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The truth is rarely pure and never simple.

—OSCAR WILDE








PROLOGUE

NATIONAL MILITARY COMMAND CENTER

THE PENTAGON

An airman first class peered at the message on her screen and announced, “Estonian Air Defense is tracking five Russian military aircraft launched from Soltsy air base, Novgorod Oblast. Currently heading due south.”

The watch commander set his coffee down and sat up straighter in his chair. “That’s part of Russia’s 22nd Heavy Bomber Division,” he announced. “I want a screen up in the next sixty seconds with everything we’ve got on their inventory. Also, grab whatever geospatial is live and feed it to the big board.”

As the first airman got to work on her orders, another chimed in with an update, “Latvian Air Defense is confirming the launch. Looks like an Antonov AN-124 cargo aircraft accompanied by four Sukhoi Su-57 fighters. Took off eight minutes ago.”

“57s?” the watch commander repeated.

“Yes, sir,” the second airman replied. “That’s what the Latvians are saying.”

“Destination?”

“Unknown.”

“Payload?”

“Also unknown,” the second airman stated.

The watch commander looked at the screens. What kind of cargo could that Antonov be carrying that required an escort of Russia’s newest and most sophisticated fighters?

“Ping the National Reconnaissance Office,” he ordered. “I want all the overhead satellite imagery from Soltsy air base for the last seventy-two hours.”

“Yes, sir. Right away.”



Within twenty-minutes, the NRO had uploaded the imagery to the DoD’s secure cloud. The watch commander was just about to dig in when he received another update.

“According to the Latvians, all five Russian aircraft have just entered Belarusian airspace,” the first airman stated.

“Lithuanian air defense confirms same,” said the second airman.

“All right,” said the watch commander, “let’s see where they go.”

After twenty more minutes, the planes began to make their descent and the Pentagon watch team had their answer.

The Russian aircraft were on approach for Machulishchy air base, twenty kilometers outside of downtown Minsk.

Once the planes had touched down, the team watched as the cargo aircraft taxied to a large hangar and disappeared inside. Shortly thereafter, the Su-57 fighter jets took off and headed back to Russia.

The watch commander entered everything in the logbook, wrote up a report, and submitted it to his chain of command.



Two days later, standing in front of what appeared to be some sort of military storage facility deep in a forest and surrounded by military vehicles, the president of Belarus made the following statement to the Russian state TV channel Rossiya-1 and the Belarusian state news agency’s “BelTA” Telegram channel, “The Republic of Belarus has now received from Russia shipments of both missiles and bombs three times more powerful than those dropped on Hiroshima and Nagasaki.”

With those words, alarm bells began going off around the world.

If the assertion was true, the nuclear doomsday clock had just clicked one minute closer to midnight.






CHAPTER 1

PARIS

SUNDAY EVENING

THREE WEEKS LATER

Jean-Jacques Jadot had spent a rainy weekend at his seaside cottage in Brittany, only venturing outside for a short walk along the windswept coast.

The remainder of the time, the snowy-haired, sixty-two-year-old French intelligence officer had pored over his files.

The rot can’t be this widespread, he had thought to himself. The treason this deep. Yet the evidence was all there.

Not a single agency appeared to have been untouched. Not even his beloved DGSE, France’s equivalent to Britain’s MI6 or the American CIA.

Worse still, the penetration ran right to the top, compromising a key member of the French president’s cabinet. The gravity of the situation was clear.

What wasn’t clear, however, was its raison d’être. Russia didn’t need French nuclear technology. Neither did it need France’s submarine technology. It was a rather poorly kept secret that the Russians had already stolen schematics for France’s new Barracuda-class nuclear attack subs.

So then what was it all about? Why go to such extraordinary lengths? The investment in this kind of espionage operation, not to mention the risks, was almost unfathomable. What intelligence did France have that the Russians wanted so badly?

That question had spun endlessly in Jadot’s mind over the last two and a half days.

Rising only occasionally to place fresh logs on the fire or to prepare another mug of tea fortified with cognac, he had sat in his favorite chair, trying to connect the dots and deconstruct the Russian plot.

But no matter how much of his considerable intellect he had applied, the answers refused to reveal themselves. Before he knew it, the weekend was over and it was time to leave.

While a local taxi idled in the drive, Jadot closed up the cottage and then made himself comfortable for the twenty-minute drive into Saint-Malo. There he picked up dinner from his favorite brasserie along the Place Chateaubriand, walked the rest of the way to the station, and boarded the last TGV to Paris.

As the high-speed train raced through the darkened countryside, Jadot ignored his food and stared at his reflection in the window.

He was no longer a young man. He had been with the Directorate General for External Security for over three decades. His time in the espionage game was coming to a close. This case would be his legacy.

Exposing the breach of the French intelligence community was not only his duty, it was his chance to leave a deep and indelible mark. It was critical, therefore, that he choose his steps with caution; that he get everything right. There was zero room for error.

Turning his eyes from the window, he forced himself to eat. It was important to keep up his strength. He was about to step into a minefield. Tomorrow he would meet with a colleague from the CIA’s Paris station—one of the few people he felt he could trust. Then he would put his plan, as ill-conceived as it was, into action.



Two and a half hours later, his train arrived at the Gare Montparnasse in Paris’s 15th arrondissement.

The rain, which had lashed the windows of his cottage throughout the weekend, had pushed inland and was now pouring down on the capital. Finding a cab would be impossible, so Jadot opted for the Métro.

He rode for seven stations, transferred at Châtelet, and then reemerged above ground at the Hôtel de Ville. Turning up the collar of his jacket against the elements, he headed for his apartment in the Marais.

Even though it was getting late, there were still several establishments doing a brisk business along the Rue Vieille-du-Temple. Under soft lights, patrons laughed over bottles of wine, chatted over cups of coffee, and enjoyed each other’s company over plates of food. Conviviality. Human contact.

He thought about popping into Robert et Louise—the little restaurant across the street from his apartment—just for a nightcap. The glow from its wood-fired oven, the rumble of the dumbwaiter as it shunted up and down, the heavy “neighbor’s pour” the barman treated regulars to—all of it had a way of putting him at ease. There was, however, an additional, more professional reason the idea appealed to him.

Ever since stepping off the train in Montparnasse, he had felt eyes on him, as if he were being watched.

Per his training, he had conducted multiple surveillance detection routes. He covertly scanned the faces he saw on the Métro, changed carriages several times, and literally took the long way home once he had exited the subway system. Still, he hadn’t seen anything.

Either he was being followed by someone exceptionally skilled, or his mind—and maybe even the rain—were playing tricks on him. A stiff calvados and a perch on a barstool with a view of the street would help him sort it all out.

Inside Robert et Louise, he hung his wet coat on the rack. The air was redolent with the scent of roasted pork, chicken, lamb, beef, and veal. He could practically hear the sizzling of fat as it dripped from the spits in the open kitchen.

