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			For my friend, who happens to also be my incredible editor, Tom Colgan, without whom the Gray Man would not exist. Here’s hoping for another fifteen years on this ride!

		

	
		
			
				If they decide to kill me, that means that we are incredibly strong. We need to utilize this power to not give up; to remember we are a huge power that is being oppressed.

				Alexei Navalny (1976–2024)

				People sometimes pay with their lives for saying out loud what they think.

				Anna Politkovskaya (1958–2006)
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			Courtland Gentry sat at the bar, his drink in front of him, and he flashed occasional looks up into a grimy mirror, first to identify and then to prioritize all those in the crowd preparing to kill him.

			And then the pain returned with the intensity and abruptness of a knife through the back of his skull, watering his eyes to the point where he could no longer make out his enemies in the dirty glass.

			The pain was psychological, not physical, and he knew this, but that knowledge did nothing to dull the blade.

			Court blinked away heavy mist, stared down at his half-consumed glass of Carpathian single malt whiskey, and then took another long swig. The booze was a bad idea, there was no question, but he’d been making a lot of poor decisions recently. The pain fought for control of him these days, and sometimes, much of the time, he felt powerless against it.

			He shook his head now to clear his brain, then spoke softly. Just to himself, always to himself, he said the three words he’d been repeating like a maxim for the past six months.

			“She’s not dead.”

			The men in this establishment who meant to do him harm were, temporarily, at least, forgotten; all his focus shifted to a phone conversation he’d had with an old friend, months earlier.

			The man was empathetic but insistent. He was also clinical in his delivery, and this only served to piss off Court even more.

			“We assess with high confidence that Zakharova was executed in Moscow on June nineteenth at six fifty-three a.m. The cause of death was hanging. I’m very sorry.”

			Court took another slow sip of his whiskey now, his eyes closed, his head pounding, and his heart so unbelievably heavy.

			Eventually, though, the whispered maxim came again.

			She’s not dead.

			He had to say the words, whether there was any evidence to believe them or not, because he had to convince himself that there was a reason for what was about to happen, some achievable objective lying just on the other side of all he was about to put himself through.

			The woman was the goal, the only goal, and the woman simply had to be alive for any of this bullshit to make sense.

			With fresh determination he pushed the despair out of his consciousness, if only for the moment. The stab of agony in his brain lessened, his body tightened, and his muscles flexed, readying for action.

			Court blinked fresh mist from his eyes, flashed another glance up to the mirror, and got down to work, ranking the threats in the room according to who seemed the most switched on, who seemed the most capable, the most motivated, the most lethal. His powers of perception on such matters had been honed by two decades in harm’s way, so he made his assessments quickly and coolly.

			He’d already identified five enemy in the room, and in order of importance, one and two were definitely the pair sitting in the booth over his left shoulder. They’d been looking his way through the crowd, but casually; one had been on his phone, twice, likely either reporting to someone or receiving instructions. They had guns on their hips that bulged their coats, and to the trained asset the men’s eyes were the eyes of stone-cold killers.

			But they seemed relatively relaxed, kind of like they did this shit all the time.

			Court took in their demeanor, stored it as data in his tactical brain, and adjusted his plan accordingly.

			Number three on the threat list sat down the bar, three patrons to Court’s right. The man, early thirties with bushy eyebrows and narrow eyes, had been staring at the asset in the mirror, unable to mask his interest and his ire. He looked straight-up pissed off, an unprofessional trait in a gunman, which made him somewhat less intimidating than the cool pros in the booth behind.

			Four and five on Court’s threat matrix stood by the door. They were older, in their forties; they held beers in their hands and pretended to watch a soccer game on the TV between Dinamo Bucuresti and FC Voluntari, but the American caught them glancing away right at the moment the Bucharest striker slipped behind the enemy defense, received a perfectly placed chip from the right midfielder, and half volleyed a go-ahead goal. Even though the match was a repeat, it was a strange time to turn from the screen, and stranger still that the pair used the opportunity both to scan the bar where Court sat and to look over at the two men in the booth for guidance, solidifying the hierarchy of this team of gunmen in Court’s mind.

			The pair by the door were both strapped. One man had a swell under his blue down jacket at the appendix, big enough to be a full-sized double-stack semiautomatic pistol. The other, a bald guy in a brown leather coat, had adjusted his outerwear on his left side at the hip a couple of times, an unconscious grooming cue, an indicator that there was something positioned there that he wanted to be sure remained ready for easy access.

			It would be a gun, of course, and number five either was a lefty or had a cross-draw holster.

			Cross-draw was stupid; it would mean the man was a rank amateur, because it took longer to reach across the body and pull a weapon.

			But if he was a lefty, the gun would be right where it needed to be for quick access.

			After another scan of the mirror, Court felt satisfied he had completed his first task of the evening. There were thirty-six people in this room, the staff included, and he had pegged these five as his opposition.

			And all five of them knew that he was a threat, as well, which meant his oppo would be closing on him very shortly.

			He figured the pair in the booth planned on making the approach, shoving a gun in his ribs and giving an order of some sort to force him outside. Then they’d do it right out there on the street, because the street out the front door of this shithole had no doubt seen its share of murder.

			They’d use guns for the coercion phase of their plan, but blades for the actual killing to keep the noise down, Court assumed.

			Or would they? He looked at the men in the booth again. They appeared incredibly self-confident; they might just intend to drag him outside, shoot him in the skull, and then stroll calmly to their car.

			Regardless of the enemy’s plan, however, Court was sure of one thing.

			None of it was going to happen.

			No, he saw this all going down a different way, because unbeknownst to any of them, the American at the bar had the true advantage.

			Court’s advantage, simply put, was that he did not care. Did not care who lived or died, who witnessed the carnage, and who got caught up in it.

			Court only cared about one thing in this world, and the health and safety of the thirty-six other motherfuckers around him was most definitely not it.

			He would not be going outside. No, he’d start the fight right here, smack-dab in the middle of everything. It was five-v-one, but the edge Gentry held over his enemies was that none of them would expect him to draw right here in the middle of a crowd. He’d have his gun up and rocking before these assholes even knew they were in a fight for their lives.

			He took another drink and then began gauging the demeanor of the rest of the patrons. He’d been in a thousand bars like this: all-male clientele, a strong criminal element, and a lot of times some tightly wound asshole who’d come in for a drink would insert himself in the middle of somebody else’s altercation just for kicks.

			There were eight or so men in here who looked like they might be the type to force themselves into a dispute they had no part of, but Court doubted they would remain involved once guns began to bark and blood began to jet out of ragged wounds.

			If they did stay involved, then they’d die. This he told himself with neither distress nor disquiet as his gaze returned to the wood grain of the bar.

			There would be the lookie-loos, as well. Those who would egg on the fighters while staying clear themselves, but they weren’t a worry, unless and until they whipped out camera phones. Court imagined that he’d have to hold the whole room at gunpoint once the smoke cleared, confiscate several grand worth of cell phones, and then destroy them, but that was a problem for after, and he needed to remain focused on the now.

			He’d scanned the room for security cams and ID’d three. There was no front angle on him where he sat here, but that would change once the shooting began. Nothing he could do about that, so he kept his knit cap low, his neck deep in his shoulders, and his eyes down as much as possible, even when glancing in the mirror. When it was all over, he’d have to go to the office and confiscate the old security system’s hard drive, but again, that was after, and now was now.

			He began to look to his watch, but before he did, the bartender caught his eye. The man was past sixty, heavyset with a thick beard and mustache, unfriendly from the moment Court came through the door. He didn’t seem like he had any relationship with the five armed dudes milling about, but he certainly could pose a problem nevertheless. A bartender in an establishment this rough in a neighborhood this seedy would, of course, have a weapon stashed, and Court would have to account for the possibility that the man fancied himself some kind of hero.

			There would be no heroes in this bar tonight; Court would see to that, even if it meant shooting this fucker along with whoever else sought a brief moment of glory.

			Finally, when he had taken in all the information that he could from his opponents and his surroundings, he glanced at the cheap Casio watch on his wrist.

			Thirty seconds to midnight.

			He wiped his eyes with the back of his arm, then rolled his neck left and right, cracking an upper cervical vertebra with a satisfying thump and a jolt of electricity down an arm.

			Behind him, the two men in the booth slid out, stood, and squared up in his direction. His first and second priorities out of the five hard men in the room began advancing through the tables and the noncombatants.

			They were coming to him, and he found their timing positively synchronistic.

			He downed the dregs of his scotch, blew out a long, low breath, and, at the first clang of a church bell somewhere off in the night, pushed himself back from the bar.

			To himself, only to himself, Courtland Gentry muttered three words.

			Softly, solemnly, he said, “She’s not dead.”

			He reached to his waist and spun around, his coat flailing with the movement, a suppressed subcompact pistol appeared in his hand and swung towards the room full of men.
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			The ringing of the midnight church bells cued the four men standing on the rooftop that the killing had begun.

			They moved towards the edge of the roof of the parking garage, four stories above the street, leaving their Audi behind and advancing through a row of parked cars and vans so they could get a better view of the action that should now be under way just a few blocks to the north.

			They’d expected gunshots, explosions, something, but after the twelfth low chime from the church next door, they all peered into the darkness, and they heard nothing save for the sounds of the street.

			The men waited in silence a moment more, and then Vartan, only twenty-two years old, spoke in Romanian. “Something’s wrong. It should sound like a war.”

			Iosif sniffed. He was thirty and muscular, with a trim beard that rimmed his jawline and no mustache. He answered back in Romanian. “What war? It’s just one guy.”

			“Yeah, against four, five enemy? All armed. And…one guy or not, that dude is a killing machine. You know he smoked six men down in Sofia.”

			“I heard four,” Alin retorted from Vartan’s other side. He was nearly forty, tall and overweight but strongly built; a thick red beard grew from his round face.

			Vartan shook his head. “It was six. The last two with his bare hands.”

			A fourth man, a small forty-eight-year-old named Avram, chimed in now. “I talked to a Bulgarian cop I know. He read the police report. The killings happened down in Varna, on the coast. Three victims. Two bodyguards and the main target, an underboss of the Kyulev crime family.”

			Vartan leaned back against the grille of a tan Renault van in the middle of the row of six parked vehicles here on the edge of the rooftop lot. “I heard it was in Sofia, and I heard it was six.”

			All four of the Romanians thought the other three to be full of shit, and soon the silence returned as they concentrated again, listening for the sounds of violence.

			When it came it was disappointing. A single crack of a gunshot snapped somewhere behind them, maybe half a kilometer away, but no one turned towards this noise. Gunfire wasn’t anything special around here, and a shot from the south had nothing to do with them.

			The Ferentari district of Bucharest had once been ranked the fourth most dangerous place to visit on Earth, and that was back before it really went to shit. The streets at this time of night were full of addicts, dealers, pimps, prostitutes, and gangsters.

			There was no legit reason to move through Ferentari after dark.

			The dealers, pimps, and prostitutes working the district were wisely frightened, though the addicts were blissfully unaware of the threats. But it was the gangsters who both knew what lurked in the shadows and remained unafraid, and the four on the rooftop belonged to this class. They were Balan Brigazi—Romanian mob—and as dangerous as this district was after nightfall, the four knew that no one around here would bother them.

			They carried handguns inside their leather jackets, and Vartan, the youngest, also kept a tiny MP5K submachine gun hanging from a cable under his arm and extra magazines in his coat pocket.

			But it wasn’t the guns that protected them.

			No, it was the brotherhood of the Brigazi, because their credo was the same as that of most mafia groups around the world.

			Fuck with one and you fuck with all.

			And nobody was going to fuck with all of Dorin Balan’s people.

			Light snow drifted through the hazy glow of halogen lamps positioned on a higher building next to where they stood on the roof of the parking garage, and the men stomped their feet and kept their heads tucked down in the collars of their coats as they continued looking into the night, their ears tuned to listen for the sounds of mayhem that must surely be playing out just a couple hundred meters away.

			The pulsing late-night street noise below them continued, but that was it.

			At 12:05 a.m. headlights appeared up there on the rooftop, circling up the ramp to the parking lot, and then a black Mercedes G-Wagen followed by a dark gray BMW rolled in the direction of the men standing by the row of cars.

			Vartan, the young one, turned to Iosif, the muscular one, and said a single word.

			“Nasul.”

			To this, Iosif said, “Cacat.”

			In Romanian, “Nasul” means “the godfather,” and “cacat” means “Oh shit.”

			The G-Wagen parked along the row of vehicles in the lot, the gray 7 Series pulled up alongside the four men, and its back window rolled down.

			A man older than any of the others sat there; the light was low up here, but still it glinted off his glasses and his watch.

			Dorin Balan was sixty-six, small, and wiry; he looked just like an older version of the petty street thief he’d once been. Only the Rolex on his wrist, the chains on his neck over his coat, and his Maybach eyeglasses indicated that his stature around here had changed over the past fifty years.

			He addressed Avram, the leader of the four. “I wanted to come see for myself.”

			Avram said, “Of course, sir. We expect news any moment.”

			Balan looked around now. “This is a strange place to meet.”

			“The asset picked this rally point. The street’s quiet below, and I guess he thought we’d have a view from here, but we haven’t seen anything yet.”

			The godfather nodded, then climbed out of the vehicle and lit a cigarette while his men piled out of the G-Wagen and the front seat of the BMW.

			Dorin Balan had been a thief in Constanta, on the Black Sea coast a couple hundred klicks east of Bucharest. He’d graduated to bigger scores, then collectivized the local crooks, starting a gang that eventually controlled smuggling at the port. Cigarettes and booze, knockoff designer jeans, even cars.

			And then he moved to Bucharest, and here he graduated to human beings.

			Balan trafficked prostitutes to fifteen European nations; his girls were Romanians, Bulgarians, and Serbs, but he also acquired human capital from Russia, just across the Black Sea.

			Sex trafficking had become less lucrative since the war in Ukraine began, but Balan saw the conflict as an opportunity. He reversed the flow of his contraband and began sending luxury items into Russia for a massive markup.

			Sanctions on Western goods had hurt the rich in Russia. Local perfumes from Minsk or Volgograd weren’t as prized as Chanel from Paris, so Balan had thieves across the continent acquire truckloads of perfume, watches, fine cheeses, furs, and other items, and he arranged transport across the Black Sea to a partner organization in the Russian port of Sochi.

			This had made the Balan Brigazi millions of euros in the past couple of years, but all that was in jeopardy now, because although Dorin Balan was the most dangerous Romanian mafia boss in Bucharest, he was not the most dangerous mafia boss in Bucharest.

			Not since the Italians moved in.

			The ’Ndrangheta.

			The Calabrian mob had taken up residence in the Romanian capital and were now organizing their own smuggling shipments into Russia from the riverine port of Medgidia. They sailed their boats along the Danube–Black Sea Canal and then across the water to Sochi.

			The Italians had killed Russians who worked with Balan; they had depressed the price for luxury goods by introducing competition, something no mafia capo has any interest in, and now the Calabrians were threatening Balan’s operation here in the capital city.

			Roughing up his thieves, stealing his trucks and containers, even kidnapping the daughter of a Brigazi underboss.

			The Calabrian capo was ensconced in a safe house here in Ferentari, protected by ten of the organization’s toughest soldiers. He was tasked with taking over the underworld of the city, and Balan knew it would just be a matter of time before the Italian began ordering the killing of Balan’s men and the dismantling of Balan’s network.

			The foreign mafia had to go, but the Romanian hadn’t survived in this dangerous world for this long by being anything other than a pragmatist. He knew that his own enforcers were no match for the ’Ndrangheta’s well-trained goons.

			And that was where the American came in: to thin the herd.

			Balan had heard of an incident in Bulgaria five weeks earlier. A lone man had entered a nightclub in the posh Chayka neighborhood in the coastal city of Varna to talk to a Bulgarian mafia underboss, and apparently the conversation had not gone well. When the dust settled and the smoke cleared, the underboss was dead, as was one of his bodyguards, and two more of his men had been horribly injured, disfigured for life.

			The next day Balan got a call from an American saying he was responsible for the mayhem in Varna, and he wanted to work out an exchange of services. He would do a job for the Balan Brigazi if the Balan Brigazi gave him something in return.

			And what he wanted in return was not money.

			Balan tried to vet the man, but he was a ghost, even to contacts he kept in the Romanian intelligence services, so instead of a direct hire, Balan told the American he had to audition for the job first.

			Thirty-six hours later, a semitruck carrying a load of explosives to be shipped into Russia was left in front of Balan’s HQ in Bucharest’s Pipera district. The Italians had stolen the ordnance from the Romanian military, and then, somehow, the American stole it from them. Balan’s boys had found the cab of the truck soaked in blood, evidence of arterial spray.

			The American was clearly skilled, but he was also clearly crazy. The copious amount of blood from a couple of low-level thieves in the cab of the truck was an obvious tell.

			This assassin, whoever he was, murdered with a unique rage.

			The truck was loaded ninety percent to the roof, over one thousand four hundred kilos of Semtex plastic explosives from the aptly named Czech firm Explosia.

			Along with the satchels of ordnance were triggers and detonators. Enough bang to blow up a city block in Ukraine if the Russians so desired.

			Balan didn’t normally deal with weaponry, but he knew the Russians would pay up big for this score.

			But more important for the Romanian gangster than making some money off the product, Balan had found his champion, the asset that he needed to rid him of the Italians, once and for all.

			Balan messaged the American and told him the truck of goods was a very fine start, but what Balan really needed was for a group of thugs from Italy to die.

			The two men agreed upon terms. In exchange for the American’s single demand, he would go to a bar the Italians frequented in their off-hours, kill whatever ’Ndrangheta men were present, and leave no trace that Dorin Balan had ever been involved.

			That was the extent of their arrangement, but Balan envisioned one more step to the affair. If the American asset made it back alive to this rally point, then Balan would demand that the American do one more job before he fulfilled his end of the bargain.

			If the American said yes, Balan would send him after the Italian capo himself.

			And if he said no, then Avram and the others would riddle him with bullets right here to make doubly certain there were no comebacks.

			The Romanian godfather was a pragmatist, after all.

			After another drag from his cigarette, Balan said, “Where’s Christofer?”

			Avram said, “He’s in a van a block from the bar. He reported in at fifteen minutes to midnight saying the asset was going in and would act at the stroke of twelve.”

			The old man looked down to his Rolex, then back up. “It’s six after. Check back in with him.”

			“Yes, sir.”

			Avram pulled his phone and hit a button. He waited, and the men around him waited, as well, but he got no answer. With a nervous look to his boss, he then turned to Iosif. “Take Vartan and Alin. Just go to the van, not to the bar. Understood?”

			Before he could reply, Dorin Balan shook his head. “No. You boys all stay here with me in case the asset shows.” He turned to the six men who’d arrived with him in the two vehicles. “Everybody who came with me will go. Get Christofer out of there, whatever the situation.”

			Quickly, he added, “And stay away from the Italians.”

			Six of the eleven men on the rooftop raced off in the Mercedes and the BMW; Balan and the four men who’d been waiting here for the past hour remained.

			The snow began to pick up a little.

			Just a couple of minutes later a new set of headlights appeared from the ramp on the opposite side of the rooftop lot, just to the right of the small concrete structure built around the stairwell.

			“Pistoale,” Balan said softly, and all the men pulled their pistols except for Vartan, who scooped his MP5K from under his arm and brought it to his shoulder.

			But then the vehicle came into view under the lampposts as it passed the door to the stairs, and everyone recognized Christofer’s Ford Transit van.

			Pistols were reholstered, but Balan was not eased. “Vartan, find cover in case this is a setup by the Italians.”

			Vartan hurried to the front of the Renault van that had been there when the men arrived, took a knee, and peered out the side towards the south with the wire stock of his gun in the crook of his shoulder, watching the Ford as it slowed in front of the others.

			Balan himself walked up to the van and found Christofer behind the wheel. Checking the interior quickly to make certain his man was alone, he said, “Why didn’t you answer your phone?”

			Christofer was twenty-eight, smarter than the other goons, and Dorin Balan’s nephew. “I…I took the asset where he told me. A couple blocks away from the bar. He had me call in to Avram to say he’d begin his attack at midnight. As soon as I hung up the phone the American had a gun in my face. He wanted my mobile. I had to give it to him. He seemed to know I had a backup; I had to give him that, too. He told me to wait for him…and I did, but…”

			“But what?”

			“But…” Christofer got out of the van. The older man could see his hands shaking.

			He put his hand on the vehicle to steady himself, and he just stared at the ground in front of him.

			The Nasul said, “Keep talking, damn you! What’s going on?”

			“It was…I could hear it. It was a bloodbath.”

			“We heard nothing.”

			“He had a silencer. Maybe subsonic ammunition. Just soft pops, broken glass, shouting, screaming, crying out. The panic of men.”

			“Nonsense. The Italians would have shot back. Surely, they don’t have silencers on all their guns.”

			“I don’t think they even had time to pull their guns. It happened so fast. Three, four seconds of shooting. Soon people began running for their lives up the street, right past my van.”

			“And the American? Where is he?”

			For the first time, the young man’s eyes fixed on his uncle. “I didn’t see what happened to him. When the fighting was over, he did not come back. I waited five minutes, then assumed he was killed. A knife or something, or maybe the Italians did have silencers. I don’t know. I wanted to get out of there before the police showed up.”

			Balan waved a hand towards Vartan, kneeling down behind the Renault, and the young man rose, stepped out, and lowered his machine pistol.

			The Nasul turned to Avram now. “Call the others back. We’ll all leave here together. The Italian capo and his night crew of bodyguards are still in town, and even if they can’t be sure we were involved, we need to be damn careful that we—”

			The creaking of the metal door to the stairwell shaft across the parking lot interrupted the older man, and he turned to the sound.

			“Pistoale,” he ordered again as he looked across the space.

			Guns came up, aimed in at the door just twenty meters away as it opened. A lone figure stood there, silhouetted by the stairwell lighting behind him. His hands appeared empty; they hung down by his side. He wore a black coat, a backpack, a knit cap, and a beard, but no one could make out his face.

			A shadow in human form.

			Snow swirled in the silence. Finally, the new arrival spoke in English.

			His voice sounded relaxed. Lackadaisical, even. “What’s up?”

			Balan looked at the others, then back to the man he presumed to be his American asset. In English, he asked, “What happened?”

			The figure shrugged. “Five of them. No collateral to speak of, but the bartender’s going to need somebody to wipe his ass for a while.”

			The Romanian crime boss stared back in confusion. He didn’t really understand what the man was talking about, other than the fact that he’d encountered five Italians in the bar.

			“You eliminated them?”

			“Yes.”

			Balan nodded, “And you survived?”

			The American sniffed, his voice remained cool. “Is that a question?”

			Balan stood dumbfounded a moment, then asked, “How did it happen?”

			“I went to the bar earlier in the afternoon. Paid a worker there to tell me when the Calabrians would come in. I was overheard, intentionally. I got followed out by an Italian.”

			“And?”

			“And I kicked his ass. Told him I’d be back tonight for his buddies.”

			Balan took a couple of steps forward. “You wanted them to know you were a threat.”

			The American remained where he was in the stairwell, as if he knew the light behind him would shield the men’s view of his face. “It was a matter of figuring out who was who.”

			“But…but how did you kill them without any of them firing back at you?”

			With a shrug, he said, “Swift and judicious marksmanship.”

			Balan looked to his four men behind him by the vehicles, then back to the American. “Then you, sir, are an artist with a gun. Whoever you are, you certainly do impress.”

			“I’ve done what you asked. Now it’s time for you to do what you promised.”

			Behind the Nasul, Avram translated for Alin and Vartan, neither of whom spoke English. But Iosif and Christofer understood the language well, and they looked to their boss, wondering how he would respond.

			Balan lit a fresh cigarette, took a long drag. He was uneased by the crazy American, but still he felt like he was in complete control of this situation. “You asked me to take you to Constanta, to the port. You asked me to put you on a Turkish vessel that is going across the Black Sea tomorrow night, to the port of Sochi. You, unlike every rational person on this Earth, want to go into Russia.”

			The American said nothing.

			The Romanian chuckled a little. “It seems a waste. I mean, for me to send you to your death, now that I know what skill you bring to the table.”

			The American shifted on his legs. “And yet we had an agreement…so.”

			“So…” Balan smiled again. “So why don’t you stay a while? We will put you on the next Turkish ship. It will call in Constanta in four days’ time. That will give you the opportunity to do one more job for me.”

			The American did not speak immediately. After a few seconds, however, he said, “I don’t have four days.”

			“You were down in Bulgaria for weeks trying to arrange crossing from another outfit. Don’t tell me you don’t have four more days.”

			To Dorin Balan’s surprise, the American’s voice cracked a little when he responded. A sudden show of emotion.

			“I…I really don’t. I have to go now.”
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			“Tell me, then…What is so important in Russia that an American wants to go there, alone?”

			Court Gentry was barely listening to the man, and he sure as hell wasn’t going to tell him his business. Instead, alarm bells went off inside him, and his eyes darted back and forth. Court had always known he might be walking into a double cross tonight, so he scanned the roof of this parking garage, left and right. He surveyed the buildings around him, lower to the north on his left, higher to the south on his right. He evaluated the five men in front of him; they were better illuminated under the light poles that ringed the lot than Court was here in the doorway with the glow of the stairwell behind him.

			The godfather was well out in front of his crew. He might have been armed; his coat was too bulky to tell. The men behind him seemed relaxed but ready to act, as if they thought they were in charge of everything that was happening here.

			Maybe they were, Court allowed.

			As he had done to the Italians, he judged the skill and the fervor of the Romanian soldiers. The muscular man with the pistol jutting out of his waistband above his crotch had been around the block. The burly guy didn’t speak English and was listening to another goon translate for him, but he carried himself with authority. The young guy with the machine pistol in the back of the group looked curious and switched on, but unafraid.

			Another young man, the kid who drove him to the bar, held his pistol with a jittering hand.

			The fifth guy, smaller, and older than anyone other than Balan himself, appeared to be second-in-command. He looked at Court, or at Court’s silhouette, with a mix of wonderment and suspicion. The fact that a man had waltzed onto this guy’s turf and taken out half his competition in one fell swoop seemed to utterly fascinate him, but he didn’t seem like he had any plans to do more than gawk.

			Before Court spoke again, he gleaned one more thing from the group in front of him. They might be about to threaten him; they might even be about to kill him if he turned to walk away.

			But none of them looked like they were about to jump in a car and drive him to the coast.

			To Balan, he said, “You never had a plan to get me on that ship, did you?”

			With a smile, the sixty-six-year-old replied, “Not that ship. The next one, certainly. As I said, I have just one more job for you.”

			Court shook his head. Said, “After Russia. After Russia, I’ll come back, and I’ll do whatever you—”

			“There will be no ‘after Russia.’ Whatever you have planned there, you will die in the process. I know that, and you must know that, as well.”

			In the distance came the sound of sirens; the police were finally nearing the bar where five foreigners had just been murdered in cold blood.

			A fifteen-minute police response time to a quintuple homicide in Ferentari sounded about right to Court.

			He said, “My answer is no. So…now it’s your move. You can be an honorable man, you can fulfill your end of our agreement, or our business here is done.”

			Balan tossed his cigarette. “Our business is not done, friend. You are not free to go.” From a signal off the man next to Balan, all of the mafia soldiers took a step forward, their guns still up. Court clocked how quickly the men’s demeanor changed. None of them had thought it would come to this, so they’d been relaxed, but now they were quickly ratcheting up for a killing.

			Shit.

			But unlike the Romanians, Court did not move. Instead, he said, “Why don’t we all just take a deep breath?”

			

			•   •   •

			Dorin Balan laughed again, looking at the strange man, his hands empty, his options limited. Yet he was trying to control this scene. Balan said, “I am calm, friend, but I am not at peace. I will be at peace, however, as soon as you kill the capo in his safe house.”

			The American let out a long sigh, and then he said, “No.” It had the ring of lament.

			Balan took several steps forward, closing the distance to fifteen meters. The American stayed in the doorway, the light behind him, the blowing snow in front of him. The godfather took a drag on his cigarette and regarded the man a little more closely now.

			He could make out some of his features. He saw that the American did not look scared, resigned to his fate. No, he just looked incredibly disappointed.

			Balan said, “I would hate to end you here, friend. But you know too much. You can tell the Italians we were the ones behind what you did tonight. If you aren’t going to eliminate the remainder of my enemies, then you will force me to eliminate you.”

			The American’s shoulders slumped. “You sure you want to do this?”

			Balan moved closer still, and his men followed behind, spreading out over ten meters to the left and right.

			He said, “If we did not have such an advantage, to be honest, we would not try. But we have you here, now, at gunpoint, so it occurs to me I have all the leverage.”

			The American said, “Or you just think you do.”

			Balan again glanced back to his men. “There are six of us, five with guns pointed at you. What special skill, training, or knowledge do we need right now that we lack?”

			The American blew out a slow breath, then said, “I mean…a couple things come to mind.”

			Balan held his hand up, making sure the others didn’t fire just yet. “Oh, please. Please tell me what we’ve missed. How would you conduct your own killing better?”

			“Well, for starters, I’d be aware of the fact that I didn’t choose this ground. My target did. And with that knowledge I would have to ask myself one question. Why here? Could the target have somehow prepped the battlespace?”

			Balan didn’t understand the phrase. “Prepped the…the what?”

			“The battlespace. Look around you. This is my territory, not yours.”

			Avram spoke up behind the Nasul, confusion in his voice. “It’s the roof of a parking garage.”

			The American did not reply to Avram; instead he raised his hands, a show of surrender, or at least it had seemed like that until he held his left hand higher than his right, and then took a step forward, out of the stairwell and under the faint glow of a light pole.

			It was clear now that the asset held something small between his thumb and forefinger.

			Balan squinted in the drifting snowfall to try to make it out.

			The American said, “And I’d have to ask myself one more question. What the fuck is that thing in that dude’s hand?”

			Balan cocked his head while the men behind him readied their weapons. “What is in your hand?”

			“It’s a dead man’s switch. I let go of this button I’m pressing, and you fuckers are vaporized.”

			Dorin Balan gave off a little laugh. He wasn’t buying it for a second. “It looks like a key fob.”

			The American said, “That truck I stole from the Italians? It was loaded with Semtex when I took it, but when I gave it to you it was missing two satchels. Didn’t you dumbasses read the manifest?”

			Balan turned, looked to Avram. Avram looked back to him wide-eyed. After a moment he shrugged. He didn’t know if their people had checked the manifest or not.

			But then Avram’s head cleared, and he spoke now, his English heavily accented. “A lie! We followed you today. You did not come up here.”

			“I lost your men in Piata Romana at two twenty, and then I came here. At two fifty-five I was back in the Piata. If they didn’t report to you that they lost me, then you’re working with bad information.”

			Avram’s face showed uncertainty when Balan again looked his way. The American continued. “One of those two satchels is here on this roof. You can try to guess where it is, but you’d probably be wrong. This transmitter in my hand is tied to the detonator. I let go, and your families will be able to bury all of you in the same coffee can.”

			Avram kept his running translation going, but he steadied his pistol on the chest of the silhouette in the doorway.

			Balan said, “That is a good bluff, I must admit, but you had no reason to expect a double cross from me, so you would not have prepared bombs at your rally point.”

			“You’re the fucking Romanian mob. I had all the reason in the world to expect a double cross from you.”

			Balan said nothing.

			“Listen, if you fulfill your end of the bargain, if you get me on that ship to Turkey, then I’m a problem that just goes away.”

