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ONE

To be a day short of one’s fifteenth birthday is a characteristically happy time in a young man’s life. Considerably less so when there is no chance whatsoever of reaching it.

He was sitting alone in the backseat of a rattletrap Citroën. Malika was in front, and next to her a man named Naseem was driving. He knew why she was in that seat. He would have been there too had their situations been reversed. His identity documents alleged him to be Youssef Aboud, and after six months of use the name almost seemed real. His true name was Jalil, but that, like so much else, had fallen to a distant memory. They’d insisted he use the new identity exclusively, beginning the day he had left home, all throughout his travels, and even after he was established in the safe house in Paris. They’d told him it was a matter of training. If he became Youssef Aboud, he would be less inclined to make a mistake under the duress of a roadblock or border crossing.

There had been a great many of those since last summer. His first journey had taken him from Gaza to Syria, and after a month in Raqqa, onward to Turkey and Greece. Then came a surprise detention on the island of Lesbos, and eventually he’d been shipped back to a Turkish refugee camp along the porous Syrian border. It reminded him of the child’s game Chutes and Ladders. Three steps forward, two steps back. The second time they put him on a plane to Budapest, where he was interned for nearly a month before being hauled back to Turkey on a bus. It was the southern route that succeeded: Turkey to Macedonia, followed by a leaky boat to Italy, and finally France. It was strange, he thought, how much persistence had been necessary to arrive where he was today—at the most foreseeable of all ends.

“We are nearly there, Youssef,” said Malika.

“My name isn’t Youssef,” he mumbled.

“What?”

“Nothing,” replied Jalil, his blank gaze pinned out the window. The day was cold and gray, which seemed predestined. Minutes ago they’d passed a great industrial complex, and Naseem had said something about it being the place where France did its research on nuclear weapons. He might have been trying to lighten the mood, or maybe distract Jalil. There was little chance of either. A second car was trailing behind them, although Jalil couldn’t see it. Three men with AK-47s who would go to work in the aftermath. A four-minute delay—long enough for the smoke to clear and the crowds to start gathering.

He shifted in his seat, the vest heavy on his shoulders. They’d made him wear a mock-up around the safe house in recent days, a duplicate item filled with sand. He’d tried to get used to walking with something near a normal motion. Today he wore a thick coat over the vest, the liner removed to make room. It all suited the day perfectly.

As they neared town a light snow began to fall, and for the first time since waking Jalil thought of something other than his fate. He’d not seen snow since he was very young, and he marveled at the flurries of white whisking past his window. He used a button to run down the window, and a few flakes whirled inside.

“What are you doing?” Malika snapped.

“Nothing,” he replied. “I only wanted some air.”

Silence fell for a time, until Naseem said, “You should pray one last time.”

“I will,” Jalil lied. He had been praying constantly for the last two days, or so it seemed. They told him it would be easier that way, help him follow the path of Allah and see the light of glory. They were wrong.

“There,” said Naseem.

Jalil looked out the window, and he saw a place every bit as foreign as Paris. He had spent nearly a month there, feeling as though he’d arrived on a different planet from the one that held Syria. They had let him go outside only once in that time, two nights ago when they’d taken him to a dreary bar, and made him smoke from a hookah and drink bourbon from a place called Kentucky. He also had a vague memory of an incredibly curvaceous woman, a prostitute he was sure, who told him in Arabic what she would do for him. The others all laughed. Jalil had found her more intimidating than erotic, and when he sent her away she’d called him a homosexual. Then everyone had gone back to the flat and passed out, and in the morning they all cleansed themselves and prayed.

This place was called Grenoble, and it had been a half-day drive from Paris. When they told Jalil this would be his target, he’d researched it on Malika’s phone while she slept. It was a midsized town, 150,000 people nestled in the foothills of the French Alps. Roughly the same number of inhabitants as Aleppo today—a city whose prewar population of two million had been on par with Paris itself. So much suffering. The others at the safe house argued constantly about who was to blame for Syria’s misery: France, Assad, the United States, Iran. All they could agree on was that someone had to be held accountable.

What does any of that matter now?

Jalil noticed one hand trembling ever so slightly. He gripped the door handle as hard as he could. The car began to slow as they reached the center of town. The city seemed alive. He saw red tram cars gliding over spotless streets, glittering decorations strung across storefronts. There were people all around. No, not people, he corrected—infidels and apostates. He saw smiling women and children, circumspect old men. A group of boys his age were doing tricks on their skateboards. Which should I kill to most please Allah? This was the question Malika had told him to focus on once he got out of the car. Such a strange question.

He was again marveling at the snow when a voice drifted in, the words not quite registering. “What?” he said.

“The drop-off point is just ahead,” Malika said. “Are you ready?”

He looked at her, thinking how different she looked now. He remembered playing tag with her, when she was a teen and he was just a boy. Malika had never let him catch her the way the other teenagers did. Today she was wearing Western clothing, wedged into pants and a blouse that were too small for her ample figure. Still, as he looked at her exposed hands and face, she reminded him of the pudgy little girl he’d once known. She was even wearing makeup today, although she’d assured him it was only to blend in. Naseem was wearing jeans and a hooded jacket like half the young men in France.

The Citroën pulled to a stop along the busy boulevard.

Malika turned in her seat, and Jalil met her gaze. She looked worried.

“Yes,” he said, his voice sounding distant and unfamiliar. “I am ready.”

“May Allah be with you.” She reached out a hand and he instinctively took it. The trembling was back—no matter how hard he tried, he couldn’t make it stop. It occurred to him that this was the first time she’d touched him since the halfway point of today’s journey, when they’d stopped on a desolate farm road. She had taken the vest from the trunk and helped him put it on. His hand still shaking, he looked at her with profound embarrassment as a tear streaked down one of his cheeks.

“It’s all right,” she said comfortingly. “You know how proud your mother will be.”

Jalil only nodded. He pulled away, and with a last glance at Malika he got out of the car. He shut the door and began walking away, only to hear a rapping noise from behind. He looked back and saw her banging the window harshly with her knuckles.

Jalil looked at her dumbly, unsure what she was trying to tell him. She rolled down her window and motioned for him to come over. Of course he’d done something wrong. He had always been that child, the one who needed correcting.

He went to her window, and after an exasperated glance, Malika took his right hand and reached into his jacket pocket.

“What are you doing?” he asked, anxiously looking over his shoulder.

Her face went stern, and Jalil gasped when she pulled the trigger out of his pocket and set it into his palm. It was the size of a cigarette pack—the kind of wired switch they used in America, he’d been told, to open and close garage doors.

“Did you listen to nothing Naseem told you last night?” Malika said sharply.