Grabbing a seat at the end of the scarred comptoir, he didn’t even need to place his drink order.

Within seconds of his sitting down, the barman was busy uncorking a bottle filled with gold-colored liquid.

“Quel putain de temps,” the man said as he set a generously filled snifter of apple brandy in front of Jadot. Pretty shitty weather, eh?

“Plus mal demain,” the intelligence officer replied. Worse tomorrow.

They made small talk for a few moments before a waitress signaled that she needed the barman to make a round of drinks for her.

Sipping his calvados, Jadot kept his eyes on the front door of his building across the street.

Beyond a few cars and a person or two with an umbrella, no one passed. No one stopped. No one came into Robert et Louise. It was simply a rainy Sunday night in Paris. Nothing more.

When he got to the bottom of his snifter, the barman asked him if he wanted a refill. Jadot politely waved him off. If he had a second, he’d probably have a third. That wouldn’t be good. He needed to be sharp and fully focused tomorrow.

Laying a bill on the comptoir, he thanked the barman and told him to keep the change.

As he put on his coat, a waiter offered him a Styrofoam to-go box of food—roast potatoes and meats they would only be throwing out when they closed in twenty minutes.

Jadot didn’t have much of an appetite, but he was a good man, a good neighbor, and so he graciously accepted.

Stepping outside, back into the rain, he paused briefly on the sidewalk to scan up and down the street. Still nothing.

He tucked the to-go container under his arm and fished for his keys as he crossed to his front door.

Inside, he ignored his mailbox. There was nothing in it that couldn’t wait another day.

He ignored the elevator as well.

Stairs helped keep him in shape. He had spent most of his life as a rugged outdoorsman, a committed alpinist. Nothing crazy. No Kangchenjunga, no Nanga Parbat. And definitely no K2 and no Everest. Jadot was a sub-25,000 man.

Summits such as Baintha Brakk in Pakistan, Cerro Torre in Argentina, and the Eiger in Switzerland were much more his style. An intelligent, technical athlete’s climbs—with far fewer fame-seeking Instagram assholes to contend with. He had yet to see any dead bodies on his summits.

To that end, he had nothing but disdain for those who chased the biggest mountains only for the bragging rights. Climbing, in his book, was like making love. You didn’t become an expert overnight. It was something you got better at with practice.

When he reached his apartment, he kicked off his boots and hung his coat on a peg in the vestibule to drip-dry. His was the sole unit at the top of the five-story building.

Inside, the centuries-old dwelling was complete with hand-hewn wooden beams, three antique fireplaces, and original tiles. The portes-fenêtres in the living room gave onto the Rue Vieille-du-Temple, while the smaller windows in the back looked out over a hidden courtyard and a slice of the expansive National Archives complex.

The walls were covered with framed photographs from his adventures abroad—both his climbing trips as well as the far-flung locations where he had carried out assignments on behalf of the DGSE. There was no evidence to indicate the presence of a spouse or any sort of romantic partner in Jadot’s life. By all appearances, the man was unattached.

Entering the kitchen, he dropped his keys on the counter, placed the to-go container in the fridge, then pulled out his cell phone and plugged it in to charge.

As he did, he heard a noise. It sounded like it had come from the master bedroom. Jadot froze. He wasn’t alone. Someone was in the apartment.

Being careful not to make a sound, he opened the cupboard beneath the sink and retrieved the old Manurhin double-action revolver he had taped inside.

His first instinct was that maybe he was being robbed. Over the last six months, multiple apartments across the Marais had been hit. But none of them, to his recollection, were late on a Sunday night. The thieves had preferred to strike during the day—while people were at work. That could only mean one thing: someone had come for him, specifically.

Quietly cocking the pistol, he brought the weapon to the ready position and crept toward his bedroom.

He placed his steps carefully, avoiding the handful of floorboards that were guaranteed to groan and give his approach away.

At the door, he took a deep breath, applied pressure to his trigger, and then peeked around the frame. The room was empty.

Not only was it empty, but he believed he might have discovered the source of the sound he’d heard.

Lying on the floor next to his book-strewn nightstand was a large tome on European history. Could it have fallen by itself?

Anything was possible, but just to make sure, Jadot checked under the bed, and inside his closet and the master bath. They were all clear. Picking up the book, he returned it to the nightstand. Then he heard something that stopped him dead in his tracks. Out in the hall, one of the floorboards creaked.

For a fraction of a second, he was tempted to fire right through the wall. But not knowing who was on the other side made such an act incredibly reckless.

If it did turn out to be some poor kid forced to steal or some junkie just trying to support a habit, those weren’t the kinds of deaths he was prepared to have on his conscience. And if it wasn’t a thief but someone sent to attack him, he needed that person alive. Dead men were somewhat difficult to interrogate.

Taking another deep breath, he steadied his pistol and prepared to peek into the hall.

He counted down from three and then leaned out only far enough to steal the quickest of glimpses before pulling back. He didn’t see anything. There was no one there. His hands slick with sweat, he gripped the pistol tighter.

Stepping into the hall, he swung his gun toward the kitchen, but it appeared just as he had left it—empty—and he headed toward the living room, carefully clearing each of the rooms he passed.

By the time he reached the front of the apartment, adrenaline was wreaking havoc on his body. His heart was pounding so hard that all he could hear was the sound of blood thrumming in his ears. His breath came in short, shallow snatches and his hands had developed a tremor. But there was a good sign—the front door was ajar.

Whoever had been in the apartment must have made the smart decision to flee. Jadot felt his pulse begin to slow.

He wiped each of his palms on his trousers, before reacclimating his grip on his weapon. There was one last thing he needed to do.

Opening the door the rest of the way with his foot, he cautiously stepped out onto the landing. There was no one there.

He strained his ears but heard no sound of footfalls on the stairs. He then glanced over the railing, gun first, but couldn’t see anyone. Perhaps the intruder was hugging the walls on the way down or had heard him coming and paused on a lower floor. All he could be certain of was that whatever the threat had been, it had passed.

Retreating into the apartment, he closed the door behind him and made sure it was locked.

Inhaling, he filled his lungs with air and stood there for a moment, willing his body to reset, before exhaling it all out.

He needed to do a thorough, top-to-bottom search of the place to make sure nothing had been taken. But because his hands were still shaking, the first thing he was going to do was pour himself a drink.

Padding down the hallway in his stocking feet, he tucked the pistol into his waistband as he entered the kitchen.

From a cabinet above the sink, he took down a bottle of bourbon and placed it, along with a glass from the dish rack, on the countertop.

He had just opened the freezer for some ice when he heard it again—a floorboard had creaked. This time right behind him.

In one fluid motion, Jadot spun while pulling his pistol, but he was a fraction of a second too late.

The last thing he saw was the tip of a climbing axe as it came crashing down into his skull.






CHAPTER 2

MONDAY

FLIGHT 337

KRAKÓW TO OSLO

Scot Harvath hadn’t thought twice about splurging on a first-class ticket. He’d been through hell.