			Balan shook his head. He didn’t like being threatened, especially in front of his men. “The ship to Turkey is not under my control. I have arranged nothing for you, and the Turks don’t take stowaways. The one in four days’ time, I can make some calls, I can coordinate a—”

			“I’m not waiting four days. I’ll kill you guys now and be on my way.”

			Balan took a moment, looked to his men, to the American ten meters away, to the small item in the American’s hand. He glanced back to the row of parked vehicles behind him. To Alin he said, “Look for the Semtex.”

			The big man lowered his Browning pistol, then turned and lumbered back towards the row of vehicles at the rooftop parking lot’s northern edge. He began peering into the windows with a flashlight, beginning with a small Fiat.

			Vartan went to help his partner, moving to the next car to look inside.

			While this was happening, Balan said, “I just want to know…are you brave, or are you stupid?”

			“Who says I can’t be both?”

			

			•   •   •

			Court Gentry held the device in his hand. It was, in fact, a key fob, but in the poor light and with his hand covering the bulk of it, he knew the Romanians would not be able to determine this for sure.

			And key fobs send a remote radio transmission to a receiver unit, and can quite easily be rigged to detonate an explosive.

			The older man regarded him a moment. Then he nodded. “I have made my life’s work determining other people’s motivations, commitment, skill, and intentions.”

			“Same,” Court said solemnly.

			“And…looking into your eyes, friend, I see all I need to see. You are scared. You are frightened about what is happening. It occurs to me that you are a killer, and if you truly held my life and my men’s lives in your fingertips, as you say, you would not be scared at all.”

			Court said, “Your misjudgment is going to get you and your boys killed. I might be good with a gun, but I don’t have a lot of experience with explosives. I am scared. Scared of overkill. There’s an even chance that when I let my finger off this button, I’m going to die right along with you assholes. But I’m feeling lucky.”

			He raised the fob higher. “How about you?”

			Balan shook his head slowly. “I don’t believe—”

			From back by the cars, a shout in Romanian. Court saw a man with a flashlight pointing it at the passenger-side floorboard of the Renault van.

			The Nasul shouted to him in Romanian, and then the man shouted something back, dropping the flashlight and stepping away quickly as he did so.

			Balan spun back in Court’s direction, throwing his hands up and out in front of him. “Wait!”

			“Can’t wait.”

			And Court did not wait. He pressed the button on the fob in his hand while, at the same time, he spun back for the stairwell, diving for his life, because he had not been bluffing.

			The shock wave, the blinding light, and the heat enveloped him all at once; he was thrown through the doorway, his feet off the ground, and he flipped head over heels before tumbling along the concrete landing, and then his right shoulder and the back of his head slammed hard against the metal railing next to the concrete steps that led down through the parking garage.

			Court lay there, dazed, facing back out towards the rooftop. His eyes were unfixed and whited out from the flash he hadn’t been able to spin away from in time. His ears rang.

			In front of him there was too much smoke to tell what was going on, too much disorientation to pick out targets.

			Court didn’t know who was dead or alive out there, but he knew he himself was out of the fight for a few seconds. His head dropped down onto the concrete as he struggled to come back to his senses.

			Court had been telling the truth when he said he did not have a ton of experience with Semtex, and for this reason he’d built the IED smaller than he probably needed to. This meant the explosion, as powerful as it was, could have been a lot more powerful.

			He was certain the guy who’d dropped the flashlight was dead; he had been right on top of the bomb when Court pressed the vehicle’s key fob, sending a signal to the satchel that was wired to the starter.

			But if Court was still alive, it was very possible that some, if not all, of the other five men remained a threat.

			His head cleared a little, his vision improved somewhat, and, looking up now into the smoke, he saw that the metal door to the parking lot was open in front of him, damaged but still on its hinges. He spun around on his back and kicked it closed, then rolled onto his stomach and climbed to his knees, using the railing to pull himself to his feet. He moved to the stairs, took the first couple of steps down, then stopped.

			He had a means of escape set up; he could be clear of this scene in an instant, free of the threat of the Balan Brigazi in seconds, out of the city in minutes, and out of the country in just a few hours.

			But there on the stairwell he hesitated, looked back at the bent and twisted door. It was shut and smoke drifted through it, visible in the light from the bulb above the landing.

			A shout outside the door was answered by another shout, telling Court for certain that there were people still alive out there.

			Court paused a moment more, but not for long, because he realized that as much as he wanted to, he could not run away.

			Not again.

			No, his only chance of getting into Russia was finding out the name of that ship from Turkey, and learning where it would berth while in Constanta. Even if these motherfuckers wouldn’t help him secure passage with the smugglers, he told himself that if he knew where the ship was, he could find his own way aboard.

			But only if he went back out onto the roof and got the intel he needed.

			He drew his weapon, a suppressed SIG Sauer P365XL pistol with an extended seventeen-round magazine, and moved for the door.

			Along the way he reached up with the barrel of the weapon and raked it across the exposed lightbulb, bursting it and blanketing the top-floor landing in darkness.

			He heard another shout; it was back several meters from the door, and it sounded like Dorin Balan himself giving orders to his surviving men.

			Court held the gun at his hip with his right hand, and his left hand reached for the door.

			Just as he put his hand on the latch, however, the metal door burst open, slamming into his arm and shoulder. Someone on the other side had kicked it, and someone else came rushing through towards him in the low light and hanging smoke.

			Court got the impression these guys had expected him to be fleeing down the stairs right now, and he’d surprised them by moving back to the door.

			Court fired twice into a big body slamming into him at a full run. He was knocked back to the railing by the massive form, and then he fell back, over the side.
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			Court’s attacker tumbled over the rail with him, and Court was forced to let go of his pistol so he could grab the horizontal metal bar to keep from falling awkwardly to the stairs below.

			His right shoulder screamed in pain as he wrenched it, nearly dislocating the ball-and-socket joint as he hung over the stairs.

			The man who’d hit him continued on, straight down the stairwell, crashing on the steps just above the second-floor landing. Court heard the crack of bones, and then he heard both his own gun and the other man’s pistol clank on the concrete, and he tried to clock where they landed, somewhere beneath his swinging legs.

			And then he looked back up towards the landing and saw a man pushing through the bent door with his gun up.

			Court let go of the rail just before a shot rang out.

			Dropping through the darkness, he crumpled his legs, crashed violently on the dead body, and rolled to the second-floor landing. He felt around for a weapon, listening to the Romanian gangster above racing down the concrete stairs in his direction.

			The man leapt onto the landing above; Court found the grip of his pistol and wrapped his left hand around it, but in his haste, he hefted it upside down with the barrel facing away.

			The Romanian made the turn on the landing; Court could see his outline and make out the glint of a stainless-steel pistol in his hand. Court swiveled his weapon up in the descending man’s direction, slipped his left pinky into the trigger guard, and thrust his left arm out straight.

			He pulled the trigger, and the upside-down gun snapped back against his hand and finger.

			He fired two more times with his pinky, the weapon bucking hard with the unconventional grip of his off hand, and he clearly hit the Brigazi man with at least one of the rounds, because the man fell to his knees and then onto his face before crashing down the stairs.

			Court flipped the gun in the air and caught it right side up with his right hand, and then he dumped three more bullets into the body as it came to rest next to the other man, just six feet away from where Court knelt.

			He then fired an insurance round into the back of the skull of the big man who’d fallen from the third floor and now lay facedown.

			He stood quickly on shaky legs now; his right knee and left elbow hurt from the impact after dropping down the stairs and his subsequent tumble to the landing, the back of his head was bleeding and sore from the initial explosion, and his right shoulder felt like he’d seriously strained or perhaps even torn some muscles arresting his fall over the railing.

			But he made it to his feet, his gun still had bullets, and he still had a mission.

			He had to find someone alive up on the rooftop.

			There were two men dead in the stairwell, and he was certain at least one more had been killed above. But that left Dorin Balan himself, plus potentially two others.

			He dropped the magazine from the SIG and seated another, and as he climbed the stairs, he began clearing the stairwell above him, hunting for more attackers. There was a light on his gun but he did not flash it; he could take in enough of the scene through the ambient glow filtering in from the rooftop, so there was no need to give away his position.

			He moved wide in the stairwell, not hugging the banister but staying at the wall, his pistol steady in front of him. He ignored the many pains across his body and concentrated on his objective.

			As he ascended around the landing for the top floor, his gaze bounced back downstairs; he was always aware that threats could approach from any angle, not just the angle he expected them to.

			At the top landing he stood wide of the door, his back to the concrete wall, and readied himself to act. Soon he spun around, crossing the threshold, but just as he did so, another man did the same from out in the rooftop parking lot. Armed with a handgun, the big man was nearly a mirror image of Court, raising his gun as he spun into the doorway just as Court himself was in the process of doing.

			But it wasn’t a perfect mirror.

			Their bodies moved in unison, but then Court Gentry’s gun fired first.

			The man didn’t fall immediately, so Court leapt to the side, grabbed the man’s pistol, and yanked it towards him.

			The larger Romanian threw his body into Court as the American fired again, point-blank into his big belly, and then both men tumbled back down the stairs, end over end.

			At the landing below, Court found himself disoriented again. His right elbow and shoulder screamed in fresh pain.

			But his gun remained in his hand, at least, and he raised it back up in the dim light in search of his target.

			Before he could fire, flashes and noise at the rooftop landing above him told him someone was firing bursts from a fully automatic machine pistol. Sparks all around him indicated the shooter above had no concern about hitting his wounded colleague down here, so Court pulled the wounded man to him, rolled his big body on top of him, and then pushed his right arm out between the left side of the man’s facedown torso and his left arm.

			Protected by over two hundred pounds of meat, Court began firing up the stairs towards where he’d seen the flashes.

			He felt bullets impact the man he sheltered behind; he heard a loud grunt, and he continued firing. He couldn’t aim, he couldn’t see his target with the body covering his head, but what he could not achieve through marksmanship he attempted to accomplish through sheer volume.

			After thirteen rounds his gun locked open on an empty magazine, and just as he pressed the mag release button and fought to get his left hand down to his belt to draw his last mag, a body rolled over the dead man above him, then slapped against the wall just behind him.

			The shooter with the machine pistol lay there, his open, unblinking eyes sparkling from the light coming from up the stairs.

			Court sat up quickly and reloaded his weapon, shifted around, then fired once into the obviously dead man’s left temple at point-blank range.

			No hesitation. No remorse, because Court had no time.

			

			•   •   •

			He staggered out onto the rooftop thirty seconds later, his hand on the doorjamb to keep his battered body upright, and in front of him he took in the carnage. Human remains, burning automobiles, and there on the pavement, just ten yards away from the stairwell, he saw exactly what he wanted to see.

			Dorin Balan. The Nasul.

			Alive.

			Court shined his weapon light on the man and quickly determined he was unarmed. He looked like he was suffering from multiple fractures of his right leg; he’d pushed himself up to a seated position but he could not stand, and his right foot was turned at an unnatural angle in front of him.

			Court knelt over the man slowly, his weapon to his side. The older man’s mouth bled and the initial blast of Semtex had clearly sent a chunk of one of the vehicles directly into his leg.

			And behind the blood on the man’s face, Court saw that the Nasul was utterly stricken with fear.

			Softly, and with considerable melancholy, Court said, “You have successfully completed stage ‘fuck around,’ and you now are entering stage ‘find out.’ ”

			The older man blinked but did not reply, so Court continued as he distractedly rubbed his wrenched right shoulder. “Do you, or do you not, have a way for me to get on that boat in Constanta?”

			“I…I will make some calls. Give me time and I…”

			“Do…you…have…a…way?”

			“It’s…it’s not that simple, but—”

			“That sounds a lot like a no.”

			The man spit on the ground in front of him. Bits of teeth came out with the blood and phlegm. “Why do you…even want to go into Russia? You’re an American.”

			“That’s my business.”

			“It’s not business. It’s madness.”

			Court waved his pistol around the burning wreckage on the roof. “Everything in this fucking world is madness.” Back to Balan, he said, “What’s the name of the boat?”

			“Let me call Istanbul. I can talk to—”

			“What’s…the name…of the boat?”

			“The…Mygan.”

			“The Mygan. When does it call at Constanta?”

			“Four p.m. tomorrow afternoon. I will contact Istanbul, see if I can get—”

			He stopped talking when the American began to slowly rise. Court said, “No worries, boss. I’ll take it from here.”

			He raised the pistol towards the wounded man.

			“Please. Please no.”

			Court sighed. “I just killed five of your men. You didn’t beg for their lives. Don’t beg for your own.”

			“But…I am begging. I have money, a lot of—”

			“Don’t need money. Do need a ride.”

			Balan raised a hand up as if to protect himself from the bullet he knew was coming his way. “Wait! Wait!”

			“I already told you,” Court said, “I can’t wait.”

			Court shot the Nasul through the bridge of his nose; the round exited the back of his head, and he dropped dead onto his back.

			

			•   •   •

			It took Court a full minute to stagger back down one flight of stairs to the second level, and here he stepped out the door and into a darkened parking garage.

			The floor was half full of vehicles, and Court ignored every car he passed until he arrived at a gray 2014 Mercedes E300 with a little body damage and a cracked rear window. He pulled a second key fob out of his pocket and clicked it, and the trunk opened.

			Court retrieved a satchel from the trunk, then carried it with him to the driver’s seat.

			He opened the door and dropped in roughly, wincing with pain, and fired the engine.

			There was no emotion on his face as he put the car in gear and began driving towards the circular ramp, just a glazed look. Tonight had been a disaster, but worrying about it was for later.

			He just had to get clear of the scene.

			He took the winding ramp, made it to the first level, then headed down for the ground level, already thinking about his route out of town.

			But before he reached the exit, headlights appeared directly in front of him.

			He slammed on the brakes, threw the transmission into reverse, but didn’t hit the gas.

			He just waited.

			A second vehicle pulled behind the first, and they both stopped in front of him. He couldn’t make them out behind the headlights, but he neither saw nor heard police lights or sirens, so he ruled out the possibility that these were cops.

			He ran potential scenarios in his mind and quickly put together that these were most likely more Balan Brigazi goons, and he was in serious trouble.

			The passenger-side door of the car in front of him opened; he saw this from the interior light, and as a man emerged and approached his car, Court saw three more men inside the vehicle, a dark gray sedan.

			Court knew what mobsters looked like, and these assholes looked like mobsters.

			He stomped on the gas, the car lurched into reverse, and the man on the ramp in front of him scrambled back for the sedan.

			Court used the Mercedes’s backup camera to show him the way, and as the vehicle sped and sped, he turned the steering wheel to stay with the narrow, winding ramp.

			After no more than six or seven seconds he scraped the concrete wall with his left rear panel; sparks flew as he adjusted, but he kept his speed up as he continued climbing, winding, reversing back up the parking garage.

			In front of him the gray sedan and the bigger SUV behind it chased him, barreling down. He heard the crack of a handgun, and then a second, and with the third pop over the sounds of screaming engines the windshield in front of him cracked and a bullet snapped by his right ear.

			Court straightened the wheel when he got up to the second level, and this shot him out into the garage, roaring backwards now at forty miles per hour. He raced between a row of cars parked there, his speed increasing and increasing as he neared the northern edge of the lot.

			A pair of strong steel cables provided a barrier to keep people and vehicles from going off the side of the building, but Court knew that hitting them with the rear end of his Mercedes at sixty miles per hour would cause the cables to fail, and he would go sailing out into the sky.

			And this was the best plan he could come up with.

			And then something else occurred to him. As he shot backwards with his foot standing on the gas pedal, he opened the car door, heaved something out, then pressed his head against the headrest and let go of the wheel, crossing his arms in front of him.

			

			•   •   •

			The front passenger in the Mercedes was a thirty-six-year-old Brigazi soldier named Dalca. He was senior to the other five men with him, and he’d been the one trying to raise both the Nasul and Avram these past few minutes since they were ordered to return to the rally point. They hadn’t been close enough to see the explosion five minutes earlier, but as they raced through Ferentari in the two vehicles, they’d caught the flashes of gunfire from the rooftop of the abandoned medical clinic’s parking garage, so Dalca knew they were heading into a fight.

			Now they watched a stranger in a strange vehicle backing up at high speed through a parking lot, and they pursued, even though it was obvious how this fight was going to end.

			And then it happened. Thirty meters in front of them, the gray Mercedes crashed backwards through the cables at the edge of the rooftop; it flew out of the covered parking garage and fell into the night.

			They didn’t hear a crash over the sound of their racing engines, but as both vehicles screeched to a halt, the men saw the headlights shining up, indicating the car had impacted with the ground and was somehow still facing skyward.

			Romanians filed out of both vehicles, and Dalca barked an order to a man who emerged from the SUV. The man dutifully unslung his AK-47 and tossed it to Dalca, who caught it.

			All six ran to the edge of the garage now, right where the Mercedes had disappeared.

			Dalca looked down. The Mercedes was there, its grille facing up, leaning against the building just five meters across the single-lane alleyway. Smoke and steam poured from it, light snow swirled around it, and the dead engine hissed and clanked.

			The Romanian knew there had been no time for the driver to bail out; he was still inside.

			With a slight smile, Dalca leveled his AK at the Mercedes. He could rake the underside of the car, the heavy bullets would go right through and into the driver’s seat, and he could shred the man right then and there.

			He squeezed off one round, stopped to flip the weapon’s fire selector switch into fully automatic mode, and when he did, he heard a loud click to his left, just past two of his men. His head turned towards the sound, and there he saw something.

			Right next to the wheel well of an old Fiat, an olive-drab-colored satchel lay there, as if discarded.

			Something was written on the side of the satchel.

			Explosia A. S.

			Dalca blinked once, registering the danger he was in, but that was all he registered, because the Semtex plastic explosives inside the satchel detonated, and the second floor of the parking garage erupted in fire.

			

			•   •   •

			As soon as the debris stopped raining down on the Mercedes, Court Gentry fought his way free of his seat belt, kicked open the door of the ruined sedan, and slid out unceremoniously amid a shower of broken windshield glass, crumpling down onto the alley before slowly pulling himself back upright next to the wrecked car.

			He staggered off, clutching his shoulder, in serious pain if not seriously wounded. In addition to the joint injury, he was covered in cuts and bruises, but his body functioned, and the vast majority of his blood remained inside his body.

			Still, he looked like hell as he limped along as fast as he could. He hadn’t shaved or cut his hair in six months; his beard was ragged, brown with flecks of gray and glinting with broken glass, and his dark mustache was unkempt, as blood dripped from his nose into it.

			His hair was long, well past his collar, dirty and sweat-drenched.

			A grayish, purple welt began on his right cheekbone and went up past his eye and onto his forehead.

			He ducked into another alley as emergency vehicles raced past, then stepped back out onto the street and hurried on.

			Court wasn’t clear of the area yet; he’d need to steal a car at some point, but already he was evaluating everything that had happened.

			As he hobbled along, as the reality of what had transpired caught up to him, as the ramifications of what it meant became clear, tears began dripping down his bruised and reddened face.

			It was exhaustion, he knew. It was desperation.

			And it was fear.

			Not fear for his own safety. But fear of not accomplishing his mission.

			He knew he’d been taking wild chances these past few months: flashing money, threatening dangerous people, throwing his skill set around as a calling card.

			He’d been fraught, frantic, and he’d taken off the guardrails that had kept him alive in this insane business for twenty years.

			He knew he was damn lucky that he wasn’t dead yet, although, he told himself, the day was still young.

			But still, he had to get into Russia. Crossing the border into the nation wasn’t impossible, but doing it with the resources he needed to do the job he had to do while there had, so far, proven to be beyond his capacity. For six months he’d been dismissed, misinformed, double-crossed, lied to. He’d tried other people’s ideas, his own ideas, spur-of-the-moment plans, and all of it had come to naught.

			And now tonight.

			He didn’t know how much time he had left to get to Russia, but he knew he could not waste a moment by starting from scratch yet again.

			The tears continued; it was less the fatigue and stress and more the pain of unimaginable sadness. There was one person in this world who mattered to him. One person in this world he would die to save, but conversely, he knew that his dying would not save her.

			He had to stay alive for her, and though his actions and his behavior had become more and more risky as he became more and more desperate, he still knew what he had to do. He had to get to Constanta, on his own, find a way aboard that Turkish ship, on his own, and then go to Russia, on his own.

			There, he’d just have to figure out the next part.

			He’d head to the port now, sneak his way or slaughter his way onboard the Mygan when it arrived.

			He boosted the ignition of an old Toyota two-door he found in a chained lot almost a mile from the parking garage, and he fired the engine. He wiped the last of tonight’s tears from his eyes, then threw the vehicle into gear.

			In seconds he was heading east, towards the highway, towards the coast, towards Constanta, towards the port.

			Towards the Black Sea and, God willing, towards Russia.

			What would happen in Russia was a problem for tomorrow. Today’s problem was getting on that fucking boat from Turkey before it left him behind.

			He drove east through the night, headlong into an abyss that he saw no way to avoid.
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			One Month Earlier

			Authentic Colonial mansions from the 1700s and 1800s dotted rural Northern Virginia, but the massive hilltop home outside Charlottesville was not an original. True, it possessed the columns and the redbrick of a stately antebellum, and with nine thousand square feet of living space and a rolling twenty-one-acre lot it looked and felt the part, but this home had actually been constructed in 1981 as the weekend retreat of a D.C.-based tobacco lobbyist.

			No one who lived here in Albemarle County had a clue, but the property on Piney Creek Lane was now owned by the Central Intelligence Agency and used as a safe house, a clandestine debriefing site, and, on occasion, as a holding facility.

			Former Agency employees, a husband and wife, lived here and managed the property, not a bad gig for retirees, but at present the couple found themselves securely ensconced in an apartment in Crystal City while this mansion was occupied by ten other people. Nine members of the CIA’s Global Response Staff supervised the facility, and they were all here for one purpose: to ensure that the one other person here on the property, the lone detainee, did not leave.

			That was not to say the detainee did not have some freedom of movement. He was confined to a locked room on the second floor at night; a guard was positioned outside the door with a sidearm and a radio, and another guard sat on a cushioned lawn chair on the balcony outside. But although the detainee could not walk the entirety of the twenty-one acres at will, he was free to move around the house and the driveway during the day.

			At a few minutes before seven p.m., the October sun had long since dipped behind the distant Shenandoah Mountains to the west, but down lights blared near the turnaround in front of the garage, shining on the facility’s one prisoner as he stood there, his feet planted and his eyes shifting back and forth in front of him. Sweat dripped down his forehead as he evaluated the five Global Response security men facing him, and then he ducked low, tucked his shoulder, and began rushing forward, quickly ramming the chest of one of the young and fit guards.

			As the GRS officer flew back the prisoner spun around, pirouetting on his left foot, and then he leapt into the air, bringing up his right knee and bashing the hip of another guard, sending him spinning to the concrete. The prisoner rose over a third guard, crashing into the man’s left shoulder and sending him down to the ground next to his mates.

			Up in the air still, the prisoner hooked a basketball with his left hand; it bounced off the backboard above him, swirled the rim, then dropped through the net.

			Zack Hightower landed back on his Nikes, stumbled a few feet before righting himself, and then put his hands on his knees, trying to catch his breath. Steam poured from his mouth, from his gray-blond hair; the heavy breathing and sweat vapor from all the men on the driveway created a mild fog under the basket.

			“I can do that shit all night!” he blared.

			One of the guards, a bearded twenty-nine-year-old, climbed back to his feet after taking the shoulder charge. “You sure? You look pretty smoked, dad.”

			“I’m not the dick who just flat-backed it on the driveway, son.”

			The nightly three-on-three pickup game had been going on for months, and though Hightower wasn’t the best player out there, he was, undoubtedly, the most competitive.

			A man in the process of wiping driveway grit from his hands complained. “C’mon, Zack, that was like four fouls in five seconds.”

			Hightower took the ball from one of the guys on his team. “You callin’ ’em?”

			Another chimed in. “You do know you’re supposed to dribble every once in a while, right?”

			“What are you going to do about it, throw me in jail?” Zack asked.

			Dave, the oldest GRS man at fifty-nine and the officer in charge of this facility, sat on a bench by the garage, looking on. Born and raised in Alabama, his drawl made it sound as if he’d never left. “Bread and water rations, Hightower. I can make that happen.”

			Zack wiped sweat from his brow now. “I’m smoking pork chops tonight. No way you’re missing that by locking me up in my room with a piece of toast.”

			Dave put up a hand in surrender. “If I get the biggest chop, we won’t beat you with rubber hoses in your sleep.”

			Zack looked off into the night a moment, as if he were actually contemplating the deal. Finally, he said, “I can live with that.”

			If there had been anyone here to observe the relationship between prisoner and prison guards, they would have had a very tough time determining who was who, but it would be obvious soon enough to an outsider that although guards were here to keep the prisoner secure, to a man they’d all gone off mission.

			During the day the detainee drove the massive tractor around the pastureland, cutting the last of the year’s hay for fun, even though another GRS man was always close by on the saddle of one of the five horses on the property. And at night the ten men drank together in the dining room that they’d turned into something of a low-end Irish pub.

			They all watched movies and TV shows in the big den and told war stories over cigars and bourbon on the back deck.

			The basketball game ended at seven; Zack’s team lost by four despite nobody calling his myriad fouls, and as they all began walking back inside, the prisoner said, “Baseball’s my game, but we need eighteen for that. Next time I get myself in enough trouble to get my ass locked up, I’ll know to make myself a bigger threat so I’ll have more goons watching me.”

			

			•   •   •

			An hour and a half later the men sat on the back deck; through the moonlight the Shenandoah Mountains were visible over the forests of red maple and river birch, and they ate glazed pork chops and baked potatoes, washed their meals down with Lone Star beer, and chatted about families, sports, and war.

			All the men were former military or law enforcement, but Zack Hightower had the best stories of the group, peppered with caveats about not being able to give full details due to classification constraints. To a man everyone had TS (top secret) security clearances, but none of them had anything close to Hightower’s TS/SCI (sensitive compartmented information) level, so he was limited in what he could say.

			In truth, however, that didn’t slow him down very much.

			Gas heaters kept the men warm in the forty-degree evening, and there was talk of watching a NASCAR race inside once dinner was done.

			Zack stood to throw his paper plate in the big Rubbermaid by the back door before heading in to grab some dessert. Dave went inside to take a call on his mobile, and one of the younger guys passed a can of dip around the table for those who partook, which was most everyone other than the guy who was officially designated the prisoner.

			The men soon all filed inside with their drinks in their hands, but they didn’t get far before Dave appeared, a fresh intensity on his face. To the other GRS officers he said, “Clean this shit up, we’ve got brass inbound. ETA five mikes.”

			“Damn,” Hightower muttered. “I was gonna dish up some cobbler.”

			“Some muckity-muck from Langley is doing a drop-in,” Dave explained. “We have to go back to being your abusive guard force.”

			Zack went back up the stairs to his room; a forty-one-year-old Californian named Loeb followed behind to lock him in, but before Loeb shut the door, he said, “Zack? The bottle.”

			The big man pulled a half-pint of Early Times whiskey out of his back pocket. “I checked the Geneva convention; it’s a fuckin’ war crime to serve well liquor to a prisoner, anyway.”

			Loeb took the bottle and said, “You might want to dress up in case they’re here to talk to you.”

			“Sure, man, I’ll put on my Sunday best.”

			

			•   •   •

			At the front door of the colonial home, Dave and Rick stood, arms crossed in front of them, while a Lincoln Navigator disgorged three individuals. A pair of men climbed out of the front and stood at the grille, and from the back, a single African American woman emerged.

			Rick said, “Are we supposed to know who that is?”

			Dave answered immediately. “That’s Angela Lacy.”

			“Oh shit. Agency Lacy?” The nickname had gotten around in the past few months as the CIA officer’s star had risen around Langley.

			“One and the same.”

			“She’s getting herself a reputation.”

			Dave nodded as the woman approached up the driveway. He said, “She has Brewer’s old job.”

			Rick said, “Fingers crossed she’s not like Brewer.”

			“She’s got a pulse, so she can’t be too much like Brewer, can she?”

			Just then, he extended a hand as Lacy climbed the steps up to the porch. In his southern drawl he said, “Evening, ma’am.”

			“Hi, David. Please call me Angela. How’s your detainee?”

			“Call me Dave. Hightower’s fine.”

			Together the three of them walked back into the house. “I need to speak with him in private, please.”

			The GRS officer nodded. “Sure, of course. You want us to do cuffs or zips or anything?”

			She shook her head. “Won’t be necessary.” She stopped, and Dave stopped, too. “Unless you know something I don’t.”

			“Not at all. He’s the easiest son of a gun I’ve ever had to watch over.” He added, “He’s been no trouble, ma’am. All the guys like him.”

			“Not their job to like him, David.”

			Defensively, he replied, “They’re doing their jobs. He’s not going anywhere. We’re just not exactly running it like Gitmo around here.”

			Lacy let it go. “Better take me to him.”

			“Right this way, ma’am.”

			

			•   •   •

			Zack Hightower wore baggy cargo shorts and a red Washington Nationals hoodie, flip-flops, and eyeglasses as he walked along the second-floor hallway with Loeb and Pietrowski. The Global Response men, acting almost comically serious and officious now, led him down the staircase, their hands on his shoulders, and then into a ground-floor bonus room set up as an office. Here he found himself in front of a woman in jeans and a beige button-up sweater. Her heavy wool coat lay on the couch next to her, and she held an iPad in her hands.

			Dave stood nearby, hands on his hips, and Zack gave him an inquisitive look, as if to ask, Who the hell is this?

			“Come on in, Mr. Hightower, sit down,” she commanded, and Zack did as instructed. Once he dropped into a chair across from her, the woman looked to the GRS team leader. “That’s all for now, Dave. Thanks.”

			Dave, Loeb, and Pietrowski exited the room, shutting the door as they left.

			It was quiet a moment, and then, without getting up or extending a hand, the woman said, “I’m Angela Lacy.”

			Zack knew the name. CIA, of course, midlevel but moving on up, with a straight shot to the executive offices on the seventh floor. Word from the guys watching over him was that Lacy was working directly for the deputy director for operations, Trey Watkins.

			The man who’d ordered Zack locked up six months earlier.

			This should be a blast, he thought.

			And one more thing occurred to him. This woman was now in the role previously held by Suzanne Brewer, a CIA officer who’d been killed earlier in the year. Brewer had been dirty; she’d gotten what was coming to her, but Lacy’s sullied predecessor only served to make Zack less than fully trustful of this woman.

			Just to fuck with her, he said, “Pietrowski did not put his name on that meatball sub, and I’m due three hots and a cot, so as far as I’m concerned, it was fair game.”

			“Cute,” she said, though her face indicated she didn’t mean it. “That is not why I am here.”

			“Better tell me what’s up, then.”

			A rooster crowed outside by the barn while Zack waited patiently for the woman to speak.

			

			•   •   •

			Angela Lacy looked the man over. It appeared to her that a half year of confinement had left him with little to do other than work out. He was a tall man, but fit, lean, and muscular for his age, which she knew to be fifty-six. Her initial impression was that he was a little too into himself, but she’d read his file and she knew his background, so she had somewhat expected this. Finally, she said, “Let’s not start with why I’m here. Let’s start with why you are here. I can’t say I completely understand it.”

			“Me, either. Can I go?” His arms were crossed in front of him, and although Lacy knew this to be a defensive posture, she got the feeling that with Hightower it was just to show off his biceps straining against the hoodie, because this man didn’t seem to have a defensive bone in his body.

