better.


And now Ellen Adams found herself on Air Force Three. As Secretary of State for the new President.


She was in a position to rebuild bridges to allies after the near-criminal incompetence of the former administration. She could mend vital relationships or lay down warnings to unfriendly nations. Those that might have harm in mind and the ability to carry it out.


Ellen Adams was in a position to no longer just talk about change, but to bring it about. To turn enemies into friends and keep chaos and terror at bay.


And yet . . .


The face that looked back at her no longer seemed quite so confident. She was looking at a stranger. A tired, disheveled, spent woman. Older than her years. And perhaps a little wiser. Or was it more cynical? She hoped not and wondered why it was suddenly difficult to tell the two apart.


Bringing out a tissue, she licked it and wiped the mascara away. Then, after smoothing her hair, she smiled at her reflection.


It was the face she kept by the door. The one the public had come to know. The press, her colleagues, foreign leaders. The confident, gracious, assured Secretary of State representing the most powerful nation on earth.


But it was a facade. Ellen Adams saw something else in her ghostly face. Something ghastly she took pains to hide even from herself. But exhaustion had allowed it to swarm over her defenses.


She saw fear. And its close kin, doubt.


Was it real or counterfeit? A near enemy whispering she was not good enough. Not up to the job. That she would screw it up, and thousands, perhaps millions of lives would be jeopardized?


She shoved it away, recognizing that it was unhelpful. But it whispered, even as it receded, that that didn’t mean it wasn’t true.


After the plane landed at Andrews Air Force Base, Ellen had been hurried into an armored car, to read more memos, reports, emails. DC glided by, unseen now, as she got caught up.


Once in the basement garage of the monolithic Harry S. Truman Building, still called Foggy Bottom by longtime denizens, maybe even with affection, a phalanx formed to get her into the elevator and up to her private office on the seventh floor as quickly as possible.


Her Chief of Staff, Charles Boynton, met her at the elevator. He was one of the people assigned to the new Secretary of State by the President’s own Chief of Staff. Tall and gangly, his slender frame was due more to excessive nervous energy than exercise or good eating habits. His hair and muscle tone seemed to be in a race to jump ship.


Boynton had spent twenty-six years rising through the political ranks, finally landing a top job as a strategist on Douglas Williams’s successful presidential campaign. A campaign that had proven more brutal than most.


Charles Boynton had finally reached the inner sanctum and was determined to stay there. This was his reward for following orders. And being lucky in his choice of candidate.


Boynton found himself designing rules to keep unruly cabinet secretaries in line. In his view, they were temporary political appointments. Window dressing to his structure.


Together Ellen and her Chief of Staff rushed down the wood-paneled corridor of Mahogany Row toward the Secretary of State’s office, trailed by aides and assistants and her Diplomatic Security agents.


“Don’t worry,” said Betsy, racing to catch up. “They’re holding the State of the Union address for you. You can relax.”


“No, no,” said Boynton, his voice rising an octave. “You can’t relax. The President’s pissed. And by the way, it’s not officially a SOTU.”


“Oh, please, Charles. Try not to be pedantic.” Ellen stopped suddenly, almost causing a pileup. Slipping off her mud-caked heels, she ran in stocking feet along the plush carpet. Picking up her pace.


“And the President’s always pissed,” Betsy called after them. “Oh, you mean angry? Well, he’s always angry at Ellen.”


Boynton shot her a warning glance.


He didn’t like this Elizabeth Jameson. Betsy. An outsider whose only reason for being there was because she was a lifelong friend of the Secretary. Boynton knew it was the Secretary’s right to choose one close confidante, a counselor, to work with her. But he didn’t like it. The outsider brought an element of unpredictability to any situation.


And he did not like her. Privately he called her Mrs. Cleaver because she looked like Barbara Billingsley, the Beaver’s mother in the TV show. A model 1950s housewife.


Safe. Stable. Compliant.


Except this Mrs. Cleaver turned out to be not so black-and-white. She seemed to have swallowed Bette “Fuck ’Em If They Can’t Take a Joke” Midler. And while he quite liked the Divine Miss M, he thought perhaps not as the Secretary of State’s counselor.


Though Charles Boynton had to admit that what Betsy said was true. Douglas Williams had no love for his Secretary of State. And to say it was mutual was an understatement.


It had come as a huge shock when the newly elected President had chosen a political foe, a woman who’d used her vast resources to support his rival for the party nomination, for such a powerful and prestigious position.


It was an even greater shock when Ellen Adams had turned her media empire over to her grown daughter and accepted the post.


The news was gobbled up by politicos, pundits, colleagues, and spit out as gossip. It fed and filled political talk shows for weeks.


The appointment of Ellen Adams was fodder at DC dinner parties. It was all anyone at Off the Record, the basement bar of the Hay-Adams, could talk about.


Why did she accept?


Though by far the greater, more interesting question was why had then President-Elect Williams offered his most vocal, most vicious adversary a place in his cabinet? And State, of all things?


The prevailing theory was that Douglas Williams was either following Abraham Lincoln and assembling a Team of Rivals. Or, more likely, he was following Sun Tzu, the ancient military strategist, and was keeping his friends close but his enemies closer.


Though, as it turned out, both theories were wrong.


For his part Charles Boynton, Charles to his friends, cared about his boss only to the extent that Ellen Adams’s failures reflected badly on him, and he was damned if he’d be clinging to her coattails as she went down.


And after this trip to South Korea, her fortunes, and his, had taken a sharp turn south. And now they were holding up the entire fucking not–State of the Goddamned Union.


“Come on, come on. Hurry.”


“Enough.” Ellen skidded to a stop. “I won’t be bullied and herded. If I have to go like this, so be it.”


“You can’t,” said Boynton, his eyes wide with panic. “You look—”


“Yes, you’ve already said.” She turned to her friend. “Betsy?”


There was a pause during which all they could hear was Boynton snorting his displeasure.


“You look fine,” Betsy said quietly. “Maybe some lipstick.” She handed Ellen a tube from her own purse along with a hairbrush and compact.


“Come on, come on,” Boynton practically squeaked.


Holding Ellen’s bloodshot eyes, Betsy whispered, “An oxymoron walked into a bar . . .”


Ellen thought, then smiled. “And the silence was deafening.”


Betsy beamed. “Perfect.”


She watched as her friend took a deep breath, handed her big travel bag to her assistant, and turned to Boynton.


“Shall we?”


While she appeared composed, Secretary Adams’s heart was pounding as she walked in stocking feet, a filthy shoe dangling from each hand, back down Mahogany Row to the elevator. And the descent.


____


“Hurry, hurry.” Amir gestured to his wife. “They’re at the house.”


They could hear the banging behind them, the men shouting, commanding. Their words heavily accented but their meaning clear: “Dr. Bukhari, come out. Now.”


“Go.” Amir shoved Nasrin down the alley. “Run.”


“You?” she asked, clutching the satchel to her chest.


There was the splintering of wood as the door to their home in Kahuta, just outside Islamabad, was shattered.


“They don’t want me. It’s you they need to stop. I’ll distract them. Go, go.”


But as she turned, he grabbed her arm and pulled her to him, clutching her to his chest. “I love you. I’m so proud of you.”