Only now did he remember—he’d been instructed to keep his hand on the device at all times once he was out of the car. He saw Naseem lean over and whisper into her ear, and Malika looked at Jalil with something new and terrible in her expression. With her hand over his, she guided the triggering device back into his right pocket. Then she pinched his fingers until the button sank.

He inhaled sharply and his heart stuttered. “Malika! What are you—” He couldn’t even finish the question. Jalil gripped the controller forcefully to keep the button from rising.

“Hold tightly!” she whispered. “Remember, it activates when you release the switch!”

He nodded, and felt her hand relax the pressure until he alone was holding the button down. She pulled back, and the window began rising. The last words he heard were from Naseem, a hushed “Allahu akbar!”

The car pulled away in an eddy of snow, and he turned toward the crowded shops and sidewalks. There were hundreds of people, grouped in front of store windows, moving on the sidewalks. Jalil took a tentative step, and when he did he heard a tiny metallic noise, then felt something tap his shoe. He looked down and saw a hex nut and two nails on the ground. Near panic, he looked around to see who was watching, the jingle of metal on cobblestone seeming like thunder. No one even glanced his way.

Jalil regulated his breathing, and focused completely on the switch in his pocket. He walked at a deliberate pace, trying to keep the movement of his upper body to a minimum. Trying to ignore the thumping in his chest. The second car would be nearby, three men waiting, sweaty fingers on triggers. Did they feel as he did now? Or was their faith so intense that it precluded any doubts?

His right hand had the switch in a death grip. He imagined his fingers going white from lack of circulation. And there, Jalil realized, was the measure of his life—how long could he keep a simple plastic button pinched between his fingers?

Why had Malika done it this way? Why had she forced him to squeeze the trigger and hold it? He had been briefed on one tactical reason to do it that way—if he thought he’d been identified, or if the police were near, he was to hold the switch down as insurance. That way, if he was tackled to the ground or shot, merely letting go guaranteed success. But there had been no threats of exposure, no police nearby. Only now did Jalil understand: Malika didn’t trust him. She doubted he would go through with it.

They’d had a long talk last night, and he had expressed reservations. Certainly that was normal. He remembered this morning, when she’d told him his mother had already been given his martyrdom video. You must honor her today by giving yourself to Allah, Youssef. She had used the new name to tell him his mother was already mourning his death. How could any son not pay the debt of his mother’s grief? Malika had always been clever, the one who everyone knew would go places. And she might have, except that young girls in Palestine had but two possible destinations. One was marriage. The other was where she was at that moment—rushing to a safe house before another martyr was vaporized.

And not just any martyr.

He steeled himself and kept moving. He saw a café with awnings where smartly dressed couples enjoyed coffee and crepes, the smell of burnt sugar and vanilla hanging on the cool air. A clothing store with broad windows advertised the latest fashions. A tram went past with people inside shoulder-to-shoulder, probably as much for the warmth as to get anywhere. He’d been told to aim for a crowd, and to immerse himself as best he could. There was a small toy store, and he saw children coming and going with their parents. He couldn’t do that, although in Syria he’d met men who would, martyrs desperate for horror in their last act on this earth. Maybe Malika was right—maybe he was weak.

The snow came heavier, dampening the busy sounds and blurring the brilliant lights. He kept moving. There was a park where an old woman was exercising two dogs. The dogs were chasing one another, tails wagging vigorously. A long line at the Häagen-Dazs shop snaked out across the sidewalk, but that didn’t seem right either. He’d always liked ice cream. Certainly more than Kentucky bourbon.

A crowd was gathering near a pavilion where a brass band was preparing to play. Jalil was so engrossed in his search for a target that he didn’t see the curb coming. He tripped and went sprawling forward. His left hand flew out of his jacket pocket, trying for balance, but to his credit his sweaty right hand never moved. Someone reached out and grabbed him by the arm to keep him from falling. They succeeded.

Jalil stood straight again, and turned to see a lovely young girl. Her hand was on his right forearm. Only inches from the switch. She was a few years older than he was, and wore a backpack with a baguette sticking out of the top. She smiled and said something in French he didn’t understand.

His hand was shaking noticeably now, warm with moisture. He forced his fingers tighter but felt the muscles growing weary. When he straightened to his full height, he heard another tinkle on the pavement. This time it was noticed. He and the girl looked down at the same time. A screw and a few ball bearings rolled into the gutter. She looked up at him and must have seen the sweat on his face, the desperation in his eyes. She looked at the immobilized hand in his pocket. All at once she knew.

They both knew.

Her mouth went wide, and he thought, Please don’t scream. Don’t make me do it now.

And she didn’t.

Jalil watched her beautiful young face twist in primal fear. It was awful and frightening. Never in his life had anyone looked at him that way. They stood frozen for a time, seconds that felt like hours. Both stilled to inaction by what he might do. His hand began to cramp, and the first twitch came. Muscles no longer under his complete control. It seemed such a simple thing, to hold one’s fingers together. Any child could do it. He was squeezing so hard he thought the plastic switch might break. And if it did? What would happen then?

Of course he knew the answer.

“Run!” he whispered hoarsely in English. “Run quickly!”

His words seemed to register. She took one step backward, then turned and bolted away. No one seemed to notice. The world swirled around him as if he were its axis, a flurry of snow and cars and humanity.

His fingers ached.

Tears began streaming again.

He heard the girl scream in the distance.

Then the loud authoritative voice of a man.

Finally, the trembling in his fingers became uncontrollable. He closed his eyes, not wanting to know who or what was near. This was the moment he should have shouted with a martyr’s conviction. Allahu akbar! The words that came instead were in a level, conversational tone. They were meant for no one in particular. “My name is Jalil.”

In the next moment, the boy who had so long ago chased little girls in faraway streets gave his aching hand relief. He let go of the switch.





 

TWO

It was at six o’clock that evening, four hours after the blast, when the high-speed TGV train carrying Zavier Baland eased smoothly to a stop at the Gare de Grenoble.

Serge Baptiste, a junior man from the local gendarmerie, stood waiting patiently on the platform. His assignment was to collect the senior officer from Paris, and when the doors of the cars slid open he began searching in earnest. Baland would not be in uniform—he had reached a position in the force where such accouterments were no longer necessary—yet Baptiste was sure he would have no trouble recognizing him. He had seen the man’s picture more than once, a former colonel from the Paris prefecture who’d gone on to become a rising star in DGSI, the General Directorate for Internal Security. His picture was oft-published, plastered on media sites in both internal and public domains. Conseiller Baland had become something of a poster child for the country’s counterterrorism efforts, in part because he got results. But then there was the other part.