			“You may not,” she responded. “I know what you did that put you on the wrong side of the seventh floor, but I don’t know why they didn’t throw you in prison or find some other hole to toss you down. Instead, you’re here. Living in a mansion in the hills.”

			“This isn’t a mansion. My toilet runs, the roof leaks. Electricity can be wonky. They don’t make ’em like they used to.”

			“Apologies about your concerns pertaining to the accommodations. Still, you look like you’re doing okay. You appear healthy. Better than most of the younger security men here.”

			He shrugged. “They don’t make ’em like they used to.”

			She sniffed at this, then went serious. “My question remains. Why do you suppose you’re being coddled?”

			“Coddled?”

			“The roofs at Leavenworth leak, too. Why aren’t you there?”

			Zack leaned back in his chair. “Can I give you some advice?”

			Lacy did not blink. “Drink more protein shakes?”

			Zack did not laugh. Instead, he said, “You’re just a little too inquisitive for your job. All the stiff suits I used to work for at CIA knew better than to go looking for information that their bosses didn’t offer up. Ignorance is something of a virtue the higher up you go in your organization.”

			“And where are all those stiff suits you used to work for?”

			Zack’s eyebrow rose and he paused. Then said, “Dead, retired, or shit-canned.”

			“I’ll keep my own counsel, if it’s all the same to you.” Zack said nothing, so Lacy added, “Any plans on what you’ll do when you get out of here?”

			“Haven’t really thought about it. I like it here.”

			“I find that hard to believe. Surely you miss the teams. You miss Ground Branch.”

			Hightower had been on SEAL Team 6 before joining the CIA as a paramilitary operations officer in the Special Activities Division—Ground Branch. He’d been out of the Agency for years now, running freelance, often for the CIA, as well as working as a hunting guide.

			“The hell I do,” he said. “Getting up at oh ass-crack thirty every day, dodging bullets from the enemy and bullshit from the brass and the suits. Humping eighty pounds in one hundred percent humidity.

			“Here I roll out of my bunk at the crack of noon, watch some TV, goof off with the boys, and eat government cheese for dinner.”

			“So I’ve heard. Why do I get the feeling you are running a cult around here?”

			Zack grinned at the woman now. “What can I say? My vibe attracts my tribe.”

			“It’s pretty sad when the guards’ role model is the prisoner they’re watching over.”

			“They aren’t keeping me from getting out. You could send them all home and, yeah, I’d be bored, but I’m still gonna sit in this mansion and watch the streaming services.” There was a little twinkle in his eye that she picked up on.

			“Are you trying to charm me, too? I’m not so sure I’m your demographic.”

			“Give me time, Agency.”

			“It’s Angela.”

			“What did I say?”

			She made a face of displeasure, then said, “A lot of people are still quite furious with you for what happened in Cuba.”

			Zack began to speak up, and then Lacy added, “But…I’m not one of them. You did the right thing. The smart thing.”

			Zack had gone against Agency orders while working a private job in Cuba. Langley wanted to keep a bad actor alive to use him, and Zack decided to kill the man to prevent a potential bad outcome. He’d been held here ever since as punishment, though personally, Zack kind of thought that he’d probably saved the world.

			“Is that an official position?” he asked.

			“Not hardly.”

			It went quiet in the room again, and then Lacy said, “Somehow I have the sinking suspicion that you always knew we’d be coming to ask you for help.”

			He grinned a little. “And that answers your question as to why I wasn’t thrown in a dungeon.”

			“Right. Lock you down but butter you up for the next thing we need.”

			Zack shrugged. “I’ve got a good thing going here. Me and the guys have a Ping-Pong tournament we’re right in the middle of. I’m in the semifinals…the last thing I want to do is run off now.”

			Lacy gave off an air of annoyance, as if she’d played around with this man long enough. “You will go to Central Europe, to Czechia, and you will work with a small international team.”

			“Doing what?”

			“There is a high-value target there or close by there. A man no one has been able to find.”

			“You want me to find him?”

			Now Angela’s face contorted a little, and she looked uncomfortable. “Actually…we want you to kill him.”

			Zack nodded. “Sounds good.”

			The woman from CIA reacted with surprise. Raising her voice caused her carefully hidden southern accent to come out a little. “Don’t you even want to know why?”

			Zack was completely unfazed. With nonchalance, he said, “If it will make you feel better. Sure, whatever.”

			Lacy recovered and said, “Russian military intelligence has been perpetrating acts of sabotage and other interference in Central Europe. Trying to damage NATO equipment on the way to Ukraine, mostly, but they’ve also targeted oil refineries, assassinated dissidents, poisoned water supplies, run surveillance on foreign intelligence officers, things like that.”

			Zack said, “Yeah, we get the news here. That shit is happening every day. The thing in Gdańsk was cold-blooded.”

			Two weeks earlier a fire had started at the port of Gdańsk, Poland, that took three days to extinguish and killed five firefighters in addition to destroying twenty tons of sophisticated ATACMS missiles shipped from the United States. There had been many dozens of such incidents in the past couple of years, and so far, the law enforcement agencies of the Central European nations where the attacks had happened had been unable to catch many of the culprits.

			Lacy said, “We have intelligence that one of the networks…by far the most productive network, is being run by a GRU lieutenant colonel named Karol Dvorak.”

			Zack cocked his head. “That’s not a Russian name.”

			“He had a Russian mom who lived in Czechoslovakia; she married a Czech. But Dvorak moved back to Moscow when he was of age, joined the military, then joined GRU. He’s been working as a military intelligence sleeper in the West for decades, and in the last couple of years, he’s become the mastermind of their asymmetric operations in Europe. He’s a very capable individual that the West would very much like to remove from the playing field.”

			Lacy continued. “And it’s not just him. Dvorak has assembled a team of foreign agents. He’s running sabotage ops, surveillance ops, targeted killing ops. His network is growing, strengthening. It’s damaging Western interests.”

			Zack remained matter-of-fact about it. “He needs to die, I get it. But why me?”

			“Bad things might happen in Western nations where the governments do not want bad things to happen. Deputy Director Watkins doesn’t want our fingerprints anywhere near this. Hence…you.”

			“Is this a CIA contract?”

			She drummed her fingers on her leg as she thought over her response. “Do you know the name Mikhail Sorkin?”

			“The Russian oligarch?”

			With a nod, Angela said, “An iron and steel magnate who fell out of President Peskov’s favor, was imprisoned for six years hard labor, then moved to London.” She shrugged. “Got out with his money, or, I guess the money was already out. Hidden in offshore banks. He’s supposedly worth 16.3 billion U.S.”

			“What about him?”

			“He started a political movement called the New Russia Council. They’re based in Poland.”

			Zack had heard of the man and the movement. He said, “Trying to pass themselves off as a government in exile, except for the fact that nobody in Russia likes Mikhail Sorkin any more than they like President Peskov.”

			She nodded. “That’s right. Anyway, the NRC has changed its mandate. Sorkin is spending a lot of money training Ukrainians to fight against Russia and developing dissident Russian assets, although what he plans on using the Russians for, we don’t know.

			“At the same time, he has said he would be willing to finance a small force of contract agents to move around Western Europe, to try to track down Dvorak’s cells and, ideally, Dvorak himself.”

			Zack took it all in. “The CIA is asking me to go to Europe to work for a Russian oligarch?”

			Lacy’s face tightened again, and then she said, “Pretty much.”

			“Don’t tell me this was your plan.”

			“I’m just the messenger. Initially, Sorkin came to us wanting ex-Agency people to train his assets, but we presented this plan to Sorkin, and he agreed.

			“You’ll start in Czechia, but you might be hopping around a bit before you track Dvorak down. Don’t expect to ever meet Sorkin or to go to his HQ in western Poland. You’ll strictly be in the field.”

			“What’s the Agency’s endgame in this?”

			She shrugged. “The New Russia Council is important. We hope they’ll continue to grow and be a destabilizing force against the Kremlin.” Lacy added, “I’ve been asked to be your go-between with Langley, but we’re operating through unofficial channels. No embassies, no cover for status.”

			“Meaning if I’m caught—”

			“Meaning if you or your people are caught, we disavow you.” She added, “Try not to get caught.”

			Zack half rolled his eyes. “So glad I have your many years of experience in assassination to draw such helpful tips from.”

			“Do your job and then come back home.”

			“By home, you mean…here?”

			She shook her head. “DDO Watkins is prepared to let bygones be bygones. When you are done with this op, if you have completed it to his satisfaction, the DDO has said the order to hold you will be rescinded. We might have other odd jobs for an odd man like yourself, and we will give you a call.”

			Zack nodded, then completely changed the subject. “Have you heard from Six?”

			She cocked her head. “Six what?”

			“Maybe you know him as Violator.”

			Now Lacy nodded, because she’d expected this question. Violator was the code name of Court Gentry, Zack’s old friend, and Lacy and Court had worked together in the past. She hadn’t been certain Hightower would even know about this, but clearly he did.

			She nodded. “He went dark a few months ago. I’ve tried to reach him…without success.”

			“Why did he go dark?”

			She hesitated a moment, then spoke softly. “Did you know Anthem?”

			Hightower’s chest slowly deflated as he took in her words. “Past tense?”

			“Moscow station received intelligence that she was executed over the summer.”

			He rubbed his eyes under his glasses, still absorbing the news. “You told Violator about this…and then what?”

			She leaned back again. “Hanley told him, and he told Hanley that he was wrong.” She paused. “Then I tried to tell him, and he shot me down. Said he didn’t want to hear it.”

			Angela said, “Then he told me that I could not be associated with what he was going to do, because he was going to, and I quote, ‘go on a reign of holy terror to get into Russia to find her and get her out.’ ”

			Zack looked off into space. Gave a slow nod. “That sounds like our boy. So…he’s still out there?”

			“I don’t know. I hope so. Listen,” Angela went on. “I’m sure you’re going to try to find out what you can about Court as soon as you’re out of here. I’d be a fool to think otherwise, and I’d be just as big a fool to think that I could stop you.”

			“And?”

			“And I want you to remember your operation is with us. I know he’s a friend of yours. He’s a good man,” Lacy said. “I tried to help him, but I came up short, and now, as far as I know, he’s on a one-man op crusading for a lost cause.”

			

			•   •   •

			Zack sighed. It sounded like Court was fucked, and it didn’t sound like there was much he could do for him.

			Lacy said, “If you somehow do manage to talk to him, tell him that I’m praying for him, and I’m praying for him to drop whatever scheme he has. Zoya is gone, and Court needs to take care of himself.”

			Lacy added, “If you want to help him, you will throw everything into your mission in Europe. Russia must be defeated; the regime has to change over there.” She stood now. “You willing?”

			Zack followed her up. “Yes, ma’am. I’ll go to Chechnya and kill Carol Burnett for you.”

			Lacy did not smile. “It’s Czechia, and it’s Karol Dvorak.”

			“What did I say?”

			“Dave and two other GRS men will escort you to the airport.”

			“Escort?”

			“We don’t want you hopping on a plane back to Texas.”

			Hightower said, “There’s nothing for me in Texas. I’ll go start hunting this GRU cell. When I’ve taken care of that, I’ll see what else this Sorkin guy needs me to do.”

			Lacy nodded. “Good man.”

			Zack said, “Hey, you want some cobbler? Made it myself.”

			She looked at him quizzically, blindsided by the question. After a moment she said, “You have access to the kitchen?”

			“Ma’am, I have access to the liquor cabinet and the gun safe. Like you said, I’m charming as fuck.”

			She looked a little annoyed. “I’m sure I did not say that. Peach?”

			“Cherry.”

			“Okay, I’ll give you one last chance to visit with your fan club before we go.”
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			Present Day

			CIA Deputy Chief of Station Matthew Hanley looked out his window and took in his view of the ass end of the U.S. embassy here in Bogotá, Colombia.

			And, not for the first time since arriving here eight months ago, he wished he were somewhere else.

			He’d been somewhere else, just before Bogotá. He’d served as the station chief at the embassy in Papua New Guinea, and he’d liked that posting even less than this one.

			Colombia was fine, Hanley allowed, but previous to New Guinea, Hanley had been the DDO, the deputy director for operations, head of all ops for the CIA. That meant that his job here, though better than New Guinea, was still a hell of a downgrade from the lofty position he’d lost just a year earlier.

			It was eight p.m. now, and most of the staffers at the embassy had gone home, but Hanley was still here on his computer, and he looked out his window to see a couple of Marine security guards smoking on a park bench behind the Marine House, just barely in view.

			Hanley had been Army, a long time ago. A Green Beret officer, he’d then moved to the Agency, and he never looked back. Now he was sixty-one, portly, and pre-diabetic.

			His health wasn’t the best, but the .45 he carried and the bodyguard who traveled with him, at least, protected him from most external threats.

			He looked away from the window and back to his computer, telling himself he’d put in another hour of work before heading to a restaurant for dinner. His bodyguard would join him—it was his job, after all—so at least he’d have some company.

			As deputy chief of station, Hanley kept a pretty full plate, but much of the work he’d been involved with in the past few months had nothing to do with Colombia, nothing to do with his duties here at the embassy.

			His office was here, in South America, but much of his work of late, and virtually all his attention, had been focused on an area of the world eight thousand miles away.

			Central Europe.

			His friend and former employee Court Gentry had gone off in search of Hanley’s other former employee, Zoya Zakharova. She’d been kidnapped by the Chinese and delivered to the Russians, where there was a kill order out on her.

			Hanley had spent months trying to get intel on Zoya’s whereabouts, to find a suitable vector into Russia for Court, and to rally people in the CIA to help in the endeavor. For weeks the two men reached out to contacts they’d both developed over the years: Hanley as an operations officer, then the head of the Special Activities Division, and then the head of all CIA ops. And Court, who had been a CIA singleton operator inside Russia, many years ago.

			But their work had been fruitless. Anyone they knew with any pull or power inside Russia, it seemed, had been rolled up by government goons, sent to Ukraine to die in the meat assaults, or thrown into penal colonies for dissent, or else they simply refused to communicate with American intelligence.

			Russia had become an oppressive police state as dark and dangerous as it had been during the darkest and most dangerous days of the Cold War.

			Intelligence sources reported that a former female Russian foreign intelligence officer had been executed in Lefortovo Prison. Zoya’s name had not been mentioned, but she’d neither been seen nor heard from again, so it certainly seemed likely to Hanley, and to the CIA at large, that she was gone.

			Court had dismissed the intel out of hand, refused to believe in its accuracy, and when Hanley and Lacy continued with the assertion, Court had broken off contact with them both, and he’d gone rogue.

			His plan, Hanley surmised, had been to get into the country, to kidnap someone who might know where Zoya was, and then to extract the information from this person.

			After that, Hanley did not know what Court’s plan was, or even if Court had any plan at all.

			Hanley knew Court had gone to the Balkans, apparently to try to stow away on a ship crossing the Black Sea into Russia. A fool’s errand. If Zoya was somehow still alive, Russia was the largest country on Earth by land mass, and Court had no clue as to where she could be.

			It would be hard enough to make it over the border and into Russia. But if Court managed to accomplish this, it would be harder still, because Russia was a 6.6-million-square-mile police state.

			Hanley had spent the last month watching the news and reading the intel reports from the Balkans; he saw evidence of Court’s work and, he was beginning to think, evidence of his madness.

			Seven weeks ago, a pair of skinheads were beaten almost to death in Belgrade. Word was they’d been tailing a man who’d left a bar after telling a patron he was looking for a well-known pro-Russian politician. The skinheads had been brutalized horribly in the attack, but the Serbian politician had immediately left the country in fear for his safety.

			Two weeks later, there had been a massacre in Varna, Bulgaria. A mafia underboss slaughtered, his bodyguard killed, others injured; reports came out that a single perpetrator had been responsible for all the carnage.

			Since then, Matt had heard nothing, and he feared that his old asset’s recklessness would inevitably lead to his death.

			He put the odds at fifty-fifty that Court was still alive, because the silence from the Balkans over the past weeks had been deafening.

			As he got ready to wrap up his work tonight, his phone buzzed, and it was his Signal app, an untraceable communication service he used when he didn’t even want CIA commo involved in his dealings.

			He picked it up, his curiosity piqued. “Hanley.”

			“Hello, sir. It’s Daniel Jung calling.”

			The deputy COS in Bogotá bolted upright in his chair now. Jung was COS in Sofia, Bulgaria, and Hanley had asked him to get in touch if he heard wind of anything in his region that sounded like what had happened in Varna.

			Hanley had been vague; he most definitely did not say that he knew the Gray Man was there and Hanley was attempting to help him from the U.S. embassy in Bogotá.

			“Hey, Daniel. Shit, what time is it there?”

			“Just past three a.m.” He cleared his throat. “I’ll give you the bottom line up front. That thing you told me to be on the lookout for? Well…it happened.”

			“Where?”

			“Not here in Bulgaria, but up in Romania. We’re getting traffic from the station in Bucharest. Details still to come, I’m sure, but here’s what we know. About midnight, five men were shot dead in a bar in Ferentari. It’s the seediest neighborhood in the city.”

			“Familiar with it. People are killed there all the time, Dan.”

			“All five of the dead were soldiers for the ’Ndrangheta.”

			“Oh.”

			“Yeah. A massacre.”

			Court, Hanley thought but did not say. “Holy shit” was his actual response.

			“And,” Jung said, “you ready for this?”

			Matt was, indeed, ready, because he felt certain he knew what the COS was about to say. “Hit me.”

			“Witnesses at the scene are claiming…wait for it—”

			Matt did not have to wait for it, but he did anyway.

			“There was only one shooter.”

			Feigning surprise, he said, “Is that a fact?”

			“Just like what happened down here. And that’s only the half of it. About thirty minutes ago a heaping pile of body parts were scooped out of a parking garage nearby. Haven’t gotten a complete head count; they’re going through some remains to see what they’ve got. But the identifiable bodies are all members of the Balan Brigazi, a local smuggling outfit, including Dorin Balan himself.”

			“He’s the asshole in charge?”

			“Was until a couple hours ago.”

			“Smugglers, you say?”

			“Yeah. Humans and drugs and stolen goods, most sent westward, but they are also running traffic into Russia these days.”

			Matt knew what this meant. Court was still trying to get himself smuggled into Russia, and something, or a whole series of somethings, had once again gone terribly wrong.

			“Anything else?”

			“Reports say no collateral at the bar. Assuming all the dead nearby were Balan’s men, then the perp got away clean.” Jung added, “Whoever this guy is, I’d like to buy him a beer. He’s single-handedly cleaning up the Balkans.”

			Hanley knew that was most definitely not what Court Gentry was doing. No, he wasn’t cleaning up anything. He was buzz-sawing through everyone in his way.

			“Dan, thanks. I appreciate it.”

			“Something else. We’re picking up a lot of chatter from our contacts around the area. The GRU is working down here in the Balkans, trying to find this guy. They seem to think he’s trying to sneak into Russia, and they seem to think he poses some danger if he does.”

			“Understood,” Hanley said. “Thanks for the intel.”

			“Sure, boss.”

			Hanley chuckled a little. “I’m not the boss anymore, or have you forgotten?”

			“I choose to forget. Watkins is a dick. You’re still the boss as far as I’m concerned.”

			Hanley smiled a little. “Have a great night.”

			He hung up, then rubbed his hands through his graying blond hair as he thought for a moment. Court was on a suicide run, and he was so blinded by Zoya’s disappearance that he didn’t seem to care.

			Hanley racked his brain a moment more, then went back to his computer. He’d been working for months trying to help his old asset, and he had come across some information that might be useful, but he hadn’t been ready to reach out to Court about it yet. It needed more vetting, more refining. It involved the past; it was tenuous, amorphous, almost fantastical.

			Matt Hanley told himself then and there that whatever the fuck Court was trying to do on his own wasn’t likely to succeed, either, and, as far as Hanley knew, his own plan involved fewer gangsters, smugglers, skinheads, and dark foreboding waters, so it might be worth a shot.

			He’d work all night, use every means at his disposal to solidify his idea into a clear course of action, and then he would make contact with Court, beg him to listen.

			Hanley had the sinking suspicion that this might be his last chance to try to help his old friend, because Court Gentry was living on borrowed time.

			

			•   •   •

			Fifteen hours later, Court Gentry sat on his balcony on the fourth floor of the Hotel Adriana, his eyes to the east as the last light of day faded behind him.

			Behind him lay the coastal city of Constanta, Romania. And splayed out in front of him, to the east, the northeast, the southeast, was the Black Sea.

			Russia lay beyond the water, some 450 miles away.

			But Court wasn’t focused on the distance at present; he was focused on the foreground. The port of Constanta, teeming with cargo ships and ferries, was right in front of him, and at six fifteen p.m., he brought his binoculars back to his eyes and looked, once again, at his target.

			And once again, his heart sank.

			The Mygan was a rusty chemical oil tanker with a red hull and a white main mast. It had departed out of the port of Aliaga, Turkey, early this morning, and Court had been tracking it on an app on his phone throughout the day. Now it was here, in front of him, just three hundred yards distant, but to Court it felt like it was a million miles away.

			The port of Constanta had guards, cameras, gates, dogs. The ship itself had a dozen men on the deck who wore security uniforms and appeared to be switched on.

			He wondered if some surviving Brigazi member knew that this was the ship he’d asked to be put on. Maybe they’d dropped a dime and notified officials here at the port that there was a threat against the Mygan.

			Court lowered his binos and rubbed his sore shoulder. Some threat.

			He was injured, he had no diving gear to get him to the ship via the water, he had no badge or uniform to get him onto the property. And he definitely did not have the backing of the Balan Brigazi, or any other Brigazi for that matter.

			He wasn’t getting on board that ship through stealth; his tactical brain had told him that with assuredness. No, if he was going to make his way onto the Mygan, he’d have to hit it hard, and once he did, there was no way it would then be sailing across the Black Sea to Sochi.

			Dropping his head into his hands now, he felt the despair choking him, just like it had hours before in Bucharest. He couldn’t survive much longer with this level of wretched anguish coursing through his body.

			This pain, he knew, was just simply not sustainable.

			Still, he asked himself what choice he had, and he came up with no answer. He couldn’t start over. He had to try.

			Court sighed. “Fuck it. I’ll hit it.”

			His phone buzzed in his pocket, and he looked at it. It was a call on his Signal app, and that meant it would likely be Matt Hanley. Court had been avoiding Hanley for weeks now; he’d almost tossed the phone itself but had kept it just in case there was some operational need for it.

			Now he saw no operational need to answer the call and talk to a man who kept insisting Zoya was dead.

			That said, however, Hanley had once been something of a friend.

			Court decided he could speak to him one last time before he went out in a blaze of glory.

			“Yeah?”

			Hanley seemed surprised that he’d answered. “Oh…Hey, kid.”

			“Matt.”

			“The word on the street is you’re starting a war over there in the Balkans.”

			Court sniffed out a laugh, but it wasn’t real. He’d not cracked a real smile in half a year. He said, “When you think about it, what’s one more war these days?”

			“Yeah…well…” Hanley paused a moment, then said, “You hurt?”

			“Body damage. Dents and scrapes.”

			Court knew well that it was more than his body that was damaged.

			Hanley said, “I can get you pointed towards a clandestine medical facility. If not in Romania, over in Hungary. I know a woman there who—”

			“No, thanks. Doesn’t matter.”

			“Why’s that?”

			“You caught me just before heading out to pick up some more damage.”

			There was a pause. “Any way I can talk you out of that?”

			“Sure. You can use your connections to find our mutual friend who, by the way, is alive, and then you can get her out of Russia.”

			“I’m trying to help you, kid.”

			“I’m not the one who needs help. She does.”

			“Yeah…nothing has changed there. Just the word from Moscow station about the execution of—”

			“Of somebody. Not necessarily of her.”

			“Right. The execution of a female former SVR officer, at Lefortovo Prison, twenty days after Anthem, a female former SVR officer, was driven through the front gates of Lefortovo Prison.”

			Anthem had been Zoya’s code name in her short stint contracting for the CIA.

			Court’s face twitched. He wished he had a bottle of whiskey, but this little hotel room was barren of amenities. He said, “I’ve got to run.”

			“Hang on a second. You picked up the phone…you can, at least, listen to what I have to say.”

			“Make it quick.”

			“Look…I know you’re going into Russia, one way or another. Try as I might, I can’t stop you. And even though I think it’s fucking nuts, I feel like I have to help you. I guess I figure I owe it to you to give you every chance of success I can give you.”

			“And?”

			“Tell me this. When you get into the country, what is your plan?”

			“My plan is to kidnap someone high enough in the government to get some answers.”

			Hanley said, “Right. I provided you with the names and addresses of several key Kremlin and FSB officers. The locations of their dachas, the addresses of their mistresses.”

			Court said, “Then you already know my plan. Once they tell me where she is, I’m going to go get her.”

			“And you are going to do this on your own?”

			“No. I’m going to link up with the Russian resistance, get them to help me.”

			“How?”

			Now Court hesitated. Eventually, he said, “I was hoping I’d have a smuggler’s network to call on, either Bulgarian or Romanian. They have contacts in Russia, and if I mined them carefully, I could have made my way to the rebels in country.”

			“But you don’t have a network to call on now, do you?”

			Court took the phone away from his ear a moment, dropped his head down, then he brought it back up.

			“No. I don’t. I’ll just get over the border, then I’ll figure it out.”

			Hanley said, “Well, before you go off and try that bullshit plan of yours, how about you go off and try this bullshit plan of mine?”

			“You have a plan?”

			“Sort of.”

			Court looked at the ship again. Said, “You are literally a demotivational speaker, aren’t you?”

			“Hear me out.”

			Court took a couple of breaths and then shrugged to himself there in the empty dark room. “Okay, I’ll bite. What’s your shitty idea?”

			“While you’ve been ignoring me, I’ve been working to try to find someone who can help you. Russia’s a tough nut to crack these days; CIA has the odd agent here and there in country still, but no one I have access to, and no NOCs.”

			Court himself had been a NOC, a non-official cover officer for the Agency. NOCs were different than “covered” officers in that they had no diplomatic status, which meant they could be arrested, imprisoned, and, in some cases in some countries, even executed for their involvement with American intelligence.

			“We don’t have a single NOC in Russia?”

			“I mean,” Hanley demurred, “I’m just down here in Bogotá, there could be programs I’m not read into, but I’ve been putting feelers out at Langley, and that’s the word I’m getting back.” Hanley sighed a little. “Ukrainian intelligence has agents inside Russia. The rebel group the New Russia Council, based in Warsaw, has contacts there, but CIA is as hamstrung in Russia as it’s been since the 1980s.”

			“So how can you help me?” Court asked.

			“Wherever you are right now, get yourself to Riga, Latvia.”

			“Why?”

			“There’s a woman there, a Latvian national. She’s Agency affiliated, very low-level stuff now, but she used to be highly placed in a resistance courier network that operated behind the Iron Curtain. Dissidents who helped Western intelligence agencies. The network started out moving messages, then documents, then over time it developed into something of a ratline of contacts across the Soviet Union that moved defectors and agents around under the noses of the secret police.”

			Hanley continued. “If we needed to get someone out of the Soviet Union, they’d move along the network. If we needed to get someone in, they would help us infiltrate them.”

			Court looked out to sea. “Like an underground railroad kind of thing?”

			“Exactly that. In fact, it used to be known around Langley as Ivan’s Underground Railroad.”

			“Behind the Iron Curtain?” Court said. “You are telling me the network this woman belonged to dates to the Cold War?”

			“Yes, but—”

			“Meaning she’s…what? Eighty?”

			“About seventy-five, I think. Something like that. She’s still alive, I do know that much.”

			“Gotta run, Matt. I’m executing a solo frontal assault on a highly protected cargo ship, because that makes more sense than what you are suggesting.”

			“Wait! I get it, the Cold War was a long time ago. But this woman was rock solid, and she still knows people.”

			“She knows old people.”

			“No! She’s been anti-Peskov from the jump, she maintains contacts with people inside Russia. If you can get her to put you in contact with someone who will agree to assist you while you are in country, then I believe they can direct you to members of the Freedom of Russia Legion.”

			The Legion was the biggest and most successful organization of anti-Peskov Russian operatives in the nation. Court knew the CIA had worked with them in the past, but when Hanley had snooped around on Court’s behalf to get some contact information for the Legion, he’d learned that the resistance group had cut off all ties with the Agency after a series of leaks had decimated their ranks.

			No one in the West seemed to have any contact with the FRL inside Russia anymore.

			Court said, “You think this old lady and her old friends know people in the resistance?”

			“I do,” Hanley said. “The lady has a podcast now, mostly about Cold War stuff; it’s in English, and I listen to it from time to time to learn about Russian activities in the Baltic. One thing I’ve noticed is she doesn’t ever talk about her time in the Cold War, and I’m guessing that’s to protect people still inside Russia after thirty-five years.” He added, “Some of these people must still be active in the modern resistance, or at least they are aware of who is.”

			“C’mon, Matt. This is all shallower than a pool of piss.”

			Hanley said, “She will know someone who can steer you to the right people.”

			“And then what?”

			“If you got on the ground there, linked up with a group of Legion fighters, then snatched some high-level Kremlin dickhead, maybe then you could truly find out what happened to Zoya.”

			Hanley added, “And then, when you learn the truth, you can get the fuck out of there.”

			When Court did not respond, Hanley asked, “Couldn’t you potentially accomplish more doing that than you have managed to accomplish blasting your way across the Balkans?”

			Court rubbed his exhausted eyes, tweaking his sore shoulder in the process. “I don’t know.”

			He gazed out at the Mygan across the shoreline avenue below. He thought about looking through his binos again, but decided he didn’t need another check to confirm what he already knew.

			If he tried to get onboard that ship, he’d die. And if he died, any chance Zoya had of getting out of Russia would die with him, because the CIA wasn’t going to do a damn thing to help her.

			Blasting his way across the Balkans, as Hanley had put it, had accomplished absolutely nothing.

			Hanley said, “Go talk to her. Just tell her you’re an Agency NOC, tell her you need a way in, a friendly face beyond the border, contacts in the Legion.”

			“Shallower than a pool of piss,” Court said again, but softly. Finally, he added, “You can send me her address?”

			“Absolutely. Do you want me to get in touch with her first, give her an official heads-up that you’re—”

			Court interrupted. “No. I’ll go and evaluate. Do not tell her I’m coming.”

			“Wilco. Just don’t give her a heart attack. It’s probably been a long time since she was operational, so she’s not going be ready for you. I can say from personal experience that waking up in the middle of the night to find you skulking through a bedroom is damn terrifying.”

			Court rubbed his exhausted eyes again, then rolled his neck around. He was bruised from head to toe, maybe from rolling down a staircase, twice, in the Bucharest parking garage. Maybe from the two-story car crash into the alleyway. Maybe from the Semtex he’d detonated on the roof. He didn’t know, and it didn’t much matter.

			But he pushed the pain away. “Matt…Zoya…she’s not dead. I can’t explain it…but I know. I can feel it. She’s out there, and she doesn’t have much time.”

			“Just get to Riga, kid. And answer my calls…I’ll try to help you from here.”

			“Tell me you believe me.”

			Hanley let out a long breath. “You know me. I don’t bullshit you.”

			“You’ve bullshit me more times than I can count.”

			“Okay. Fair enough. I can’t tell you that I believe Zoya is alive, but I can tell you that, without any reservation, I support you.”

			Court disconnected the call, put his phone in his pocket, stood on tired legs, and rubbed his sore shoulder as he looked out over the balcony at the ship one last time. He did not feel hopeful about his prospects in Latvia, but on the whole, he felt less hopeful about making his way to Russia onboard the Mygan.