He kissed her so hard their teeth collided and she could taste blood from her cut lip. But still she clung to him. And he to her. At the sounds of more shouts, closer now, they parted.


He almost asked her to let him know when she was safely at her destination. But didn’t. He knew she could not contact him.


He also knew, as did she, that he would not survive the night.









CHAPTER
2


There was a murmur as the Deputy Sergeant at Arms announced the arrival of the Secretary of State. It was ten past nine, and the rest of the cabinet had already been seated.


There had been speculation that Ellen Adams was missing because she was the Designated Survivor, though most believed President Williams would choose his sock before he’d choose her.


As she entered the chamber, Ellen appeared not to notice the deafening silence.


An oxymoron walked into . . .


She held her head up and followed her escort, smiling to Representatives gathered on each side of the aisle, as though nothing were wrong.


“You’re late,” hissed the Secretary of Defense when she took her place in the front row, between him and the Director of National Intelligence. “We held the speech for you. The President’s furious. Thinks you did it on purpose, so the networks would be focused on you and not him.”


“The President would be wrong,” said the Director of National Intelligence, the DNI. “There’s no way you’d do that.”


“Thank you, Tim,” said Ellen. It was a rare show of support from one of President Williams’s loyalists.


“Given the shitshow that was South Korea,” Tim Beecham continued, “I can’t imagine you’d want the attention.”


“What in God’s name are you wearing?” asked the Secretary of Defense. “Have you been mud wrestling again?”


He grimaced and scrunched up his nose.


“No, Mr. Secretary, I’ve been doing my job. And sometimes that means getting down and dirty.” She gave him the once-over. “You’re looking as pristine as ever.”


On her other side, the DNI laughed, and then they all stood as the Sergeant at Arms announced, “Mr. Speaker, the President of the United States.”


____


Dr. Nasrin Bukhari ran down the familiar alleys, swerving to avoid the crates and cans that littered the area and if kicked would give her away.


She never paused. Never looked back. Not even when the gunfire began.


She decided that her husband of twenty-eight years had escaped. Had survived. Had eluded those sent to try to stop them. To stop her.


He hadn’t been killed or, worse, captured, to be tortured until he gave up what he knew.


When the gunfire stopped, she took that as a sign that Amir had gotten safely away. As she now must.


Everything depended on it.


Half a block short of the bus stop, she slowed down, caught her breath, and walked with a calm, measured pace to join the line. Her heart pounding, but her face placid.


____


Anahita Dahir sat at her desk in the Bureau of South and Central Asian Affairs at the State Department.


She paused in what she was doing to walk over to the television on the far wall, tuned to the President’s speech.


It was nine fifteen. The address was late, held up, the commentators said, by the absence of the Secretary of State, Anahita’s new boss.


The camera followed the newly elected President as he arrived in the ornate chamber, to wild applause from his supporters and muted clapping from the still-bruised opposition. Since he’d only been sworn in weeks earlier, it was difficult to believe President Williams actually knew the true state of the union, and that he was likely to admit it even if he did.


The speech would be, the pundits agreed, a balancing act between criticizing the previous administration for the mess left behind, though not too overtly, and sounding a hopeful note, though not too optimistic.


This was about tamping down the extravagant expectations raised in the election, while deflecting any blame.


President Williams’s appearance before Congress was political theater, a kind of Kabuki. More about appearances than words. And Douglas Williams certainly knew how to look presidential.


Though, as Anahita watched him glad-hand his way into the chamber, greeting and smiling at political friends and foes alike, the camera kept cutting away to the Secretary of State.


This was the real drama. The real story of the night.


The commentators were giddy with speculation on what President Williams would do when he came face-to-face with his Secretary of State. Ellen Adams, they were pleased to point out, and repeat, and repeat, was just off the plane from a disastrous first outing, where she managed to alienate an important ally and destabilize an already fragile region.


The moment the two met, here in the chamber, would be seen by hundreds of millions internationally and replayed over and over on social media.


The chamber was crackling with anticipation.


The commentators leaned forward, anxious to decode whatever message the President might send.


The young foreign service officer was alone in the department, except for the supervisor in his corner office. She stepped closer to the screen, interested to see what would happen between her new President and her new boss. She was so captivated that she failed to hear the ping of a message coming in.


While President Williams made his way forward, stopping to chat and wave, the political commentators filled the time by discussing Ellen Adams’s hair, her makeup, her clothes, which were disheveled and smeared with what they hoped was mud.


“She looks like she just came from a rodeo.”


“And into a slaughterhouse.”


More chuckling.


Finally one of the commentators pointed out that Secretary Adams probably hadn’t planned to arrive looking like that. It was a testament to how hard she was working.


“She’s just off the plane from Seoul,” he reminded them.


“Where, we understand, talks broke down.”


“Well,” he admitted, “I said she was working hard, not effectively.”


Then they discussed, in grim tones, just how disastrous her failure in South Korea might prove. For Secretary Adams, for the nascent administration. For their relations in that part of the world.


This too was political theater, the FSO knew. There was no way one unfortunate meeting would lead to permanent damage. But as she watched her new boss, she knew that damage had been done.


While fairly new to the job, Anahita Dahir was astute enough to know that in Washington, appearances were often far more powerful than reality. In fact, so strong were they that they could actually create reality.


The camera lingered on Secretary Adams as the commentators picked her apart.


Unlike the pundits, what Anahita Dahir saw was a woman about her mother’s age standing erect, straight-backed, head high, attentive. Respectful. Turned toward the man coming her way. Calmly awaiting her fate.


Her disheveled state only seemed to add, in Anahita’s eyes, to her dignity.


Up until that moment, the young FSO had been happy to absorb what the commentators and her fellow analysts said. That Ellen Adams was a cynical political appointment by a crafty President.


But now, as she watched President Williams approach and Secretary Adams brace herself, Anahita wondered.


The FSO hit mute on the television. There was no need to listen to more.


She walked back to her desk and noticed the new message. Opening it, she saw that where the sender’s name would be, there were just random letters. And in the message itself there were no words, just a series of numbers and symbols.


____


As the President approached, Ellen Adams thought he was going to ignore her.


“Mr. President,” she said.


He paused and looked beyond her, through her, nodding and smiling at the people on either side. Then he reached past her, his elbow almost hitting her face, to take the hand of the person behind. Only then did he slowly, slowly bring his eyes to hers. The animosity was so palpable that both the Secretary of Defense and the Director of National Intelligence retreated a step.


“Pissed” didn’t begin to describe how he was feeling, and they did not want to be hit with the splash.


To the cameras and the millions watching, his handsome face was stern, more disappointed than angry. A sad parent looking at a well-meaning but wayward child.


“Madame Secretary.” You incompetent shit.


“Mr. President.” You arrogant asshole.


“Perhaps you can come by the Oval Office in the morning before the cabinet meeting.”


“With pleasure, sir.”


He passed on, leaving her to look after him warmly. A loyal member of his cabinet.


Taking her seat, she listened politely while President Williams began his address. But as it progressed, Ellen felt herself drawn in. Not by the rhetoric, but by something far more profound than words.


It was the solemnity, the history, the tradition. She was swept up in the majesty, in the quiet grandeur, the grace of this event. In the symbolism, if not the actual content.