Baptiste locked in on a man who stepped from the second car and paused on the platform as if trying to get his bearings. He was average in height and build, his features rather benign, although even from a distance Baptiste saw a bit more of the Mediterranean than a strictly Gallic heritage would imbue. He carried himself in a stiff and upright manner, in the way of a lifelong maître d’, and his dark eyes were discreetly active. Baptiste had no doubt—this was the man in the press releases.

He gave a wave, and that was all it took. The two met halfway, and Baptiste said, “Good evening, sir.”

“Hardly,” Baland replied. “But thank you for being here to meet me. I’m sure Commissaire Valmont has his hands full.”

Valmont was Baptiste’s superior, head of the local gendarmerie and therefore on-scene commander for the situation. Baptiste guided his charge toward the exit. “Yes sir, things have been very busy. We’ve secured the perimeter of the attack. My instructions are to take you to the command post straightaway.”

“Has it been verified there are no secondary devices?”

“Yes, that was our first priority once the shooters had been dealt with.”

“How many were there?”

“Three, sir, aside from the bomber. All had AK-47s and multiple magazines. They waited long enough for the response to begin, then began shooting indiscriminately. Our officers responded, of course, but it took twenty minutes for a special tactics team to arrive and deal with all three.”

“Did any of the attackers survive?”

“No.”

“Where are we on the casualty count?” the inspector from Paris asked.

“Thirty-three dead and forty-nine wounded. At least five are in critical condition at the hospital.”

“Bastards!” Baland spat, more to himself than Baptiste.

“Indeed.”

They exited the station, and a patrol car was waiting, another uniformed officer inside serving as driver.

“Tell me,” said Baland as the two slid in back together, “where has the command post been set up?”

“At the station, of course.”

“In that case, I would like to go to the scene first.”

“But Commissaire, my orders are very specific—”

“If you please,” Baland interrupted. “It is important for me to see things firsthand.”

Baptiste caught the eye of the driver, who shrugged. The car shot ahead toward the center of town.

*   *   *

It was a drive Baland had made too many times. In the falling light he looked out over a midsized city that had until today been largely untouched by the troubles sourced so many thousands of miles away. He recalled his assessment to the interior minister only last week: Those corners of France unaffected are only waiting their turn. The minister had concurred.

When they arrived at the scene, Baland saw a perimeter cordoned off by yellow tape, at least half a city block altogether. All around were fire trucks and police cars, and as light snow continued to fall uniformed officers groomed the streets for evidence, everyone wearing gloves and protective footwear as they turned over debris.

The car came to a stop near the controlled entry point, near Place Victor Hugo, and Baland got out and walked straight to the yellow-taped border. He could easily discern the seat of the explosion, a distinctive crater, although it wasn’t as deep as some he’d seen. Truck bombs were the worst, leaving what looked like debris-filled swimming pools in the middle of a street. This one was more akin to the hole his daughters had helped him dig in his garden last weekend, into which they’d plugged a sapling chestnut tree. Next to the crater was the twisted frame of a car, its ashen body scorched from a fire that was certainly a secondary effect. It occurred to Baland that the car had absorbed much of the blast, and he wondered why the bomber had stood so close to it in the moment of truth.

Why do any of these men and women do what they do?

Even so blunted, the explosion had blown out the windows of buildings all along the street. Baland saw pockmarks in the façade of a hotel where either shrapnel or 7.62mm semiautomatic rounds had chipped into centuries-old stone. Telltale stains were evident on the nearby sidewalk, already going dark, and Baland saw a number of blanketed bodies. There were also coverlets with markers where smaller bits of biological evidence had been located.

He noticed Baptiste engaged in a conversation with a sergeant near the entrance—the man was holding something in his gloved hand. Both men looked toward Baland, then approached him together.

“We thought you might like to see this,” said Baptiste.

The evidence technician held out his hand to display the remains of a passport. It was ragged, and a hole the size of a one-euro coin had been blown clear through its pages. There were also clear traces of organic matter.

The evidence man offered up a latex glove to Baland, and said, “Would you like to have a look?”

“Certainly not! Bag that right away—we mustn’t contaminate any findings.”

The chastened policeman slid his find carefully into a bag and walked away.

“Do you think it could be the bomber’s?” Baptiste asked.

“Not his real one. If he was carrying it, then it could only be a false lead meant to confuse us.”

Baland noticed an ambulance fifty meters away, just outside the cordoned area, where a middle-aged woman was being attended to by an EMT. Baland walked over, and saw that she was being treated for a small wound on one arm. For the first time since arriving he produced his credentials, introducing himself to both the woman and the EMT, before asking, “Why are you only now being treated?”

“I was busy helping,” said the woman. “I work at the hotel across the street.” He could see her fighting to keep a steady voice. “It was terrible—I’ve never seen anything like this. There were bodies everywhere.”

“You were here when it happened?” Baland asked.

“Yes, I work at the front desk. I was just arriving for my shift.”

She was wearing her hotel uniform, but it was filthy, stained with blood and grime. The EMT removed a reddened bandage that had been hastily wrapped, probably something done in the immediate aftermath using a hotel first-aid kit. He cleaned the wound, and was about to apply a fresh bandage when Baland said, “Wait!”

The man looked at him, perplexed, and watched as Baland studied her wound more closely. It was a small gash, no longer than a pencil eraser, but the edges were ragged and inflamed. “Is there something in the wound, perhaps a piece of shrapnel?” he asked, not caring which of the two answered.

The woman said, “Yes, I think I can feel something inside. It’s sore, but it can wait. The hospital is besieged with people who need help far more than I do.”

The EMT nodded in agreement.

“The skin around the wound,” Baland said, this time looking directly at the EMT. “Does it not look more like a burn to you?”

“A burn?”

“I wasn’t near any fire,” the woman said.

The EMT reasoned, “I agree, it looks inflamed. Infection is always possible, but only a few hours after such an injury I doubt that—”

Baland cut him off by rising and walking away. He canvassed the aid station, inspected two more patients, then set off briskly toward the car. Halfway there he stopped suddenly, noticing a hex bolt on the sidewalk. Baland bent down and looked at it closely. He didn’t try to pick it up.

“What is it?” Baptiste asked, catching up with him.

Baland didn’t answer. He stood and looked again at the patients being treated, then regarded the terrible scene inside the tape.

“We must expand our perimeter immediately,” Baland said. “Push everything back—another hundred meters in every direction.”

“But why?” said Baptiste, looking at the tiny bolt on the ground.

“Just do it!”





 

THREE

It took less than an hour for Baland to be proved right: traces of some unidentified radiological contaminant were evident. The perimeter was moved back, and then doubled again after consultations with the minister of the interior. The president himself ordered that no resource should be spared in the investigation, and teams of experts were dispatched by air from Paris. The president too used the term “bastards,” albeit in private, and gave instructions that he was to be informed of every development.