After fighting his way into an active war zone in Ukraine, rescuing an American hostage from behind enemy lines, and fighting his way back out, all he wanted was a nice, long chunk of uninterrupted recovery time. The more luxurious, the better. He had earned it.

Boarding his flight to Norway, he’d been accompanied to his seat by a flight attendant who asked what she could bring her handsome passenger before takeoff. His answer—three Ziplocs packed full of ice and a glass of bourbon.

He’d had the shit kicked out of him and could feel it from the crown of his head to the soles of his feet. His body was tattooed with bruises, his left shoulder felt like somebody had driven an ice pick through it, and his ears were still ringing. He probably needed to see a doctor.

Making himself as comfortable as possible, he placed the bags of ice where he had the most pain and then sipped his drink while the rest of the passengers boarded.

He hadn’t told anyone back at the Carlton Group where he was going. It wasn’t any of their business. If the world suddenly caught fire over the next week, he was content to let it burn. For the time being, he was out of the spy business.

Closing his eyes, he envisioned what awaited him in Norway.

Sølvi Kolstad had appeared at the lowest moment in his life and had given him a reason to live, something he hadn’t imagined would ever again be possible.

They were two shattered vessels—he broken by the murder of his wife, she abandoned by her husband because she couldn’t bear children. Yet what had felt like the end was actually the beginning, a form of kintsugi, the Japanese art of putting pieces of pottery back together with gold. They had merged their flaws, their loneliness, and their pain to create something beautiful, something stronger. And despite their age difference, with Sølvi several years his junior, they shared a lot in common.

Harvath had been a U.S. Navy SEAL, first with the cold-weather specialists of SEAL Team Two, and then with the storied SEAL Team Six. Sølvi had also served with an elite Special Forces unit—Norway’s all-female Jegertroppen. Both of them had eventually wound up in the espionage game.

Like him, she was a highly skilled operative and had made an exceptionally good spy. In fact, Harvath was willing to admit that she was smarter and even better at it than he was. His only advantage over her was that he had been at it for longer.

Unlike him, however, when a plum leadership position had become available inside the Norwegian Intelligence Service, she had jumped at the chance.

Promoted to deputy director status, Sølvi had been placed in charge of a top-secret program critical to Norway’s survival. If the Russians ever overran their shared border, her covert unit was responsible for standing up a shadow intelligence service.

She loved her new job. Her career was taking off and her future was filled with nothing but possibility.

Harvath, on the other hand, couldn’t bear the thought of ever coming out of the field only to ride a desk. He had been handpicked by the Carlton Group’s founder to run the organization after his passing, but had repeatedly turned the position down.

It wasn’t just the corporate bullshit and office politics he couldn’t stand—it was the fact that hanging up his cleats would mean that he had aged out. And as far as he was concerned, he wasn’t there yet. He could still do his job better than any of the younger operatives.

Did it require increasingly tougher workouts and a mix of performance-enhancing drugs in order to keep his edge? Sure, but in his world, there was no Marquess of Queensberry, no rulebook.

In fact, the Carlton Group had been created to level the playing field. It was a private intelligence agency—operating beyond the gaze of Congress—empowered to hunt down enemies of the United States who refused to respect the international order.

The idea was that if bad actors were going to choose to ignore the Geneva and Hague Conventions, then America needed a way to defend itself. Fighting with both your arms and legs tied behind your back wasn’t a winning strategy. That’s where Harvath came in.

The powers that be could let him off the chain, look in the other direction, and know that the job would get done.

It wasn’t a calling for a sadist or a maladjusted personality. You couldn’t have someone in the role who took pleasure in inflicting pain on others or who enjoyed breaking the rules simply for the sake of breaking them. The position required a person with a strong moral compass who only broke the rules when necessary. That was Harvath.

He lived by the SEAL maxims that the only easy day was yesterday and that when tasked with an assignment, success was the only option.

His personal motto was that there was no American dream without those willing to protect it.

More and more, however, he had begun to ask himself what his American dream looked like. Once he was ready to lay down his sword and remove his armor, what would life be like? What was there for him to look forward to?

The obvious answer, as the plane pushed back from the gate and taxied out to the runway, was Sølvi. Over oysters, a fabulous bottle of champagne, and a terrific view of the Oslofjord, he had proposed and she had accepted.

Yes, things had moved fast. But having known excruciating heartbreak, neither of them wanted to risk letting something so good slip away.

Since her job required that she work at NIS headquarters in person, he had spent the summer with her, burning through all of his vacation and sick days. It wasn’t until the Carlton Group had threatened to fire him that he had gotten serious about returning to work himself. And no sooner had he made that decision than his operations tempo had been pushed into overdrive.

Assignment after assignment rained down. In less than two months, he had been to Tajikistan, Afghanistan, India, Romania, Poland, and Ukraine. During that time, he had been unable to see Sølvi. And therein lay the biggest problem in their relationship—the intense demands of their careers. Something had to give.

Right now, though, he didn’t want to think about it. All he wanted was to see her, to touch her, to quiet their busy lives long enough to reconnect and reassure each other that they were doing the right thing and that what they had was worth making any sacrifice for.

As the plane roared down the runway, Harvath felt the familiar feeling of the stress leaving his body. It was like this every time he finished an assignment. Lifting off instantly helped him relax.

Within minutes, his exhaustion overcame him and he fell into a dark, dreamless sleep. But it didn’t last.

About an hour later, somewhere over the Baltic Sea, he was jolted awake by the sound of screaming coming from the rear of the aircraft.






CHAPTER 3

Harvath leaned into the aisle to get a look at what was going on back in the economy section. Flight attendants were trying to get control of an unruly passenger.

The man, who was in the rear galley, was largely obscured from view. But when Harvath caught a flash of one of his beefy, heavily inked arms, that flash was enough to identify him. He had seen him downing drinks in the airport bar before the flight.

Standing about six foot eight and weighing upwards of 275 pounds, the guy was a monster. He was also extremely agitated. Maybe someone had made the mistake of cutting him off. Maybe they had run out of peanuts. Or maybe the man was having some sort of a mental breakdown. None of that, however, was Harvath’s problem.

At least it wasn’t until the not-so-gentle giant punched one of the female flight attendants in the face and sent her crashing to the floor in a spray of blood.

The passengers screamed again.

If there had been any security officers on board, it was now officially time for them to get involved. Harvath waited, but when no one did, he knew he was going to have to serve as the cavalry.

Unbuckling his seat belt, he scanned the space around him for a weapon—anything that might help even up the odds.

He grabbed an in-flight magazine, which could be rolled up into a baton, and began twisting it as he stepped into the aisle.

As he did, he saw the other flight attendants in the back wrestling with the monster as they called out for help. He didn’t relish what lay ahead.

Knowing that this could be the beginning of a hijacking, with sleepers lying in wait to take out any passengers attempting heroics, he kept his guard up and scanned every face and every pair of hands as he moved toward the rear of the plane.