A powerful message was being sent to friends and foes alike. Of continuity, of strength, of resolve and purpose. That the damage done by the former administration would be repaired. That America was back.


Ellen Adams felt an emotion so strong it overwhelmed her dislike of Douglas Williams. It pushed her distrust and suspicions away, leaving only pride. And amazement. That somehow, life had brought her here. Had put her in a position to serve.


She might look like a hobo and smell like fertilizer, but she was the American Secretary of State. She loved her country and would do everything in her power to protect it.


____


Dr. Nasrin Bukhari took her seat on the back row of the bus and forced herself to look straight ahead. Not out the window. Not at the satchel on her lap, held in a white-knuckled grip.


Not at her fellow passengers. It was vital to avoid eye contact.


She forced her face to look neutral, bored.


The bus started up and began to bump its way toward the border. It had been arranged that she would fly out, but without telling anyone, including Amir, she’d changed the plan. The people sent to stop her would expect her to try to get out as quickly as possible. They’d be at the airport. They’d put people on all the flights if need be. They’d do anything to prevent her reaching her destination.


If Amir was captured and tortured, he’d reveal the plan. So it had to change.


Nasrin Bukhari loved her country. She would do whatever was necessary to protect it.


And that meant leaving all she loved behind.


____


Anahita Dahir stared at the computer screen. Brows drawn together, she took just a few seconds to decide the message was spam. It happened more often than anyone would guess.


Still, she wanted confirmation. Knocking on her supervisor’s door, she leaned in. He was watching the speech and shaking his head.


“What?”


“A message. I think it’s spam.”


“Let me see it.”


She showed him.


“It’s definitely not from any of our sources?”


“Definitely, sir.”


“Good. Delete it.”


Which she did. But not before jotting down the message. Just in case.


19/0717, 38/1536, 119/1848









CHAPTER
3


Congratulations, Mr. President. That went well,” said Barbara Stenhauser.


Doug Williams laughed. “It went very well. Better than I could have hoped.”


He loosened his tie and put his feet up on the desk.


They were back in the Oval Office. A bar had been set up, along with light snacks for the family, friends, and affluent supporters invited back to celebrate the President’s first address to Congress.


Williams, though, wanted a few moments alone with his Chief of Staff, to decompress. The speech had done everything he’d wanted, and more. But it was something else that was making him almost giddy.


He entwined his hands behind his head and rocked, while a steward brought him a scotch and a small plate of bacon-wrapped scallops and deep-fried shrimp.


He gestured to Barb to join him and, thanking the steward, he indicated he should leave.


Barb Stenhauser sat and took a long sip of red wine.


“Can she survive this?” he asked.


“I doubt it. We’ll let the media have at her. From what I saw before your speech, they’d already begun. She’ll be dead before she gets home. Just to be sure, I’ve lined up a few of our own Senators to start expressing guarded concern about her fitness for the job, given the shitshow in South Korea.”


“Good. Where’s she heading next?”


“I have her scheduled to go to Canada.”


“Oh God. We’ll be at war with them before the week’s out.”


Barb laughed. “Let’s hope. I’ve always wanted a place in Québec. Early reports are extremely positive about your speech, sir. They’re citing your dignified tone, your reaching across the aisle. But there are rumblings, Mr. President, that the appointment of Ellen Adams, while courageous, was a misstep, especially after the debacle of South Korea.”


“A little blowback in our direction is to be expected. As long as most of the shit lands on her. Besides, it’ll give critics something to focus on while we get on with the job.”


Stenhauser smiled. Rarely had she seen so accomplished a politician. One with the courage to take a flesh wound if it meant killing off an opponent.


Though she knew he was in for far more than a flesh wound.


The fact that Douglas Williams made her skin crawl was something she could ignore, if it meant finally implementing an agenda she believed in with all her heart.


Leaning across the desk, she handed him a sheet of paper. “I’ve prepared a short statement supporting Secretary Adams.”


He read it, then tossed it back. “Perfect. Dignified, but noncommittal.”


“Faint praise.”


He laughed, then sighed with relief. “Flip on the television. Let’s see what they’re saying.”


He tipped forward and placed his elbows on the desk as the large monitor lit up. He’d been tempted to tell his Chief of Staff just how clever he’d really been. But he didn’t dare.


____


“Here.”


Katherine Adams handed her mother and her godmother large glasses of Chardonnay; then, grabbing the bottle by the neck, she took her own glass to the large sofa and sat between them. Three pairs of slippered feet were up on the coffee table.


Katherine reached for the remote.


“Not yet,” said her mother, laying a hand on her daughter’s wrist. “Let’s pretend for a few more moments that they’re talking about my triumph in South Korea.”


“And congratulating you on your new hairstyle and dress sense,” said Betsy.


“And perfume,” said Katherine.


Ellen laughed.


As soon as she’d gotten home, she’d showered and changed into sweats. Now the three women sat, side by side, in the comfortable den. The walls were covered in shelves, filled with books and framed photographs of Ellen’s children and her life with her late husband.


It was a private space, a sanctuary reserved for family and the closest of friends.


Wearing glasses now, Ellen had pulled out a folder and was reading, shaking her head.


“What’s wrong?” asked Betsy.


“The talks. They shouldn’t have collapsed. The advance team did good work.” She held up the papers. “We were prepared. The South Koreans were prepared. I’d had conversations with my counterpart. This was supposed to be a formality.”


“So what happened?” asked Katherine.


Her mother sighed. “I don’t know. I’m trying to figure that out. What time is it?”


“Eleven thirty-five,” said Katherine.


“Twelve thirty-five in the afternoon in Seoul,” said Ellen. “I’m tempted to call, but won’t. I need more information.” She glanced at Betsy, who was scrolling through messages. “Anything?”


“Lots of supportive emails and texts from friends and family,” said Betsy.


Ellen continued to look at her, but Betsy shook her head, knowing what Ellen was asking, and not asking.


“I can write him,” offered Katherine.


“No. He knows what’s happening. If he wanted to get in touch, he would.”


“You know he’s busy, Mom.”


Ellen pointed to the remote. “Might as well turn on the news. Get it over with.”


What appeared on the television would serve, both Betsy and Katherine knew, as a counterirritant, taking Ellen’s mind off the message that had not appeared on her phone.


Ellen Adams continued to read through the reports, trying to find some clue as to what had gone wrong in Seoul. Only half listening to the so-called experts on the television.


She knew what they’d be saying. Even her own company’s media outlets, the internationally syndicated news channel, the papers, the online sites, would be taking a run at their former owner.


In fact, in an effort to prove they were unbiased, they’d be first to pile on. And pile high. Ellen could already smell the opinion pieces.


When she’d accepted the position of Secretary of State, Ellen had divested herself of her holdings, turning them over to her daughter with the express, and written, order that Katherine Adams not personally interfere in any coverage of the Williams administration generally, or Secretary Adams specifically.


It was a pledge her daughter had found easy to make. After all, she wasn’t the journalist in the family. Her degree, her expertise, her interest was only in the business side. She took after her mother in that.


Betsy touched Ellen’s arm and nodded toward the television.


Looking up from her papers, she watched for a moment, then sat up straighter.


____


“Oh, fuck,” said Doug Williams. “Are you kidding me?”