Of these there arose but one of significance. Within the hour municipal CCTV footage was analyzed, and it took only minutes to isolate the two cars that had been involved. The men with rifles had bundled out of an old Peugeot, and it was right where they’d left it. Specialists had been crawling over that vehicle for hours. More of interest was the car that had delivered the bomber, which turned out to be a dark blue Citroën. Two occupants could clearly be seen in front, and as the video ran everyone saw a nervous young man get out of the backseat and begin to walk away. Then, curiously, the bomber returned to the passenger-side window. The person he conversed with could not be seen clearly, owing to the camera angle, but everyone in the screening room saw what appeared to be an exchange of some kind as their hands met. Then the car departed and the bomber walked away.

The authorities followed up this discovery in the most practical manner. They ignored the bomber for the time being—his was a fait accompli—and focused their efforts on the car and the two individuals inside, who might still be a threat. They followed the Citroën through the footage of two traffic cameras, then lost track when it turned onto a heavily wooded road that ran into the rising Chartreuse Mountains. Cars were immediately dispatched to the area, and after less than an hour the Citroën was discovered abandoned along the side of a small and thickly wooded secondary road. At a glance, the officer who found the car reported one extraordinary bit of evidence inside—a large man wearing jeans and a dark hooded jacket, very possibly of Middle Eastern extraction, who was poised serenely behind the steering wheel. He was quite dead, with a single bullet wound evident on his right temple. More forensic teams were sent in.

Though none of the investigators would ever know it, in those early minutes, as they sat poring over hours-old CCTV footage, the very same cameras were recording the passage of a young woman along Rue Molière. She was heavy, though not obese, and wore clothing that was two sizes larger than necessary. She carried a small bag of groceries, and expressed the same curiosity a hundred other passersby had at the scene before her, even asking one of the officers standing guard at the perimeter what all the fuss was about. She otherwise did not pause before turning in to a nearby block of apartments and disappearing from sight.

She was weary from the exertions of a long and trying day, and by the time she reached the two-person elevator she had gum on her shoe and snow on her shoulders. She trundled down the vacant fourth-floor hallway, and at the halfway point stopped at the door marked 20. Were anyone to inquire, they would find that the small flat was operated as a vacation rental. It had been booked for the next week through an online site, a key provided through the post. Most of the residences in the building were similarly rented out, something the woman had researched thoroughly.

She entered the flat but did not turn on a light, leaving the main room cast in gloom as night took hold. It was the first time she’d been to the place, and she vaguely recalled the online photos: modernist décor, sterile and angular, the only warmth being a few stock photographs of the Alps on one wall. Yet there had been one critical point, and that was where her eyes went. Indeed, it was the reason she’d selected this unit—the view from the fourth-floor window.

She walked carefully across the dim room, barking her shin once on a table and cursing under her breath, until she reached the big window. There she surveyed the scene outside. She saw the perimeter of the blast scene fifty meters away, at least a dozen policemen and investigators milling about. An evidence van and two fire trucks were inside the tape, and a crowd of media—obvious by their shouldered cameras and microphones, and the credentials hanging round their necks—were gathered at an access control point where a hapless junior patrolman ignored their questions. Just behind him was a huddle of what had to be detectives—some likely from the national police, others local. She wished she could hear what they were saying, but in time everything would become clear.

She went to the television, selected a news channel, and set the volume very low. Next she pushed a chair from the dining room table toward the window, staying clear of a shaft of light that leaned in from a nearby streetlight. She sat down thinking she’d chosen well. There was no better place to watch the response unfold.

Earlier she had cursed the bomber, whom she knew to be hapless, for getting too close to a car—it had taken the brunt of the blast in one hemisphere. But now she realized his small error had turned fortuitous. The authorities had expanded the perimeter beyond what she’d expected, and if the blast had carried any farther, the building in which she sat might have been evacuated.

She settled in for the night, putting her bag of groceries on the floor and making sure her phone was turned off. It had been a long day, and her feet hurt from so much walking.

Malika took off her shoes and rubbed her feet, then pulled out a bag of potato chips and twisted the top off a bottle of Coke. She put her naked feet up on the window box and leaned back, knowing there was not a safer place in all of France.





 

FOUR

It was the first time the stonemason had ever worked with coral. Porous and light, it had reasonably good strength, and was easier to shape than Virginia granite or the great marble slabs he’d battled in Malta. David Slaton had become something of a connoisseur of the world’s stone, although not by choice.

He used the last of his joint mixture—an aggregate of cement, lime, and sand—on the edges of the shell-shaped entryway steps. He stood back with a critical eye, and was satisfied. Slaton began cleaning up, knowing that tomorrow he would have to come back and haul his debris to the nearest dump site, half a mile away. If there was a downside to this job, it had more to do with the local practices than materials. He’d been forced to make every cut by hand because there were no power tools available—and rarely any power if there had been. The raw blocks of coral limestone from the quarry had been delivered via handcart by a man who kept no particular schedule.

And then there was the sun.

If Palawan, in the Philippines, was not on the equator, it had to be within spitting distance. The heat was constant and unrelenting, and today conspired with a cloudless sky to mock Christmas lights that had been strung across the chapel roof two months ago. It was a tiny house of worship, three rows of wood-plank benches on either side of the central aisle, but it was full every Sunday, and the guiding father, an agreeable white-haired man, undertook his mandate with a faith no less ardent than what existed under the domes of St. Peter’s.

Slaton had just finished gathering his tools, and was wiping his hands on a rag, when he saw his family a hundred yards distant. They were walking up a dirt path, what passed for a street here, and in no particular hurry. His son was out front—as he invariably was—with Christine herding him to stay on the path.

It was hard to say what gifts or deficiencies his son, not quite two years old, might possess, but he and Christine were unanimous in one regard: Davy had inherited his father’s uncommonly sharp eyesight. His son’s eyes locked on to him, and his choppy pace quickened. Slaton walked toward them to close the gap. He noticed they were both burnished by the sun, probably more than they should have been, but it was hopeless to expect otherwise living so near zero latitude. Christine’s auburn hair had lightened, and her long limbs were reiterated in their son, evident in spite of his residual toddler’s pudginess.

They met halfway, and Slaton swept Davy into his arms.

“So did you finish?” she asked.

“Pretty much. I’ll come back tomorrow after everything has set, but I think it’s good to go.”

“Is the owner happy with it?”

Slaton shrugged, but didn’t answer.

“David … tell me this is a real job.”

“Father Michael gives what he can.”

“He’s not paying you in one of those seashell currencies, is he?”

“Where do you think the fish I’ve been bringing home every night is coming from? Besides, you’re not one to talk. You worked at the clinic every morning this week, and they don’t pay a dime … or a limpet or a flounder.”