Before he could get to the galley, another flight attendant, this time a male, was struck with a devastating punch to the head and knocked to the floor.

Two passengers decided it was finally time to do something and, leaping from their seats, charged the tattooed combatant… with blankets.

Blankets? For what? To tie him up? To throw them over his head so he couldn’t see?

The only thing Harvath knew was that as brave as these paunchy, middle-aged guys were, they were going to get their asses kicked. Bad.

And he was right.

As soon as they entered the galley, the giant shoved the remaining flight attendants aside and kicked the first of the middle-aged men square in the chest. The blow knocked the wind out of the man, cracked his sternum, and dropped him right there.

The second man received one of the worst headbutts Harvath had ever seen. The blood gushed from his nose like a hydrant. As he blacked out and fell backward, he hit his head on the way down, hard.

It was at that moment, scanning for additional threats, that the monster locked eyes with Harvath. He paused, sizing him up.

Harvath stood five foot ten and a muscular 175 pounds. Though the giant outweighed and towered over him, he radiated the unnerving, icy calm of a man conversant with violence.

He put his left hand up and attempted to deescalate the situation. “Hey, it’s okay. Let’s just take a breath. Nobody else needs to get hurt.”

With his nostrils flaring and the whites of his eyes exposed, the giant resembled some sort of enraged bull. His chest heaved as he sucked in air.

It was hard to tell if he spoke English or if he even understood what Harvath was saying. Right now, though, he wasn’t attacking anyone. He was standing completely still. That was the right start.

“Do you want to sit down?” Harvath asked. “I’ll sit with you. Any place you want. How does that sound?”

There was a grunt from the heavily tattooed man as he balled his massive hands into fists. Things were going in the wrong direction.

Harvath remained calm and continued to try to dial down the situation. This wasn’t a hijacking. It was a troubled individual having some sort of a psychotic break. “Is there someone waiting for you in Oslo?” he inquired. “Someone you’d like to talk to? Your wife? Girlfriend?”

The man’s eyes narrowed and before he had even started moving, Harvath knew that he had crossed some sort of line. He had screwed up and triggered the guy into action. It was on.

Exploding across the galley, the giant charged. And when he did, Harvath was already two steps ahead.

Pivoting out of the way, he used the makeshift baton to deliver a strike to the man’s kidney.

The giant roared in pain. His knees buckled and he almost went down. Almost. Breaking his fall with his right hand, he pushed off the floor and lunged again.

Harvath waited until he got in close, threw his left hand toward the man’s eyes, and then drove the baton into his solar plexus. The giant stumbled.

Sidestepping out of his path, Harvath was certain the tattooed man was going all the way down this time, but he was mistaken. The giant regrouped and came at him again.

Even for a wide-body jet, the galley made for one of the world’s narrowest cage matches. Harvath wasn’t going to be able to keep slipping out of the man’s grasp like this. If the giant took him down to the ground, things were going to get ugly.

He had no choice but to increase the pain he was subjecting the man to; to deliver a blow that wasn’t fatal, but that was serious enough to take him out of the fight, at least until they could get the plane safely on the ground. With a guy this big, that usually meant one thing—going for his knees.

To do that, however, he was going to have to square up with him; stand face-to-face as he charged, which was exactly what Harvath did.

The giant thundered across the galley. Harvath held his hands up, palms out, as if signaling he didn’t want any trouble. Simultaneously, he focused on the man’s left knee and got ready to deliver a kick so hard, the man wouldn’t be able to walk without assistance for a long time.

But just as the giant got in range, he changed his attack. He lowered his head and bent over at the waist, as if to tackle his opponent, making it impossible to take out his knee. Harvath barely had time to react.

He knew he had to be ready to shoot his hips forward and drive his legs backward, out of the way, in order to prevent being taken down to the ground. It was a defensive technique known as a “sprawl.” The only problem was, Harvath had totally misread what his attacker was planning.

The giant wasn’t interested in taking out his legs. Instead, he wanted to use his upper body to hit Harvath, as hard as he could, right in his midsection. Which was exactly what he did.

It was like being struck by a freight train. Harvath was lifted off his feet and driven full-force into the emergency exit. But the giant didn’t stop there.

Using his meaty palm, he slammed Harvath’s head against the door. Harvath saw stars.

In response, he delivered a series of blistering punches to the giant’s ribs, one after another. None of them seemed to have any effect.

The giant again slammed his head into the door and this time, his vision began to dim. Harvath was in serious trouble. If he didn’t get out from under this guy, it was going to be game over.

Planting his feet, he tried to thrust upward and knock the giant off balance, but the beast didn’t budge.

Instead the man pulled Harvath’s head back once more and was preparing to pound it against the door when there was a loud, metallic thud.

Dazed, the giant paused. One of the flight attendants had bashed him with a coffeepot. Harvath knew it was now or never.

Using all his strength, he exploded, pushing his attacker off him and sending the man tumbling over backward into the middle of the galley.

Harvath leapt to his feet, but he’d had his bell rung to such a degree that his balance was temporarily off. He needed to place his hand against the wall to steady himself.

Shaking his head, he tried to clear his vision. He could see the flight attendant, but the giant was no longer where he had thrown him. He was on the other side of the galley.

It took Harvath a moment to realize what the man was doing, but when he did, only one word popped into his mind—Fuck—as he bolted back into action.

The man had deactivated the safety mechanisms on the opposite emergency exit door and was about to open it, when Harvath launched himself the final few feet, landed on the giant’s back, and put him in a rear naked chokehold.

Because the man was so big, Harvath had to modify his grip, but within seconds he reduced the blood flow from the man’s heart and had cut off the oxygen to his brain. The giant collapsed unconscious onto the floor.

Loosening, but not completely unlocking the chokehold, Harvath gave instructions to the flight attendants and nearby passengers. A man this big and this unstable was going to need a lot more than a pair of plastic flex-cuffs to keep him restrained until the plane landed.

Once he had been secured, Harvath released his grasp. Moving several feet away, he rested his forearms against his knees and took several deep breaths.

As the flight crew attended to each other, as well as the injured passengers, one of them offered Harvath a bottle of water. “Thank you,” she said.

Harvath accepted the water and nodded.

When he felt good enough to stand, he got up and headed back to his seat in first class. A group of economy passengers, eager for a piece of the action now that the actual danger had passed, had deputized themselves to keep an eye on the bound passenger until the plane landed.

After a pit stop in the lavatory to verify he wasn’t bleeding, he sat back down and asked for a fresh bourbon, along with a few more icepacks.

The pilots had decided that with the giant subdued, they didn’t need to divert and would land in Oslo as planned.

With that piece of good news, Harvath settled back in his seat, focused on his drink, and tried to relax.



When the plane landed, the pilot came back over the PA system to explain that airport police would be meeting the plane at the gate and that all passengers should remain in their seats.

It took six tactical officers to remove the giant from the aircraft. The passengers clapped and cheered as he was marched off.