He glared at his Chief of Staff as though expecting her to do something about it.


What Barb Stenhauser did was change channels. Then again. And again. But somehow, between President Williams’s State of the Union Address and his second glass of scotch, something had shifted.


____


Katherine started laughing, her eyes gleaming.


“My God, every channel.” She clicked through them all, resting on each just long enough to hear the pundits and political yobs congratulating Secretary Adams on her hard work. Her willingness to show up at the Capitol unkempt, with the muck of her job still clinging to her.


Yes, the trip had been an unexpected debacle, but the larger message was that Ellen Adams, and by extension the US, was unbowed. Willing to get into the trenches. To show up. To at least try to undo the damage done by four years of chaos.


Her failure in South Korea was being blamed on the mess left behind by an inept former President and his own Secretary of State.


Now Katherine let out a hoot. “Look at this.” She shoved her phone in front of her mother and Betsy.


A meme had gone viral on social media.


After being introduced, Secretary Adams walked down the aisle toward her seat for the address, the television camera picking up a rival Senator who’d looked at her with disdain and muttered:


“Dirty woman.”


____


“What the hell!” said Doug Williams, tossing a shrimp onto his plate so hard it bounced onto the Resolute desk, then jumped ship and landed on the carpet. “Shit.”


____


Lying in bed, Anahita Dahir had a thought.


Suppose the strange message was from Gil?


Yes. It could have been Gil. Wanting to get back in touch. To touch.


She could feel his skin, moist with perspiration from those hot, hot, sticky close Islamabad afternoons. They’d stolen away to her small room, almost exactly midway between his desk at the wire service and her desk at the embassy.


She was so junior no one would notice she was missing. Gil Bahar was so respected a journalist no one would question his absence. They’d assume he was off chasing a lead.


In the close, close, claustrophobic world of the Pakistani capital, clandestine meetings were held all day and all night. Between operatives and agents. Between informants and those who trafficked in information. Between dealers and users, of drugs, of arms, of death.


Between embassy staff and journalists.


It was a place and time where anything could happen at any moment. The young journalists and aid workers, doctors and nurses, embassy staff and informants met and mingled in underground bars, in tiny apartments. At parties. They bumped up against each other. Ground up against each other.


Life around them was precious and precarious. And they were immortal.


Her body moved, rhythmically, in her DC bed, feeling again his hard body against hers. His hard body inside hers.


A few minutes later Anahita got up. And though she knew she was asking for trouble, still she reached for her phone.


Did you try to message me?


She woke up now and then through the night to check her phone. No reply.


“Idiot,” she muttered, even as she smelled again his muskiness. Felt his naked white skin as it slid against her dark, moist body. Both luminous in the afternoon sun.


She could feel the weight of him on top of her. Lying heavy on her heart.


____


Nasrin Bukhari sat in the departure lounge.


A weary guard at the border had checked her passport, failing to pick up on the fact it was fake. Or perhaps he didn’t really care anymore.


He’d looked down at the document, then into her eyes. He saw an exhausted middle-aged woman. Her traditional hijab washed out and frayed where it framed her lined face.


Surely no threat. He’d moved on. To the next passenger desperate to cross the frontier from threat to fragile hope.


Dr. Bukhari knew that in her satchel she carried that hope. In her head she carried that threat.


She’d made it to the airport with three hours to spare before her flight. It was, she now realized, perhaps a little too much time.


Nasrin Bukhari positioned herself to be able to see, in her peripheral vision, the man lounging against the wall across the concourse. He’d been at security as she’d checked through. He’d followed her, she was almost certain, to the waiting area.


She’d been looking for a Pakistani. An Indian. An Iranian. Surely they’d be the ones sent to stop her. It never occurred to her they’d send a white man. The very fact that he stood out was his camouflage. Dr. Bukhari would not have credited her enemies with this stroke of genius.


Though it was possible she was imagining things. Too little rest, too little food, too much fear were creating paranoia. She could feel her reason drifting away. Light-headed from lack of sleep, she seemed at times to be floating above her body.


As an intellectual, a scientist, Dr. Bukhari found this the most frightening event so far. She could no longer trust her mind. Nor could she trust her emotions.


She was adrift.


No, she thought. Not that. She had a clear direction. A clear destination. She just had to get there.


Nasrin Bukhari looked at the battered old clock on the wall of the filthy waiting area. Again. Two hours and fifty-three minutes until her flight to Frankfurt.


In her peripheral vision, she saw the man take out his phone.


____


The text came in at one thirty in the morning.


Didn’t write glid you did. You might be album to help me with something. Need info on scientist.


Ana clicked it off. He couldn’t even be bothered to check for typos before sending the message.


She’d walked into that propeller, knowing, or at least suspecting, that she was just a source to him. Nothing more. And probably had been all along. Her value to him was as his insider at the embassy and now the State Department. His source in the Bureau of South and Central Asian Affairs.


Anahita wondered how much she really knew about Gil Bahar. He was a respected journalist with Reuters. There had been rumors, though. Whispers.


But Islamabad was built on whispers and rumors. Even the veterans couldn’t separate truth from fiction. Reality from paranoia. In that cauldron, the two melded and became one. Indistinguishable.


What she did know was that Gil Bahar had been kidnapped in Afghanistan by the Pathan family network a few years earlier and held for eight months before escaping. Known as “the family,” the Pathan were the nom de guerre of the most extreme, the most brutal of the terrorists in the Pakistani-Afghan tribal area. Closely aligned with Al-Qaeda, they were feared even by other Taliban groups.


Where other journalists had been tortured, then executed, beheaded, Gil Bahar had gotten out unscathed.


And why was that? was the whispered question. How had he escaped the Pathan?


Anahita Dahir had chosen to ignore the nasty innuendo. But now, as she lay in bed, she allowed herself to go there.


The last time Gil had contacted her was shortly after she’d been transferred out of Pakistan to take up her job in DC. He’d called her personal number and, after some pleasantries, had asked for information.


She hadn’t given it to him, of course, but three days later there’d been an assassination. Of the very person whose movements Gil had been asking about.


And now he wanted more information. About some scientist.









CHAPTER
4


Yes?” said Ellen, surfacing immediately from a deep sleep. “What is it?”


As she answered her phone, she noted the time. Two thirty-five a.m.


“Madame Secretary,” came Charles Boynton’s voice. Deep, somber. “There’s been an explosion.”


She sat up and reached for her glasses. “Where?”


“London.”


She felt a guilty wave of relief. Not US soil, at least. But still. She swung her legs out of bed and turned on the light.


“Tell me.”


____


Within forty-five minutes Secretary Adams was in the Situation Room of the White House.


To cut down on confusion and unnecessary noise, only the core of the National Security Council had been called. Ranged around the table were the President, the Vice President, the secretaries of State, Defense, Homeland Security. The Director of National Intelligence and the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff.


Various aides and the White House Chief of Staff sat in chairs against the wall.


The faces were grim, but not panicked. The Chairman of the Joint Chiefs had been through this before, even if the President and his cabinet had not.


The media was just beginning to report on what had happened. What was happening.


A map of London took up the entire screen at the far end of the room. A red dot, like a splotch of blood, showed the exact location of the explosion.