“It’s not a big deal. Their only real doctor visits every other Saturday—that’s not the kind of schedule people get sick on. Anyway, I like keeping a hand in medicine.”

“Is your license valid to practice in the Philippines?”

“Probably not. But that skateboarder with a broken arm yesterday didn’t ask to see it.”

He pulled Davy up onto his shoulders, and got a grunting laugh in return. He seemed to be getting heavier by the day. “I hope you’re not implying that I’m a less than adequate provider.”

She smiled a smile that warmed Slaton to his depths. She still had that effect on him, even after a year of sailing the Seven Seas. Or at least three of the seven.

She took a long step back and regarded his work. The limestone building was designed as a residence for the father himself, one main room and a shaded lanai in front. “It’s good—I like it. Was the arch over the doorway difficult?”

“Not really, a lot of cutting and chipping. It just takes a little time.”

“You built it pretty fast.”

“Just under a month. But then, I didn’t have to worry about plumbing, electric, or insetting windows. And there’s definitely no air-conditioning ductwork. It’s basically a nicely crafted cave.”

“Sort of Flintstones tropical?”

He grinned. “Right—a new architectural style.”

Slaton picked up his tool bag, and as he did he saw Christine’s humor dissipate a bit too quickly.

“Something wrong?” he asked.

She hesitated, then began swatting at Davy’s legs. He kicked back at her, his heels thumping into Slaton’s chest. “It’s nothing. I’ll tell you later.”

Slaton straightened and locked eyes with his wife.

“Really,” she said, “no big deal. Let’s go home.”

*   *   *

Home was an Antares 44, a custom-fit catamaran rigged to sail the world. She’d been christened Windsom II, after the original boat owned by Christine’s father. The new boat was rigged for blue-water cruising with heavy-duty electric winches, an extensive navigation suite, and solar panels.

They put together an early dinner, fish with rice and kamote, a local variant of sweet potato. Slaton did the cooking—fish had become his specialty—and while they ate, Christine made a stab at conversation. He typically enjoyed exchanges with his wife. There was something in the manner of her speech, a rich tone with precise elocution, that he found warm and pleasing. He’d mentioned it once, and she had laughed it off, saying he was probably the only man in the world who wished his wife would talk more. But at that moment, some part of it was missing.

Something was bothering her.

They cleaned the table together while Davy pulled out his favorite pastime, a memory game involving paired tiles that could be turned over and matched. Fish, tigers, and elephants, all uncovered two at a time. “He’s getting good at that,” Slaton said. “He beat me this morning and I was trying.”

Christine barely smiled, and he gripped her arm until her eyes met his. She nodded, and chinned toward the cockpit outside. They went above, leaving Davy at the table hunting for a zebra. The deck was warm on his bare feet, and it struck Slaton that Windsom had become more of a home than he’d imagined it could be. They instinctively sought out shade, and ended up facing one another near the helm.

“I met a woman at the playground today,” Christine said. “She was there with her little boy—he was about Davy’s age. I could see she was upset, and I tried to talk to her. Her English wasn’t very good, but we got by. Her husband is a fisherman and he’s disappeared. She said he rarely stays out overnight, but that he’s been gone for three days.”

“Where was he fishing?”

Christine told him.

Slaton knew the area. “Those are contested waters. Have been for a long time. Is anyone searching for him?”

“She reported it to the Coast Guard, but they won’t do anything—they’re too busy tracking Chinese ships out in the Spratlys. Some of the other fishermen went out to look for him, and one of them spotted his boat.”

“Drifting or anchored?”

“Neither. She was tied on to the Esperanza.”

Slaton straightened in his seat. He looked out over the tranquil waters. They’d been here over a month, long enough to know a little about the local situation. These island chains were ground zero in a far-reaching geopolitical struggle. China, Malaysia, Vietnam, Taiwan, the Philippines—all were laying claims as fast as they could to uninhabited cays and reefs, staking out territory using highly creative means. The simplest route was to pitch a few tents and assign a squad of soldiers to an uninhabited sandbar. China had taken things to a new level, dredging sand and destroying coral reefs to create islands that had never before existed, then populating them with buildings, runways, and troops. Other nations, having fewer resources to work with, had been driving derelict ships onto shoals as markers of sovereign territory. It worked pretty well until the boat began to disintegrate—as was the case with Esperanza.

“That old hulk?” he said. “It’s in pretty bad shape.”

She nodded. “Nobody wanted to go near it.”

“Why not? I know there used to be government soldiers on board, but they pulled out last year because she was falling apart.”

“The local rumor is that after the government abandoned ship, a band of smugglers took over—drugs or slavery, depending on who’s telling the story.”

“And they’re still there?”

“Nobody knows. That’s why none of the fishermen wanted to go near.”

Slaton looked west by northwest. “Thirty nautical?”

“Thirty-six,” she corrected.

“I hate to ask … but what do you want me to do about it?”

“What do we do about it.”

He gave her a stern glare. “Give me your take on this woman.”

“The wife?”

He nodded.

“She was upset. Her husband was missing, and she’s worried to death.”

Slaton sensed that his wife had been planning those words very carefully. “We’ve talked about this for the better part of a year,” he said. “I don’t get involved in anything unless it takes place far from where we are. You don’t ever get involved, because that brings Davy into the picture.”

“We’re just talking about a missing fisherman who—”

“Have you ever seen this woman before?” he cut in.

“No, but what difference does that make?”

“Did she give you her phone number, tell you where she lives?”

“She said something about Villa Grande.”

“Five miles away. I guess they don’t have playgrounds there.”

Her anger flashed. “You’re so paranoid!”

“You’re damned right I am! It’s the only reason I’m still alive. And that’s how we’ve agreed to live—a constant state of paranoia. My past has a way of catching up. The fact that we’ve gone a year without any problems doesn’t put us in the clear.”

“So what are you suggesting? That Hezbollah is here in Palawan? Tracking David Slaton, the legendary Israeli assassin, to the other side of the earth?”

He bit down on a reply, and silence ensued. Slaton forced a more conciliatory tone. “I don’t like the smell of this,” he said. “But if it’s important to you … I can take a look.”

“It’s important to the man’s wife and son. She’s worried her husband might have gone aboard and gotten hurt.”

Slaton was already having second thoughts. “If we do this, you and Davy don’t go anywhere near that ship.”

Christine didn’t argue.

“If I see anything I don’t like, I leave and we get out of here right away—open ocean.”

Slaton saw a half smile.