But no sooner had he been led away than another officer boarded. After speaking with the lead flight attendant, he entered the first-class section and stopped at Harvath’s seat.

“Passport,” he said in an officious tone, holding out his hand.

Removing the document from his pocket, Harvath handed it to him, noting the three gold stars and two stripes on the man’s epaulets. Whoever the man was, he was very high in rank.

The officer checked the name and photo, and then, looking at Harvath, ordered, “Come with me.”






CHAPTER 4

Grabbing his bag from the overhead, Harvath followed the officer, stopping briefly at the main cabin door to receive additional thanks from the flight crew.

As he and the cop deplaned, they had to step aside to allow medical personnel to board and see to the injured.

But once they had passed, the officer didn’t lead him toward the terminal. Instead, he opened the door to the jet bridge stairs and took him down to the tarmac.

The air was chilly and awash with the smell of jet fuel. Two ambulances were standing by, as was a BMW X5 crisscrossed with thick neon yellow stripes, a lightbar, and the Norwegian word for police, Politi.

Harvath was about to ask whether he should sit in the front or the back, when the cop preempted him. Taking his bag, he opened the rear door, gestured for him to sit, and then closed the door once he was inside. After tossing Harvath’s bag in the trunk, the cop got behind the wheel, activated the lightbar, and, without saying a word to his passenger, took off across the airport.

Harvath had no idea what was going on. He wasn’t in handcuffs and hadn’t been patted down, so that was a minor check mark in the plus column.

On the other hand, he had been escorted off an airplane and was riding in the back of a police car being driven with its lights on by a cop who had not returned his passport.

This wouldn’t be the first time he’d been taken in for questioning by the Norwegian Police Service. In fact, somewhere in Sølvi’s apartment he still had the card of the lawyer who had previously gotten his passport back and had walked him out the door in record time. If this turned out to be anything more than the cops taking his statement about what had happened on the plane, he might need to call her to dig it up for him.

The officer rolled to a stop and killed his lights outside what looked like some sort of private, VIP terminal.

After retrieving his bag from the trunk, the cop opened the door, handed it to him, and motioned for Harvath to follow him into the building.

The lobby, with its polished reception desk, resembled something out of a boutique hotel. The cop nodded at the woman behind the desk and kept moving, leading Harvath down a brightly lit hallway decorated with pieces of modern art.

On a glossy orange door with “Suite 7” written in an oversize font, he swiped a keycard and then stepped inside followed by Harvath.

“Wait here,” the officer ordered, stepping back into the hall and closing the door behind him.

The room was decorated with chic Scandinavian furniture and had a private, marble bathroom, complete with a walk-in shower, just off to the side. A large flat-screen TV was tuned to a local Norwegian station. There was a buffet with fresh fruit, an array of snacks, a full bar, and a coffee station. Harvath made a beeline for the coffee.

As he dropped in a pod and waited for his espresso, he opened a drawer and found a range of amenities, including individual packets of pain relievers. Tearing one open, he popped the two pills, chased them with a water from the mini fridge, and put the rest of the packets in his pocket. He also grabbed a fresh toothbrush and some disposable razors. If this was the level at which the Norwegian police were conducting interviews these days, he was all for it.

When his coffee was ready, he walked over to the long leather couch and sat down. The floor-to-ceiling windows provided a terrific view of planes taking off and landing. Removing his boots, he put his feet up, and grabbed the remote. As long as he was being detained, he figured he might as well enjoy himself.

He dialed around until he found an English language news station and then only half paid attention as the host ran through the headlines.

In his mind he was in the city center, forty minutes away, already halfway through a great bottle of wine with Sølvi, catching her up on everything that had happened since they had last seen each other.

Part of him regretted not having picked her up a gift. He had searched for one at the airport shops in Kraków, but there hadn’t been anything special. It was all either too crappy or just not her style. He knew she’d understand. Making it back to her in one piece was the only thing that she had said she truly wanted.

The more he thought about her, the more he wanted his passport back and to be on his way.

He was also getting to the point in his pain threshold where ice packs were no longer going to do the trick. He was going to need a full-on ice bath. Where the hell he was going to buy large bags of ice in Oslo, however, was beyond him. That American culinary specialty had yet to pierce the Scandinavian market.

After polishing off his espresso, he was about to hop up and brew another one when there was a knock on his door, followed by the chime of a keycard opening the lock.

He looked up, expecting to see the officer who had brought him over from the plane, but instead he was greeted with the sight of Holidae Hayes, chief of the CIA’s Oslo station.

“Bumpy flight?” she asked, stepping into the room.

“I’ve had better,” Harvath replied, taking his feet off the table and sitting upright. “What are you doing here? Is Sølvi okay?”

Hayes held up her index finger, pointed toward the ceiling, and drew imaginary loops with it, indicating that the room might be bugged. “She’s fine. I came to give you a ride.”

“I can’t leave yet. Some cop has my passport.”

The tall, redheaded CIA operative removed Harvath’s passport from her pocket and tossed it to him.

He opened it and flipped it to the most recent page. “Even got it stamped for me.”

“Professional courtesy.”

“They don’t want a statement?”

Hayes shook her head. “Only if you want to press charges.”

It was now Harvath’s turn to shake his head. The man on the plane was already going to be facing a host of charges. He was also probably going to get added to Europe’s no-fly list. He needed psychiatric help, not Harvath piling on.

They brewed two coffees to go and Harvath followed Hayes out to her black Chevy Suburban with its yellow diplomatic plates.

After throwing his bag in the cargo area, he hopped into the front passenger seat and they drove out of the airport.

“Safe to talk now?” he asked, checking his side mirror as they got onto the pine-studded A10 highway, which led into the city.

“I want to save the shop talk until we’re back at the office.”

Interesting, he thought as he nodded in response and took a sip of his coffee.

When Hayes had indicated her reluctance to speak because the VIP private jet suite might be bugged, that hadn’t been surprising. Corporate espionage, even among allied nations, was big business. The French and Israelis, some of the worst offenders, were even said to bug the business and first-class sections of their national airlines.

But the fact that she didn’t even want to speak in a moving U.S. Embassy vehicle was significant. Whatever this was, it was serious. Very serious.






CHAPTER 5

Tilting his seat back, Harvath had tried, without much luck, to get comfortable, and they had passed the rest of the drive making small talk.

Hayes was a fascinating woman. She was exceedingly bright and exceedingly ambitious. In an arena still dominated by the old boys’ network, she had carved out quite a career for herself. She had even come to the president’s attention and there was talk of her jumping from CIA to the State Department for an ambassadorship after the next election.

He also knew that Sølvi really admired her—especially as Hayes had succeeded despite her good looks, not because of them. No one had given her anything. She’d had to fight for every single thing that she had achieved.