Along Piccadilly. Just outside Fortnum & Mason, Ellen noted, going through what she knew of London. The Ritz just down the street. Hatchards, the oldest bookshop in London, was lost under the red mark.


“There’s no question it was a bomb?” asked President Williams.


“None, Mr. President,” said Tim Beecham, the Director of National Intelligence. “We’re in constant touch with MI5 and MI6. They’re scrambling to get a handle on what happened, but given the destruction, it couldn’t be anything else.”


“Go on,” said President Williams, leaning forward.


“It appears to have been on a bus,” said Army General Albert “Bert” Whitehead, the Chair of the Joint Chiefs. His uniform was misbuttoned. His tie hastily thrown around his neck, undone. A loose noose.


But his voice was strong, his eyes clear. His focus complete.


“Appears?” asked Williams.


“The damage is too great to get a precise read right now. It could’ve been a car bomb or a truck that exploded just as a bus went by. There’s debris everywhere, as you can see.”


General Whitehead tapped his secure laptop, and a still photo replaced the map. It had been taken from a satellite. The image unexpectedly clear, even from miles in space.


They all leaned toward it.


There was a crater in the middle of the famous street, and around it was littered twisted metal. Smoke rose, suspended, from vehicles; facades of centuries-old buildings that had survived the Blitz had disappeared.


But no bodies, Ellen noticed. Blown, she suspected, into pieces too small to easily identify as human.


The blast zone was only confined by the buildings on either side; otherwise who knew how far out it would have gone.


“My God,” whispered the Secretary of Defense. “What did that?”


“Mr. President,” said Barbara Stenhauser, “we’ve just received video.”


At a nod, she brought it up. It was taken from one of the tens of thousands of security cameras around London.


There was a time code generator at the bottom right of the picture.


7:17:04


“When did the bomb go off?” President Williams asked.


“Seven seventeen and forty-three seconds, GMT, sir,” said General Whitehead.


Ellen Adams brought her hand to her mouth as she watched. It was the beginning of rush hour. The sun was trying to break through the gray March morning.


7:17:20


Men and women were streaming along the sidewalk. Cars, delivery vans, black cabs waited at the stoplight.


As the time counted up. Counted down.


7:17:32


“Run, run,” Ellen heard the Secretary of Homeland Security, sitting next to her, whisper. “Run.”


But, of course, they didn’t.


A bright red double-decker pulled up to a stop.


7:17:39


A young woman stepped aside to let an elderly man on first. He turned to thank her.


7:17:43


____


They watched over and over, from different angles as more videos came in, projected onto the large screen at the end of the Situation Room.


In the second one, they could see the bus more clearly as it arrived at the stop. The angle allowed them to make out faces. Including a little girl in the front seat of the upper deck. The best seat. The one all the children, including Ellen’s own, had rushed for.


Try as she might, Ellen couldn’t take her eyes off the girl.


Run. Run.


But of course, in every video, no matter the angle, the little girl remained. And then was gone.


The confirmation, when it came from the UK, was academic. It was clear that this was a bomb. Planted on the bus. Timed to go off at the worst possible moment, in the worst possible place.


Rush hour in central London.


“Has anyone taken responsibility?” President Williams asked.


“Not yet,” said the DNI, checking and rechecking his reports.


Information was pouring in now. The key, they all knew, was to manage it. To not let themselves be overwhelmed.


“And no chatter?” asked President Williams.


He looked around the gleaming long table at the shaking heads, stopping at Ellen.


“Nothing,” she confirmed. But still he stared at her, as though the failure were hers, and hers alone.


And a simple truth was brought home.


He doesn’t trust me, she realized. She probably should have realized it sooner, but she’d been so caught up in trying to get a handle on her new job, she hadn’t paused to think.


In her hubris, Ellen Adams had assumed he’d chosen her as his Secretary of State, despite their obvious antagonism, because he knew she’d be good at the job.


Now she saw he not only disliked her, he distrusted her.


So why had he appointed someone he didn’t trust to such a powerful position?


And part of the answer was clear, in that room, in that moment.


Because President Douglas Williams hadn’t expected an international crisis to hit so early in his, or her, tenure. He hadn’t expected to have to trust her.


So what had he expected?


All this came to her in a flash, but she hadn’t time to linger on it. There were far more immediate and important concerns.


President Williams dragged his eyes from her and settled on the DNI. “Isn’t that unusual?” he asked. “To not hear anything?”


“Not necessarily,” said Tim Beecham. “Not if it’s a one-off. A lone wolf who blew himself up with the explosion.”


“But even so,” said Ellen, looking around the table, “don’t those people normally want the world to know? Don’t they put out a statement, a video, on social media?”


“There is one reason no one has—” General Whitehead began before being interrupted by the President’s Chief of Staff.


“Sir, I have the British Prime Minister on the line,” said Barb Stenhauser.


Like everyone else there, her clothes had been thrown on. Her grave expression was not masked by makeup. Though no amount could have hidden it.


The carnage on the screen was replaced by the stern face of Prime Minister Bellington, his hair askew, as always.


“Mr. Prime Minister, the American peop—” Douglas Williams began.


“Yes, yes, whatever. You want to know what happened. So do I. And frankly, I have nothing to tell you.”


He glared off camera at what they could only guess were representatives of MI5 and MI6. British Intelligence.


“Was there a specific target?” asked Williams.


“Can’t tell yet. We’ve only just been able to confirm that the bomb was on the bus. We have no idea who was on it, or nearby. The passengers and pedestrians were blown to bits. I can send you the video.”


“No need,” said Williams. “We’ve seen it.”


Bellington raised his brows. It was unclear if he was impressed or annoyed. But he quickly decided to let it go.


The Prime Minister, three years into his first term, was immensely popular with the right wing of his party and the Conservative voting public because he’d promised national security and independence from other nations. This bombing would not help his reelection campaign.


“It’ll take a long time to get definite identification,” Bellington said. “We’re going over the videos to see if facial recognition flags anyone. A possible terrorist, or a target. Any help you can give would be appreciated.”


“Could the target have been a building and not a person? Like the 9/11 attacks?” asked the DNI.


“Could be,” admitted the Prime Minister. “But there’re more obvious targets in London than Fortnum & Mason.”


“Though it’s possible someone objected to paying a hundred pounds for afternoon tea,” said the Secretary of Defense, and looked around the table for appreciative smiles.


There were none.


“But the Royal Academy of Arts is there too,” said Ellen.


“Art, Madame Secretary?” said Prime Minister Bellington, turning to her. “You think someone would create such carnage to disrupt an exhibition?”


Ellen tried not to bristle at the patronizing tone, though she admitted that all British accents sounded patronizing to her American ear. When they spoke, she heard an implied You idiot.


She heard it now. But he was under pressure and was releasing some of it in her direction. She would allow him that. For now.


And, to be fair, Prime Minister Bellington had been a favorite target of her media outlets for years, painting him as woefully inadequate. A hollow man, an upper-class twit, with any guts he might have had replaced by entitlement and random Latin phrases.


It wasn’t surprising he’d look at her like that. In fact, Ellen conceded, he was showing surprising restraint.


“Not just art, Mr. Prime Minister,” she said. “There’s the Geological Society right there.”