He didn’t return it.
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To board a ship on the open ocean is never easy, even if the water is only a few feet deep. Slaton did his homework. None of the local fishermen knew about a missing man, but they conceded that if he was from Villa Grande they might not know about it. Slaton found out as much as possible about the derelict ship before pulling anchor in Palawan. Esperanza was a World War II–vintage minesweeper, and had been gifted to the Philippines by the U.S. Navy decades earlier. She’d been run aground intentionally in 1999, an ungainly attempt by the government to establish sovereignty over a long-ignored coral atoll.

For years after her grounding, the Philippine Navy did their best to keep the ship in one piece. Steel plates were welded to the deck, lumber used to reinforce catwalks, and at one point someone had installed a generator and window-unit air conditioners, no doubt to shore up the morale of the heat-stricken Philippine Marine contingent who kept watch. The government had thrown in the towel just over a year ago, evacuating their disintegrating outpost, but rumors persisted that smugglers had taken over Esperanza in the interim.

Slaton made his approach to Esperanza using their inflatable dinghy, a twelve-foot runabout with an outboard motor that would best thirty knots on a calm sea. Windsom remained ten miles east, anchored in the lee of a so-far-unclaimed cay.

Slaton traversed the reef at idle, and saw no signs of habitation in the distant hulk. Indeed, in the gathering dusk Esperanza cast something of an apocalyptic image. Her hull rested askew on Midnight Reef, ten feet of water on the port side, and the starboard waterline fast against coral formations that were exposed at low tide.

A local news article Slaton had seen maintained that the only inhabitable parts of her structure were a few rooms in the aft superstructure—the bridge, a mess room, and a handful of crew cabins that had been more or less kept up. The Navy had reinforced the ship’s port side, starboard being largely unapproachable owing to the shallow reef and heavier seas beyond. On the port beam was a fixed deck ladder reaching ten meters down to the waterline. Slaton saw no fishing dory lashed to the ladder, which was the only functional entrance.

He had surveyed the ship using binoculars from two miles away, and now did it again at a mile. He saw no lights, no laundry pinned on rails, no bags of stinking trash thrown out on deck. Notably, there was also no flag, Philippine or otherwise, flapping from the crooked yardarm.

There was no sign of life at all.

He could think of no stealthy way to approach such a target. Slaton kept scuba gear on Windsom, but the currents around the reef were unpredictable, meaning he would have had to drive within half a mile to even consider a swim. On a featureless ocean, that was tantamount to ringing the doorbell. He’d also concluded that waiting until nightfall could prove a disadvantage—he had no night-vision gear, and any drug smugglers on board probably would.

He steered north, along the reef that abutted the ship’s starboard side. Breaking waves warned of treacherous shallows, but Slaton could see deeper channels in the reef, evidenced by smooth countercurrents. His inflatable drew only twelve inches of water, less with the engine raised. That was another method he’d used in the past—lift the engine, and a team of commandos paddling in unison could close quickly in virtual silence. As it was, with the wind and currents against him, trying to paddle the last two hundred meters solo would be little more than an endless cardio workout. He decided to use the engine until the last minute, keeping the throttle to a minimum and hoping the breeze would drive the sound out to sea. In the end, Slaton saw but one certainty: If anyone remotely competent was on board the ship, they were going to see him coming. But that wasn’t all bad. A naked approach at dusk was obvious, but also unthreatening. It was his best chance to get close. Assuming he could manage that, whatever odds he was up against would begin to swing.

As he came nearer, Slaton got the impression that the ship’s hull was more rust than steel. Her bow was noticeably high on the reef, and what remained of her superstructure was in various stages of decay: listing aerials and davits, deck rails broken, and cables hanging into the sea like vines off a storm-ravaged tree. The hull looked paper thin, spars and bulkheads showing through like ribs on an underfed dog; any load at all in her holds would surely cause seams to burst. The bow gun emplacement held the remains of a 40mm Bofors. Once meant to intimidate, the gun now resembled something from a long-abandoned museum, its barrel pointed skyward in a final salute.

Twenty meters away, the breeze dropped sharply in the lee of the ship’s hull. He killed the motor and reached for the paddle. He was wearing old work clothes—a tattered pair of pants and a sleeveless shirt stained by mortar—reasoning that an approach to Esperanza in a black wetsuit and camo would be needlessly hostile. By the same logic, he’d brought the smallest weapons from the minor arsenal he kept under lock and key on Windsom—a reliable Beretta 9mm holstered beneath his shirttail, and a Glock 26 on his right ankle. Two spare magazines weighed down his left hip pocket, ready for a left-handed grab and reload, and a flashlight big enough to double as a truncheon filled the back pocket on his nonshooting side. With his hardware reasonably concealed, he might appear harmless on first glance—and anyone Slaton deemed threatening wouldn’t get more than one glance.

The starboard hull loomed high as he approached, the lowest deck rail five meters above his head. Slaton’s dodgy intelligence, a blend of old news articles, hearsay, and local rumors, had so far been spot-on—the starboard side of the ship gave no access to the upper deck. But he did see one possibility. Just beneath the wing of the bridge was a section of hull so rusted it was falling into the sea, and he noted a series of jagged holes that might be used as footholds. He paddled silently closer, his eyes and ears alert. He heard only water lapping against steel and the cry of a distant gull.

He lashed the dinghy by its painter to the base of a broken fitting. Slaton gauged the climb up close and thought it might work. Having brought a rope just in case, he looped it over a shoulder before beginning upward. In less than a minute he was on deck. He secured the rope, which had climbing loops at regular intervals, and fed it down to the dinghy. Ready for a quick departure.

There was still no sign of life, but caution got the better of him. Slaton pulled the Beretta from his waistband as he moved aft. He was on the main deck now, and above him were two upper levels, the highest having once been the bridge—it was rimmed with windows, and catwalks overlooked every part of the ship, the obvious high ground for anyone playing defense.

He stepped carefully, the wisdom of which was proved when one foot began sinking into a rusted section of floor. The problem area was the size of an oven door, and he shifted his weight and leapt silently over it. He immediately rounded a corner and was faced with a larger failed section that could only be traversed using a two-by-six plank someone had left in place. The plank took him to the base of the superstructure, and Slaton led with the Beretta through a doorless passageway. He cleared a room where two tattered hammocks were strung between bulkheads and the lone window was nothing more than a web of shattered safety glass. He saw an old generator, mooring lines, and a windlass under repair. The stench was heavy, fetid and rotting, and he quickly climbed a ladder toward the second of the three levels.

The instant his eyes reached the middle floor, he paused and scanned the room at ankle level before exposing himself further. He saw nothing worrisome and kept rising. As soon as he cleared the top step, Slaton sensed movement to one side. He whipped the barrel of his gun instinctively, and when the sight settled he saw a wary tiger-striped cat behind it. He lowered the Beretta. The cat looked healthy and plump, and under its front paw was a small dead rat. Slaton half turned to take in the rest of the room, and when he did the cat bolted, taking its kill and disappearing through some unseen passageway.