			Latvia was to the north of him. Moving north, and not east, felt wrong, but he didn’t know what was right anymore. He’d try Hanley’s little scheme, see if that would take him any further than he’d managed to go on his own.

			He began walking through his hotel room for the door. He spoke again to himself, as he’d done so many times before.

			“She’s not dead.”
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			Three hundred miles southeast of Moscow, the Republic of Mordovia sits in the Volga River basin, a land of rolling plains, thick forests, and backbreaking industry.

			Fifteen prisons dot the settlements and forests of the district of Zubovo-Polyansky on the western side of the state, and the fifteen prisons together are referred to by the Russian government as a penal fiefdom.

			Prisoners are a crop to be harvested and exploited here, just like the winter rye, corn, and lumber that are reaped in the region.

			The Mordovian prison system was developed in the 1930s as a part of the gulags of Joseph Stalin, which covered the territory controlled by the Soviet Union, from Siberia to Ukraine. All of the detention camps here in western Mordovia come from that time, and they most definitely look like it.

			Crumbling walls, chipped paint, rusty iron, gravel roads, general dereliction.

			Over almost a century, hundreds of thousands labored and died inside the walls of the various facilities in the area.

			Deep in the middle of a dense forest lies the entrance to Men’s Correctional Colony IK-17 Orzenyi, a male work/detention facility with over 800 inmates and nearly 350 staff. There is a lumber mill and a sheet metal shop on the premises, as well as the housing wings, the administration buildings, the food service building, and a solitary confinement wing made out of poured concrete with broken glass in the cement ringing its roof.

			The prisoners here were killers, kidnappers, thieves, and enemies of the state. Of this last category, one man in the colony was known above all others. In fact, forty-six-year-old Natan Yarovoy was known all over the world. He had been an outspoken critic of the Kremlin and Russian president Vitaly Peskov; he’d defeated Peskov in the last election, though the results had been subsequently invalidated.

			Then, three years earlier, he was arrested and sent here to work in a prison lumber mill, fourteen hours a day, probably until his inevitable death from the labor, the elements, the maltreatment, or a combination of the above.

			And Natan Yarovoy had been no stranger to maltreatment, even before prison.

			He had been attacked on the street in Moscow by skinheads when he was twenty-six for speaking out against the president; he’d survived a car bomb attempt when he was thirty-five for campaigning against the president; he’d been arrested eleven times by his fortieth birthday, mostly for protesting the president; and he was poisoned by GRU agents while in Amsterdam a few years later for his international crusade against the president.

			And then, after he’d recovered from his exposure to the toxin Novichok, he’d made the astonishing decision to return to Russia to continue his fight there.

			He landed at Moscow’s Vnukovo airport to wild fanfare from supporters, his wife, Nadia, by his side, but he never made it through customs. Instead, he was led away after kissing Nadia and telling her everything would be fine.

			Everything was not fine, as evidenced by the fact that he was now known as inmate 21196-1365.

			Life was bleak for Natan Yarovoy, and it was also bleak for those who lived in the other correctional colonies of Zubovo-Polyansky.

			While IK-17 Orzenyi is in the middle of a dense forest, ten kilometers to the east of it lies a bustling place called Yavas. The Russians don’t refer to Yavas and other areas like it as cities or towns; they are instead called urban localities or work settlements, and most of the eight thousand free citizens who live in Yavas labor in lumber processing.

			A cold rain fell in Yavas on this early November afternoon, melting last night’s snowfall as the gray, overcast day neared forty degrees, possibly for the last time until next spring. The nights had been well below freezing, however, and the strong winds down from the plains in the north made them feel even colder.

			A two-laned road called Chenorechenskaya Ulitsa in the center of the settlement is lined with apartment blocks, warehouses, retail shops, and a small-engine repair garage, but it dead-ends on its eastern side at the front of a facility with a rusty iron gate, ten-foot-high metal-and-concrete walls, and a meter of coiled concertina wire above that. Evenly spaced wooden guard towers behind the walls shelter bored sharpshooters heavily bundled from the cold, and more armed guards man the front post by the gate.

			This is Women’s Correctional Colony IK-2 Yavas.

			The front gate of IK-2 Yavas is green-painted iron, the tint pared away by the years. This facility, like the men’s prison in the woods ten klicks to the west, was opened in 1931 and, though now replete with cameras and acoustic sensors and other pieces of modern technology, the bones of the structure look very much as they did ninety years earlier.

			IK-2 Yavas is not a single large building with cells, but more of a village surrounded by fences and wire and guard towers.

			There was one famous prisoner incarcerated here, as well. Nadia Yarovaya, Natan Yarovoy’s wife. She’d left Russia after his arrest and had been his outspoken champion, traveling the world to speak out against her husband’s imprisonment and the criminal regime of Vitaly Peskov.

			And then, one night in Prague over a year ago, she disappeared along with her two bodyguards.

			One of the guards was found floating in the Danube thirty-six hours later, and the other was discovered to be an agent for the FSB, the Russian state security service.

			Nadia turned up on trial in Moscow, and she was sentenced to Yavas for a term of eight years, to serve within a few kilometers of her husband, but with no means to ever gaze upon him.

			It was an additionally cruel construct of her sentence.

			Passing through the western gate of IK-2 Yavas, a gravel road heads east and then intersects other gravel roads, creating a network through nearly two dozen buildings of different sizes, shapes, and construction.

			Nadia Yarovaya lived in the confinement wing, a two-story block of a building closest to the southern fence line, and here she spent her days, and many of her nights, fabricating canvas belts for the Russian army.

			Just northeast of the confinement wing is the main residential zone, containing the dormitory-style housing cell blocks, then individual cell blocks, along with an administration building, a prison infirmary, a food hall, and even a maternity center and childcare facility.

			The vast majority of the rest of the penal colony is taken up by the factories and shops where the prisoners work.

			Up the road at the end of the main north-south spine of the colony, a four-story drab gray structure sits between two other identical Soviet-era buildings. The sign outside is in Cyrillic, and it says simply Building Seven, Sewing Shops 1–3.

			On the second floor of Building Seven, the third story up from the gravel street out front, a massive sweatshop buzzed and hummed on this Saturday afternoon, the smell of manufactured textiles, ink, body odor, dust, and mold pervasive. Populated by one hundred twenty-four inmates and some twenty colony staff, the space was a dizzying paradox of organization and chaos.

			The staff oversaw the room and guarded the prisoners, and the one hundred twenty-four women labored over or around ninety sewing machines, each arrayed on a squat table pushed close to others, bisected by a central aisle.

			The windows of the shop were barred—a fire here would mean certain death for most everyone—both male and female guards with truncheons leaned against the walls, and the only noise that rose above the sounds of all the whirring machines was the nearly ever-present sound of iron clanking as people came and went through the sweatshop’s controlled-access doors.

			All the workstations here were identical, as were the uniforms worn by the women sitting at them. Purple tunics and pants with silver reflective strips on the shoulders, forearms, and breast pockets and down the sides of the legs. The inmates all wore headscarves that had once been white but were now varying shades of gray.

			Prisoners hustled up the aisles pushing rolling carts full of cut fabrics, while others pushed cardboard boxes and plastic bins around on hand trucks; female supervisory guards moved from station to station looking over the women’s work, admonishing the slower ones with barking criticism.

			A quality control desk at the front of the room just by the door was staffed by prisoners who checked products for final inspection.

			Towards the rear of the room on row eight, to the left of the center aisle and halfway to the windows on the western wall, a prisoner took a cardboard box of black buttons from a passing cart and then poured the contents into a metal hopper on the sewing table in front of her.

			She sat behind a black machine with the number 46 on the side, and this inmate had been working at station 46 since seven this morning, and she would be working here until eight tonight, unless of course she failed to reach her quota for the day, in which case she would work as long as she was required.

			Other than fifteen minutes for lunch, plus two strictly enforced five-minute bathroom breaks, and an hour in the afternoon doing mandatory calisthenics in the prison yard, the woman at station 46 had not stopped working all day.

			In the middle of 123 other prisoners in the room, this woman seemed unremarkable; the headscarf, the uniform, the tired eyes, the pale skin—they were the same as the others here. She was younger than many, older than some, and something in her steady gaze at her work hinted at absolute despair.

			Exactly like all the women around her.

			After her new box of buttons had been dropped into the bin, the thirty-four-year-old Russian reached to her left and pulled a pair of rough semiconstructed trousers from a canvas bag on the floor next to her, and she began sewing the buttons for the suspenders in place with the electric machine in front of her. This done, she expertly affixed the button above the fly. The zipper came next; it took longer, and she applied a little glue to the fabric just before stitching it up.

			It took her less than three minutes to complete her stage of the manufacturing process, and then she folded the trousers and slid them down to the table to her right, where they were snatched up by another prisoner, whose job it was to cuff the trousers and sew on the belt loops.

			No words were spoken between the two women.

			Several garments were produced in this room, but the woman at station 46 and the others on this row and the row behind them were in charge of manufacturing the trousers of layer five of the eight-layer VKPO all-season set of field uniforms for the Russian army. The uniforms were the product of BTG Group, a company that contracted with this penal colony for its slave labor, and IK-2 Yavas’s daily quota was 950 complete sets.

			Other women in this room produced the tunic of layer five, and on the first floor below and on the third floor above they produced the other layers of the uniform. Long johns, field jackets, rain gear, a heavy outer coat that protected the wearer to temperatures reaching forty below zero Fahrenheit.

			The inmate at machine 46 grabbed another pair of partially constructed trousers and a handful of buttons, and she went back to work on her 220th set of trousers of the already long day.

			Her eyes remained dead, her face remained sullen, but her hands worked methodically, quickly, adroitly.

			Although she might have looked similar to the other women held here, Zoya Feodorovna (daughter of Feodor) Zakharova was, in fact, quite different. Zoya had been an officer in the SVR, the Russian foreign intelligence service. She’d fled from the nation of her birth some three years earlier; the Kremlin had accused her of murdering another Russian spy and then placed a capture/kill order on her, and she’d lived on the run for some time before then being apprehended by a Chinese agent in Cuba six months earlier.

			The Chinese knew the Russians were looking for this woman, so they traded her to Moscow for a Chinese spy the Russians had been holding.

			Zoya wasn’t thinking about any of this at the moment. Now, and presumably for the rest of her life, nothing from her past really mattered. All that mattered were buttons and trousers and zippers, her bunk and her food. The aches in her arms and legs, the cough that would not go away, the cold air that kept her up at night.

			She thought of escape when she had the energy and focus to think of other things, and she even had little running fantasies in her mind about how she could get out of here, but at her core she didn’t think she had a chance in hell.

			Her mind was on the buttons now; she told herself her productivity had been good today, meaning she’d be done by eight, but just as she reached for another set of trousers, she looked up briefly and saw the main door to the shop opening and three uniformed guards entering. They looked around a moment, then began walking purposefully between the machines, taking the central row through the workstations.

			Zoya wondered which of the 123 other women here they were planning on fucking with.

			She put this out of her mind, not her problem, and she looked back down to her work, which remained very much her problem.

			Zoya had been here at IK-2 Yavas for two and a half months, after spending over three months in Moscow, mostly in solitary confinement at Lefortovo Prison. She’d spent the first couple of weeks here in quarantine block, mostly in solitary, to be evaluated medically and socially by the staff. After some early concerns, she was deemed to be neither a regime violator nor a self-harm threat, so she was assigned to an ortyad, a department. The department was her community; it told her what group she belonged to, and it determined her fate.

			Zoya was a member of 4th Brigade, and she lived with her brigade, worked with her brigade, ate with her brigade, even spent an hour in the common yard exercising every afternoon with her brigade.

			This was her identity now.

			After stitching a suspender button in place, she flipped the garment and glanced back up at the room, and when she did so, she saw all three of the guards who’d just entered now standing directly in front of her station.

			She launched up from her chair quickly and held herself at attention, her hands down tight to her sides. Before the guards spoke, she shouted over the sounds of the machines around her, which had lessened somewhat with the arrival of the guards as the other inmates stopped what they were doing to steal glances at the activity.

			Zoya belted out a string of numbers. “One, eight, eight, eight, three, five, dash, seven, three, seven, nine.”

			The guard in the middle, a round-faced man in his twenties who was missing three fingers on his left hand, nodded. “Seven Three Seven Nine, come with us.”

			She glanced back down to her work quickly. So many buttons and zippers remaining, and she knew her supervisors wouldn’t take into consideration the fact that she’d been called away in the middle of her shift. If this…whatever this was, took any time at all, she’d be here working at her station until late in the evening.

			But she did as ordered. Rule following made life significantly less unbearable around here.

			She stepped out to the aisle; two guards walked behind her as she followed the round-faced guard back out through the western doors, and then they all headed along a sterile hallway well lit by halogen bulbs above.

			A minute later she walked with them in the cold rain, marching south, passing another sewing shop and a massive warehouse building, and a couple minutes after this, they approached the administration building.

			The decaying ninety-year-old structure had chips in the paint and rusty iron doors; ivy had snaked several meters up the walls before dying, and it only made the facade look sadder and more foreboding.

			Four black armored all-terrain infantry mobility vehicles sat parked in front of the building, and men in full black body armor stood around them, rifles on their chests, tinted visors hiding their faces, helmets protecting their heads.

			Zoya recognized the vehicles; they were Tigrs, in use by all sorts of agencies here in the country.

			Russia was full of jackbooted paramilitary groups. Every organization from local law enforcement to the national guard to the park police had their own force of shock troops and head knockers; such was the structure of a true police state. But Zoya’s heart pounded now as she realized what outfit these men and machines belonged to.

			They were FSB, Russian internal security, and they were Directorate A of the FSB’s Special Purpose Center, though they were most commonly known as Alpha Group.

			The most elite counterterrorism unit in the nation.

			Zoya had no idea what these people were doing here, but she had a sinking suspicion that it had something to do with her.

			As she passed them by, she thought the Alpha Group goons looked like robots with all the rain-drenched polymer armor and their full headgear and blacked-out visors, and she couldn’t even tell if they were looking her way.

			Once through the main door it occurred to her that she’d never been inside this building, and for a moment she wondered if that meant she was going to be released. But then the sudden ebullience subsided, because Zoya realized it was just as likely that she would be shot, or transferred to another prison, or sent back to Moscow to the torture chambers at Lefortovo.

			She walked down a wide hall that looked like every other of the thousand or so communist-era office buildings she’d been in in her life, and she passed the warden’s office. She’d met Warden Maximov during her quarantine block days; he was a stiff and sullen man who wore his green dress uniform and his dress cap as if he were a general, and he enjoyed bragging to her that he’d served in the army and that his brother was currently a major in military intelligence. He also informed her that he was a proud Stalinist, and no matter what the rest of the world had led her to believe, here within the walls of IK-2 Yavas, it was still 1950. Next year, he proclaimed, would be 1950, as would the year after that.

			He’d stated this proudly, with a twinkle in his eye, and Zoya thought it likely the man was insane.

			This place will do that to you, she’d reasoned at the time.

			They took a staircase down a single floor—it occurred to her that “down” often meant “bad” in prison—and when they stepped back out into a corridor, she slowed markedly. The lighting was low here, the walls tight; it was cold, and a row of closed steel doors ran down each side.

			She slowed a step, and the two men behind her took her by the arm and sped her up.

			Torture, she told herself, and she immediately began trying to disassociate, to get her mind ready to shut down so that she could weather whatever the fuck was about to happen to her.

			Just as she’d done in Moscow.

			They stopped at the first door on the right. A pair of Alpha Group men stood at attention here, but the guards did not address them. Instead, the round-faced guard knocked on the door with his damaged hand, and a male voice from the inside told him to enter.

			Zoya was half pushed into an interrogation room that was much brighter than the corridor outside. The walls of the room were painted brick, heavily flaked and almost gray, though she imagined they had once been a clean white. The air was icy cold; a single wooden desk sat in the center of the small space, a chair on her side with metal eyebolts both in the floor in front of it and on the chair arms.

			The far wall had a large mirror on it. Zoya knew there would be people watching, and perhaps recording her from the other side.

			This interrogation room had no doubt been used thousands…tens of thousands of times in the past ninety years, and Zoya shuddered thinking about the outcomes of many—most—of those interrogations.

			A lean man sat comfortably on the other side of the desk in a cushioned swivel chair, his legs crossed. He wore a dark blue ski jacket, with a white collar and a thin red tie just exposed above the zipper. Civilian attire, and neat, Zoya noticed. His hair was flecked with gray but still mostly a dark brown, slicked back and longer than most Russian men kept their hair. His face looked drawn and tired; he had dark circles under his eyes.

			Although he was probably no more than a decade older than her, he looked to Zoya like he was either unhealthy or under an incredible amount of stress.

			Perhaps both.

			She had no idea what was in store, but she saw no torture implements in the room, so she took that as a positive sign.

			And then she saw an even more encouraging sign. To her astonishment, steam rose from two porcelain teacups sitting on the table.

			Zoya hadn’t held a porcelain cup in half a year.

			“Restraints, sir?” the round-faced guard asked the man at the table.

			The seated man waved a hand in the air, as if scoffing at the idea. With a surprisingly energetic voice he said, “Won’t be necessary. We’re just going to have a quick, informal chat.”

			The guards were waved out by the seated man a moment later, and with another sweep of the hand, he indicated the chair across the desk from him.

			She sat down, well aware that no informal chat had ever taken place in this room since the day it had been constructed.

			Zoya was an expert on languages and dialects. This man was well educated, perhaps from Moscow, perhaps east of Moscow. He didn’t sound that much different than her guards, but there was something in his voice that commanded attention and respect.

			He had a sheaf of papers in front of him; there had been a small backpack next to the desk that she’d noticed upon entering, but she saw nothing else.

			She did not speak, did not look the man in the eyes. She kept her gaze on the desk between them.

			Finally, he said, “Relax. Whatever you think this is…it is not that.”

			Zoya’s eyes flicked up, then back down. She remained silent.

			“Name?” he asked.

			“One, eight, eight, eight, three, five, dash, seven, three, seven, nine.”

			The man across the table gave a tired chuckle. When he finished, he said, “That tea is for you. Tell me if it’s too sweet.”

			She hesitated, wondered if it might be polonium, then discounted the thought. If someone wanted to kill her, they would just pull out a gun and shoot her between the eyes, then bury her in the frozen ground nearby or cart her out to the forest and leave her for the wolves.

			Nobody was going to waste precious polonium on her.

			She took a sip. The tea was like candy. Utterly magnificent. She put the cup back on the table and shook her head, indicating it was not too sweet.

			He said, “Let’s try again. Name?”

			Zoya was confused. She was under special regime rules; she’d been ordered to never use her name here at IK-2 Yavas. No one here knew who she was, and she was not going to violate that. Again, with her head down, she said, “One, eight, eight, eight, three, five, dash, seven, three—”

			The man interrupted. “It’s only been a few months, Zoya. I know it’s no picnic here, but surely they haven’t completely relieved you of your identity.”
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			Now she looked up at the man and saw that he did not look familiar to her at all. She said, “Sir?”

			He seemed to sense what she was thinking. “We’ve never met, but I have seen a portion of your file, so I almost feel like we’re old friends.” He tapped the sheaf of papers in front of him but did not consult them as he began to recite her full name, date of birth, place of birth, schooling. Even parts of her service with foreign intelligence.

			By the time he’d finished, Zoya’s eyes were back on the desk. She did not know what was happening but assumed it was nothing good.

			The man across from her said, “My name is Major Colonel Eriks Leonidovich Baronov, and I am at your service, Miss Zakharova.

			“I will be transparent with you,” he said, and then he took a sip of his tea. Zoya took another sip herself, her gaze back down at the table. She’d learned to not hold eye contact with anyone for long, and she thought that, despite his apparent charm, this man had just told his second lie in the past ten seconds.

			He was not at her service, and he was not going to be transparent with her.

			He waved a hand in the air. “You’re not in any trouble; this is not an interrogation.” He took a couple more sips of tea, seemingly considering his words.

			Then he surprised her by speaking English. “I am told your English is quite good.”

			“I prefer to speak Russian,” she said softly, and in Russian.

			Baronov grinned at her suddenly, an uneven, toothy smile that did not reach up to his eyes, then he continued in Russian. “I know you were SVR. I know you defected, and I know there was an Odessa order placed on you.”

			She made no movement, said nothing.

			“Odessa is the Kremlin’s highest sanction,” Baronov went on. “Capture or kill. Extreme prejudice.” He paused. “That’s all I know.” But then he quickly raised a hand. “I mean,” he said, “obviously I know you were captured, otherwise this conversation would be even more one-sided than it already is.”

			Zoya looked up to see him still holding a crooked smile, looking at her. Through her.

			She remained reserved. “You are a major colonel, sir?”

			The smile went away, and he nodded. “FSB, in the Department for the Protection of the Constitutional System and the Fight against Terrorism. I’m based at the Lubyanka. I helicoptered down here from Moscow to see someone in another correctional colony nearby, but I thought I would take the opportunity to speak with you while I was here.” He jerked a thumb at the door. “Alpha Group picked me up at the airport and brought me.” He shrugged. “FSB major colonels traveling alone these days must be careful.”

			Zoya could not fathom why this high-ranking intelligence officer had come to see her, but she made no reaction.

			He changed the subject quickly, catching her off guard. “Your friends in the West think you are dead. Did you know that?”

			She did not know that. Slowly she shook her head.

			“A woman was executed at Lefortovo while you were there. She had previously been in the SVR…you might have known her. Sorokina was her name, if I’m not mistaken.”

			Zoya looked up. She did know Inna Sorokina. She’d been SVR and then went to work for a Moscow-based criminal organization.

			Zoya had run afoul of her in Berlin a year earlier.

			But she betrayed none of this. She only sat still, stared at the table.

			Baronov shrugged. “Anyway, the Kremlin put her on ice, no idea why; your friends the Americans somehow picked up that little tidbit, didn’t get the name, and they surmised it was you.”

			Zoya’s heart did not have the capacity to sink even lower, so this news did little to darken her already pitch-black outlook.

			“One more thing I do know about you,” Baronov said, as if it had just occurred to him, “is your father. Not personally, of course, but I am very aware of the lasting legend of General Feodor Zakharov.” He paused for emphasis, then said, “Former head of the G…R…U.” He enunciated each letter of the abbreviation of Russian military intelligence with an unmistakable tone of derision.

			Leaning forward, he briefly glanced at the mirror on his right, then back at Zoya. “My own father remains an important part of my life. He’s retired, not dead, as is yours, but I now hold the equivalent job that he held back in his prime.” Baronov said, “He was KGB, naturally. In Moscow, mostly, and then, after the abrupt end of the Soviet Union, he joined the FSB.

			“He interrogated enemies of the state.” Baronov waved his hand around. “In this very room on occasion, I feel certain of it. My father was quite something in his day, in fact.

			“Do you know what he gave to me?”

			“Issues?”

			Baronov looked like he’d been poleaxed, but for only a moment, then barked out a genuine laugh. “She doesn’t speak much, but when she does, it’s with snark.” Now his demeanor changed. He beamed at her. “I like it.”

			Growing serious again, he said, “Yes, issues. But more importantly, he gave me a dogged determination. An almost fanatical will to do my job and to do it to the best of my ability.”

			Zoya could not help herself. “What is your job?”

			“I hunt for internal enemies. Just like my father, my own life is dedicated to catching spies, terrorists, and traitors.”

			“Then I’m afraid you are wasting your time with me, Colonel. I was a spy, but as you can plainly see, I’ve already been caught.”

			Baronov laughed again. “True. But I’m not after you. Hunting spies and terrorists and traitors is all very well and good. But my job is more than that. My job is reeducating the public. Every time I throw a traitor in jail, a protester, an instigator, a subversive, it’s on the news. For every one enemy of the state I take off the playing field, another one hundred, one thousand, get the message that whatever scheme they have in mind is not going to work because people like me are out here, hounding them, trailing them, stalking them, hunting them down, thwarting their plans.”

			“What does that have to do with me?” she asked.

			“I intend on finding out who’s put you here. Warden Maximov says he got orders from the court in Saransk. Saransk says it got orders from the Federal Penitentiary Service in Moscow, and FPS refuses to communicate with FSB on the matter, as do SVR and GRU.”

			The colonel continued. “So…for whatever reason, Sorokina was executed, and you were not. Not only were you not killed, I’ve seen the records. You were subjected to some pretty harsh special measures, but you were not tortured in the true sense.”

			Zoya continued staring at the dirty wooden table as she said, “Mock executions, refrigerated cell, rotten rations, sleep deprivation…should I go on?”

			Baronov sniffed as if what she’d said had been a joke. “Trust me, you got off easy. And then, after a few months at Lefortovo, you were sentenced to a correctional colony.” He looked around. “Again…you got off easy. Believe me, this isn’t the worst place to be stuck.” She took a sip of hot tea and Baronov added, “I am trying to figure out why, exactly, you are here.”

			She looked up at him briefly again. “Me, too, Colonel Baronov.”

			“Odessa sanction targets are not remanded to correctional colonies. I’ve never seen it happen, not once. In fact, I’ve never seen what happened to any Odessa targets, because they simply disappear.

			“But you are in with the general prison population here in Yavas. Why? Why aren’t you dead? Or why aren’t you in a two-meter-by-three-meter windowless cage at Lefortovo? Why weren’t you tortured, truly tortured, for information in Moscow? Are you being protected by someone high-ranking enough to spare you the usual fate of a poor wretch in your shoes? That’s what I need to find out.”

			Zoya looked the man in the eyes. “I ask myself every day why they did not shoot me when I was in Moscow.”

			Baronov’s own eyes went cold now. “You would not be so fortunate, I’m afraid. The Kremlin has thrown people into furnaces, people who weren’t Odessa. Word is Sorokina was hanged by SVR, which seems rather charitable, but I don’t know, I had nothing to do with her.” He smiled. “I’m FSB, we don’t play well with SVR.”

			The remark about throwing her into a furnace did not faze Zoya. She had grown numb to threats and dangers. She could do nothing to improve her situation, so she accepted whatever happened as fate.

			“Do you have a benefactor in the government keeping you alive, some old friend of your father in military intelligence, perhaps?” He smiled again. “FSB does not play well with GRU, either.”

			Zoya said nothing, and she felt his eyes as they bored into her for what seemed like an eternity. Finally, he spoke with unmasked malevolence. “Who is your sugar daddy, Zoya?”

			“I don’t have a—”

			“You worked for SVR, and your dearly departed father was GRU; someone extremely high up in one of those two organizations is behind this.” He waved his hand animatedly, indicating Zoya’s incarceration here. “I’ve gone to the Kremlin, but I’ve learned nothing.

			“We at FSB do not trust SVR, but we trust GRU even less. Whoever arranged for a traitorous spy to be put in a labor colony in Mordovia instead of a shallow grave in a field outside the capital will be revealed, I can assure you.” His lips thinned and his eyes darkened. “There are threats to this nation even inside our own intelligence services. No matter how high this goes, I intend to find this enemy of the people who has put you here.”

			Zoya brought her shoulders back a little and looked up at the man. “I understand now. This isn’t about me. This is about a fight between Russia’s intelligence organizations. You want to give SVR or GRU a black eye. Nothing more.”

			Baronov bristled again. Zoya was struck by how quickly the man’s mood and demeanor could change.

			Through tight lips he said, “Not a black eye. A fatal blow. President Peskov favors GRU…he has a soft spot for the leadership in the SVR, and his relationship with FSB has…as a result…suffered.” Baronov smiled once more, as if he’d forgotten that she’d offended him seconds earlier. He said, “If I find out one of Russia’s most wanted was spared by either of those organizations, then I will take that information directly to the Kremlin.”

			Zoya said, “I have no friends in high places. I don’t even have any friends here.”

			Baronov smiled a little, picked a tea leaf from his tongue with his fingertips, but he made no reply to this. Instead, he said, “Four years here. It’s not nothing. But it is not such a long time.”

			“It is if it is a lie. No one is letting me out in four years. I’ll die either here or somewhere else. There is no benefactor, Colonel. Someone in SVR just thought it would be more fun to send me somewhere so I could be worked to death.”

			She added, “Inna Sorokina gets to rest. I envy her.”

			Baronov drummed his fingers on the desk. “You said it yourself. I don’t care so much about you. You killed a coworker in foreign intelligence and then ran to the West. Utterly boring stuff, in my opinion.” Then he sat up straighter. “I will be frank, Miss Zakharova. I’m going to find out who’s protecting you, and then I’m going to have them arrested for treason. I will see that their organization is utterly destroyed by the affair. When that happens…there can only be one result for you.”

			Zoya nodded faintly, then spoke softly. “I won’t have to envy Inna for long.”

			He nodded again. “If I do my job well, it will end with your execution. Yes. The next time you see my face, you can be sure it will mean the end for you.” With a little shrug he said, still with nonchalance, “And I regret that. It’s nothing personal. But it’s my life’s mission to find turncoats in the other intelligence services so the motherland remains strong, and in this case, doing this means you will necessarily be collateral damage.”

			She pushed a little force into her voice for the first time in the conversation as she sat up straighter. “Well then, Colonel Baronov, I guess you had better get to work.”

			Baronov stared at her with rapt fascination. “You’re either incredibly brave or an incredibly good actress.”

			“Or someone who is simply tired of sewing zippers and buttons.”

			The colonel let out a loud laugh now. “Or that. Yes.”

			He stood abruptly, then called for the guard. “You are a charming woman. You must have been one hell of a spy. It’s been a pleasure meeting you.”

			She could have charmed him a little more, she knew, told him it had been a pleasure meeting him, as well, but her efforts wouldn’t change her fate. She just turned and headed for the door, where the round-faced guard missing part of his hand and his partner were waiting for her.

			

			•   •   •

			Five minutes later, the prisoner had been led back to Building Seven, and Eriks Baronov stood in the observation room on the other side of the two-way mirror into the interrogation room. With him were both Warden Albert Maximov and a female senior supervisory guard, both of whom had only known the prisoner as Seven Three Seven Nine before now. The two of them had watched the entire exchange through the mirror, something that Baronov had approved of, so now they were aware of her true identity.

			Baronov pulled a page out of the file in his hand and looked at it. It was a color print of Zakharova’s SVR identity photo, a few years old now. In the photo she wore makeup and an off-white blouse with a blue jacket over it, and her hair was long, dark, and shiny. Baronov noted that she looked quite stunning and completely different from the woman he’d just met. She was still beautiful here in prison, but haggard, worn, robbed of any of the spirit the colonel could see in the photo in his hand.

			To the guard he said, “Tell me about her.”

			The woman was in her fifties, stern, but clearly excited to be in the presence of the senior FSB officer down from Moscow. “She’s basically catatonic, Colonel. She just goes about her day. She’s a robot, really.”

			“How so?”

			“She works in the shop but only communicates with her superiors there when spoken to. We watch her, making sure to follow the special administrative rules that came down.”

			The guard added, “The other inmates know better than to fuck with her. The rumor is she was at a holding facility in Moscow several months ago and she broke a woman’s jaw.”

			Baronov did not look up from the paper in his hand. “More than a rumor. It happened at Lefortovo. She was in with the general population for less than a day before she took that swing. She went to solitary directly afterward.”

			The female guard chuckled a little. “Wish she’d try something with me. I’d relieve her of the last of her beauty.”

			“Right,” Baronov muttered, looking at Zakharova’s picture on the computer.

			He said, “Has she had any contact with Nadia Yarovaya?”