“True.” His eyes now probing, piercing even. Far more intelligent than she’d thought possible. “You know London well.”


“It’s one of my favorite cities. This is a terrible, terrible event.”


And it was. But the implications might go far beyond the dreadful loss of life and destruction of part of that city’s rich history.


“Geology?” said the Secretary of Defense. “Why would anyone want to blow up a place that studies rocks?”


Ellen Adams didn’t answer. Instead she looked at the screen, meeting the thoughtful eyes of the British Prime Minister.


“Geology is far more than rocks,” he said. “It’s oil. Coal. Gold. Diamonds.”


Bellington paused there, holding Ellen Adams’s eyes, inviting her to do the honors.


“Uranium,” she said.


He nodded. “Which can be turned into a nuclear bomb. Factum fieri infectum non potest. It’s impossible for the deed to be undone,” Bellington translated himself. “But maybe we can prevent another attack.”


“You think there’ll be another, Mr. Prime Minister?” asked President Williams.


“I do, sir.”


“But where?” muttered the DNI.


____


When the meeting broke up, Ellen made sure to walk out beside General Whitehead.


“You began to say there was a reason someone might not take responsibility. That is what you were about to say, isn’t it?”


He nodded.


The head of the Joint Chiefs of Staff looked more like a librarian than a warrior.


Interestingly, the Librarian of Congress looked like a warrior.


General Whitehead’s face was kindly, his voice gentle. His eyes looked at her from behind owlish glasses.


But she knew his record, as a combat soldier. A Ranger. He’d risen through the ranks having led from the front, gaining not just the respect but also the loyalty and trust of the men and women under him.


General Whitehead stopped, letting the others pass by, and studied her. His gaze was searching but not antagonistic.


“What is that reason, General?”


“They didn’t claim responsibility, Madame Secretary, because they don’t need to. Their goal was, is, something else entirely. Something more important than terror.”


She felt the blood run from her face, pooling in her core, her heart.


“And what would that be?” she asked, surprised and relieved to hear her voice more composed than she felt.


“Assassination, maybe. Perhaps it was surgical, to send a message to only one person or group. No announcement necessary. They might know too that their silence would tie up our resources far more effectively than claiming responsibility.”


“I’d hardly call what happened in London ‘surgical.’”


“True. I meant surgical in terms of purpose. A narrow, defined goal. We see hundreds dead, they might see only one. We see horrific destruction, they see a single building gone. Perception.” His hand went to his tie, and he seemed surprised to find it undone. “I can tell you one thing, Secretary Adams. From my experience, the greater the silence, the greater the goal.”


“You agree with the Prime Minister, then? That there’ll be a second attack?”


“I don’t know.” He held her eyes, opened his mouth, then closed it.


“You can tell me, General.”


He smiled, slightly. “What I do know is that, in strategic terms, this is a pretty great silence.”


By the time he finished speaking, the smile was gone. His face grim.


The predator was out there. Somewhere. Hiding in a vast silence.


____


They didn’t have to wait long.


It was closing in on ten in the morning when Ellen Adams returned to her office at the State Department.


There was frantic activity. Before she could even get through the elevator door, she was scrummed by her press aides asking for something they could feed the ravenous media. Once out of the elevator, she was hurried to her office. Men and women ran up and down the corridor, jumping in and out of offices. Not trusting to text messages or even phone calls. There were shouted questions, demands, as aides chased down every possible lead.


“We’re talking to all our sources,” said Boynton, walking rapidly beside her. “Intelligence organizations internationally are on it. We’ve also contacted counterterrorism think tanks. Strategic studies departments.”


“Anything?”


“Not yet. But someone knows something.”


Once at her desk, she went through her contacts list. “I have some names for you. People I’ve met in my travels. Some journalists. Some gadflies who say little but take in a lot.” She forwarded him a series of contact cards. “Use my name. Apologize and explain.”


“I will. We need to move to the secure videoconference room. They’re waiting.”


Once she was there, faces appeared on the screen.


“Welcome, Madame Secretary.”


The meeting of the Five Eyes had begun.


____


Anahita Dahir sat at her desk in the State Department.


Every foreign service officer worldwide had been tasked to forward any intelligence, anything at all, that might have bearing. The place was throbbing with near-frenzied energy as messages were sent and received. Coded and decoded.


Anahita went through the messages that had come in to her desk overnight while also monitoring the news on television.


It felt, more and more, as though journalists had a better network than the CIA or NSA. Or State.


That reminded her of Gil, and she was tempted once again to contact him. To see if he knew anything. But she also suspected this idea came not so much from her brain as considerably farther down. And now was not the time to indulge that.


As a junior FSO on the Pakistan desk, she was not privy to the high-level communications. The more mundane intelligence, from marginal informants, came in to her. Things like where various government ministers had lunch, with whom, and what they ate.


But even those messages had to be read more carefully.


____


Five Eyes was the name for an alliance of intelligence agencies from Australia, New Zealand, Canada, the UK, and the US. Ellen had not heard of this organization of English-speaking allies until she’d become Secretary of State.


Because of their strategic positions, the Five Eyes essentially covered the planet. But even they had heard nothing. No whispers beforehand. No triumphant declarations in the hours after the explosion.


Secretary Adams was joined on the video call by her cabinet counterparts and their chief intel officers from each country. The five spies and five secretaries quickly, succinctly, shared what they knew. What their networks had picked up. Which was nothing.


“Nothing?” demanded the UK Foreign Secretary. “How’s that possible? Hundreds are dead. Many more injured. Central London looks like the Blitz. This wasn’t a firecracker, this was a goddamned fucking massive bomb.”


“Look, Your Lordship,” the Australian Foreign Minister said, putting undue emphasis on the last word. “There’s nothing. We’ve gone back over intel out of Russia, the Middle East, Asia. We’re continuing to dig, but so far only silence.”


A great silence, thought Ellen, remembering the General’s words.


“It has to have been a single nutjob with expertise and a grievance,” said the New Zealand Foreign Minister.


“Agreed,” said the CIA Director, who was the US Eye. “If it was an FTO, like Al-Qaeda or ISIS—”


“Al-Shabaab,” said the New Zealand Eye.


“The Pathan—” said the Australian Eye.


“Are you going to list them all?” asked the UK Foreign Secretary. “Because time is not on our side.”


“The point is—” the Australian Eye began.


“Yes, what is the point?” demanded the UK Foreign Secretary.


“All right,” the Canadian Eye jumped in. “Enough. Let’s not turn on each other. We all know the point. If any one of the hundreds of known terrorist organizations set off the bomb, they’d have taken responsibility by now.”


“And the unknown?” asked the US Eye. “Suppose a new one has sprung up?”


“Well, they don’t just spring up, do they?” said the New Zealand Eye. She turned to her Australian counterpart for support.


“A new one that managed to pull this off,” said the Australian Eye, “wouldn’t remain unknown for long. They’d be shouting it from the rooftops.”


“Is it possible,” Secretary Adams said, “that no one has taken responsibility because they don’t need to?”


All Eyes and eyes turned to her as though surprised an empty chair had learned to talk. The UK Foreign Secretary huffed his annoyance that the new American Secretary of State would waste their time by thinking she had anything worthwhile to say.


The US Eye looked embarrassed.