Arriving at the ten-acre embassy campus, Harvath was reminded of the attention to detail that had gone into its design. Horizontal roofs were meant to honor traditional Norwegian longhouses, while boulders placed throughout mimicked the landscape of the Norwegian fjords. The most impressive design element, however, was the copper cornices, which were identical to the copper used for the Statue of Liberty, which was also mined in Norway. The entire project was a testament to the enduring friendship between the two nations.

Hayes badged Harvath in and after leaving his bag in her office, they headed for the sensitive compartmented information facility, also known as the SCIF. It was an ultra-secure room, about the size and shape of a shipping container, designed to foil all manner of high-tech eavesdropping. As such, they were required to leave their cell phones in a cubby outside.

Once in the SCIF, with the door securely closed behind them, the CIA station chief pulled out the chair at the head of the conference table. Harvath took the chair to her right.

“You did an exceptional job in Ukraine. Langley, the White House… everyone’s very happy.”

“Good. That’s what I’m paid for,” he replied, following up with the first of many questions he had. “What was all of that back at the airport? Why pick me up? In fact, how’d you even know I was going to be on that flight?”

Hayes smiled. “I’m CIA.”

“Don’t jerk me around, Holidae. I’m not in the mood. Not today. Okay?”

“Fair enough,” she responded. “I apologize.”

“So what happened? The pilots called in the disturbance, the Norwegians ran the manifest, and what? They contacted the embassy to let you all know there was at least one Amcit on board?”

The station chief shook her head. “I wasn’t aware of the disturbance until I got to the airport and Chief Inspector Borger filled me in. He was the officer who escorted you off the plane and got your customs and immigration expedited for me.”

Now Harvath was even more confused. “If you didn’t show up because of what happened during the flight, what were you doing there?”

“I needed to see you before you saw Sølvi.”

In the back of his mind, alarm bells began to go off. “Holidae, if you’ve got something to tell me, tell me.”

Hayes took a breath and cut to the chase. “The Norwegians have a Russian defector. Came across a couple of days ago. Sølvi’s in charge of him.”

“I know.”

She looked at him. “You know?”

“Yeah. She told me.”

“What else did she tell you?”

“Nothing else. It’s none of my business.”

Hayes removed a folder and pushed it across the table to him. “His name is Leonid Grechko,” she said as Harvath opened the man’s jacket and began flipping through it. “High-ranking operative in Russia’s Foreign Intelligence Service. He was in charge of their Active Measures Department. His job was to shape world events via political warfare. Espionage, sabotage, assassination, propaganda… he had every conceivable tool in his toolbox and he used them all. With a frightening level of precision.”

Harvath closed the folder and slid it back to her. “This guy’s a walking, talking golden ticket. He could have defected anywhere. You guys at CIA would’ve showered him with so much money, he’d have drowned. So with all due respect to the Norwegians, why defect here?”

“That’s what we want to know.”

“So ask your counterpart over at Norwegian Intelligence. You and Vice Admiral Iversen are friendly enough, right?”

“The Norwegians don’t know that we know that they’ve got him.”

Harvath reached into his pocket and pulled out another packet of pain pills. Hayes was beginning to give him a headache. “Sounds to me like a you problem.”

“All we want you to do is to keep your ears open. Maybe ask a few questions—”

“We. Meaning the CIA.”

The station chief nodded.

“And by ‘keep my ears open and ask a few questions,’ what you want is for me to spy on Sølvi—the woman I’m about to marry.”

“We’ve picked up intelligence that suggests the Russians are up to something.”

“For fuck’s sake, Holidae. It’s the Russians. They’re always up to something. Sorry. I’m not your guy. I’m not going to spy on my fiancée.”

“You’re the only person we’ve got.”

“Technically speaking, you don’t have me. I work for a private agency that contracts with you guys. I get to say ‘no’ anytime I want. And for the record, the CIA should’ve known I’d say ‘no,’ especially to something like this.”

“To be honest,” she replied, “they actually anticipated that would be your answer.” There was something about her tone that unsettled him, but before he could respond, she produced another folder and slid it across the table.

“I want you to know that this wasn’t my idea. In fact, I was against it.”

More alarm bells.

He opened the folder and looked inside. There were only a few sheets of paper. The executive summary made clear what he was looking at. Slowly, he flipped through it.

When he was finished, he closed the folder and gently slid it back. “I have no idea what this is.”

“Now who’s jerking who around?” she asked.

Harvath looked at her, his expression flat, unreadable.

“Since we’re getting things about the CIA on the record,” Hayes continued, “I want you to know that I pushed for using a carrot. It was Langley that decided to go with the stick.”

“Well, wrong stick.”

“That’s not the way the seventh floor sees it. They think the evidence is pretty compelling.”

“What evidence?”

“After your wife was murdered, you launched a far-reaching revenge campaign. Right up to and including the drug-addled, psycho son of President Peshkov of Russia. But what you hadn’t banked on was the boy’s oligarch godfather putting a one-hundred-million-dollar, winner-take-all bounty on your head.

“Of course you being you, you ignited another kill chain and took out everyone involved with that plot too. Everyone, that is, except for the man who put up the bounty—the boy’s aforementioned godfather, Nikolai Nekrasov. For some reason, you let him live. And that’s where it starts to get interesting.

“After running Nekrasov to ground, you left your team in a parking garage while you went into the building, alone, ostensibly to finish him off. But for some reason you changed your mind.

“Shortly thereafter, Nekrasov’s long-suffering wife, Eva, gets a magic deposit of fifty million dollars, half the value of the bounty, in an account in Bermuda. Then that same day, another account, this one buried in a web of shell companies in Switzerland, its ultimate beneficiary unknown, also receives a fifty-million-dollar deposit.”

“That’s amazing,” Harvath deadpanned.

“What? That the CIA tracked it all down?”

“No. That you don’t know who the second account belongs to.”

Hayes smiled. “We didn’t know bin Laden would be in that house in Abbottabad either, but we had a high enough level of confidence to move on it.”

“You took your shot and it paid off.”

“As this could for you. Fifty million is a hell of a nest egg. And no one is blaming you.”

“Blaming me for what? I told you, I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

The station chief put up her hands in surrender. “Maybe you and Mrs. Nekrasov came to some sort of an understanding. I don’t know and I don’t care. The Russians are butchers. They killed your wife. And you made them bleed, big-time. If that bleeding also meant keeping the bounty Nikolai had placed on your head in exchange for letting him live, even better. All I want you to do at this point is think about it. Okay? It’s a big ask. I get it.”

“What’s the carrot?”

“Excuse me?”

“You said Langley opted for the stick, but you wanted to offer me a carrot. What was it?”

Hayes smiled again. “It doesn’t matter. That Swiss account, stuffed with fifty million dollars, isn’t yours.”

“But,” said Harvath, pausing for effect, “if it was.”

“If it was, then I’d do you two favors. First, I’d let you know that an elite unit at the U.S. Treasury has it ringed with tripwires.”

He rolled his eyes. “Sounds dangerous.”

“They don’t mess around at Treasury.”