			Warden Maximov shook his head. “Not at all. As you already know, the traitor Yarovaya is housed in the confinement wing, Block Two. She works in an annex shop there in the building, not in the main sewing shop. She gets thirty minutes a day outside in a pen, but otherwise she’s working, eating, or sleeping.”

			The female guard spoke up again. “Seven Three Seven Nine is nothing to worry about, sir. She’s weird. When she walks the halls or the roads outside, she usually does it with her eyes closed. She doesn’t want to see anyone around her.”

			Baronov sighed, rubbed his tired eyes. “That’s not what she’s doing. She’s memorizing the routes, the turns, the number of steps, in case she must move quickly through the facility with the lights off.”

			“How do you—”

			“I’ve been doing this a long time, and a long time before this, my father was doing this and telling me all about it.”

			“Yes, sir.”

			He thought a moment, then said, “No one from GRU or SVR has inquired about her?”

			“No one, Colonel,” Maximov answered. The older man hesitated before speaking again, but then he said, “Odessa sanction, you said? I don’t know what that is.”

			Baronov addressed them both now. “You heard a lot in there. A lot you don’t need to know. You would do well to remember to forget.” He turned to the door. “Notify me of any developments with Zakharova, no matter the hour.”

			“Are you returning to Moscow, Colonel?” the female guard asked.

			“Not immediately. I have business at IK-17 Orzenyi tomorrow.”

			“Are you interrogating the traitor Yarovoy there?”

			Baronov looked at her a moment, then shook his head. “Yarovoy has nothing left to offer us.” With a shrug, he said, “He was yesterday’s project, as was his wife.” He held the file up. “This prisoner is today’s project. Watch her carefully in the meantime. There is more to Seven Three Seven Nine than meets the eye.”

			“She will not deviate from her duties,” Warden Maximov said. “If she does, she will be punished.”

			

			•   •   •

			Zoya Zakharova finished her shift at nine twenty p.m., then shut her eyes at her table a moment, trying in vain to clear them of the images of buttons and trousers and zippers that were so burned into her retinas.

			Five minutes later she’d been cleared by the guards to leave the shop and return to her barracks. An icy rain fell in sheets as Zoya trudged across the gravel with three other women also cleared for the movement at this late hour.

			In the dormitory wing she took her tired and aching body to the shower room, rinsed off, changed back into her uniform, and then went straight to her bunk bed.

			Her cough was bothering her, but no more so than most nights, and certainly no worse than at least fifteen of the eighty women in this building. The sound of hacking and wheezing all night long was the rule around here, not the exception.

			As she lay on the bottom bunk on her side, her eyes closed as she did her best to push the images from the sweatshop out of her mind for a few hours before going back tomorrow for her twelve-hour Sunday shift.

			Her thoughts slipped to Baronov.

			Why was the FSB bothering her?

			She’d been in Moscow, under weeks of interrogation, and she hadn’t cracked. Some drugs had been injected into her, but she’d kept her head about the most important secrets she had.

			Yes, she remembered that she’d admitted that she’d killed an SVR officer in Thailand, though he’d been trying to kill her. And yes, she’d admitted she’d fled Russia, and she’d even admitted she’d worked freelance for the CIA, both in Berlin and in Cuba.

			The Russians knew this already; denying it would have been futile.

			She’d spoken reservedly about the operation in Cuba but had said nothing about the man she’d been with at the time.

			She would die before she mentioned the name Court Gentry.

			Shortly after her arrival to Lefortovo Prison she’d been put into solitary for punching out another inmate who’d pushed her against the wall and declared her to be “fresh meat.” The other prisoner went down with a cracked jaw that would ensure she’d be getting no meat that wasn’t minced and floating in soup for some time.

			After this, Zoya had been locked in a refrigerated cell with no blankets to increase her punishment. Her rations had been cut, and at one point, she woke up in the hospital wing after passing out and landing face-first on the concrete floor of her cell.

			Badly bruised, she lay in bed for several days at Lefortovo, and when she was released, the interrogations stopped, and she was shipped down here to Mordovia. First to Saransk and then here to Yavas.

			She wondered if she was being held to trade for some Russian spy in the West or, like she’d said to Baronov, simply sent here to die slowly and miserably.

			Zoya had considered suicide, early on, and only briefly. If Court Gentry had been here instead of her, he would have already made a mad dash for the fence, not for the purpose of escape but for the purpose of catching a bullet in the back from a watchtower sniper, a surefire way to keep from spilling secrets.

			But Zoya didn’t want to die. She wanted to live, and she wanted to get out of here.

			Still, escape was a fantasy; she barely had time to use the bathroom, sleep, and eat. How the fuck was she going to dig a tunnel?

			She tried to relax enough to fall asleep, knowing she’d be up by six and back in the sewing shop by seven. It was Sunday, so tomorrow’s shift would last till five p.m., and her guards called this a “half day.”

			Their math was as bad as their disposition, Zoya told herself as she closed her eyes and did her best to ignore the sounds of misery around her.
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			The red and gray commuter train rolled through the darkness, the rain, and the dense fog, moving at eighty kilometers an hour across a gentle stretch of track in the woods, just a couple kilometers from a suburban station ahead.

			The Obninsk railway station didn’t see much passenger traffic after ten p.m., but it was just one hundred kilometers from the southwestern neighborhoods of Moscow, so a few trains ran through still after most of the townspeople here in the city of 125,000 had gone to bed.

			It was past eleven p.m. now; this was the last train of the night from Moscow, and there were no more than seventy-five passengers onboard as the nine railway cars neared the stop.

			In the first car a couple in their twenties got ready to disembark, donning their coats, scarves, and hats. Leonid and Tatyana covered their faces completely; they knew that cold and precipitation would hit them the moment they climbed down onto the platform. They each kept a hand on their large rolling suitcases out in the aisle to keep them from falling over when the train stopped.

			The commuter train did begin to slow, and in the eighth car, two men sat together; a pair of mismatched backpacks had been stacked in an empty seat between them. Kostya thumbed through his phone, and Denis looked out the window at the night.

			The pair already had their faces covered, as did many of the passengers on board, and Denis put his forehead against the window now. His ski mask warded off the shock of cold from the glass.

			And that was too bad, because Denis’s headache was back, and the cold would have helped a little. The headache always came in times of high stress, and this moment certainly fit the bill.

			Denis Maskaev had suffered recurring headaches for the past two years, but it was no mystery as to why. A traumatic brain injury that he’d hardly received any treatment for was the culprit.

			As a sergeant in the 173rd Special Purpose (Spetsnaz) detachment of the 22nd Guards Brigade, he’d been blown out of a second-story apartment window in Avdiivka. A Ukrainian with a grenade launcher had scored a hit that had killed three of Denis’s comrades and sent him sailing. He woke with head and back injuries and barely survived the blood loss from wounds in both legs before he was rescued by surviving members of his squad.

			There was one silver lining for Denis Maskaev after he was transported back over the border and to a military hospital in Belgorod.

			His war was over.

			He’d healed over time, more or less, though the headaches remained a near-constant companion. He’d spent months living at home with his mother, drinking away his meager military pension, but finally a friend of his family had offered the “military hero” a job as a stocker at a grocery store in Moscow’s central Rostokino district.

			During the day he put cereal, dairy items, soft drinks, and candy on shelves.

			And for the past year, he did something quite different at night, because Denis was not a good grocer, but he did have other skills, and he also had something else.

			A calling.

			Denis Maskaev was a saboteur, serving in a cell of the Freedom of Russia Legion.

			The rebels of the Legion had grown from a few dozen Russian nationals fighting in the eastern oblasts of Ukraine on the side of the Ukrainians into a large, amorphous body of cells, active in several cities inside Russia. Denis was deputy commander of a cell of twenty-four members, six of whom were on this train, including his commander, Leonid.

			He found himself filled with apprehension now, and he calmed himself as he always did, by thinking of his mother. She was only fifty-three, still healthy and vibrant, unlike his father, who died when he was young. His mother was beautiful and kind and smart and funny; thinking of her enabled him to go on with his day. She knew the war was foolish, same as Denis did, but also like Denis she had the good sense to keep her mouth shut about her opinions in front of others.

			You could go to prison in Russia for speaking out against the war, even in the mildest of terms.

			Denis looked forward to the time when he could go back to the home he grew up in and give his mother a hug that he was certain would last a long time, until she pulled herself away long enough to make him a huge platter of syrniki, lemony cheese pancakes covered in blueberries from her garden, his favorite food since childhood.

			The train came to a smooth stop; Kostya elbowed him across the backpacks to snap him out of his contemplations, and soon both men stood. Kostya was older, a former tank gunner now in his early forties and a bit thick around the middle, and he made a show of hoisting his large beige pack off the seat. He struggled to shoulder it, then began moving for the exit.

			Denis hoisted the remaining pack; it was a washed-out purple canvas bag, utterly inconspicuous. He put it on without difficulty, unlike the other man, and then he followed Kostya for the exit.

			Up and down the nine-car train from Moscow a total of eleven people were disgorged here before the doors shut and it began moving south again towards its final destination for the night, another thirty kilometers to the southwest.

			All eleven commuters walked through the station, some pulling luggage along with them, everyone with some sort of backpack or shoulder bag. Five headed out into the rain and sleet to the parking lot, where they climbed into the shelter of their cars, but the remaining six walked through the station and out to the street in three sets of two: Leonid and Tatyana from the first car, Sasha and Dima from car five, and Denis and Kostya from car eight.

			Under the overhang above the entrance, Leonid and Tatyana stopped to look at their phones, Denis and Kostya took a moment to organize their belongings, and the other two men began walking directly to the southwest along the sidewalk.

			None of the three pairs looked at or spoke to one another, but within a minute of exiting the station, they all walked in the same direction on the same sidewalk, each group spread out by thirty or forty meters.

			They trudged on the slick pavement, their heads and faces covered, exactly like any sensible person walking around in the snow and ice on a frosty night. Leonid and Tatyana struggled a little with their heavy rolling bags, but they pressed on.

			A row of two-story homes ran down the opposite side of the quiet street, and on their side of the street pine trees hid the train tracks on the left.

			The three pairs might not have looked like a cohesive unit of any kind as they sat in different cars on the train or walked separately along the roadside, but they were, in fact, together. Leonid was the leader of this cell; he was thirty-four, and he and his twenty-eight-year-old partner, Tatyana, walked in the center of the scraggly clandestine entourage.

			Sasha and Dima had made it two hundred meters from the station when they suddenly turned to the left, stepped off the sidewalk, and began moving through the snow and mud for ten meters until they reached a thick copse of pine.

			Leonid and Tatyana followed suit when they got to the same part of the sidewalk, both of them dragging their big and heavy suitcases behind them; they lumbered downhill until they pushed themselves into the trees.

			The third pair, Denis and his older partner, Kostya, checked behind them as they walked, making certain no one was standing around outside the station who might have seen the first four hustle into the trees.

			Satisfied they had not been detected, they stepped off the pavement and into the muddy snow, hurrying towards the woods, following in the tracks made by the others.

			Soon Denis was enshrouded in darkness with the others, out of the streetlights and the light poles along the train tracks that ran on the other side of the pines.

			His head throbbed, but he tried to push the pain away, because the next ten minutes would be crucial.

			The group now huddled close together, protected by the elements from the pine needles above them, and they waited in silence for a moment. Then, after determining that no one in any of the nearby homes had taken any note of their presence, they began moving carefully through the woods, their boots and tennis shoes fighting for purchase on the uneven and soggy ground.

			It took only seconds to push all the way through to the other side of the trees, and when they did so, Denis, Leonid, Tatyana, and the rest of the group found themselves standing only twenty meters away from the southbound train tracks.

			With a nod from Leonid, they all retreated back into the woods, then dropped their packs and began rifling through them.

			The six, ranging in age from twenty-one to forty-five, each pulled a pistol and a pair of extra magazines from their packs, then crammed the weapons into their waistbands under their thick coats. Denis, Kostya, and Dima also took out Vityaz submachine guns, extended the stocks, and put the slings over their heads.

			Several of the group pulled smoke grenades, extra magazines, medical bags, and other equipment from their packs and stuffed them in the big pockets of their coats.

			Then Leonid and Tatyana opened the two big rolling cases.

			With the aid of a small, red-lensed flashlight, they looked inside. Leonid flipped some switches on the two devices, and when he was done, the lids of the suitcases were again zippered closed.

			With a look at her phone to check the time, Tatyana gave a little nod to the leader of the group, and then four men hefted the two big cases, one holding the front and the other the rear, and then all six began heading out of the trees and towards the tracks.

			Denis held the bottom of the second case; his heart pounded along with the throbbing in his skull as he moved quickly over the uneven and slick ground. He was thankful for the sleet and the fog but well aware he was entering the lighted area of track just a couple hundred meters south of the station.

			While Tatyana and Kostya covered the others with their weapons, looking out into the night for any potential threats, the other four struggled to climb up onto the southbound track with the luggage.

			Once there, they positioned the cases side by side right next to the closest rail, and then the group picked up granite ballast stones and made a perfunctory attempt to hide the large containers.

			A single light appeared far to the north, approaching from the direction of Moscow, and this turned everyone’s heads, but only for an instant. Denis didn’t need to check his watch again, and he didn’t have to wonder about what was coming his way.

			The twenty-car freight train was right on time, just like most nights, and he knew it would be composed of a mixture of fuel tanker cars and flatbeds carrying military equipment towards troops in Donbas.

			As the big train raced closer to the station—it would not be stopping—all six stepped over the southbound track and then began crossing the northbound track, not returning to the trees from where they came but rather heading towards a fenced warehouse complex fifty meters beyond the rail line.

			They were out of the glowing lights over the tracks and halfway to the big chain-link fence, the intermittent whistle of the train audible and growing in volume off their left shoulders, when Leonid pulled his phone from his coat. Still moving quickly, he dialed a number but did not yet hit the call button.

			And then, when they were just twenty meters from the fence line, a bright light swept over them from behind.

			Everyone dropped into the mud and tall grasses here, and then Leonid looked back, raising his head to see.

			Next to him, Denis did the same with his gun at his shoulder, but he partly shielded himself behind a discarded iron train-car wheel that was propped up against a stack of wooden pallets.

			Denis focused on the movement to the north. “Dyer-mo,” he said. Shit.

			A pair of green armored trucks rolled to a stop to the south of the copse of trees the six Russians had just come from, forty meters away. From the roof of one of the trucks a man waved a flashlight back and forth over the tracks.

			“Who the fuck is that?” Leonid whispered.

			Denis couldn’t read any writing on the vehicles through the dense fog. “No clue.”

			The train was forty-five seconds out or so; Denis looked back over his shoulder towards the fence and the warehouse and determined there was no chance of them making it there without being detected by whoever was in those trucks.

			Turning his attention back to the vehicles, he saw several men climbing out now. They wore green masks and helmets and camouflaged body armor, and they all carried rifles with flashlights mounted under the barrels.

			A half dozen more beams swept the tracks now, searching intently but not focused on any one area.

			Now Maskaev fixated on the men, on the equipment he could see.

			After a few seconds more, he let out a grumble of frustration, then growled, “SOBR.”

			“Fuck,” Tatyana exclaimed softly behind him.

			SOBR was the Special Quick Response Unit of the Rosgvardia, a public-order force created by President Vitaly Peskov to keep the citizenry in line.

			“Why are national guard SWAT troops here?” Leonid asked, his voice fraught with nerves now.

			“We got spotted on a camera,” someone said.

			“Bullshit, we did,” Kostya whispered. “Somebody talked.”

			Denis looked to Leonid. The man was crouched in the grasses, his jeans soaked and muddy, his handgun in one hand and his cell phone in the other.

			“Continue the op,” Denis said.

			When Leonid looked back at him with wide eyes, however, Denis got the idea that his leader was panicking. “What the fuck are we going to do, Leo?” he said, the train getting louder and louder to their right.

			“I…I don’t know.”

			Denis knew what they needed to do. “Blow the track. When the train derails, we move.”

			“No,” the team leader said. “They don’t see us. If the train moves on, they will just leave.”

			The train raced through the station now, just twenty seconds from passing between the internal security troops and this small band of saboteurs hiding in the grasses.

			Denis said, “We have to do it! Press the button.”

			Leonid did not move.

			“Make up your mind!” Kostya barked from behind them.

			Leonid lifted his head again to take another look at the situation.

			A sudden burst of gunfire erupted from the direction of the two green trucks. With the racing train just fifteen seconds out, bullets tore through the tall dead brush around the six Russians.

			Denis threw himself flat in the icy mud behind the wheel, but next to him, Leonid cried out in shock.

			When the gunfire ceased, likely because the train was about to block the shooter’s line of sight, Denis crawled out of the mud and onto Leonid. A rifle round had exited his back, the top of the cell leader’s skull was gone, and brain oozed through his blond hair.

			But Denis did not focus on his leader’s fatal wounds. Instead, he pulled the phone from the dead man’s hand and pressed the call button.

			As he threw himself down flat alongside his dead comrade, a white-light explosion rocked the group soaking in the freezing rain.

			The sound and the flash were impressive; the tracks were only thirty meters away, after all, but the detonation was not even the main event. Denis chanced a look over the grasses and immediately saw the pair of red-gray locomotives race into the smoke, and then a screeching sound told him that the two IEDs, each one made of an 81-millimeter mortar round wired to handmade detonators and a mobile phone, had successfully destroyed the track.

			He gaped in morbid fascination as the hurtling military cargo train went off the rails and began to tilt violently to the right, then skidded along in a shower of sparks.

			Denis Maskaev could watch this all day, but he knew the train was blocking any enemy gunfire, and this gave them the brief opportunity that this group of rebels needed to exploit. Denis rose to his knees and shouted to the others, then scooped up Leonid’s pistol and began running, ordering the rest to follow him to the warehouse fence line.

			Behind them, the first cars of the train flipped onto their side, and the locomotives of the massive beast continued skidding along, pulling the follow-on cars with them.

			With all the diesel oil tankers on the crashing train, Denis knew there was a good chance for an explosion, and he and the rest of the team were still very much in the potential blast radius. His first thought had been to hunker down, but he also knew the security troops would have already radioed their position to others, and this area was going to be crawling with jackbooted paramilitary killers in moments.

			The remaining members of the team had to risk being blown to bits by leaving the meager cover and running, because they couldn’t wait around here.

			They raced like hell over the unforgiving ground, slipping and falling as they went, but soon all five made it to the chain-link fence.

			Behind them Denis heard the train come to rest finally; the sounds of crashing dissipated and the shouting began, but the shouts were instantly drowned out by a detonation. Denis didn’t look back, but he heard shrapnel slamming into the fence; it kicked up snow and ice in the parking lot in front of him, and Tatyana cried out in pain to his right.

			He found the opening in the fence, right where he’d cut it the previous night. He slammed hard into the metal, ice crashed along the chain links, and then he was on the other side, on a slick parking lot in front of the loading dock of a long, low warehouse.

			He helped the other four clamber through; Tatyana had a serious gash just above her elbow that dripped blood, but he was happy to see she was still ambulatory. They began running across the darkened parking lot.

			Kostya and Denis led the way now, but a flash of headlights directly ahead caught their attention, stopping their advance. Denis hoped like hell it was their getaway vehicle, although the driver had been instructed to keep the van out of the parking lot in case of follow-on explosions.

			A second set of headlights, just behind the first, put to rest any fantasy he had of an easy escape.

			A pair of municipal police cars whipped into the parking lot and skidded to a stop under a light.

			As the car doors opened, both Denis and Kostya shouldered their Vityazes and opened fire on the windshields, tearing through the glass with dozens of 9-millimeter rounds.

			One of the cops managed to roll out onto the concrete and return fire; Denis saw flashes from behind the vehicle on the left, and he targeted the source, emptying his magazine in the process.

			On his right, Kostya lowered down to a knee, put his hand on his chest, and then folded up more, pitching forward and falling face-first onto the pavement.

			Sasha moved to check him, but a fresh burst of fire from back across the track told them all that the national guard troops there had found a line of sight through the wrecked and burning train between them. Denis just reloaded his subgun, ordered the man to leave Kostya but to take his weapon, then grabbed Tatyana and ran with her towards the exit of the warehouse parking lot, with the two others just behind them.

			One hundred meters up the road they were still very much in earshot of the exploding train cars, and they also heard sirens coming from the vehicles of first responders and saw light in the foggy night sky from the crash site behind them.

			Denis raised his weapon again as he approached a Hyundai H1 minivan parked there in the darkness. The engine was running and the lights were off, and when he opened the back door, the four surviving members of the six-person cell of saboteurs climbed in.

			A young blonde with a ponytail sat waiting behind the wheel. Vera was nineteen, the youngest of this entire cell of Russian resistance fighters, but she kept her cool as she drove off to the east, maintaining a calm speed. As she navigated the icy roads, she looked in the rearview.

			To Tatyana she said, “Leo and Kostya?”

			Tatyana was crying, holding her bloody arm, and she did not answer.

			Denis pulled his balaclava from his head, revealing a boyish clean-shaven face and a shock of brown hair soaked from sweat. He wiped rain from his eyes, then reached for a large medical kit Vera had left behind the front seats. Without emotion he answered, “Both dead.”

			“Pizdec!” Fuck! Vera said, and then, “I heard shooting.”

			“SOBR showed up,” Dima answered now. “Cops, too.”

			Dennis moved next to Tatyana and carefully helped her take off her coat so he could better assess her wound; blood drained onto the floor of the Hyundai as he did so.

			Vera called out as she drove, her voice rising into a panic. “How could it be that the national guard was there, right when you guys showed up?”

			Denis eyed the four people around him quickly while he tore open the sleeve of Tatyana’s thermal shirt. “I don’t know. Maybe just bad luck. Or maybe somebody talked.”

			“Someone here?” Tatyana asked, her voice weakening as the adrenaline began to wear off. “Or someone else who knows what we’re doing? Legion leadership, they knew about our target tonight. Hell, they gave us the target tonight.”

			Sasha put Kostya’s submachine gun on the floorboard next to his own, then leaned his head back against the cold wall of the moving minivan. “It’s not a leak. We got picked up on a camera, that’s all.”

			Denis wasn’t sure if Sasha was right or not, but the man’s comment had the effect of causing everyone to look his way with some degree of suspicion.

			Sasha recognized what was happening. “Fuck, guys. I didn’t talk. I just think we were careful, and our leadership wouldn’t sell us out. The Rosgvardia showed up too quickly for this to have been a report from the train station; I think it was just a passing patrol that saw movement on the tracks.”

			Denis put half a roll of gauze around Tatyana’s right arm, then covered it with compression bandages. “You’ll be okay. We’ll get you to the hospital in Moscow.”

			She shook her head. “I’ll be reported.”

			“We’ll stage a car wreck or something. Don’t worry.”

			She nodded. Tears streamed from her eyes. “Poor Leonid.”

			Denis shook his head as he continued bandaging her wound. “You were wrong to get close to him. None of us can get close to anyone. We’re all going to fucking die. Everyone in the Legion is going to fucking die.”

			He sealed the bandages by squeezing them over the damage, and she cried out. Denis said, “It’s just a matter of when.”

			When the other four remained silent, he added, “It sucks, but it’s the only mindset that works for what we’re doing. You must be resigned to this all ending badly, accepting of a dark fate, so then you can get on with it and do your job.”

			Tatyana gave a little nod, but the tears continued.

			To Denis, Sasha said, “You know what this means, don’t you?”

			“What does this mean?”

			“You are the new leader of the cell.”

			He shrugged. “There are others who will make that decision.”

			Tatyana chimed in through sobs of pain and terror. “After tonight, leadership might choose you to lead the entire Moscow battalion.”

			“Ridiculous,” he said. “Katarina is in charge.”

			“Katarina is a fucking nurse,” Dima said now. “You are a soldier. A real soldier.”

			“You’d have my vote,” Vera added softly from behind the wheel.

			Denis shook his head. The headache pounded and he knew it would only get worse. He said, “Listen to me, all of you. Katarina is exactly who we need leading the Moscow battalion. She’s not a fighter, but she’s a leader. I’m a fighter, not a leader.”

			He added, “Katarina did not talk. No one above us in the group talked. Back when she was in contact with Western intelligence, we had leaks, and people got killed. Since we broke off communications with the West, our operations have run more smoothly. Tonight was just bad luck.”

			“Horrible luck,” Tatyana muttered.

			Denis said, “Enough trains, we’re done with trains. Let the other Legion cells blow up trains, refineries, ammo dumps. We need to make a real statement.”

			“A statement?” Vera said.

			“Yes. Something that gets worldwide attention. Something in central Moscow that they won’t be able to ignore.”

			“What are you thinking?”

			“An assassination.”

			“Of who?”

			He thought a moment. “Someone big enough to be noticed internationally, someone not so high that their security would make the operation impossible.”

			“But…” Tatyana said as she squeezed her shoulder above her wounded arm. “An assassination…we’ve never done that.”

			Denis said, “Me and Kostya just killed four cops. I have killed in battle in the past.” He shrugged. “I can kill in Moscow.” He thought a moment more. “We’ll find a target. Then we’ll find another. While we still have breath in our lungs, we’ll kill Peskov’s people, one by one.”

			His headache raged as they bounced along in the back of the minivan; the sleet pounding the aluminum roof felt like a jackhammer against his brain.

		

	
		
			
				Nine[image: ]

			

			At seventy-six years old, Dr. Milda Berzina appreciated having a job where she only needed to leave the house one day a week. Political podcasting required a lot of prep; her time was filled with phone calls to government officials, emails with reporters and others, reading, and watching the news, but all this she could do from her apartment in Riga, Latvia’s beautiful Old Town. This meant she only had to drive to the studio on Mondays to record, a weekly journey of no more than forty minutes round trip.

			A former college professor, Dr. Berzina had debuted her podcast three years earlier. It seemed to her to be a natural progression from her decades of teaching and publishing, and her decades engrossed in the politics and culture of Latvia and the northern part of Central Europe. Her foreign-affairs-themed show, Flash Focus on the Baltic, had attained some measure of notoriety for her here in Latvia, but her 35,000 subscribers turned into 486,000 six months earlier when she began podcasting in English.

			The quality of her reporting had improved, as well. She seemed to have a uniquely close eye on what was going on around the region for someone who was not in the intelligence services.

			Dr. Berzina was not a journalist, but she was a person whom journalists from around the world listened to every week.

			Monday morning at eight a.m. she drove her little two-door Skoda under a surprisingly sunny morning sky to the mixed-use studio where she rented space every week, a prewar stone building with an ornate façade on Brivibas Street, east of Old Town.

			She made tea in the kitchen and chatted with her producer for a while, then sat down behind the mic and put on her headphones. The focus of today’s show was the recent arrest of an Austrian diplomat accused of taking money from the Russians.

			She talked into her microphone the entire morning, from nine a.m. until now, just past noon, interviewing several journalists and academics both here in the studio and remotely, and when she signed off, she immediately stepped into the kitchenette to make herself a hot tea to calm her raw throat.

			After chatting for a while with her producer, a twenty-three-year-old who was a nice enough kid but completely uninterested in politics and international affairs, she climbed into her car and headed back to her home to the west, now under steel gray skies that hinted at a looming snow shower.

			Along the way she stopped at a bakery, a cheese shop, and a grocery store, scooping up provisions to last her until next Monday, because Dr. Berzina rarely left her Old Town neighborhood on those six days a week when she did not have to drive to the studio.

			At two p.m. she made it home to her place on Amatu Street, just in front of a small park, and she pulled around the back of the building into an alley, then descended into her small underground parking garage.

			From here it was two flights of stairs up to her flat.

			She struggled a little with her bags, but she was used to the climb.

			Dr. Berzina was a widow; her husband had died when they were both in their fifties, but she was not alone. Astra, her tabby, raced up to her as she entered, and then the two of them went into the kitchen.

			Glad that her day of work was done, she planned on doing some reading this afternoon and some online research this evening.

			But first she poured a saucer of milk for Astra, and she made coffee for herself.

			

			•   •   •

			The large window in Milda Berzina’s living room overlooked the park outside, and just as a light snow began to fall, a man in a crowd of tourists walked along the sidewalk on a street a block away, his eyes fixed on the window.

			He turned off Amatu Street and into an alleyway, then stopped, lingered a few moments more, looking up, and then he turned and drifted along with pedestrians towards the Daugava River, just a few hundred meters to the west.

			As he did so he spoke into his phone. “Subject thirty-one is back in residence. No meets, no visitors.”

			His words were in Russian.

			

			•   •   •

			Five minutes later, Matt Hanley’s phone rang on the bedside table of his apartment in Bogotá, Colombia. It was seven a.m.; Hanley was up and dressing, but he snatched the device up quickly, recognizing the telltale tone of his Signal app.

			“Yeah?”

			Court Gentry said, “I thought this lady you sent me to talk to was a fossil.”

			“What do you mean?”

			“Out of the game. I mean, other than her dumb podcast.”

			“I told you she traded intelligence with us from time to time.”

			“But she’s not an operational asset or an agent of the Agency?”

			“No.”

			“Well, somebody ought to tell the Russians that.”

			“The Russians? You’re saying there’s surveillance on her?”

			“A small package, but somebody’s definitely interested in the lady. One in a van following her on the drive from work to her place, another solo static outside her residence.” He paused. “I’m kind of wiped out, to be honest, so there might have been others I didn’t clock.”

			Hanley realized it was afternoon in Latvia. Gentry did sound exhausted.

			“Any chance they spotted you?”

			“Please,” Court responded, clearly offended that his old boss could even consider the possibility that his counter-countersurveillance skills were not up to the task.

			“Hey,” Hanley said. “You just set the Balkans on fire while trying to find passage on a smuggler’s ship to Sochi; there’s not a Russian operative in the West who doesn’t know that some highly motivated singleton is trying to kill his way into the Rodina. The GRU even sent operatives to Bulgaria looking for you.

			“You’re sloppy as fuck these days; the enemy’s got their eyes out for you.”

			“Harsh,” Court said, and then, “but fair.”

			“You know for sure they’re Russians?” Hanley asked.

			“No. You want me to go ask them?”

			“Negative, smartass. What do they look like?”

			“They could be Russian, but they seem a little comfortable. I’m guessing any Russian nationals around here would be more careful about their security. These dudes are relaxed. They know what they’re doing, they’ve got eyes out for cops or obvious tells, but I’d rate their countersurveillance as a three out of five, max.”

			Hanley said, “The GRU has agents throughout Central Europe. Non-Russians. They can move freely. You see the news from Poland?”

			“I haven’t seen any news.”

			“Looks like a sabotage cell deto’d a munitions storage facility near the airport. Nine dead, a shit ton of damage. This follows that big hit at the shipyard in Gdansk a couple weeks back.”

			“That kind of thing has been happening a lot.”

			Hanley agreed. “Russia’s fighting a war with the entire West, and we’re pretending their fight is just with Ukraine. Anyway, I’d bet my paycheck that the people tailing Berzina are Central or West Europeans who are affiliated with Moscow, most likely agents of the GRU.”

			But there was something Court did not understand. “And they’re following her because they’re annoyed about her podcast? Does that seem right to you?”

			“Dunno,” Hanley said. “With her decades of contacts over the border, maybe the Russians still perceive her to be a threat to them somehow.”

			Hanley continued. “You get any read on the enemy’s intentions?”

			Court said, “I think this is strictly a surveillance package. It doesn’t look like they’re set up to go kinetic.”

			“How can you be sure?”

			“The two I saw didn’t seem like the pointy end of the spear, if you know what I mean.”