Ellen forged ahead, explaining what General Whitehead had said. The fact it came from a General and the head of the Joint Chiefs of Staff meant they gave it far more credibility than if she’d made the suggestion herself. Ellen didn’t care. She didn’t need their approval or their respect, just their attention.


“Madame Secretary,” said the UK Foreign Secretary, “the whole point of a terrorist is to spread terror. Staying schtum isn’t part of the playbook.”


“Yes, thank you,” said Ellen.


“Maybe they’re fans of Alfred Hitchcock,” said the Canadian Eye.


“Yes, yes,” said the UK Foreign Secretary. “Or Monty Python. Let’s move on—”


“What do you mean?” Ellen asked the Canadian.


“I mean that Hitchcock knew that the closed door is much more frightening than the open. Think of when you were a kid, at night. Staring at the closet door. Wondering what was really in there. We filled the void with our imaginations. And we almost never thought that it was a kind fairy holding a puppy and some pudding.” She paused, and it seemed to Ellen that she looked straight at her. “Those with a truly catastrophic agenda never let us open the door. It opens when they’re ready to release it. Your General is right, Madame Secretary. The true nature of terror is the unknown. The truly terrible thrives in silence.”


Ellen felt herself grow very, very still, very quiet. And then the silence was shattered. Ellen jolted in her chair as all their encrypted phones went off at once.


On the UK screen, they could see an aide say something in the Foreign Secretary’s ear.


“Oh Christ,” he whispered, then turned to the screen, stricken, just as Boynton bent down next to Ellen Adams.


“Madame Secretary, there’s been an explosion in Paris.”









CHAPTER
5


The flight landed at the Frankfurt airport ten minutes late, but still with plenty of time to make the bus connection.


As the plane taxied to the terminal, Nasrin Bukhari checked her watch and reset it to 4:03 in the afternoon. She didn’t dare carry a phone, even a burner. She couldn’t take the risk.


Nuclear physicists, she’d often told her schoolteacher husband, were by nature extremely risk-averse. Which made him laugh and point out that there was no more risky work than what she did.


It also made what she was doing now so far out of her comfort zone she might as well be on another planet.


Or in Frankfurt.


Around her in the plane, as fellow passengers turned on their phones, there were murmurs, then moans, then cries. Something had happened.


Not daring to speak with anyone, Dr. Bukhari waited until she was inside the terminal, then went to one of the television monitors. A crowd had gathered, and she was too far back to hear what was being said, even if she could have understood the language.


But she could see the images. And read the crawl at the bottom of the screen.


London. Paris. Scenes of near-apocalyptic destruction. She stared, paralyzed. Wishing Amir were there. Not to tell her what to do, but to slip his hand in hers. So she wouldn’t be alone.


This was, she knew, a coincidence. Nothing to do with her. Couldn’t be.


And yet, as she backed away and turned, she caught the eye of the young man who’d gotten off the plane with her and now stood a few feet away.


Not watching the screen. Not looking at the scenes of carnage. He was looking at her with, she was pretty sure, recognition. And contempt.


____


“Sit down,” commanded President Williams, looking up briefly from his notes, then back down.


Ellen Adams took the chair across from him in the Oval Office. It was still warm from the head, or bottom, of the DNI.


Behind her, the bank of monitors was tuned to different channels, all with either talking heads or shots of the atrocities.


In the car on the way over, sirens howling on the Diplomatic Security escort, Ellen had read the brutally short messages from international intelligence agencies. Most asking for, begging for, not offering, information.


“There’ll be a full cabinet meeting in twenty minutes,” said Williams, taking off his glasses and staring at her. “But I need to get a handle on what’s happened, and whether we’re at risk. Are we?”


“I don’t know, Mr. President.”


His lips thinned, and even across the Resolute desk, she could hear his long intake of breath. He was trying, she suspected, to inhale his anger.


But it was far too great to be contained. Out it shot, in a cloud of spittle and rage.


“What the fffffuck do you mean?”


The words, the word, exploded out of him. Ellen had heard it many times, but never had it been directed at her with such force. Or unfairness.


Though this was not a day to parse fairness.


His shout was propelled by fear, that much she knew, even as she forced herself not to wipe the moisture from her face.


She was afraid too. But his was magnified by the certainty that if he wasn’t careful, wasn’t fast enough and smart enough, the next images would be of New York or Washington. Chicago or Los Angeles.


Just weeks into the job, still trying to find his way back to the White House bowling alley, and this happened. Worse. He was saddled with a new administration. Smart men and women, but without depth in this arena.


And, worse still, he’d inherited a bureaucracy crippled by, populated by, the incompetents of the previous administration.


He wasn’t just afraid. The President of the United States had been thrust into a near-perpetual state of terror. And he wasn’t alone.


“I can tell you, Mr. President, what we know. I can give you facts, not speculation.”


He glared at her. His most political of appointments. And that made her the weakest link in a very weak chain.


On her lap she balanced a dossier, which she now opened. Adjusting her glasses, she read, “The Paris blast occurred at three thirty-six local time. It was on a bus headed along the Faubourg Saint-Denis in the Tenth—”


“Yes, I know all that. The world knows all that.” He gestured toward the bank of television screens. “Tell me something I don’t know. Something that will help.”


The second explosion was less than twenty minutes old. They hadn’t had time to collect information, she wanted to say. But he knew that too.


Now she took off her glasses, rubbed her eyes, and looked at him.


“I have nothing.”


The air crackled with his rage.


“Nothing?” he rasped.


“You want me to lie?”


“I want you to be something close to competent.”


Ellen took a deep breath and searched her mind for something to say that wouldn’t enrage him further. And waste precious time.


“Every allied intelligence agency is going over posts, over messages. They’re scouring the dark web for hidden sites. We’re examining video to see if we can identify either the bomber or a possible target. So far, in London, we’ve identified one possible target.”


“That is?”


“The Geological Society.” As she spoke, she saw the face of the girl. In the upper window. Looking forward, down Piccadilly. Looking into a future that didn’t exist.


President Williams was about to speak. To say, Ellen could see, something dismissive, when he stopped to think. Then nodded.


“And Paris?”


“Paris is interesting. We’d have expected an explosion to be at a known site. The Louvre, Notre-Dame. The President’s residence.”


Williams leaned forward. Interested.


“But the number 38 bus was nowhere near any likely target. It was just going along a wide avenue. Not even that many people around it. It wasn’t rush hour. There doesn’t seem to be a reason for it. And yet there was.”


“Could the bomb have gone off by mistake?” he asked. “Too soon or too late?”


“It’s possible, yes. But we’re developing another theory. The number 38 bus goes to several train stations. In fact, it was on its way to the Gare du Nord when it blew up.”


“Gare du Nord. That’s where the Eurostar from London comes in,” he said.


Douglas Williams was proving smarter than Ellen had assumed. Or at least better traveled.


“Exactly.”


“You think there was someone on that bus heading to London?”


“It’s a possibility. We’re going over video from each of the stops, but Paris isn’t nearly as well covered by CCTV as London.”


“You’d have thought after what happened in 2015 . . . ,” said Williams. “Anything more out of London?”