“And the second favor?” he asked.

“The second favor is the carrot. I’d help make all those tripwires, in fact the entire file, disappear.”






CHAPTER 6

By the time Harvath exited the SCIF, he had already made his decision. It wasn’t easy. In fact, it went against almost everything he stood for. That said, it was the only way forward.

Retrieving his phone from the cubby, he powered it back up and was greeted by several messages from Sølvi. The news about what had happened on the flight from Kraków must have made its way to her.

He texted back that he was okay and would be at the apartment soon. Grabbing his bag, he left the embassy and picked up an Uber a block away.

He made two stops en route to her apartment. One was for a bouquet of flowers. The other was for a bottle of Krug and a small tin of Desietra caviar. Harvath had a few, very specific reasons why he bought this particular brand. Yes, the caviar tasted great and was the perfect accompaniment to champagne—although so were pizza and popcorn, he had found—but Desietra was completely sourced in Western Europe, not Russia or Iran, and the brains behind the company belonged to a successful American entrepreneur from, of all places, Wisconsin. Harvath’s patriotism didn’t stop at the U.S. border; he took it with him wherever he went.

When they arrived at the address he had provided, Harvath thanked the driver, tipped him via the app, and gave him five stars.

Once the car had driven off, he turned and walked the two short blocks back to Sølvi’s. It was a minor inconvenience; an investment in making sure that he wasn’t being followed and that the apartment wasn’t under surveillance.

It also gave him a few more minutes to sort out his words. He had never been placed in this kind of position before. The territory was completely foreign. In his mind, he knew what he had to do. His gut, however, was ripping him apart.

When he arrived at the entrance of the building, he took one last look up and down the street. Confident it wasn’t being watched, he stepped inside, locked away any misgivings in the attic of his mind, and headed up to the apartment.

Sølvi was already there waiting for him.

He threw his arms around her and they shared a long hug, followed by an even longer kiss.

Once they had peeled themselves off each other, he handed her the flowers and said, “These are for you.”

“They’re beautiful,” she replied. “Thank you.”

He couldn’t believe they were finally together again. “You’re beautiful. God, you have no idea how much I missed you.”

“I think I’ve got a little idea.”

She flashed her megawatt, million-dollar smile that he loved so much, and for the moment, nothing else mattered.

“Bedroom or living room?” he asked, holding up the bottle of Krug.

“Neither, I’m afraid.”

“Balcony?” he pressed, seductively raising an eyebrow.

Sølvi laughed. “For now, refrigerator. But later…” Her voice trailed off as she leaned in and gave him another kiss.

“So you’re not staying.”

“I wish I could, but I have to get back to the Woods.”

The Norwegian Intelligence Service was located just outside the city center, on a lake, surrounded by heavy forest. The nickname for their headquarters had practically created itself.

“Maybe dinner?” he asked.

“I’d love that,” she replied, kissing him again. “And you can tell me all about what happened on your flight. And in Ukraine. And everywhere else you’ve been since we last saw each other.”

“I’d love that too,” he said.

But there remained an item they needed to discuss. Something he wasn’t content to let wait. Holding up his phone and pressing his index finger against his lips, he motioned for her not to speak.

She didn’t know what he was up to, but nodded in response. When he held out his hand for her phone, she pulled it from her pocket and gave it to him.

“I brought you something from my trip,” he continued as he opened the fridge and quietly put both phones inside. “It’s in my suitcase.”

Once he had closed the fridge door, he activated the dishwasher and then led her back to the master bath. Closing that door behind them, he turned on the shower and pulled her close.

“Scot,” she began in protest, “I’ve missed you too, tons, but they’re expecting me back at the—”

He pressed his lips up against her left ear and whispered, “When was the last time you had the apartment swept for bugs?”

“A couple of weeks ago,” she whispered back. “Why?”

“The CIA knows about your Russian defector. They know it’s Leonid Grechko.”

“How?” Sølvi asked, stunned. “I didn’t even tell you who it was.”

“I don’t know. Holidae wouldn’t reveal her source.”

“So this comes from Oslo station.”

Harvath nodded. “She met me at the airport and drove me straight to the embassy to discuss it.”

“Does the CIA have my apartment bugged?”

“I asked her and Holidae said no, but…” This time, it was his voice that trailed off.

“But what?”

He took a deep breath before responding. “You can’t trust her.”

Sølvi didn’t understand. “She’s going to be at our wedding. She’s your colleague, Scot. And my friend. What do you mean I can’t trust her?”

It was the moment of truth. He was about to cross the Rubicon. And once he did, there’d be no crossing back.

Using the words he had settled on outside, he replied, “The CIA wants me to spy on you. Holidae is their point person. She made it clear what would happen if I didn’t.”

Her eyes widened. “She threatened you?”

“I don’t think she wanted to, but I also don’t think they left her with much choice.”

Sølvi didn’t respond.

Pulling his mouth away from her ear, he looked at her face and could see that she was pissed-off. Very pissed-off.

A fraction of a second later, she pulled him back in close, pressed her lips up against his ear, and said, “First, fuck her and the CIA. There’s no way in hell we would have held back intelligence critical to the United States. She could have come to me. We’re NATO allies. The fact that she didn’t, tells me something. But the fact that she sent you to get information, tells me something even bigger.”

“Which is?”

“Washington is scared. They must have a piece of the puzzle that we don’t. And from the little bit I’ve learned, they should be scared. In fact, the United States should be terrified.”






CHAPTER 7

PARIS

Karine Brunelle was angry. As soon as the body of Jean-Jacques Jadot had been identified, the next call should have been to her office at the DGSI—the Directorate General for Internal Security—France’s equivalent of the American FBI or the British MI5.

Instead, the Paris police—who, like most of the French public, gorged themselves on action movies depicting DGSE agents as glamorous, globe-trotting James and Jane Bonds—had called Jadot’s agency, the Directorate General for External Security.

By the time Brunelle arrived at the crime scene, the place was crawling with Jadot’s colleagues. There was no telling how much evidence had been disturbed. They might make good spies, but they weren’t homicide detectives and they definitely weren’t evidence technicians.

Flashing her creds at the door, she pushed past a burly patrol officer and called out for the lead homicide detective, “Gibert!”

As she passed the living room, she caught sight of three men in tailored suits with stainless-steel dive watches, perfectly polished shoes, and expensive haircuts who were sitting on Jadot’s couch, smoking.

“I’m sorry for your loss,” she said, stopping to address them. “But you can’t be here. This is an active crime scene.”

“You don’t even know who we are,” said one of the men.

“You’re DGSE,” she replied, working hard to keep her temper in check. “That’s why I extended my condolences. Here’s my card,” she continued, setting it on the vestibule table. “Feel free to reach out at any time and I will share with you whatever I can. But like I said, this is an active crime scene and you’re not authorized to be here.”