			“Young doofuses or old fat guys?”

			“One of each, actually.”

			“If it’s just surveillance, then they probably want to know who she’s meeting with. Where she’s getting her information. If they’re using operatives for physical surveillance, you can bet they’ve got her phone and her computer tapped, and her house might even be bugged.”

			There was a longer-than-usual pause. Court’s voice returned slower and softer than before. “Yep. I’m…I’m working under that…assumption.”

			Hanley noted the change in the man on the other end of the line. “You okay?”

			“Just tired.”

			Hanley knew his former employee had been running on fumes. After a moment, he said, “Can you still make contact with Milda?”

			“Of course I can. But I’m not going to stick around and help her out if these guys decide they’re going to do anything more than sit back and follow her to and from work. I’ve got bigger fish to fry. If she gives me contacts in Russia, then I’m going to Russia, and this lady is on her own.”

			“I get it.”

			Court said, “I know you’ve got to call this in, but you have to give me time to get in to see her first.”

			To this, Hanley was unequivocal. “If you tell me a Russian proxy unit is working in the West, you can’t expect me to sit on that. There’s a GRU officer named Dvorak, a man we’ve literally been gunning for since the start of the war; we think he was behind what happened in Poland last night. He’s a clear and present danger.”

			“How is it you are so dialed in to what’s happening in Central Europe?” Court asked.

			“Because you’re there, kid. Getting you through this bullshit and out the other side has become something of a pet project for me.”

			“Thanks, I guess.”

			Hanley thought a moment, then said, “Here’s what I’ll do. I’m going to report this GRU surveillance team tonight at midnight, your time. It will take the Agency hours to respond to Riga with the right personnel to investigate this. That buys you all night to talk to Berzina.

			“After that, your unknown subjects might start picking up hints of countersurveillance, so plan accordingly.”

			Court wouldn’t like it; this Hanley knew. He wouldn’t want a bunch of CIA officers with diplomatic cover encroaching on his mission, or even the Latvian police.

			But Court seemed to, at least, appreciate the head start Hanley was giving him.

			“I can work with that.”

			“Hey…tell Berzina that Marty sends his love.”

			“Marty?”

			“Marty Hollingsworth. Years ago, he was the one who told me about Berzina’s…activities during the Cold War. I would have forgotten about it, but I’ve been listening to her podcast, remembered the name and the association.”

			“Marty Hollingsworth is with the Agency?”

			“He was. Near East for twenty years, eighties and nineties. He said he met Milda a decade or so after the end of the Soviet Union, realized she’d been part of the network the Finns had developed and the other western agencies used on the other side of the Iron Curtain. The program is still classified, but he and Milda had a good talk about it, anyway.”

			“Is Marty still alive?”

			“Yeah. Lives in Michigan. He’s eighty-four, but we reached out to him a few times when I was DDO to get some background on old players in Central Europe.”

			“Okay. I’ll…I’ll need his number in case this lady wants to establish my bona fides.”

			“I’ll send it. Tell her to call. I’ll let Marty know to expect it.”

			Hanley added, “Kid, you’ve got a little time. Go off the clock for a few hours this afternoon. Get a hotel, crawl into a bed. You’ll be ready to go tonight when you make entry.”

			Court did not reply to this. Instead, he said, “This lady better have something interesting to say, Matt.”

			“Trust me. She’s the key to getting you into Russia. You just have to convince her to help you.”

			After another pause, Hanley heard Court mumble three words before hanging up.

			“She’s not dead.”

			Hanley put the phone down and dropped his head into his hands. It was obvious that Court Gentry was in no condition, either mentally or physically, to run the most difficult op of his entire career.

			But it was also obvious he was going to try.

			Hanley had told Court that he wouldn’t inform the CIA until midnight, Riga time, ten hours from now. But seconds after hanging up the phone, he dialed a new number and brought the phone back to his ear.

			After a half minute the call was answered on the other end, and Hanley spoke to the other party in English.

			“Listen up. We’ve got a situation.”
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			The MI-8 utility/transport helicopter raced two hundred meters over the river winding through central Moscow. In addition to the three crew, eleven more sat on webbed benches: eight paramilitary fighters of the FSB’s Alpha Group, a pair of FSB operations officers, both captains, and a major colonel of the intelligence service.

			It was late afternoon, the weather was clear, and the view out the portals of the Kremlin on the banks of the Moskva were absolutely majestic, but Major Colonel Eriks Leonidovich Baronov wasn’t in the mood for sightseeing today. Instead, he loomed over a laptop on the small table in front of him, and he read reports from his officers about a domestic terror attack the evening before to the southwest of the capital.

			A train had been derailed by explosives, four cops were dead, two rebels were dead, and almost a billion rubles’ worth of damage had been incurred.

			This was the third train attack of the past month, the eightieth sabotage operation inside Russia in the past year, and Baronov knew who to blame.

			This was the work of the Legion.

			The Freedom of Russia Legion had grown despite the efforts of the FSB to stifle it. Baronov himself had overseen operations to infiltrate other dissident groups, both inside Russia and in the “Near Abroad,” nations of the former Soviet Union. But his service, as strong and powerful as it was, had not penetrated the Freedom of Russia Legion in any significant way.

			For a while they made inroads, however. The FSB had moles in a few Central European intelligence agencies, and these moles reported on coordination between the rebels in Russia and NATO. For a time, FSB had been able to thwart attacks and kill rebels inside Russia by exploiting these compromises, but the leadership of the Legion figured out where the leaks were coming from, and they broke off all ties with the West. Since then, a few cells in and around Moscow had been more successful.

			The operation last night, though costly for the rebels, had been yet another success.

			Baronov pushed the train and the dead cops and the destroyed materiel out of his mind. The Freedom of Russia Legion were a nuisance, an embarrassment, but they were no real danger to this nation. Sooner or later the FSB, the National Guard, the police…some agency would capture the right Legion member alive and flay them until they dropped the names of everyone they knew, and from here the rebel network would be destroyed.

			Baronov clicked a tab on his computer and read the latest out of Romania. The attack on the mafia group had taken place three days earlier, and finally all the dead had been identified. Additionally, and most importantly, a poor security camera image of a lone man, obviously injured, moving away from the scene in Bucharest had been obtained by the SVR, Russian foreign intelligence, and distributed to all the other agencies in a rare occurrence of cooperation between the services.

			Most everyone in Russia who knew about this American trying to make his way into Russia referred to him by the code name Chayka. Chayka was the neighborhood in Bulgaria where he’d first appeared and made his intentions known, and the GRU had been calling him that from the start. The Kremlin picked up on it, and soon SVR and FSB had adopted the same code name for him.

			But around others, Baronov usually just referred to him as “the American.”

			The image of the American was not good; the FSB’s best facial recog technology could do nothing with it, but it was the only image they had. The colonel knew the man had killed something like fifteen people in an attempt to make his way inside the nation, and finding and finishing him before he did so was now a chief priority of the GRU.

			But it was not a chief priority of Baronov. On the contrary, he’d love the American to make his way into Russia, because Russia was Baronov’s real turf.

			The colonel wanted him here.

			No. The colonel needed him here.

			He thought about the American more, wondered where he was, what vector he would next attempt to get over the border, but eventually his mind switched to the other pressing matter on his plate.

			Zakharova.

			He’d gone to see her down in Yavas; he’d told her that he had no idea why she was alive, why she was in the general population of a correctional colony in Mordovia, why she had not been tortured for information.

			These were all lies.

			He’d also told her that he’d never met her, and this was a lie, as well.

			Lying was the job at FSB, and Eriks Baronov was good at his job.

			The lies had not been to fool her; he didn’t care what the prisoner knew, what the prisoner thought. The lies had been to fool the warden. Maximov was a simpleton, but he was also connected through his brother to the GRU. Baronov was certain that an FSB colonel storming down to Yavas and expressing ignorance and aggravation at the fact that he did not understand why a prisoner was there would deflect any notion the GRU might have that the FSB had anything at all to do with putting that prisoner there in the first place.

			Zoya needed to be right where she was, and the GRU needed to think some entity other than FSB had put her there.

			Because Baronov had big plans for her.

			The MI-8 flared over the helipad on the roof of the Lubyanka and landed, and Baronov climbed out with the others. He’d go to his office, work until midnight, then head home only to return to the office early tomorrow morning.

			There was a quickening in all Baronov’s plans; he sensed it. In weeks, in days perhaps, he would have all his chess pieces on the board exactly where he wanted them, and his opponent would be left with no options.

			

			•   •   •

			A night wind blew off the Baltic Sea towards Latvia and streaked through Old Town Riga, and the man lying flat on the rooftop blinked the shock from his eyes and tucked his head a little deeper into his heavy black coat. His balaclava kept his face safe from the sting of the cold, at least, but still he could feel his core temperature slowly dropping.

			He didn’t mind, really, because the twenty-degree windchill was the only thing that had kept him awake for the past hour.

			Court Gentry held a small pair of binoculars in his hands, and he looked out over a tiny park with barren trees and snow-strewn cobblestones. After blinking a few more times to clear his vision, he tracked a tabby cat as it darted adroitly up the fire escape of a three-story building across the park.

			He picked up another movement now, focused on a new point, and here he saw a window slide open on the top floor. There was soft lighting inside the apartment on the far side of a flowing white curtain, and he could just make out the echo of a woman’s voice in the distance.

			It sounded like she was calling the cat, so Court went back to following the animal with his binos.

			The cat leapt up to the railing of the metal fire escape, turned its attention towards the window a meter and a half away, and then launched itself through the air, defying gravity, landing adroitly on the windowsill. It disappeared inside, the window closed, and, Court could tell through his binoculars, the person inside did not reengage the lock.

			That’s my point of ingress, he told himself.

			Then he rubbed his sore shoulder. Getting into that window was going to suck, he thought.

			The last soft light coming through the curtains from inside the apartment extinguished seconds later, and Court checked his watch.

			Eleven fifteen p.m.

			He scanned the rooftops around him, then looked over all the windows in the buildings in view. He’d been here for three hours, barely awake most of the time, shaking his head and sipping icy cold energy drinks from his pack to remain conscious, though they were nowhere near fully effective.

			He knew his target was under some sort of surveillance, and he also knew he was running this operation solo, so he would ideally spend two nights at a bare minimum looking over the location before his approach, trying to determine the normal patterns of life of the area.

			But he didn’t have two nights. Hanley was going to notify the Agency about the tail on the Latvian woman within minutes. Court had conducted a brief surveillance detection overwatch, and now he told himself he’d waited long enough. He rose on sore legs, rubbed his shoulder again where he’d hurt it in Romania, and then shuffled his body towards the fire escape of the building he was on, ready to descend and cross the park.

			

			•   •   •

			The woman lay in bed, dozing from time to time, but when she was awake, her mind drifted to thoughts of the distant past.

			Because the past never really left her.

			Milda Berzina was born in the Soviet Union in 1951, when Joseph Stalin was still the man in charge, and she went to college in Leningrad during the Khrushchev years, earning a degree in foreign affairs and languages. As a native of the small Soviet client state of Latvia, she’d been raised and taught to honor and glorify the USSR first, Russia second, and her own nation a much distant third, and she’d gone along with this without question, brainwashed by the same system that wrote the book on brainwashing.

			She returned to Riga in 1973, during Brezhnev’s reign, to work in her country’s ministry of foreign affairs, but she left her government post after five years to go back to school. She received a master’s and a doctorate, both at the University of Latvia, and both in international relations.

			But something happened to Milda along the way. Like most Latvians of the era, she’d grown utterly disillusioned by the Soviet system. She’d learned little about the Hungarian Revolution of ’56 or the Prague Spring of ’68 until she was in her twenties, but when she did learn from the survivors of both examples of Soviet aggression against their client states, it challenged her loyalty deeply. The Solidarity movement in Poland was growing in the early eighties, and she’d been transfixed thinking about a world without an Iron Curtain holding her back and an iron fist holding her down.

			She learned English, she studied capitalism, and she read subversive literature distributed on the black market describing Stalin’s various genocides.

			Milda became a lecturer at the university upon her graduation, though she struggled to teach the assigned and approved pro-Soviet curriculum. She did her best but also made it her objective to instill in her students an understanding that there was more beneath the surface than what they were being taught.

			Very slowly…but very surely…mild-mannered and well-educated Milda Berzina became an enemy of the Soviet state.

			A member of the resistance.

			And she was thinking about those years now as she lay in bed. The omnipresent danger, the feeling that the boot of oppression was always on her neck and every car behind her on the road was chock-full of KGB men intent on arresting her and dragging her to the gulags in the east.

			But she also thought about the people she met in the 1980s when she worked in the resistance. Brave people, some basically children, others older and well established, but each one of them willing to lay down their life to fight a system that seemed so much more powerful than any fledging insurgency. A lot of the people she knew back then did not survive the Soviet occupation, and she thought of them more and more the older she got.

			It could have been her who died, not them. They could be living their sunset years in freedom. She could have been shot behind the ear in a basement in a Soviet military base, then buried in an unmarked grave, as many of her friends had been.

			She did not know why she was alive and they were not, but she never forgot them, and she never stopped opposing Russia as it tried to maneuver its way back into control in the Baltic over the past twenty-five years.

			Eventually, Milda fell back asleep, but then her eyes opened again. She flitted them to the clock and saw that it was nearly one now, and then she registered a noise; not strange, but strange for this time of night.

			It was the sound of water running somewhere in the building.

			She blinked away sleep and reached for her glasses, and as soon as she did so, her hand brushed across a sheet of paper folded over them that she was certain had not been there when she’d gone to bed.

			Momentarily confused, she lifted the folded page, turned on her light, and put on the glasses.

			The writing was in English: sloppy but legible.

			
				Dr. Berzina, I don’t want to alarm you. Marty Hollingsworth sent me. It’s urgent I speak with you personally on a matter of great importance, but I have reasons to believe you might be under audio surveillance. I turned your shower on and I’m waiting in the bathroom.

			

			She shot upright, looked at the closed door to her bathroom, just a few meters away, and only now did she realize the sound of water was coming from her own apartment.

			She dropped the sheet of paper, put a robe on over her nightgown, and headed for her bathroom.

			On the way there she lifted a small lamp off a makeup table, unplugged it from the wall, and held it over her head.

			When she opened the door, she registered three things immediately. One, the shower was indeed running. Two, her cat was finishing up an open can of tuna fish in the middle of the small space.

			And three, and by far most notably, a man sat on her toilet, leaning back. He was fully dressed and, by the looks of it, sound asleep.

			She stood there several seconds, the lamp still high over her head. She had no idea what was going on, but then she called to her cat. “Astra.”

			The cat ignored her, just continued to polish off the last few bites of tuna.

			Suddenly the man’s eyes opened; he jerked up and brought his right hand to his right hip, but then he saw her and relaxed.

			His hands returned to his lap as he looked around.

			In English he said, “Well, that’s embarrassing.”

			“Who are you?”

			“Did you read the note?”

			“Yes. Who are you? And why do you think my house is bugged?”

			He looked up at the metal lamp in her hand. “I doubt you could do more than really piss me off with that, so the best thing for both of us would be for you to put it down.”

			She did so, placing it upright on the floor by the door.

			The man rubbed his eyes. He was bearded, head to toe in black, and what appeared to be a watch cap covered most of his hair. He said, “Did you know you were followed home from work today?”

			She did not answer. Controlling her welling panic, she tried to keep her voice flat as she said, “Did you know there is a stranger sitting on my toilet?”

			The man smiled. “I was vaguely aware.”

			She said, “Why is Astra eating tuna?”

			“He looked hungry.”

			“He is a she, and she is not hungry.”

			Court looked down to the cat. “Somebody better tell Astra.” The animal licked her lips and sat back, having consumed the entire tin. “Found the can in your cabinet. Didn’t want a whining cat getting picked up by the mics. Not sure how close they’re paying attention tonight, but why risk it?”

			“What are you doing here, besides feeding my cat and sleeping?”

			“Mostly that. But I also came to ask you for some help.”

			“Marty sent you?”

			He shook his head. “To be honest, I don’t know Marty, I just heard that you did.” He pulled out his phone. “I’ve got his number, though. You should call him.”

			She made no move towards the phone. “Why didn’t Peter send you?”

			“I don’t know Peter, either, but—”

			“You are CIA?”

			“Yes.”

			“But you don’t know Peter?” She took a step back towards the door. “I am calling the police.”

			The American did not get up, but he held his hands out, imploringly. “Here’s the deal. A guy named Matt is helping me. Matt is CIA, used to be deputy director of ops, and before that he worked with Marty Hollingsworth. Marty told him about a woman in Latvia in the 1980s who was part of a network that moved personnel into and out of the Soviet Union on behalf of Western intel agencies.”

			She cocked her head but did not speak.

			The man added, “I don’t know Peter, and I don’t know what your relationship is with the Agency now, although I was told you exchange information with them from time to time. Matt thinks you still have connections in Russia. Connections to people still in place, not in prison.”

			“Who do you think is following me?”

			“I’m guessing GRU agents.”

			“And you.”

			He shrugged, conceding the point. “And me.”

			“How do I know you aren’t GRU?”

			The man closed his eyes a moment, took a couple of breaths, then said, “Why would the Russians send a man in to tip off a surveillance subject about the tail on her and the probability that she’s under electronic eavesdropping? If I were GRU and I broke into your apartment, it wouldn’t be for that.”

			Berzina gave a slow nod, then entered the bathroom fully, closed the door behind her, and sat on the edge of the tub in front of the American.

			“I want to talk to Marty.”

			Court initiated a Signal video chat with a number on his phone, and then, before it was answered on the other end, he handed it to the older woman.

			The eighty-three-year-old former CIA officer came on, and Milda spoke with him for no more than a minute, but in that time, Hollingsworth vouched for the man sitting on her toilet, saying the former deputy director for operations was running the asset, and he was in dire need of her help.

			When the call ended, she looked back to the tired-looking young man with the long hair and beard.

			She asked, “Did anyone see you come in?”

			“Don’t think so. I couldn’t detect any physical surveillance on you now. They must just be tailing you during the day to see who you’re meeting with.” He hesitated, then said, “But…I could have missed something.”

			Milda said, “So…this is about Zemlekop?”

			Court cocked his head. The word meant “mole rat” in Russian. “The courier network was called Zemlekop?”

			She gave a soft little nod. “That’s what they called it in the Soviet Union. Every nation I worked with called it something different. I heard later that the Americans called it IUR, for Ivan’s Underground Railroad.”

			“Then, yeah, this is about that.”

			She nodded, said, “I am in contact with the CIA through Peter. He’s at the embassy here in Riga. Occasionally he gives me information to use in my podcast.” She cocked her head. “I find it strange that you’re with American intelligence, but you didn’t know who I was working with in American intelligence.”

			“I’m not exactly with the department that feeds information to podcasters.”

			“What department are you with?”

			The American rubbed his eyes; he seemed incredibly tired. He said, “I need to get into Russia and make contact with the resistance.”

			She stared at him a long time. Finally, she said, “That department.”

			He nodded.

			“You are non-official cover…I believe you Americans call it.”

			The American gave a tired smile. “Non-official cover is a lot more official than me. I’m something of an outlier. Alone.”

			She looked at him with sorrowful eyes. “You won’t tell me why you need to go, will you?”

			“No, ma’am. I’d like to keep this simple. If you could give me names of contacts in Russia, specifically Moscow…people who are still around and that I can trust, then I would be forever in your debt.”

			“You understand, my contacts are old. I’m not on Ivan’s Underground Railroad anymore. There is no underground railroad. As far as I know, all that ended in 1990.”

			“I understand. And yet I came here anyway, ducked your surveillance. That should show you how desperate I am.” He added, “I am hoping…we are hoping, I mean, that you will have contacts in the local resistance movement there.”

			She sighed. “Surely the Agency knows people in the Russian resistance.”

			He said, “The New Russia Council, in Poland. Yeah, we work with them. But the Freedom of Russia Legion, in Moscow. No…we have no access to them.” He added, “I’m hoping you know someone who knows someone.”

			Even in the low light she could see the hangdog eyes, the distant look, the slumped shoulders on the American. “How long since you slept?”

			He gave out a little tired chuckle. “I don’t know…a long time.” He shrugged now. “I’m fine.”

			Dr. Berzina did not think the man was fine at all. “Can I make you some tea?”

			“Not while you’re running the shower. Any pattern-of-life interruption could be picked up by audio surveillance.”

			To this she said, “Well, then, we have a problem.”

			The American cocked his head. “How’s that?”

			“I don’t think I’ve taken a shower at one a.m. in thirty-five years.”

			Now the bearded man looked around the room, then off into space. After a moment he shut his eyes and leaned his head back. “Shit.”
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			Seven hundred miles to the southwest of Dr. Berzina’s Old Town flat, a big white home in the suburbs sat on a tree-lined hill surrounded by a wrought-iron fence. An ornate mosaic marble pool and its Italian marble deck all but filled the back garden of the property, and landscape lighting tastefully illuminated the grounds.

			This place didn’t look much at all like a safe house for the Russian military intelligence services, and that was very much to the GRU’s advantage.

			A large man stood on the front balcony of the home in a thick white bathrobe, looking out onto Hocheneggasse, a quiet, winding two-lane street in the Dobling neighborhood of Vienna, Austria. This was a suburban area of upscale homes, safe and quiet and clean, and though the man was not from around here, he had lived in Dobling, on and off, for over three years.

			Karol Dvorak was fifty-three; he had blond hair and bushy white-blond eyebrows, and a trim beard and mustache that were going gray faster than the rest of his hair.

			He was a spy for Russian intelligence, though he looked more Norwegian than Russian.

			In fact, he was neither.

			The cold night slipped inside his robe and he shivered, but he did not go back inside. Dvorak liked the cold; it helped focus his thoughts when he was working.

			He had been on the phone or reading messages on a tablet here on the bedroom balcony for over an hour. Behind him, a woman slept wrapped in Egyptian cotton sheets, but Dvorak was filled with restless energy, so he remained hard at work, managing his own agents around Europe.

			He glanced out to the quiet street again, then down to the garden in front of the façade of the home. Here a pair of men strolled in thick winter coats, and the man on the balcony knew they’d keep their submachine guns well hidden unless and until they needed to use them.

			The men worked for him; they were security like the other two somewhere on the grounds, and they, like him, were from Czechia.

			Dvorak was Russia’s most powerful human weapon in Central Europe at the moment, because he ran a vast network of foreign agents acting on Moscow’s behalf.

			The agents worked for him, and that meant they worked for Russian interests. Surveillance operatives, computer hackers, saboteurs, black-bag experts, killers.

			The Russian-born GRU officers in the organization had rock-solid alibis and the language to pass for Westerners, but the Western agents possessed an even deeper cover, because their legends were real.

			A Serbian pickpocket and street magician now did black-bag jobs for cash from the Kremlin, a Hungarian special forces officer had been recruited by Dvorak to kill on behalf of Moscow, and a Romanian computer hacker helped support kinetic operations from the Balkans to the Baltic and all points in between.

			Kazakhs and Germans. Ethiopians and Finns. Norwegians and Albanians.

			There were few true believers in the organization, but the organization was potent, nonetheless, because of one undeniable fact.

			Of all the motivators in the world, money might not have been the strongest, but it was unquestionably the most universal.

			The network’s small cells worked independent of one another, but Dvorak kept control of everything from his Vienna mansion.

			He was still ebullient about a pair of successful attacks in Poland; the destruction put the Europeans on notice that their weapon shipments were not safe, but now he was focused on tomorrow’s operation up in Estonia, where one of his teams would attempt to sink a cargo ship in the port of Paldiski with three commercial drones armed with explosives.

			This was not his only operation and, arguably, it was not his most important, because two weeks earlier he’d been given a new task by Moscow.

			An American was down in the Balkans creating a lot of noise and mayhem, and word was he was trying to get into Russia. Dvorak’s GRU bosses at the Aquarium in Moscow had code named the unknown operative Chayka, and they had ordered Dvorak to get a team down there and start the hunt. They’d also ordered him to put surveillance packages on dozens of Europeans who, GRU had determined, could potentially facilitate the man’s journey east.

			He had agents monitoring known access points, hoping that if the subject from Varna and Bucharest turned up again, then Dvorak’s people would be there to identify Chayka and kill him before he managed to find his way inside Russia.

			Personally, the Czech didn’t care about a lone American with a death wish, and he didn’t understand why Moscow did, either. No, his main fight was against the materiel moving through Central Europe on its way to Ukraine.

			Still, he’d assigned many of his operatives to the Balkans to look for this mystery man, and he had spread word to the entire network that this lone killer was a national priority.

			Dvorak’s people would find the man if he raised his head again, of this Dvorak had no doubt.

			He stood in the cold now, pondering and plotting his Estonian operation and his search for the rogue American killer called Chayka, as well as a dozen other plans and schemes.

			He decided to check the weather over the Baltic Sea tomorrow in advance of the Paldiski operation, and he had just picked his phone up to do this when it buzzed in his hand.

			He received calls at all hours of the day and night, and ninety-nine percent of them were just small bureaucratic or logistical matters, so he wasn’t automatically excited by the conversation to come. “What is it?”

			The woman on the other end of the line was a shift leader at a GRU command center in Belarus. She spoke Russian, as did Dvorak himself.

			After giving a coded challenge, Dvorak replied with the correct coded response, and the woman immediately got down to business. “Sir, we have a situation with a surveillance target in Latvia.”

			Dvorak sighed. Already this didn’t sound very interesting. In a bored tone, he said, “Target number?”

			“Thirty-one.”

			Dvorak stepped back into his room, put on his glasses, and flipped on a night-light. The lithesome blonde behind him stirred a little, but she did not wake up. He thought he remembered her saying she was Slovenian in their brief chat before the lights went out—but he might have been misremembering that, and he didn’t really care.

			He looked down to the tablet computer in his hand and opened a spreadsheet. A list of numbers and names ran down the first page, and he quickly checked them before flipping to the next. He found number thirty-one and scanned the info to the right.

			Dr. Milda Berzina. He didn’t remember anything offhand about this target, and this told him she must have not been too important. He said, “Okay, what’s going on with her?”

			“AI detected a pattern-of-life deviance. An analyst was on it immediately. Water running in the bathroom for several minutes. Could be a late-night shower…but could also—”

			Still bored, he moved the phone call along. “Could also be someone masking speech. Go on.” He knew that the woman in Belarus would not have called him, the head of the entire network, just because some low-priority surveillance target was running their bath late at night.

			The woman said, “No activity on her phone, but on a whim, I pulled video from a security camera positioned across the street. Twenty-eight minutes ago a person—looks like a man—went through the window of Thirty-One’s flat.”

			Only now was Dvorak engaged in the call. “Went through the fire escape window?”

			“Well…the window he went through isn’t on the fire escape. It’s about a meter and a half wide of the landing. It’s got nothing under it. He climbed the ladder to the roof, then shimmied back down to the window ledge with some difficulty, but not too much.”

			“Get a look at the face?”

			“Negative. A balaclava. He’s wearing a black coat, nothing distinguishing about him except for the fact that he might have some sort of an injury. He had a hard time extending his right arm when he was climbing. We’ve seen nothing after he went in, so we’re assuming the subject either went out the front door or else he is still inside the flat. The water continues to run, so he might be in there.”

			Dvorak paced the room now. “Injured or not, the intruder was skilled enough to get in a third-floor window undetected by the person inside the property.”

			“Seems to be the case, sir.”

			Dvorak was already thinking about the American down in Bulgaria and Romania, although there was nothing yet to connect this individual with the rogue operative attempting to get into Russia.

			He scrolled through his tablet computer to learn more about Thirty-One.

			A seventy-six-year-old podcaster had a three-person surveillance team, listening devices, keystroke tracking, camera surveillance? This was strange. He began reading her file. She circulated anti-Russian propaganda. Who didn’t in the West? This was no reason to put all these resources on her.

			He kept reading, and then he spoke aloud. “Ah…here it is.”

			The Latvian woman was not only an enemy of Russia…she had also served as a mole in the Soviet Union, helping to move operatives from the Baltic deeper into the East.

			And there was more. She had been in contact with several people in Russia who had been arrested for treason, not in the 1980s but in the last few years. And a Western infiltrator killed by the FSB near Saint Petersburg a year earlier had been in contact with this woman on Telegram, although there was no record of their communications.

			This Latvian might have not been operational against Moscow for a long time, but she was still tangentially involved with the opposition.

			Some computer at GRU or FSB had fingered her as a potential access point for anyone trying to move humans into Russia, and if Dvorak had known that was the woman’s history, he would have called off the surveillance, because it seemed incredibly unlikely this little old lady would be helping a maniacal American killer hell-bent on a one-man invasion of Russia.

			But here they were. Someone with some skill and some injuries had slipped into her home.

			Was this Chayka?

			Dvorak did not know, but he did know that if this was the man from the Balkans, then the three surveillance guys in Riga would need a lot of help, and fast.

			“How far away is our nearest Shark unit?” he asked.

			A GRU Shark unit was an action cell of Spetsnaz-trained foreign agents. Burglary, physical intimidation, sabotage, kidnapping, assassination: these special operators were sent in when the surveillance crew needed help with active measures.

			“Shark Team Grigory is in their safe house in Riga now. They could be on scene in a half hour.”

			“Make it happen. And wake the surveillance team up there now and get them back on that apartment in the next fifteen minutes.”

			“Understood, sir. Their mission?”

			“Capture, ascertain if this is the subject from Bulgaria and Romania. If so…terminate him immediately. If not, bundle him up and take him to the safe house for interrogation.”

			“And the woman?”

			He thought a moment, then said, “If you can’t get balaclava man, then get the woman. We’ll find out what she knows about her guest. And keep me posted.”

			Dvorak ended the call and thought again about the strange American in the Balkans, just as he’d been thinking about the strange American in the Balkans for the past two weeks.

			The woman in his bed stirred, but he did not go to her. Instead, he went to brew some coffee, because he wanted to stay up to see how things played out up in Latvia.

			

			•   •   •

			Court rubbed his eyes with his hands, aware that the Latvian woman sitting on the edge of the tub in front of him was looking on. “I might have fucked up by coming here.”

			“I’m not important. Even if someone were watching me, they wouldn’t do anything.”

			Court knew she was being watched, and likely being listened to, but he had no way of knowing if the anomaly of the late-night shower would be enough to bring the surveillance team back out into the nearby streets. He also couldn’t discount the possibility of covert visual surveillance, with either hidden watchers or hidden cameras. He needed to allow for the chance that he’d been seen entering Dr. Berzina’s flat, and if he had been, he had to entertain the possibility that the Russians would send in a different kind of crew.

			He checked his watch, then moved to the door and cracked it, looking out into the darkened flat. When he felt confident there was no impending attack coming, he turned back to the woman seated on the tub. “How did you get involved with the West in the first place?”

			The woman was apparently still coming to terms with the fact that an American intelligence asset had been sitting on her toilet, so it took her a while to respond. Finally, she said, “In 1984, I was approached at university by a man from Finland. He was there as a guest lecturer on a foreign language—something boring, as I remember—and he asked me out for coffee. I went…I was single, and he was nice enough looking and…I’m embarrassed to say, he was Western, which I quite liked.

			“Anyway, he came around to it quickly. He asked me to travel to Helsinki to an educational conference there.

			“As soon as I arrived, I realized what was going on. I was taken to a house outside the capital, and there I met intelligence officers from four nations. Germany, Finland, France, and America.