The light outside was growing dim, and he pulled out his flashlight to inspect a mess hall that hadn’t been used as intended for nearly twenty years. He saw an old steel sink, and a makeshift kitchen consisting of a propane stove and a tiny refrigerator. There was no food in sight, but on a table in the center he saw the scattered excrement of some manner of vermin. There were also discarded sheets of plastic, a container of Ziploc bags, and a mechanical scale that could have been taken from a grocery store deli. Trash littered the floor, along with a dusting of what looked like ground tea leaves. He decided smugglers might have replaced the Philippine Navy after all.

He moved toward the stairs that led to the bridge, and was nearly there when a clatter came from above. Slaton trained his weapon on the metal staircase. The cat? he wondered. No, the cat would be finishing its dinner.

His senses shot to another level, grasping for any sound or motion. All too late, he recognized his error. He’d been too predictable, coming straight up the only staircase. He turned and saw a shadow in the stairwell he’d just risen through. The next thing he saw was the barrel of a machine pistol rising upward.
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Slaton threw himself against a wall as the weapon shattered the silence in full auto, rounds pinging into metal and ricocheting across the room. He felt a strike and a sting of pain in his left thigh. As soon as the burst ended, he curled his hand into the stairwell and fired three unsighted rounds down the path of the rising steps. He heard a thump and a clatter from below, one body and one gun hitting the deck in quick succession. If there was another threat, he knew where it would be.

He vaulted into the stairwell as shots came from above, reverberating like thunder between the gray-steel walls. Slaton returned fire upward this time, suppression to buy precious seconds. Reaching the main deck, he saw the man he’d just hit, unmoving and still. His machine pistol had tumbled toward the doorway that led outside. It would be a useful weapon in this kind of fight, but the idea was killed when a third figure appeared on the threshold. More rounds rained down from above.

Slaton lunged toward the only other way out of the room, firing four rounds as he leapt shoulder-first into the already-shattered window. The glass gave way and he tumbled onto the outer deck, landing in an awkward roll. He scanned for other attackers as he counted to three, then rose to the window frame, acquired the man just inside the doorway, and sent three rounds toward his head. He waited only long enough to see the man crumple as if his bones had disconnected.

He ducked back down, shouldered to the wall, and ran toward the starboard sidewall where his dinghy was tethered. The Beretta’s slide was back, confirming the count in his head—mag empty, no round in the chamber. He dug into his pocket for a spare, and had just reached the corner of the superstructure when two problems arose. A man appeared on the catwalk along the starboard side, his gun lifting toward Slaton. The greater problem was the magazine he pulled from his pocket—the frame was hopelessly bent and he felt the liquid warmth of his own blood.

The sting in my thigh.

Slaton registered a noise from behind, and he saw a man straddling through the window with his gun leveled—no doubt the one who’d been above. That put the count at four, with two down. Manageable, except for the fact that Slaton was looking at a pair of gun barrels from different directions. The man at the window said something. His partner responded. Slaton could discern only that they were speaking French—not one of his better languages.

He stood still, a spent weapon in his hand. With two targets so widely spaced, Slaton knew he could never pull and load his final mag in time. Even if he tried, that one might also be damaged. He had only one remaining advantage.

He had been here before.

In the next two seconds he learned a great deal about the men facing him. Most important, he realized they were not assassins. It had nothing to do with the fact that their shooting had been ineffectual, or that their tactical approach had been flawed. He knew because of what they weren’t doing right now. Assassins never hesitated.

Never.

The men stared at him with a certain satisfaction—thoughts of payback for their two downed comrades, but also a bit of victory. They were soldiers, in some sense of the word, and so Slaton played along. Completely exposed, and with an unloaded weapon in his hand, he did what any vanquished combatant would do.

He surrendered.

The three men stood together at the corner of Esperanza’s superstructure, Slaton at the vertex of a right angle. He was fifteen feet from both men, but most critically, neither of them could see the other. Somewhere over his right shoulder, fifteen feet down, the dinghy bobbed lazily on its line. The man near the door was big, over six feet tall and well over two hundred pounds. Geometry and numbers that were vital.

“I am going to drop my weapon,” Slaton said slowly in English.

Neither man responded, but he suspected they understood. Suspected they’d seen enough Hollywood movies.

With the greatest of care he sent the empty Beretta skittering along the deck toward the man near the door. Slaton dropped the damaged magazine and stood with his empty hands held harmlessly outward. He edged one step back, an almost imperceptible and wholly unthreatening movement. As he did so, he slid his right foot along the outer railing. The Beretta had come to rest halfway toward the big man. It was just short of the two-by-six plank Slaton had crossed earlier. Directly on top of a section of rust the size of an oven door. The big man traversed the plank carefully, his weapon level on Slaton. When he was one step away from the Beretta, and bending down to pick it up, Slaton discreetly hooked the toe of his right boot into the base of an old stanchion.

The floor failed as soon as the big man’s knee touched the deck, the section of rusted metal cracking under his weight like ice that was too thin. The fracture spread in an instant and swallowed the man. Slaton was already moving. He launched himself over the Esperanza’s starboard rail, pivoting on his right foot while gravity did the rest.

Bullets flew to the spot where he’d been a fraction of a second earlier, carrying out over the sea. Slaton went over the side, disappearing from sight. When the second man reached the rail, he probably expected to find a wounded adversary floundering in the sea. What he saw was a man hanging nearly upside down, one foot hooked into solid metal, and a hand gripping a loop on a climbing rope. In the other hand, a mere eight feet away, was a compact Glock 26.

Slaton never hesitated.

*   *   *

Clearing Esperanza for remaining threats took a tense fifteen minutes—Slaton reasoned the risk involved in doing so was preferable to a retreat over open water in a rubber boat. He also hoped to find something to explain who these men were.

There had been no survivors. The big man had ended up thirty feet below deck in what was once a cargo hold. In the beam of his flashlight Slaton saw the body crumpled over a spar, facedown in water. The others had suffered his marksmanship. All four men were cut from a disturbingly similar mold—dark complexions, black hair, and three had beards that were more or less groomed. He searched the habitable areas of the ship but found nothing to explain why four men of Middle Eastern extraction, at least two of whom spoke French, had traveled to the remote reaches of the Pacific to attack him.

His final chore was to search the bodies, or at least the three within reach. On the last man he’d taken, Slaton found his only clue. In the front trouser pocket, amid sticks of gum and a handful of hollow-point bullets, he discovered a memory stick. Intriguing as it was, the significance didn’t sink home until he held it to the beam of his flashlight.