“Not yet. No hits on a possible target of assassination, and unfortunately almost everyone getting on the bus was carrying a package or a knapsack or something that could be an explosive. In addition to the regular channels, I’ve asked my former colleagues at the news agencies to pass along what their journalists and informants have heard.”


There was a pause before the President spoke. It went on just long enough for Barbara Stenhauser to look over from the sofa, where she was monitoring both the conversation and the deluge of information.


“Does that include your son?” said Williams. “From what I remember, he’s well-connected.”


The air between them froze. Any fragile entente that had been reached cracked, then shattered.


“I don’t think, Mr. President, you want to bring my son into this.”


“And I don’t think, Madame Secretary, you want to ignore a direct question from your Commander-in-Chief.”


“He doesn’t work for any of my former outlets.”


“That wasn’t the question, or the issue.” Williams’s voice was brittle. “He’s your son. He has contacts. Given what happened a few years ago, he might know something.”


“I remember what happened, Mr. President.” If his tone was brittle, hers was positively glacial. “I don’t need a reminder.”


They glared at each other. Barb Stenhauser knew she should probably interrupt. Bring civility back to the conversation. Return it to something useful and constructive.


But she did not. She was curious to see where this would go. If it wasn’t constructive, it might at least prove instructive.


“He’d tell me if he knew anything about the bombings.”


“Would he?”


The wound between them had opened to a chasm. And both, teetering on the edge, fell headlong in.


Barb Stenhauser had assumed the President disliked Ellen Adams because she’d used her formidable media might to support his rival for the party nomination. In the process, she’d humiliated Doug Williams at every opportunity. Belittling him, painting him as incompetent, manipulative. Unready.


A coward.


She’d even created a contest, inviting readers to come up with anagrams for his name.


Doug Williams became “Aglow Dim Luis.” And, after his loss in the Iowa caucus, “Glum Iowa Slid.”


The anagrams still followed President Williams around, muttered in stage whispers by his political enemies. Of which Ellen Adams had been one. And it seemed her elevation to Secretary of State might not have changed anything.


“Al Go Mud Swill.”


Now Stenhauser realized she’d been so focused on her boss, she hadn’t stopped to wonder why Adams disliked Williams so much.


Watching them, she realized she’d underestimated the feelings. It wasn’t mere dislike. It wasn’t even anger that filled the Oval Office. It was a hatred so strong the Chief of Staff half expected the windows to be blown out by the force of it.


Now she wondered what they were remembering. What had happened a few years ago?


“Contact him,” President Williams all but snarled. “Now. Or you’re fired.”


“I don’t have his coordinates.” Ellen felt her cheeks burn as she admitted that. “We’re not in touch.”


“Get in touch.”


Asking the head of her Diplomatic Security detail, who was standing just outside the door, for her phone, she sent a message to Betsy. Asking her to contact her son and see if he had any information, anything at all, on the bombings.


Within moments a reply came in.


“Let me see it,” said Williams, holding his hand out.


Ellen hesitated, then gave him her phone. He looked at the message, his brows drawing together.


“What does it mean?”


It was her turn to hold her hand out for the phone. “It’s a code my counselor and I use. One we worked out as children, to make sure we are who we say we are.”


On the screen were the words: A non sequitur walks into a bar . . .


He gave back her phone, muttering, “Intellectual bullshit.”


Ignorant ass, thought Ellen as she typed, In a strong wind, even turkeys can fly. Then she placed the phone on the desk. “It might take a while. I don’t know where he is. He could be anywhere in the world.”


“He could be in Paris,” said Williams.


“Are you suggesting—”


“Mr. President,” said Stenhauser. “It’s time for the cabinet meeting.”


____


Anahita Dahir glanced up now and then to see the images, but mostly to read the crawl at the bottom of the television screen on the wall of the large open office. She wanted to see if the reporters had more information than she did, which would not be difficult.


The first bomb, in London, had gone off at 2:17 that morning. The second bomb, in Paris, less than an hour ago, at 9:36.


But as she watched the scenes, the endless loop of the bombs exploding, Anahita realized that didn’t make sense. It was light in London, so it couldn’t have been in the middle of the night. And in Paris, it didn’t look like rush hour.


Then she shook her head and muttered to herself, realizing her mistake. The American news nets had translated the time to US eastern time. The time in Europe would have been . . .


She did the quick calculations, adding the necessary hours, then sat stock-still. Staring ahead.


And then, to her horror, she saw what should have been obvious.


Anahita started sweeping papers off her desk.


“What’re you doing?” the FSO at the next desk asked. “Something wrong?”


But Anahita wasn’t listening; she was muttering to herself, “Please, oh please, oh please.”


And there it was.


She clutched the piece of paper. But her hands were shaking so badly she had to place it on the desk to read it.


It was the message that had come in the night before. The code. Grabbing it, she ran to her supervisor’s office, but he wasn’t there.


“In meetings,” said his assistant.


“Where? I need to see him. It’s urgent.”


The assistant knew how junior the FSO was and looked unconvinced. She pointed up, toward heaven, or the next thing to it, the seventh-floor Mahogany Row offices. “Look, you know what’s happening. I’m not going to interrupt a meeting with the Chief of Staff.”


“You have to. It’s about a message that came in last night. Please.”


The assistant hesitated, then seeing the near panic on the young woman’s face, she placed a call. “I’m sorry, sir, but Anahita Dahir is here. Junior FSO on the Pakistan desk, yes. She says she has a message, something that came in last night.” The assistant listened, then looked at Anahita. “Is it the one you showed the supervisor?”


“Yes, yes.”


“Yes, sir.” She listened, acknowledged, then hung up. “He says he’ll speak with you when he gets back.”


“When will that be?”


“Who knows.”


“No. No, no, no. He has to see this now.”


“Then leave it with me. I’ll show him when he returns.”


Anahita clutched it to her body. “No. I will.”


She returned to her desk and looked down at it again.


19/0717, 38/1536


The numbers of the buses that had exploded, and the exact times.


It wasn’t code. It was a warning.


And there was one more.


119/1848


A number 119 bus was going to explode at 6:48 that evening. If it was in America, they had eight hours.


If it was in Europe . . . She looked at the bank of clocks showing different times in different zones.


It was already four thirty in much of Europe. They had just over two hours.


Anahita Dahir had been raised to do as she was told. A good Lebanese girl, she followed rules. Had all her life. It wasn’t just drilled into her; it came naturally.


She hesitated. She could wait. Should wait. Had been ordered to wait. Except it couldn’t wait. And they didn’t know what she did. Orders based on ignorance could not be legitimate. Could they?


She took a picture of the numbers, then sat for a moment staring at them. Another moment. And another. The seconds hands on all the clocks around the walls, all the time zones around the world, ticked. Ticked. As the planet counted down.


Tick. Tick.


Admonishing her for her indecision. Tsk. Tsk.


Then Anahita Dahir stood up so quickly her chair fell over. The activity in the large room was so frantic only the FSO next to her noticed.


“Ana, are you all right?”


But she was speaking to Anahita’s back as she headed for the door.









CHAPTER
6


Nasrin Bukhari watched as the number 61 bus from the airport into downtown Frankfurt drew up.


It was clear now that the man was following her. But there seemed little she could do about it. She almost certainly couldn’t shake him. She just had to hope that, once she reached her destination, the people there would know what to do.
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