			“They told me there was a standing network of people in the Soviet Union committed to helping the West, and they wanted me to join.” She shrugged. “I lived near the port, I had friends who were subversive, both in Latvia and in Russia.” She sighed a little. “I was just what they needed.”

			With a shrug, she said, “I wanted to do something…so I joined the network.”

			“You were brave.”

			She scoffed at this. “Foolish. The hubris of youth. I did not know what I was in for.”

			Before Court could ask her to clarify, she said, “I was given a shortwave radio. I’d receive word that someone was coming in from the west or the east. We called them passengers. If it was from the west, I picked the passenger up near the docks, and they stayed with me, usually for only one night. Western spies, mostly. I’d move them east the next day.

			“If they were coming from the east, I would usually meet the passenger in a village outside Riga and take them to my house, then on to the port. Cargo ships came and went from all over, and we would find a way to get them onboard. I got to know a lot of ship captains.”

			“When you transported to the east, how did you do it?”

			She seemed to grow distant for a moment, as if she were thinking of a difficult time in her past, something she did not want to relive. Finally, she said, “At the time, the border with Belarus was nothing. I would take the Western agents into the forests of Vitebsk, and a resistance member in Belarus would get them over the border into Russia. From there the passengers would be moved to Moscow, Leningrad, wherever.” She paused, then said, “Or…that was the plan. Many of the people I helped…they did not make it.”

			Court had worked for years in Russia as a young CIA non-official cover officer, long after the end of the Cold War, but he’d never heard anything about Western spies getting behind the Iron Curtain through a ratline of dissidents working for Western intelligence. He could imagine that a lot of them…maybe most of them, would have been captured or killed in the process.

			Infiltrating a police state was a deadly endeavor, a fact that had been on Court’s mind for the past six months.

			He said, “So…who was your contact in Belarus?”

			“It doesn’t matter. He died in the midnineties.”

			Court winced at this. “Do you know anyone else in the line?”

			Her eyes went dark and introspective again, and then they fixed on Court’s eyes. She said, “Don’t go.”

			“I have to go. Can you help me or not?”

			Court’s mother had died when he was a child, so he did not understand the maternal look the woman was giving him. She pained for him, but he’d just met her, so he couldn’t understand the emotion she was exhibiting, and he misread it as fear. “You won’t be involved. Don’t worry.”

			“I’m not worried about me.”

			“Then help me.”

			Her eyes bored through him, and then they fogged a little, and she blinked away a tear. Just when he was about to ask her why she was acting so oddly, she spoke again.

			“Helping you is killing you, young man.”
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			Court sighed, still discomforted by the emotional attention she was suddenly sending his way. This is going nowhere, he said to himself. “I’m not like the people you moved into the Soviet Union back then. I’ve got some skills.”

			Milda appeared incredulous. “Skills? What skills?”

			He was not about to tell this woman that he was an assassin. “Various helpful skills.”

			“How’s your Russian?”

			“It’s…pretty good. Mostly.”

			Dr. Berzina sat back on the tub, a look of astonishment on her face. “You don’t even speak fluent Russian?”

			Defensively, he replied, “I do. It’s fine, but I don’t sound like I’m from Saint Petersburg, Russia, I sound like I’m from…Saint Petersburg, Florida.”

			The seventy-six-year-old woman heaved a long sigh. “Then this will be suicide, you have to know that.”

			Court shook his head. “Not if you help me. I just need names. I used to have contacts there, but they’ve all been rolled up by Peskov’s goons. I’m really hoping someone from so far back might still be out there, and they might still be willing to do the right thing, one last time.”

			She was conflicted, this was obvious, still looking at him like she cared about him, though he could not fathom why that would be. Eventually, she said, “I do know someone who has a family member involved with the Freedom of Russia Legion.”

			“Excellent.”

			“Fifteen years ago, I went to Moscow for a sort of clandestine reunion of members of the Zemlekop network. I began talking with this man from Moscow who I’d worked with in the eighties. He told me his granddaughter was wanted by the FSB for subversion. She was only twenty, and she went underground back then.”

			“How do you know she’s in the resistance now?”

			“I am still friends with her grandfather on Telegram. We’ve developed something of a communication code over the years. Old habits. He has let me know that his daughter is involved in the Legion sabotage attacks in Moscow. I don’t know any more than that. It’s dangerous to ask questions.”

			Court said, “The Russians obviously know about you. Is there any chance they’ve cracked your code, that they know about this man and his granddaughter through you?”

			She shook her head. “No. He moves freely, and he knows how to spot a tail.”

			“What’s his name?”

			“Rubenov. Arkady Rubenov. He’s in Moscow. His granddaughter with the Legion is Katarina Orlova.”

			“And you trust him?”

			“Trust him to what? In 1985 he was a forty-year-old building superintendent who joined the network. Now he’s an eighty-year-old pensioner. He’s not a spy.”

			“I don’t need him to be a spy, I need him to harbor me while I’m in Moscow, and I need him to set up a meeting between me and his granddaughter.”

			“I can reach out to him.”

			Court nodded. He could work with that. “Don’t tell him anything more than I am an American intelligence agent and need a place to stay. Don’t mention Katarina, let me do that. I’m sure he’s protective of her.”

			“Yes,” she said, after moment. “That is probably for the best.”

			“You have an address?”

			“He and his wife still live in the building where he stashed the underground agents back then. There was an apartment in the basement with a hidden door. He showed it to me when I went there.”

			This was exactly what Court was looking for. The woman left the bathroom a moment; Court watched her walk to her bedside table and unplug her phone from the charger, and then she returned. She gave Court Rubenov’s address, which he immediately memorized. He knew Moscow well from his time there, and he recognized the street name.

			This done, he changed the subject.

			“Why do you think you’re being followed now?”

			“I didn’t even know. I used to be able to notice such things.”

			“Don’t feel bad. These guys are good, and you weren’t expecting them.”

			She thought over the question, then said, “I’ve been very active online…since the war, I mean. Podcasting, doing interviews, all about Peskov and the other monsters in the Kremlin. I assume whoever is following me, they’re just pro-Russian Latvians. I’m sure it’s nothing.”

			Court was decidedly less sure. “You should get out of town, for a few days, at least.”

			She shook her head. “No need.”

			With emphasis in his tired voice, he said, “I’ve got to go, and I can’t protect you.”

			To this she laughed before saying, “I am quite aware of that.”

			Court caught her insinuation that he was in no condition to help anyone. He let it go, because he wasn’t overly concerned about Dr. Berzina’s safety. For one, whatever reason the opposition had for keeping tabs on this woman, the people following her did not look like killers, and two…Court simply had very limited capacity to worry about anyone else in the world other than Zoya Zakharova.

			He said, “Do me a favor. Tomorrow morning, reach out to the police. Tell them there’s a gray Ford Econoline van following you.”

			She nodded; Court couldn’t tell if she would comply or not, but he felt sure he’d done all he could for her.

			He rose to leave, but the woman reached out and put a hand on his forearm. “If I went to the trouble to take a shower in the middle of the night, who says I can’t also make some food?”

			He cocked his head. “What do you mean?”

			“You do not look healthy. You need a meal. Some rest. Whatever it is you are about to do…you are not ready for it.”

			To this Court smiled, appreciative of the gesture, if still unsure about the woman’s bizarre treatment of a stranger who broke into her home in the middle of the night. He smiled. “Thank you, but I’ve gotta go. Please…just take care of yourself.”

			“You do the same, young man. I hope that whatever reason you have for going to Russia is worth it.”

			“So do I,” he replied, and he left without another word.

			

			•   •   •

			Ten minutes later, Court was back down in the park in front of the building, crossing to the north and heading in the direction of the coast. He had his motorcycle in a fenced-in secure parking lot at the train station there, and he wanted to lock his gun and extra magazine in his bike’s storage compartment, then find a place to sleep on the floor in the station for a few hours until the morning rush. At eight a.m. he would return to the bike and ride it to the docks, and there he’d catch the morning ferry up to Helsinki.

			On the far side of the little park he began walking up a quiet side street, his eyes sweeping the dormant vehicles, the windows, the rooftops, but his vision wasn’t the first sense that alerted him to trouble.

			As a fresh wind whipped him, he detected a smell, and this caused him to take three steps to his right to hide himself in a narrow alley.

			The scent of cigarette smoke told him either someone was out here in the cold in the middle of the night or someone had a window open nearby.

			Either way, his personal security alarm bells rang, and he knew he had to evaluate the situation.

			He dropped to his knees; the icy cobblestones stung them through his jeans, and then he peered back out onto the street.

			The flare of a cigarette twenty-five yards away, at the edge of an alley parallel to the one Court knelt in, told him someone was standing there. He didn’t think he’d been spotted, but he knew he could not be sure.

			A car was parked at the mouth of the alley nearby, but the location of the glow told him the person smoking was on foot.

			Looking back over his shoulder, over the barren trees of the tiny park, he saw that the man in the parallel alley had a perfect view of Dr. Berzina’s building, the windows of her top-floor flat even.

			This proved nothing, but it did cause him concern. Could these be the surveillance people back at it at two in the morning? He was certain they’d not been there when he’d been in overwatch across the street from the woman’s apartment an hour earlier.

			He walked up the alley, away from the park, then turned left into an even darker and tinier passage that ran behind a building. Careful not to knock over garbage cans as he moved in the black, he eventually picked his way forward to the parallel alleyway where he’d seen the smoking man.

			Here at the corner he again knelt, then turned and looked to his left.

			Two figures stood at the other end of the alley, where it emptied into the park. They were silhouetted by the small amount of light coming from across the street, so Court couldn’t identify the men, but he felt certain they were members of the surveillance team he’d encountered earlier.

			Next to them was the sedan he’d noticed from the street that ran along the park. He couldn’t tell if anyone remained inside, but he imagined there would be more watchers than just the two in front of him.

			Shit, he thought. There was only one reason he could think of for the opposition to reestablish coverage in the middle of the night like this.

			Either Court had been spotted going into Dr. Berzina’s flat, or the enemy’s eavesdropping had picked up some of their conversation in the bathroom.

			Either way, this meant anything that happened to Milda after this was on him.

			He wasn’t going to go back and help her; he knew he had to stay on mission. Still, he thought he might be able to give her a little bit of remote assistance. He stepped away from the alley and continued back down the pitch-black passage behind the building, and once he was half a block to the north, he pulled out his phone, ready to call the local police anonymously and have them move into the area under some pretense.

			But before he could do so, he reached the parallel alleyway and turned towards a noise to his left. A block away at the mouth of this alley, a dark-colored Volvo XC60 all-wheel-drive SUV rolled past, negotiating the icy streets adroitly with its lights off. Following just behind it, an identical vehicle, also with lights extinguished, rumbled past the alley. They traveled parallel to the park but were heading towards a street that led in the direction of the front of Dr. Berzina’s building.

			From the quick glimpse he got of the SUVs as they passed his alleyway, he detected that both frames ran a little low on their chassis, giving him the impression there were either multiple men or significant cargo inside them, but he couldn’t see a thing through the tinted windows.

			These Volvos were connected to the surveillance team, he was sure, but they were not surveillance. The identical vics, the close-formation driving, the decided lack of stealth. Court Gentry had been doing this job long enough to know a small-unit assault when he saw one. He imagined this could be a GRU Shark unit, and if that was the case, they’d roll up to the building, two fire teams of men would get out of the Volvos, one group would go inside as a blocking force, and the other would take the fire escape and enter at the top floor.

			Court had been on a CIA kill-and-rendition team; he figured he knew the tactics the men in the Volvos were going to employ better than they did.

			Court was safe, clear of the scene; it was obvious that he hadn’t been spotted leaving, otherwise the surveillance men wouldn’t have just been standing there smoking. He had the impression the duo got into position just moments before he detected them, and by then he’d already descended the fire escape.

			If there were other watchers in the area, then surely they would have comms with the two in the alley, and the two in the alley clearly had not been alerted to the fact that he was down here at street level.

			The Sharks would hit Milda’s flat, and he had no idea what they’d do to her.

			He tried to convince himself that her fate was not his problem, but despite what he’d been telling himself for months, that recovering Zoya was his only mission and no one on Earth would distract him from that, he stopped in his tracks, stood there in the alleyway.

			He pictured the woman’s face, the strange care and concern she’d shown towards him, and he knew he could not just leave her to whatever fate these very bad men had in mind.

			With a groan audible over the Baltic wind, Court turned around, then began sprinting up the alleyway and towards the park.

			Crossing the street and the park and then the street in front of Milda’s building would put him in direct view of two surveillance officers, perhaps more, but he saw no other way to beat the strike teams to her. He doubted the watchers would be carrying weapons; it was too great a risk to spend all day out in public while wearing a firearm, so normally surveillance types went unarmed.

			He darted out into the dimly lit space, essentially a small city square with what in the summer amounted to a little green space, and he was well aware there was enough ambient light from the moon to illuminate him on the thin blanket of snow. The watchers would communicate to the raiding party in the approaching Volvos that the guy they spotted earlier was moving back towards the building with purpose, and everyone would understand immediately that their surveillance mission had been compromised.

			There was a small chance this would stop the attack, but a good chance it would, at least, slow it down as the men in the SUVs figured out how to adjust their tactics to deal with the compromise.

			Court told himself that he only had a couple of minutes to get Milda out of danger.

			On the far side of the park he raced across the icy street in front of the woman’s building, darted to the fire escape, and began climbing. He heard a vehicle somewhere far behind him; he imagined the two Volvos were just now coming into view, but they’d be learning soon enough that someone was heading towards their target location, and he just prayed that would short-circuit their plan for long enough for him to protect the woman.

			At the top landing he reached out with his foot and stepped onto the windowsill several feet away, then tried to open the window, but Milda had locked it.

			He drew his pistol and tapped on the glass. If the watchers had binoculars—and he was certain they did—then they would be able to see that the man in the balaclava was clearly armed.

			When the Latvian woman did not appear after just a few seconds, he rapped on the window again.

			Finally, the curtain moved, a small frail hand unlocked the bolt, and two hands pulled it up.

			Court folded inside quickly and shut the window behind him.

			Milda Berzina stood back a few yards, holding her housecoat at the lapel to ward off the fresh cold.

			“What—”

			He held a finger to his lips, then walked over to the TV remote on the coffee table and flipped it on. He turned up the volume, and a show about African bees blared across the small space.

			After this he leaned just inches away from the woman. “They’re here.”

			She did not hide her alarm. “GRU?”

			He nodded. “The surveillance people, and they’ve been joined by some others.”

			“Who are the others?”

			“Definitely not the observe-and-report type.”

			With incredulity, she said, “No one is going to hurt me. I haven’t done anything. I don’t know anything.”

			Court sighed. With an apologetic look he said, “You know where I’m going.”

			She clutched her housecoat even tighter. “Yes. I do.” Her eyes narrowed. “What are we going to do?”

			“I’m getting you off the X.”

			“Off the what?”

			“I’m getting you out of danger, and you can take it from there.”

			“How are you going to—”

			“We’ll go downstairs to the parking garage. We’ll take your car.”

			“But…they know what my car looks like.”

			“Well, I don’t have a car, so our options are limited.”

			She thought a moment. “My neighbor in 3C. Jan. He flew to Greece on holiday. His car is in the lot, and I have a key to his place. He keeps his car keys on a hook in the kitchen.”

			Court nodded. “Give me his apartment key. I’ll go next door and get them.”

			“It’s a Fiat,” she said as she stepped over to a basket on a shelf and then handed Court a key. “Can I pack some things?”

			“No time.”

			“I have medicines I have to take.”

			Court softened. “Okay, sure. And grab a coat.”

			Milda rushed off.

			He moved to the front door, slipped outside into the hall, and ran to apartment 3C.
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			Two minutes later they walked gingerly on the wooden floors to the stairwell in the center of the building. Court led with his SIG pistol out in front of him as they began to descend. The weapon light remained off; there was enough glow from bulbs in the hallways they passed for him to see his way down.

			They had just made it to ground level and were moving towards the door that led down a flight of concrete stairs to the parking garage when the sound of skidding tires outside told him the Volvos had arrived out front. Car doors opened; the noises were deliberate but somewhat hushed, as if the men were attempting to move with some stealth so as not to alert the neighbors and bring the cops down on them, although they had to have known their target was aware of their presence by the fact that Court had raced up the fire escape minutes earlier.

			But knowing where the enemy was allowed Court the luxury of abandoning his own stealth. He held the woman by her forearm and all but ran to the door to the garage, and they took the stairs down in complete darkness until the door closed behind them, at which point he activated the SureFire micro compact weapon light under the barrel of his SIG pistol.

			With 350 lumens showing the way, they arrived in the tiny covered parking garage.

			Milda directed Court to a pea-soup green 2013 Fiat 500 Pop, a two-door with four cylinders that made all of 101 horsepower.

			Court had hoped he’d have some muscle to get them both out of danger, but he realized as he sat down behind the wheel that this Fiat wouldn’t move fast unless it was rolled out the back of a cargo plane at thirty thousand feet.

			Milda held a clicker that she’d brought from her apartment, and as she put her seat belt on and Court fired the tiny engine, she pushed the button.

			The gate to the garage was directly in front of them, and as it began to rise, Court jammed the five-speed transmission into first gear and floored it.

			They launched out into the alley behind the building as he shifted to second; they turned to the left, the rear tires flaring out, the car fishtailing before he steadied it, and Court had just looked up to his rearview mirror when a powerful red pinprick of light struck it, temporarily blinding him as he raced up the narrow passage.

			“Get down!” he shouted.

			She leaned forward quickly but shouted, “What is happening?”

			The light was coming from a laser-aiming device on a rifle, Court was certain, and he himself lowered in his seat, although he knew it didn’t matter, as any rifle round would rip right through the seat and into his back or head.

			He expected breaking glass, the angry zips of searching gunfire, but none came.

			In seconds the Fiat skidded around a turn; its tail end lost it again for a moment on the snow before finding some traction and hurtling the little car forward.

			He looked in his rearview and side-view mirrors, then sped off to the east, shifting gears as needed.

			“Why didn’t they shoot?” Milda asked.

			“They weren’t ready for a gunfight; they thought they were going in there to capture us.” He took a breath as he checked the rearview again. “They’ll be ready to shoot next time.”

			“Where are you taking us?”

			“I don’t know.” He looked down. “We’ve got a third of a tank. Let’s see where that gets us.”

			“Won’t they follow?”

			Court shifted into fifth. “Maybe not so many questions right now.”

			The interior of the Fiat fell momentarily silent. Just before Court turned again, this time to the north, he saw the flicker from the headlights of a distant vehicle behind.

			Finally, the woman rubbed her eyes under her glasses, slowly coming to terms with what had happened in the past few minutes. When she could stand it no more, she said, “Why are you doing this?”

			Court glanced in her direction.

			“What do you mean?”

			“I can see it on your face. Your objective in Russia. It’s not like the agents I transported. No…with you, this is something very, very personal.”

			He gave nothing away. He just turned back to focus his attention on driving on the slick street. Finally, he said, “So?”

			“So why are you taking the time for an old woman you don’t even know?”

			“I couldn’t just leave you back there to the GRU.”

			“You most definitely could have. But you did not. Why?”

			“I…I don’t know why.” He was telling the truth. This random woman had become important to him, and he could not explain it.

			Finally, she said, “I am grateful for you.”

			“It’s nothing.”

			She kept looking at him with the same tender eyes as before. Court turned to look out the windshield as the tiny vehicle raced on. “I don’t like being stared at,” he said finally.

			At this, Milda herself turned forward. “If you worry about me identifying you, you needn’t. You are a young man with a beard…that’s the only way I could describe you to anyone.”

			Court said nothing; he just shifted his mind to his predicament. If these were agents of the GRU, and they had capture/kill orders, then they would catch up to him in minutes. He thought he could take Milda to a police station and drop her off, but at this time of night he had no idea if the enemy would be on him before he could do so, and he also had no idea what resources some random Latvian police precinct had to protect this woman from determined Russian agents.

			No, he decided then and there that they needed to really get away. Once they were out of town, he’d contact Matt Hanley, and Hanley would find a way to get people from Riga station to move Milda into the U.S. embassy, because she was an Agency asset.

			As he was planning his route in his mind, Milda spoke to him. Her voice was soft, empathetic, but sad somehow, and he could tell without looking that she was staring at him again.

			“So many of the people I helped get into the Soviet Union were captured, many of them were killed. So many young lives snuffed out for nothing.”

			He knew where she was going with this, and he didn’t want to hear it. He said, “What I’m doing is not for nothing.”

			“I’m sure it feels very important to you. I can see that. But, please, listen to someone who knows. Someone who’s been there. You can leave this behind, turn away. You don’t have to be like all the others. You don’t have to die young.”

			“I’m too old to die young.”

			“No, you’re not. You have no idea, you can’t know, but listen to an old lady who has experienced a lot. Life is better when you aren’t looking over your shoulder every moment. When your friends aren’t dying around you. Let other people do this work. It doesn’t have to be you.”

			Court had the feeling he was listening to an older version of Zoya, telling him he didn’t have to save the world, that he could just walk off and let problems take care of themselves.

			Thinking about Zoya darkened his mood even more.

			She’s not dead, he said to himself. But to Milda he said, “I have to go and do this, but before I do, I have to get you somewhere safe.”

			She did not respond, so he glanced at her. She was looking his way again. “How will you get into Russia?”

			Court said, “I’m going to stow away on a freighter calling to port west of Saint Petersburg.” He knew his plan was thin, but it was all he had. When she did not respond, he shrugged. “It’s all I’ve got.”

			It was quiet for a long time, and then she said, “A year ago…someone else came to me, just like you did tonight. He wanted help getting into Russia.”

			“Who?”

			“He was another young man. A low-level German diplomat who had been expelled from Russia, but while he was there, he’d fallen in love with a woman in Saint Petersburg. He wanted me to help him get in so he could get her and her daughter out of the country.”

			“How did he know you might be able to help him?”

			“His father had been a spy, and he was a passenger of ours. Back in 1987. Anyway, the son was intent on this mission of his, and I set it all up for him.”

			“What happened?”

			“I got him in, and all went smoothly, at first. He then spent two days in Saint Petersburg while his girlfriend tried to arrange her affairs, but neighbors saw him and turned him in to the FSB. The secret police went to arrest him, but he fought with them.”

			“And?”

			Milda started to cry. “According to the news, he fell down a staircase and broke his neck.”

			Milda sobbed a moment while Court just drove through the night. After a moment she said, “I can get you into that country. I can get you in contact with the resistance.” She paused, then said, “But I can’t protect you there.”

			“I understand that. How did you get this German into the country?”

			She wiped her eyes. “Don’t make me do this.”

			“I’m going in, one way or the other. If your plan operated as designed a year ago, then that’s better than any option I’ve come up with. Please, Milda. I need you.”

			For almost a minute they drove in silence. Finally, she said, “I reached out to the owner of a Finnish cargo line. In the eighties he was a captain himself, and he took my passengers over the border from time to time. Now he has ships that go into Russia every day.”

			She said, “Back then he did it for ideology.” She shrugged. “A year ago he did it for money.”

			“Where is he?”

			“Helsinki.”

			“I’d really appreciate that information.”

			She gave him the name of the man and the name of his company.

			He thanked her, and then she put her hand on his arm. Looking to her, Court saw that her attention was on her passenger-side mirror. She said, “The paranoia of the Cold War is coming back to me. There are two vehicles behind us. I think it might be them.”

			Court checked his rearview, and he was certain it was them. “I’ve got a hundred horsepower. We aren’t outrunning anybody tonight. They’re going to catch us.”

			“What will we do?”

			He rubbed exhaustion from his eyes. “I need to think a second.”

			Court made another turn, but he doubted it would make any difference. This put them on the A2 highway; it led out of town to the northeast, away from the ocean and towards the Russian border, some 120 miles away. He considered leaving the highway at the first exit, but he knew that the people behind would be able to see their brake lights when they turned off the road, so he wouldn’t be able to sneak off.

			He was going to have to fight, and he knew there could be as many as a dozen goons barreling down on him.

			If he had his way, he’d make the next turn, then the next after that. Here he would have Milda roll out onto the road before darting somewhere for concealment. With her out of the vehicle he’d be able to put some distance between the impending gunfight and her, and he could make a proper stand. He liked his chances against four or five men, tops, and he really hoped there weren’t more inside the Volvos, but he realized he wouldn’t know who, exactly, he was up against until the bullets started flying.

			But none of this mattered, because he couldn’t toss a woman in her seventies who didn’t look like she weighed ninety pounds out of a moving car and onto the icy pavement—it would break every bone in her body.

			“What are we going to do?” she asked again, her voice plaintive now.

			Die, most likely was the response that entered his brain, but instead he just muttered, “Shoot it out with them, I guess.”

			There was no real confidence in his words.

			The Volvos were only three hundred yards back now, closing on the little Fiat with every turn of their tires.

			And then Court saw something else to worry about. Dead ahead, maybe seven hundred yards away, headlights appeared over a rise in the highway, and it looked to Court like two other vehicles were heading in his direction.

			Milda saw the same thing. “Is that more of them?”

			Court turned to her quickly as nervous perspiration dripped into his eyes. “What the hell did you do, lady?”

			“What did I do? What do you mean?”

			“These people were tailing you before I showed up. They’re after you, not me.”

			“That’s crazy, I didn’t do any—” Milda stopped speaking, then shouted, “Up there, a turnoff in the woods!”

			Court saw what she was pointing at in the far reaches of the little two-door’s headlights. An intersection with a road that led through a cluster of small farmhouses. It looked like there were snowy fields around the homes, but the forest encroached on all sides.

			He determined that the vehicles in front of him were far enough away that he could make the turn before they reached him, but the enemy behind would catch him as he braked, unless he did not brake and took the turn at almost top speed.

			“Hold on to something.”

			Milda realized what was happening when they were just one hundred meters from the intersection. “Wait. You have to slow down!”

			The closest Volvo turned on its high beams, all but blinding him with the reflection in the rearview.

			Again, she shouted, “Slow down!”

			Court flipped off his own headlights, but he did not slow down. Instead, he turned hard and early, and the vehicle began to drift on the highway, its rear wheels sliding abreast of the front as its tail end skidded left and the nose pointed right.

			Milda screamed.

			The car turned almost 180 degrees, but it left the highway, slid onto the road between the farmhouses, and then kept sliding, bouncing off the asphalt, tearing through a low wire fence, and skidding across a yard covered with a couple inches of day-old snow.

			A heavy fog hung in the air; earth and sticks and snow kicked up behind the little two-door’s tires, but once off road, the rubber finally found some traction, and Court shifted down to first, keeping his foot on the gas.

			The Fiat began running through the front garden of a farmhouse, racing within inches of some trees there, and then it bounced along the ground to the east.

			The Volvos had slowed to make the turn off the highway, but now they were just one hundred yards behind the Fiat and slightly to its right on the two-lane rural road. Court lost sight of the headlights that had been coming from the other direction, but he knew that if they were enemy, they would be in hot pursuit, as well.

			Court pulled his pistol as he drove and smashed out his side window with the barrel of the gun, and Milda screamed again, thinking he was about to start shooting at something out there in the night. Instead, he triggered his weapon light and pointed it off to the left, just past the edge of the farmhouse, and he saw exactly what he wanted to see.

			The small field he was racing through ended at a thick row of birch trees.

			That forest was Milda’s chance for escape. If Court could get to the edge of the woods before the Fiat was eviscerated with gunfire, then maybe he could hold the enemy off from behind a tree while the woman ran on to the north.

			Where, exactly, she’d run to, he had no idea, but he had more immediate concerns.

			He jacked the wheel of the Fiat to the left and they began bumping over much rougher ground as they passed a low stone woodshed. The men in the Volvos obviously recognized that their target was heading to the safety of the forest, because a gunshot cracked from behind, and laser beams tracked around the car in the foggy night.

			The woodshed took a blast from an automatic weapon, but as soon as Court passed it, he jigged the wheel a little to put the woodshed between himself and the men on the road.

			Not that he expected his pursuers to remain on the road for long. The shooting stopped, and Court used the pistol light for another moment to orient himself, then brought the weapon back into the car and floored the accelerator.

			Behind him he could picture both SUVs crashing through the little wire fence to stay on his heels.

			Concentrating on the darkness in front of him, he said, “When I stop, you get out, you start running through the trees, and you do not stop.”

			“Son, I’m almost seventy-seven, I can’t run!”

			“With the adrenaline in you right now, I bet you’ll amaze yourself tonight.”

			“What about you?”

			“Don’t worry about me, I’ve got a plan.”

			He didn’t, not really, other than to dump his three magazines’ worth of pistol rounds at a bunch of enemy fighters, but he did think he’d be able to buy Milda the time she needed to create some distance between her and them.

			Suddenly, a split-rail fence appeared right in front of them. Court hadn’t seen the low structure in the fog and darkness, and the resulting impact crushed the hood and sent both him and Milda slamming hard against their seat belts.

			The green Fiat crumpled, then came to a stop on the other side of the fence, and the tail end of the car came off the ground, the rear axle resting on wooden fence rails.

			Still twenty-five yards from the edge of the woods, Court realized this car wasn’t going to go any farther.

			He kicked open his door and dropped flat into the snow, facing the lights behind him. His gun was up and searching for targets before Milda even got her hand on the door latch.

			“Go!” he shouted, and then he aimed at the driver’s side of the windshield of an SUV with its high beams on and prepared to open fire.

			He saw that both Volvos had stopped; they had spread out by about twenty-five yards, and his enemy had already bailed out into the grasses, spreading in the darkness on a wide front. To his horror, easily eight to ten laser-aiming devices began sweeping through the fog, painting the car and the ground around him. The men already had decent cover; he and Milda could turn to run but they’d both be shot before they took a half dozen steps.

			He heard the car door open on his left, so he shouted to Milda.

			“Get behind the car and lie down in the snow!” He heard her comply, crawling behind the car and lying flat.

			Fuck, he thought. They were stuck right here. The searching lasers indicated they were unseen at the moment, but he knew the enemy would approach, separated by a few meters each, and he’d have no chance to stop them.

			The situation seemed so hopeless he caught himself wishing he had a backup gun to hand the seventy-six-year-old podcaster to help him with the fight to come.

			Dr. Milda Berzina had seemed on the edge of panic for the past minute or two, but now her voice was calmer, if also more solemn. “Do we have any options?”

			Court sighed as snow in front of his face blew in the air. “I can’t fight that many rifles in the dark.”

			“Do we surrender?”

			He wasn’t the surrendering type, but he told himself that giving up would at least give Milda a chance.

			In Russian, he shouted, “I’m throwing my weapon!”

			A voice replied in Russian now. “Do it, bitch! Stand up with your hands in the air.”

			Court tossed the SIG Sauer pistol just a few feet in front of him in the snow, then climbed to his knees and up to his feet. As he held his hands above his head, his ribs and shoulder hurt, and a feeling of utter hopelessness overcame him.

			If the woman hadn’t been with him, he would have made a stand, but he wasn’t going to condemn her to certain death just because his surplus of testosterone told him to.

			They might just kill her anyway, he knew, but the tactical scenario he’d found himself in convinced him she had no chance at all if he tried to fight it out. He hoped the enemy planned on taking them to some controlled location for interrogation. If this were the case, he’d keep his eyes open for a chance to regain control of his fate.

			“The old lady! Where is she?” the same man demanded.

			To Milda, Court spoke softly. “It’s okay, Dr. Berzina. Just put your hands up and come out.”

			She stepped out next to him; her big coat was covered in snow and mud, and pinpricks of red laser light danced on her face and chest. Court looked down and saw several lights on himself, as well.