What he saw was stunning.

He had come to Esperanza in search of a stranded fisherman. Smugglers would have been his second choice. In his hand was precisely what he’d hoped not to find. Indeed, what he feared the most. One word had been printed neatly on the flash drive’s plastic case.

SLATON.





 

SEVEN

The meeting began just before noon in the general director’s office of the northern Paris headquarters of DGSI, which, in a somber twist of fate, kept an address in the township of Levallois-Perret—a district that some years ago had been carelessly anointed a “twin city” to Molenbeek, Belgium, Europe’s well-documented incubator of Islamic terrorism.

Aside from Baland, in attendance were DGSI director Claude Michelis and Charlotte LeFevre, the head of DGSI’s intelligence technologies section. LeFevre was a serious blue-eyed woman whose pants and blouse were always stylish but never pressed, and whose blond hair was anchored firmly by gray roots—in Baland’s favorable interpretation, a woman who was trying to keep up appearances, but too hardworking to be consumed by it. She carried the meeting from the outset.

“The radioactive material used in Grenoble has been positively identified as americium-241. Americium is primarily an alpha-particle emitter, with some resulting gamma rays.”

“What threat does it pose?” the director asked.

“By some measures this isotope is more radioactive than weapons-grade plutonium, but it’s not as bad as it sounds. Alpha radiation doesn’t penetrate well. Americium is generally only dangerous to humans if inhaled or ingested. A few contaminated bolts lying in the street are virtually harmless. The other limitation is quantity. Measurements taken on-site suggest the blast contained less than a gram of the material. Put in common terms, I doubt anyone will suffer more than the equivalent of an extra few days of common background radiation.”

“So radiation is not a concern,” said the director.

“Radiation is always a concern. But this event could have been far worse.”

“Where did this americium come from?” asked Michelis.

“Smoke detectors,” replied Baland before the expert could answer.

“Yes,” said LeFevre, “that is the most likely source. Certain types of household smoke detectors contain trace amounts of americium-241—it’s used in conjunction with an ionization chamber, a method to recognize smoke. This type of detector has been banned in much of the E.U., but they’re commonly available in other countries.”

It was an all too common theme, Baland knew—deriving weapons from what was readily available. In the Paris attacks of 2015 the bombers had worn vests packed with TATP, a volatile explosive mixture that could be manufactured from hair dye and nail polish remover.

LeFevre continued, “The amount of material in a single smoke detector is minuscule, three-tenths of a microgram. Spent units can be safely discarded with household trash. Americium is a malleable metal, silver in color, and not soluble. In theory, you could swallow the source from a detector and it would pass right through your body.”

“You make it sound harmless.”

“Not at all. The explosion in Grenoble generated particles that will ride on the air. If these particles are inhaled, they can establish in the lungs and emit radiation continuously, leading to cell aberrations and cancer.”

“All right,” said Michelis. “How hard will it be to clean up this disaster?”

“I think we’ll make quick work of it. A few blocks of Grenoble will be closed for a month, perhaps two. Mind you, the cleanup will not be absolute—we’ll be finding minute pockets of contamination for years to come. But then, I think we can agree that direct injuries from radiation was never the point.”

“As a method of terror,” Baland concurred, “the damage is complete. Every news report leads with a picture of cleanup crews in full protective gear, and every headline is backed by the radiation symbol. Hospitals in Grenoble are overwhelmed, tourism will disappear at the height of ski season, and radiation film badges will become the latest must-have accessory.”

The director nodded, and said, “We’ve already responded to over two hundred reports of suspicious individuals and packages across France in which radiation was mentioned. All have proved baseless, yet this surge of fear has stretched our resources to the breaking point.”

Baland said, “The national police will have to deal with it. Here at DGSI our duty is to ask what comes next. I’ve been in meetings all morning, and there is no intelligence to suggest a follow-on attack. But then, we didn’t see this one coming. We’ve had too many minor distractions—raiding rooming houses, monitoring gun sales, tracking the movement of suspicious characters. The introduction of nuclear material, even at a low level, is a clear graduation of hostilities.”

Michelis said, “ISIS has claimed this attack. I spoke with the president a few hours ago, and he has ordered retaliatory airstrikes. Not that it will make any difference. The problem is what it has always been: Each bomb dropped on a hideout in Raqqa gives them ten new recruits in Saint-Denis. We’ve been keeping watch lists for years, adding to them exponentially, but we can’t keep up. There is simply no way to know which of these Arab cutthroats among us are a danger and which are good citizens. I don’t see why…” Michelis’ voice trailed off. “I’m sorry, Zavier, I shouldn’t have said it that way.”

LeFevre looked at Baland, who said, “It’s all right. I’ve been known to use worse terms myself. And what you say is true—if we had some way to identify the terrorist element in our midst and intervene, the president would be less inclined to launch air attacks in the Middle East. That, in turn, might dampen the swell of outraged young men. The entire cycle of violence could run in reverse, perhaps even giving way to peace.”

“Let’s move on,” Michelis said. “Have any of the attackers been identified?”

“Not yet, but all appear to be of Mediterranean extraction,” LeFevre said, using the new agency term. Ten years ago France’s large population of immigrants had sourced largely from North Africa, places like Algeria and Tunisia. The exodus from the war in Syria had forced a broadening.

“Has there been anything new on this car in which the body was found?” the director asked.

LeFevre said, “It’s definitely the car that delivered the bomber. We’re going over it now for DNA samples and fingerprints. The CCTV video is grainy, but we think the individual at large is a female. We also discerned something interesting in the footage. We can easily see the bomber get out of the car and begin to walk away. Then he returned to the passenger-side window, and this woman can be seen reaching into his jacket pocket. Our analysts believe she was activating the switch on his vest.”

“Why on earth would she do that?” the director asked.

“Because she didn’t trust him to do it,” Baland interjected. He had already studied the video thoroughly and reached the same conclusion.

“Most likely,” agreed LeFevre. “A cold move on any number of levels.”

“It suggests to me that she also dispatched the driver,” said Baland. He got no arguments. “Our lone survivor appears to be one very ruthless woman.”

LeFevre said, “We’re guessing she switched to a different vehicle. If that’s the case, she could be anywhere in France by now. The Swiss and Italian borders are also very near.”

With the worst of the news dispensed, everyone agreed to keep looking. Michelis dismissed LeFevre, and once she was gone he turned circumspect and said to Baland, “That was good work in Grenoble, recognizing the chance of a radiological hazard. Going forward we should embed radiological testing in our standard attack response.”

Baland waved his hand dismissively. “It has long been on our list. We simply don’t have the right equipment at first-responder level.”

“One more thing to squeeze out of our budget.”

There was a time when Baland would have been surprised by that comment.
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