The men looked at each other as Karine, all five feet four inches of her, held her ground and slowly tapped her foot. She was in her thirties, with a thin nose, full lips, and jet-black hair cut in a short, shaggy bob. She looked more like a graduate student you’d find reading Baudelaire or Rimbaud in some café near the Sorbonne than a federal cop.

She was an introvert who understood people. And because she understood them, they often exhausted her—especially the dumb ones.

She preferred to work alone; no partner. It wasn’t that she couldn’t summon the requisite social skills, she could. In fact, when she needed, she could be quite charming—though it rapidly depleted her social battery. The problem was that she’d yet to find anyone who could keep up with her mentally.

Like most humans, she was complicated. A perfect night could mean a good book, a great bottle of Burgundy, and her phone set to do not disturb. Or it could mean a little hash, an old Nouvelle Vague film from Truffaut or Chabrol, along with a warm, naked body in her bed, male or female—as long as they knew when to stop talking and when it was time to leave.

She was the embodiment of Chhinnamasta, the goddess of contradictions. And as such, she was often difficult to read.

Now, however, was not one of those times. She was radiating a total boss bitch vibe.

Finally, it had the desired effect as one of the DGSE operatives stood up, but not before moving to stub out his cigarette in Jadot’s overflowing ashtray.

“Stop,” Brunelle ordered. “That ashtray may contain evidence. Jesus, toss your butts out the window or throw them in the street downstairs like real Frenchmen.”

The trio glowered at her as they rose and filed out of the apartment.

The patrol officer, apparently a fan of seeing people up the ladder from him get their asses chewed, smiled and flashed her the thumbs-up.

Brunelle didn’t find it amusing. She found it unprofessional. “What’s your name?”

“Leconte, madame.”

“Officer Leconte, before I was DGSI, I was a police officer. I had the same training that you do. So, I have no problem asking you—what’s your number one responsibility here?”

It had been so drilled into him that the young officer didn’t even need to think about his reply. “To protect and preserve the crime scene, madame.”

“Does that mean letting DGSE agents traipse through it?”

“No, madame.”

“Are you going to see to it that no further unauthorized persons are allowed in?”

“Yes, madame.”

“Good. Now, how many more are back in the kitchen with the body?”

“Two, but—”

Brunelle held up her hand. “No buts. I’ll deal with them. You see to your post. Is that understood?”

“Yes, madame,” Leconte replied.

Nodding at the young officer, she turned and headed back toward the rear of the apartment, where homicide detective Vincent Gibert was exceeding his authority by allowing two DGSE operatives direct access to the corpse.

She was a detail person and took in everything as she walked. She paid special attention to the framed photos on the walls of Jadot in different exotic locales. The ones of him mountain climbing were where he appeared happiest. He wore a broad smile that stretched from ear to ear. It was hard to believe that a man filled with so much vitality had just been discovered by his housekeeper dead on the kitchen floor.

She peeked briefly into each room she passed, developing a better feel for the victim and the scene. Arriving at the kitchen, she paused and registered it all in one chaotic snapshot—the partially open freezer door, the keys on the counter, the empty glass next to the bottle of bourbon, Jadot’s corpse, the gun lying on the floor next to him, and the three additional men gathered in the room.

Gibert, a sinewy cop in his mid-forties with a buzz cut and permanent bags under his eyes, was a senior inspector with the Brigrade Criminelle, also known as the BC or “la Crim.” His department was in charge of homicides, kidnappings, bombings, and investigations of personalities “of mention,” which could be anyone from a politician to a celebrity actor. He stood chatting with two rough-looking guys whom she didn’t recognize.

They were in casual clothes—jeans, dark T-shirts, and boots. The men were about Gibert’s age, fit, and also sported short, military-style haircuts.

One of them was using his personal phone to take pictures of Jadot’s corpse, leaning down to get close-ups of the ice axe embedded in the dead man’s skull.

Sensing her presence, the man taking pictures turned and looked up.

“Have budgets gotten so tight that forensics specialists now use their own iPhones?” she asked.

“Agent Brunelle,” Gibert replied, trying to keep things cordial, “I thought I’d heard your voice. How are things at the DGSI?”

“Nice try, Vincent. I thought we had more respect for each other. Why is this crime scene crawling with DGSE operatives?”

“If one of your colleagues was murdered, wouldn’t you want to receive a call from me?”

“I would expect it. I would also expect you to preserve the crime scene until representatives from my agency had arrived. Under the Ministry of the Interior, the murder of a federal officer makes us the oversight authority.”

Gibert pursed his lips and shot her a look that clearly indicated he thought she was being unreasonable. “Contacting DGSE was a small professional courtesy.”

Brunelle didn’t want to argue. She knew she was right and, more important, so did Gibert. Jurisdiction over this case was not in question.

Shifting her attention to the casually dressed men, she asked, “Who are you two?”

Neither spoke.

“They’re old colleagues of mine,” Gibert answered for them. “We served in the army together. They’re with DGSE now.”

It was starting to make sense. Pointing at the men, she said, “But you’re not just DGSE, are you? You’re from Action Division.”

Action Division was the DGSE’s covert operations unit. They recruited from elite French military units and handled some of the nation’s most sensitive black ops—up to and including assassinations.

Again, neither man responded.

“I’ll take that as a yes,” Brunelle went on, piecing it together. “So, three suits in the living room, a couple more milling around downstairs, and two operators from Action Division. Obviously, DGSE doesn’t think this is some random act of violence.

“That’s why you’re here,” she said. “It takes a thief to catch a thief and all that. You guys are not unfamiliar with assassinations. You’re here looking to rule it in or rule it out, right? How am I doing so far?”

The men remained silent.

“What exactly did Jadot do for the DGSE?”

More silence.

“Judging by the photos in the hallway, he wasn’t some lowly paper pusher in the Paris office. He got around. Pretty global. What kind of stuff was he working on?”

No reply.

“Who do you think might want him dead? Any clue? No? Nothing at all? C’mon, guys,” she chided, shaking her head. “This isn’t how it’s supposed to work. Help me out here.”

The men were a brick wall.

Gibert could see this was going nowhere.

Shaking their hands, he chatted with them for a brief moment and then sent the operatives on their way. “I’ll let you know if anything develops,” he said as they exited the kitchen and headed for the front door.

“Great talking with you guys,” Brunelle quipped.

Once the men were down the hall, she rounded on Gibert. “What the actual fuck, Vincent? The scene hasn’t even been processed yet. Now thanks to your pals, we’ve got extra hair, fibers, and God-knows-what-else all over the place. Is this how la Crim rolls these days?”

“Don’t bust my balls, Karine.”

“Don’t give me a reason to.”

“Fine.”

“No, it’s not fine,” she replied. “What were you thinking?”

“What was I thinking? I was thinking that whatever this is, it runs straight through DGSE. Look around. If this was a robbery, how come nothing’s missing? They didn’t even take his gun. Do you know what that would fetch on the black market?”

“How do you know that’s Jadot’s gun and not the killer’s?”
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