			In Russian, he said, “She doesn’t know anything; let her go.”

			“Nobody goes home tonight.” The words were in Russian, but the man sounded like he could have been German. And it was clear to Court that the leader of this group was addressing him as if he were talking to a dead man.

			These Russian agents were not going to let him live, and he doubted they would just let Dr. Berzina go after she watched them murder him.
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			Court saw the silhouettes of his enemy now as the men stood up, their guns in front of them, and they formed in an arc some thirty yards wide.

			Slowly, but with supreme confidence, they all began approaching.

			He counted six men and assumed there were drivers still behind the wheels of the two Volvos, and they would be armed, as well.

			Court called out to them, “Who are you? GRU? FSB?”

			“I ask the questions,” the man in the center of the arc said. “What is your name?”

			“John McClane,” Court said.

			He heard muffled conversation from the men, and then the leader shouted back. “We’ve all seen Die Hard, bitch.” Then, “Take out your ID, slowly, and toss it over.”

			Court had a number of forged passports in his backpack, created with Hanley’s help months earlier. The one he carried in his pocket now had the name Andrew Davis Mathews, but he did not reach for it. Instead, he said, “Are you guys here for me, or for her?”

			“We’re here for you both, but we already know who the old lady is.”

			Court still did not reach for his ID. Instead, he said, “If you know who she is, you know she’s harmless.”

			“She works with the CIA. She’s not harmless.”

			Before Court could think of a response, the man said, “Your accent…you’re American.”

			There was no use denying it; his passport would identify him as American. “I am.”

			The man smiled, then looked to his left and right to his mates, and back to Court and Milda. “You are Chayka.”

			“Chayka?”

			“The man from Bulgaria, from Romania. What is it you wanted to do inside Russia?”

			Stalling for time and attempting to put himself closer to the pistol in the snow in front of him, he took a half step forward with his hands still up. After another shuffle, he said, “We both know what’s about to happen here. Just tell me…where are you guys from? You sound like you could be German.”

			“I am a proud Austrian.”

			“And you work for…who? FSB?”

			The Austrian chuckled at this, and others laughed, as well. Several remained quiet, and Court got the impression that they could not understand the Russian.

			The Austrian said, “Fuck the FSB. Fuck the SVR. We are GRU.”

			There had always been interagency squabbles in Russian intelligence; this Court knew from his time in Moscow well over a decade earlier. But he didn’t get why these foreign agents would be aware of that. He wondered if the squabbles of the past had turned much more caustic now that the war was going so badly for Russia.

			Court nodded; he was a full step ahead of Milda, and more importantly, he was now one forward roll to his pistol.

			Still, even though he was good with a gun, he knew there was no way in hell he’d be able to scoop up the SIG and shoot eight to ten riflemen who already had him in their sights.

			This was a losing proposition, for himself and for Milda, but it beat just standing here like a paper target in a shooting gallery.

			Playing for another few seconds of time, he asked, “Why were you watching Dr. Berzina’s apartment in the first place?”

			But the Austrian took his left hand off his rifle and waved it in the air. “Enough talk, American.”

			He began to raise the weapon to fire, and his left hand moved back to the forward grip to help aim it. Around him, the other men shouldered the buttstocks of their weapons tighter, and fingers went to triggers.

			“Wait,” Milda shouted now, but Court wasn’t listening, because he began diving forward.

			As he was in the air on the way to a forward roll on the snow that would take him to his pistol, he heard booming gunfire erupt in the night. He expected to feel the blows instantly, but he rolled, snatched the icy cold handgun, and swept it up towards the Austrian, just fifteen yards or so in front of him.

			The rage of the shooting around him was incredible, and just as he thumbed off his pistol’s manual safety, Court realized the shooting, or at least most of it, was coming from behind.

			Lights, both flashing and persistent, illuminated the area, casting long shadows back towards the road to the south.

			The lights came from behind, as well.

			He fired two rounds into the Austrian in front of him, who was now crouched with his rifle aimed somewhere to Court’s left. The man fell, and next to Court’s victim, another silhouette rocked back, his rifle dropped from his hands and hung from its sling around his neck, and this gunman slammed straight-legged back into the snow.

			It was clear the unknown shooters behind Court were engaging the Russian agents in front of him.

			He saw flashes from muzzles over by the Volvos and fired on them, while scooting backwards on the frozen ground to where he’d left the Latvian woman. He found her rolled into a ball, her hands over her ears, and he decided this was the best cover she was going to find without exposing her to more fire.

			He continued concentrating on the pair of Volvos, assuming men might be still inside them, and he emptied a twelve-round magazine, dropped it from the grip of his gun, and slammed in another after pulling it from the left side of his hip.

			He rose again to fire as the shooting around him lessened markedly, and as his eyes tracked his weapon’s optic for a target somewhere beyond it, he heard a shout from behind.

			In English.

			“Cease fire! Cease fire!”

			A couple more booms rocked the night, and then Court heard the same American man yell for a third time. “Cease fucking fire, assholes!”

			After one more gunshot from behind, the guns fell silent.

			Court saw no one up and moving in front of him, so he raised his hands in the air, still holding his pistol with the right, and he called out to the voice he had just heard behind him. “One? Please tell me that’s you!”

			Zack Hightower’s voice boomed. “You know it, Six!”

			Court shook his head in disbelief. “What…what are you doing?”

			“Pulling your dumb ass out of the fire!”

			Court looked down to Milda, who had pushed herself up in the snow. She stared back at him with wide eyes.

			“He’s a friend,” he said, then added a caveat. “Usually.”

			Milda was no less bewildered, but she climbed to her knees now, and as Court himself rose, he helped her up to her feet.

			He holstered his hot pistol, retrieved his spent magazine from the snow, and stuck it in a back pocket.

			Now that the smoke had cleared and the cacophony of violence had dissipated, Court’s ringing ears detected sirens approaching from the south. He turned to the men behind him and saw five in total at the edge of the woods. Three of them ran forward and moved past him, their submachine guns high on their shoulders, heading to check on the enemy.

			A fourth and fifth man approached him. One was short and had a handlebar mustache. He wore civilian clothing with body armor on his chest, a submachine hung around his neck, and an extra magazine stuck out of a front pocket.

			The other man was big, broad, and blond, and he moved with a swagger that Court knew well. Zack Hightower wore a dark gray Patagonia alpine jacket and a knit cap; he held an MP5 submachine gun low in his right hand and a flashlight in his left. Body armor hung over his shoulders but was not attached around the waist.

			He swept Court with the light, then the woman. “You guys hurt?”

			Court himself moved to Milda and turned her around, looking for any wounds she might not have even known about. “I think we’re good, thanks to you.”

			One of the men with Zack shouted from where he stood thirty yards away, over a human form that seemed to be moving slightly. He sounded to Court like he might be Scottish. “I’ve got one enemy wounded over here!”

			“How bad?”

			“Unsurvivable unless we can get him to a hospital in the next—”

			Zack interrupted without looking his way. “Check again. Pretty sure he’s dead.”

			With only the briefest of pauses, the man called back. “Roger that.” A single gunshot and a flash.

			The Scot said, “You’re right, boss. Bloke’s a goner.”

			Zack called out to his group of four men now. “Strip pocket litter, phones, anything that looks like it might be intel. Leave the bodies here with their weps.” Then he extended his hand to Court. “Been a minute, Six.”

			As Court shook the bigger man’s hand, he felt his own trembling. “That was a close one.”

			Zack shrugged. “Nah, you looked like you were about to do some cool ninja shit, but we decided we’d help out, just to move the process along.”

			“Right.”

			One of the men who’d been rifling through the bodies walked back over. He wore a ball cap and gave Court a nod, and Court could see that the man was clutching his right forearm. Zack stepped up to him. “Bjorn, you leaking?”

			“Took one in the arm. I’m okay.” He sounded Swedish, but his English was flawless.

			Zack said, “Wrap that shit up before you get back in the car. It’s a rental.”

			“Thanks for the concern.”

			“Concerned about getting my deposit back.”

			Bjorn laughed and took out his med kit, but Milda rushed to him and began helping him patch his wound.

			Zack said, “Ma’am, our vehicles are just two hundred meters through those trees. You need me to carry you?”

			She looked up at him while she worked, an expression of disdain on her face. Court could tell she was shocked by the order to execute a prisoner.

			Still, she said, “I can walk.”

			“Cool, let’s get out of here before the cops show up. On me!” he shouted to the rest of the group, and then the entire entourage began heading for the darkened woods, with Milda tying off Bjorn’s bandages as she walked.

			

			•   •   •

			The march through the misty forest was conducted in silence, with Zack using his light only intermittently and the rest of the men not using theirs at all. Behind them, blue and red flashes and continuous sirens told them first responders had made it into the field by the farmhouse.

			Court knew their footprints would be evident in the snow, but the cops on the scene were probably right now a lot more focused on the dead bodies and weaponry strewn around, so it might take them some time to check the wood line.

			Five minutes after leaving the scene, Milda and four men climbed into a dark gray BMW X7, while Zack and Court sat down in a black BMW 6 Series. Zack kept his MP5 in his lap, the stock collapsed, and when he dropped down behind the wheel, Court caught a glimpse of a big pistol on his hip under his coat.

			Court imagined that Zack had arranged the seating so the two Americans could talk without the other men and the Latvian woman listening in.

			As they made it back onto the A2, heading north, away from Riga, Court asked, “Who are those guys with you?”

			“Callum, from Scotland; Jakub, from Poland; Bjorn, from Sweden; and Emil, from Denmark. They aren’t tier-one operators, but they’re a solid crew.”

			“And they are, what, exactly? A new Goon Squad?” Years earlier, Zack and Court had both been in the CIA’s Special Activities Division—Ground Branch, members of a paramilitary unit called Task Force Golf Sierra, but the fact that the tiny cell kept finding themselves in firefights around the world caused those around them to brand them the Goon Squad.

			“Nah. We aren’t Agency.”

			“Just do-gooders?” Court joked.

			“Sure. That’s us.”

			“How’d you find me?”

			To this Hightower flashed a glance his way. “How do you think?”

			“Matt?”

			“Yep.” Zack turned his attention back to the road.

			“He told me he wasn’t going to reach out to the Agency till midnight. How’d you get here so fast?”

			“Well, like I said, I’m not Agency. I’m on a private gig. I’ve been in the region for the past month working with these guys tracking GRU agents. I was up in Tallinn when Matt called and said you ran into a surveillance team in Riga that might have been connected to Russian intel. We hauled ass down here, but on the way I called a contact I knew already in country. He got to Dr. Berzina’s address just in time to see a pair of SUVs chasing a Fiat out of the neighborhood. From what Hanley told me, I figured you’d make entry tonight, so when my man on scene reported the chase, I figured it was you trying to get the fuck out of there.”

			He continued. “We were already to the north of the city, so we put ourselves in a blocking position. You turned off the highway—gutsy call in that dumb little car, by the way—and we turned up a parallel road through the woods.”

			Court leaned his head back against the headrest. As the adrenaline dissipated, his exhaustion returned. He said, “I’m damn glad you did.”

			“Me, too. We rolled up a cell of these guys about two weeks ago in Lithuania. It was a mess. We lost a dude.” He was silent for a moment, then shrugged. “Tonight was our first enemy contact since. One of my guys got a boo-boo, but that’s a damn small price to pay for wiping another eight of these bastards off the playing field.”

			Court said, “I appreciate what you did for me back in Cuba. I never got a chance to thank you.”

			Zack turned away from the wheel in front of him and pointed a gloved finger at Court. “Do not get misty-eyed on me, Six.”

			Court ignored the comment. “Figured you’d be locked up for that shit.”

			“I was in a little assisted-living sitch for a while, till Lacy showed up and connected me with the Russians.”

			“The…Russians?”

			Zack laughed now. “Officially, I’m working for a Russkie dissident group based in Poland, but as soon as I got to Europe, I was immediately assigned five shooters and sent to work hunting a guy named Dvorak and his network of GRU spooks.”

			“Hanley told me about him.” Court cocked his head. “This Russian dissident group you’re working for. It’s doing direct-action missions? In Western Europe?”

			“Yeah, it keeps government hands clean. The two Shark teams we’ve hit so far seem to be composed of foreign agents. Serbians, Hungarians, Austrians, whatever. Still…they’ve been trained in Russia, they use Spetsnaz tactics.”

			“Tell me about the Russians you work for.”

			“They’re led by a guy named Sorkin.”

			“Mikhail Sorkin?”

			“Yeah. Dude has sixteen billion dollars and seems willing to blow it all on this endeavor.”

			Court sniffed as he rubbed his sore shoulder. “I heard he was a shithead. I was going to blow up his mega yacht in Cyprus last year…never got around to it.”

			“He’s a semi-reformed shithead, I guess. Sold the yacht to buy drones to give to the Ukrainians. Now he’s trying to create regime change in Russia.”

			“Regime change?”

			Zack nodded. “Sorkin wants to set up a government in exile, then he wants to disrupt the Kremlin’s domestic hold on the nation.”

			“Yeah,” Court said, waving a hand in the air. “That’s not gonna work.”

			“Probably not. The only real option for president in Russia other than Peskov is currently a resident in a labor camp working himself to death.”

			“You’re talking about Natan Yarovoy?”

			“Yeah. The country just might rally around him, except for the fact that Peskov threw him and his wife in cages.”

			Court said, “I’ve been a little distracted, so I haven’t been keeping up. But I assumed Natan Yarovoy was dead already.”

			“Won’t be long, I imagine,” Hightower said.

			Court shrugged. “Anyway. I’m not here for regime change. I’m here to get Anthem out of Russia.”

			Hightower said nothing, and Court registered his thoughts. “She’s not dead.”

			“Okay.”

			Now the younger man sighed, then leaned his head back against the headrest again. “I wish, at least once, one of you motherfuckers would do me the favor of at least pretending to believe me.”

			“Yeah.” Zack nodded. “You’re right.” He looked his friend in the eyes. “I believe you.” He quickly turned back to the road ahead.

			Court said, “You’re full of shit.”

			“True statement,” Zack replied. “I hope you prove us all wrong, Six.”

			“I will.” He sat in frustration a moment, then said, “Where are we going?”

			“Right now, we’re heading up to the Estonian border. By eight a.m. we should be in Tallinn; we’ve got a safe house there. What’s your plan?”

			Court said, “We drop Milda off somewhere in Tallinn, wait at standoff distance till a car shows up to take her to the U.S. embassy. I’ll call Matt and have him arrange something with the local station.”

			“And then?”

			“And then I’ve got to go to Helsinki.”

			“What’s in Helsinki?”

			“Gonna catch a boat east, hopefully. In the meantime, I need some equipment, and I can get it up there. If everything goes to plan, I’ll make my way to Saint Petersburg.”

			“And if it doesn’t go to plan?”

			Court shrugged. “I’ll wing it. This wasn’t my first choice. More like my last resort, but…desperate times call for desperate measures.”

			Zack was a pro; he knew better than to ask Court what, exactly, his plan was.

			Instead, he asked, “How long do you expect to be in Helsinki?”

			Court shrugged. “Hopefully just a few days. I’ve got to keep an eye out for more GRU assholes. Where I’m going, enemy contact is a given.”

			Zack drove along, and Court saw that the BMWs were doing 150 kilometers, about 93 miles per hour. The bigger man said, “Listen, Six. The guys tonight were GRU, foreign. I’d bet my paycheck they are Colonel Dvorak’s people.”

			“Safe bet. And?”

			“My mission is to knock that motherfucker out of action. If you think there’s a chance you’ll run into more of them, then I want to be there.”

			“It sounds like you’re saying you want to tag along with me, to use me as bait?”

			“No…well, not exactly.” After a few seconds more he said, “Okay…yeah…pretty much. But you’re solo, dude. You could use the support.”

			“That doesn’t really sound like support.”

			“C’mon, kid. It’ll be fun.”

			Court said, “You have to understand one thing. The only thing I care about is Zoya.”

			Zack smiled a little. “You cared about that old lady. You could have left her behind and bugged out, safe and quiet, but you didn’t. I get it, Zoya is mission number one, but you’ve got a big heart in you.” He shrugged. “It’s kind of adorable, actually.” Zack laughed at his own comment.

			“I’m just saying,” Court replied, “I’m not here to help you with Dvorak.”

			“You don’t have to worry about the colonel. I’ll do that. You just have to keep on being you. We’re not going to travel with you, just give me an area to search in. If we see you, we’ll watch your back from a distance, work the countersurveillance angle. If one of Dvorak’s Shark units shows up, we’ll swoop in and save the day again.”

			Court rubbed his tired eyes. After a moment he shook his head. “I’ll be in and around Helsinki. If you guys want to come up there, fine, but I don’t want you on my ass. If I see Dvorak’s people, or anyone close to my operation, I’ll call you.”

			“Suit yourself,” Zack said, not satisfied with Court’s compromise but resigned to it. Then the big Texan reached into his pack behind him, pulled something out, and handed it over. It was a bottle of water. Court opened it and took a long drink.

			“You look like shit,” Zack said.

			“That tracks with how I feel.”

			Zack chuckled again, then produced a Snickers bar from the same pack. Court unwrapped it and ate it quickly.

			The pair of vehicles containing the aged Latvian woman, the four European operatives, an ex-CIA paramilitary officer, and an American assassin raced north through the foggy night.

		

	
		
			
				Fifteen[image: ]

			

			It was one of the little ironies in Gina Peters’s young life that she both hated coffee and adored caffeine. The twenty-four-year-old Kansan circumvented this conundrum by drinking matchas, naturally caffeinated green tea powder. She’d picked up the penchant for the beverage while doing a university semester abroad in Osaka four years earlier, and she’d taken the habit back home with her. It had helped her through college, and it helped her now, as a young professional with a demanding job.

			Matcha gave her the daily jolts she needed so she could stay alert in her little cubicle and remain focused on her work here on the third floor of the CIA’s headquarters in McLean, Virginia.

			Gina’s mother had been a Ukrainian exchange student at a high school in Wichita in the early nineties when she’d met Gina’s dad; she’d gone back to Luhansk after her year abroad but somehow their relationship survived until they were both through college in their respective countries. Gina’s mom moved back to Kansas and married her dad and, five years later, Gina was born.

			The young Kansan had grown up speaking English, Ukrainian, and Russian, and her skill with languages, plus being raised in a household that was highly critical of Russia, even when it was not in fashion to do so, had set the course for her life.

			She parlayed her abilities and her near-perfect grades in her Rhode Island boarding school into a scholarship at Georgetown, and then a job with the Central Intelligence Agency.

			Peters now served as a junior directorate of operations language officer, with only one year of employment under her belt but high marks for her work ethic and the quality of the translations she created.

			Her work was challenging, but she did not find it particularly exciting. She’d joined D/O to be a case officer, and that was still her goal, but for now she was strictly here for her language, and she had been assigned to go through a massive backlog of boring video feeds coming from the recent CIA hacking of a couple of courthouses deep in Russia’s interior.

			It was Gina Peters’s job to identify all the prisoners, register the charges against them, and record their sentences and the locations of their incarceration.

			This was hardly a high-priority assignment. She simply wrote transcripts of the pilfered videos, sent the information on, and after that, she had the feeling that the Agency would do nothing with the information.

			Sure, they could notify human rights groups, pass on the results of these closed trials of political dissidents, but doing so would reveal to the wider world that the CIA had a vector inside the courthouses’ closed-circuit systems, and even though Gina was still new around here, she knew enough to be all but certain the Agency would not be revealing that without one hell of a good reason.

			So she told herself her work was pointless, but it was still her work, and therefore she did it to the best of her ability.

			She also told herself she should consider herself lucky because she imagined that the work she was now doing would be performed by AI in a couple of years, and by then hopefully she would have been promoted to something an actual human being would be used for.

			She looked at the clock on the desk here in her little cubicle, saw that it was eleven thirty in the morning, and then she immediately thought about what she would get in the cafeteria for lunch.

			She decided on Subway, and began thinking about the tuna on wheat she’d down in just a half hour or so, but only for a moment, because then her headphones came alive with voices.

			Gina looked back to the center monitor on her desk; she saw grainy video of a brightly lit courtroom and began typing as the voices continued.

			She knew this video feed came from Saransk, a city in Russia some 375 miles from Moscow.

			She watched the screen in front of her, as she had done for the past four hours, rubbing her eyes from time to time, clicking the button on her ballpoint absentmindedly.

			Peters lifted her Stanley mug of matcha and took a sip as a door on the right side of the courtroom opened and a woman entered wearing a red jumpsuit. Her head was down; blond hair with dark roots hung in front of her face, and her hands had been secured behind her.

			Men in police uniforms flanked the prisoner on both sides.

			Every single court appearance Gina had transcribed had looked much the same to her; she started thinking about tuna fish again as she put down her pen and placed her fingers on her keyboard.

			The woman on her monitor was led into a windowed box, essentially a cage in the center of the courtroom in front of the judge, her head still hanging down.

			Peters could not see the woman’s face.

			The computer ran facial recognition software in the background while the videos played, but the system had successfully identified someone in only about ten percent of the four hundred or so videos that she had transcribed in the past month. Mostly these prisoners were no one Western intelligence agencies had on their radar; rather they were Russian draft dodgers, or protesters. Others were just common criminals: thieves, domestic abusers, murderers, drunks.

			Still, she glanced to the monitor on her right to see if this woman would show up on facial recog.

			No match, but Peters herself hadn’t gotten a clean look at the woman’s face, so she knew it was possible the computer hadn’t, either.

			Her fingers began typing when the female judge, somewhere offscreen, began speaking. “Inmate 188835-7379. You are hereby sentenced to Women’s Correctional Colony IK-2 Yavas, for a term of four years, with your incarceration to begin immediately. You will be assigned to a work brigade and housed under special regime rules in the general population.”

			Correctional Colony IK-2 Yavas was in Mordovia, Gina knew, and it was famous because it was also the prison where Nadia Yarovaya, the wife of Kremlin critic Natan Yarovoy, was serving her term for treason.

			And a four-year term, Gina knew from her weeks and weeks of looking at these videos, could mean a lot of things: Drug possession or political thought crime. Grand larceny or child abuse.

			She also knew that the term length meant nothing. The Russian court system was famous for adding time on. Four years could be forty.

			Four years could be forever.

			But Gina took note of one anomaly in this hearing. Usually the inmate number was given for someone already imprisoned, but the person’s name was read out, as well. Only in unique cases, referred to in Russian courts as “special regime rules,” did the judge not read out the individual’s name for security reasons. This had happened a total of maybe ten or twelve times out of all the videos Gina had transcribed, and in all these special regime rules cases, the facial recognition system had picked up the individual, because all these inmates were higher-level political prisoners and therefore known to the West.

			Gina hoped this prisoner would shake the damn hair out of her eyes and look up to the camera before leaving the courtroom, because she thought it likely the woman would be recognized by her computer software.

			The prisoner did not speak; a guard appeared from the left side of the screen and opened the door to the cage, and another reached in and took the woman by the arm and began leading her out.

			The protocol for these rapid-fire hearings was always the same. In on the right, out on the left.

			The woman was led towards the exit, just like all the others, and while she walked, she glanced up towards the door in front of her, and then she seemed to notice the camera filming her above it. Looking at the camera revealed her face for an instant before she disappeared under it and left through the door, but an instant was all the computer needed.

			Suddenly the screen on Gina’s left came to life, and she glanced at it as a name appeared.

			Zakharova, Zoya F. SVR. Rank—Captain//Operations (FMR). Odessa sanctioned. Present status unknown.

			SVR was Russian foreign intelligence, Odessa sanction meant she was an extremely high-level Kremlin target, and Gina Peters sat up straight at her desk for the first time in nearly four hours.

			She put her Stanley down and muttered to herself, “What on earth?”

			A Russian foreign intelligence spy was in court in Saransk, 375 miles southeast of Moscow, going through processing, just like any other run-of-the-mill prisoner.

			Below the prisoner’s name on the screen, there was one more bit of data. Gina cocked her head in confusion.

			Priority-Notify…LC/Elemental.

			What the hell was LC/Elemental?

			She ran a query on the computer on her right, and she got her answer.

			Elemental was a designator for an extension in the DDO’s Special Programs office.

			Gina Peters’s heart beat faster. She’d just stumbled onto something important. She didn’t know what it was, and she was one hundred percent certain she never would, but she was being instructed to call up to the seventh floor and tell senior operations staff about her discovery.

			She looked at the time stamp again.

			This hearing had taken place well over two months ago.

			Shit. She wondered if she was going to get some grief from her superiors for only looking at the feed now, but her backlog of work had prevented her from getting to it until this morning.

			Peters had never heard the name Zakharova, she’d never seen the woman captured on the screen in front of her, but she understood the novelty of this and was not surprised at all that Special Programs was involved. She was certain someone upstairs would want to know about a Russian spy being sent to a penal colony in Mordovia.

			She didn’t have a clue what any of this meant—having a clue would be above her pay grade—but she did know one thing.

			This was fucking cool.

			She picked up the phone and called the extension given, and now her insides were on fire from excitement, because she’d never spoken to anyone in the D/O’s office.

			The phone was answered on the first ring. “This is Angela Lacy.”

			Gina’s excitement only increased now, because she knew who Lacy was. Everyone in ops had heard of her, and she worked right under Deputy Director Trey Watkins. “Uh…yes, ma’am. Gina Peters calling. I’m a language officer on the Russia operations desk.”

			Lacy sounded busy, but pleasant. “What can I do for you, Gina?”

			“I’m working some transcriptions from video, and I had an image scan come back positive along with an LC/Elemental notification order.”

			There was a brief pause; Gina could hear typing, and she imagined Lacy was looking up the code to see what it meant.

			Then the woman responded, her voice calm, as if this were nothing at all. “Okay…LC/Elemental is a general notification to contact me, so I don’t know what you have down there. Can you tell me what was flagged, exactly?”

			“Yes, ma’am. I’m just translating and tagging a backlog of Russian intercepts of closed-circuit video feeds. The ones I’m doing today are criminal hearings at a courthouse in Saransk, Russia. We hacked in about four months ago, and I’ve been going through these captures for the past few weeks, trying to catch up.”

			Another pause followed, and then Lacy, still with a polite but bored tone, said, “And who was flagged?”

			“An inmate.” Gina looked back to the screen on her left. “Zakharova, Zoya F.” Still focused on the screen lest she miss passing on any of the relevant details, she said, “According to the system she used to be a captain in SVR and then she got herself Odessa sanctioned for some reason.”

			Angela Lacy’s voice suddenly turned hurried and tense. “When was this recording made?”

			Peters looked at the overlay on the frozen CC video image in front of her. “September seventh.”

			“September seventh? So…well over two months ago?” The senior operations officer sounded absolutely astonished by what she’d just learned.

			“Yes, ma’am,” Gina replied, then immediately said, “I’m sorry I’m just getting to it, but we’ve gotten a lot of high-priority requests for Russian translations, and I had to put this on the back burner while I—”

			Lacy interrupted. “You…you will send the video to me along with the transcription?”

			“On the way.” Gina clicked a few buttons and sent it all to Lacy’s email.

			“Good work,” Lacy said now, but she sounded incredibly distracted.

			“Thank you, ma’am.”

			The line went dead; Peters hung up, and she sat there looking at the frozen image on her screen next to the text regarding the prisoner. The woman in Russia stared up towards the camera as she moved towards the door that would lead her to her fate, a multiyear sentence in a hard labor colony in Mordovia.

			A Russian spy. A Russian target. A CIA priority. An inmate.

			What the hell is all this about? she wondered, and then she glanced back to the clock, telling herself she’d break for lunch a little bit early today. This was the most exciting thing that had ever happened to her at CIA, and she needed to calm down before getting back to work.
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			Heavy dark clouds rolled over Correctional Colony IK-2 Yavas in the early evening, snow began to fall soon after, and a wind from the north blew the flakes against the windows of Sewing Shop 3. A half hour into the storm, prisoner 7379’s productivity slowed as she began flashing surreptitious glances to the barred window twenty meters to her right. There were hundreds of other women here in the huge sweatshop around her, but none of them seemed to notice or care about the snow.

			For Zoya, on the other hand, the snowstorm outside was the most important happening of the last two months.

			But only if it continued for a few hours more.

			Zoya had no access to weather reports here in the prison, so she didn’t have a clue how long the snow would fall, but if it was still coming down like this when she finished for the day, she’d attempt a plan that she’d been working on for weeks, though only in her head.

			She was going to try to escape.

			And then she thought again, You’re insane. Closing her eyes, she reached for a new set of trousers to work on, then a fistful of buttons, her hands and body moving automatically while her mind went somewhere else, thinking about her chances for success.

			Finally, she told herself that while she might, in fact, be going insane, if she didn’t get out of here soon, she would turn into a complete lunatic, or a robot like the women around her. For this reason, if no other, she had to at least consider an escape attempt.

			Even if she did not go forward with her plan this evening, she deemed it a useful exercise for her quickly numbing brain.

			Zoya had not been all over this penal colony; it was twenty-five acres of buildings, roads, warehouses, cells, fences, gates, and guard towers, after all, but her fertile and motivated brain had been tuned into looking for ways someone could potentially escape. She’d executed little tests as she’d gone to different locations, usually on days when she wasn’t working in the sewing shop but instead tasked with moving bolts of textiles, running a quality control station, or rolling bins of partially constructed clothing from one building to another.

			She’d been in different buildings, up different corridors, and into different rooms here in the shop and the buildings around them, and these little excursions had given her ideas.

			And then, when her mind wandered while sitting at her sewing station, she worked on her plan, war-gamed the entire scenario, and did her best to account for any snag, any adversity that might come up.

			Escape from IK-2 Yavas would be hard, but she knew she had one thing going for her.

			There were penal colonies all over Russia, 705 in total, not including filtration camps erected to process prisoners from the “special military operation” in Ukraine—it was against the law to refer to it as a war—and many of these penal colonies were thousands of kilometers away in Siberia. This meant, in most cases, that escaping from prison walls just meant then succumbing to the elements on some barren plain or in some impenetrable forest, hundreds of kilometers from any resources that an escapee could draw on to keep themself alive.

			But Zoya knew IK-2 Yavas was different. This camp was inside an actual work settlement called Yavas, and this meant that if she could just get over the wire or through the front gate, she would have options. A place to find warmth, a place to find food, access to transportation.

			If she made it outside the prison walls, she’d have to steal to survive, she’d likely have to kill to survive, and she’d most definitely have to have her wits about her to survive. Stealing and killing weren’t the obstacles, not as far as Zoya was concerned. But it was the mental clarity that she was worried about. Her rations had been cut since the FSB colonel came the other day; her sleep had been affected by the new stress of knowing there was a ticking clock, a timer counting down to the day Colonel Baronov returned and ordered her execution.

			But while the fact that she was in the middle of a larger settlement was good news, the bad news was that the prison guards were well aware of this fact, and for that reason there were more guards, guard towers, and cameras here than in any prison in Siberia, and here an interior fence line ran ten meters inside the main walls, creating a “no-man’s-land” ring around the entire colony.

			A prisoner stepping foot inside the no-man’s-land would be shot at by marksmen from at least two towers.

			This would have made an escape attempt utter lunacy, but Zoya had always thought that if the snow was falling hard enough, and if she could employ some clever subterfuge, it could render the guard towers less of a threat and thereby increase her chances for success.

			Now she just needed the snow to continue into the night.

			But first, she had to sew another 927 buttons on 103 pairs of trousers.

			

			•   •   •

			She remained at her table into the evening, spending the last three hours of her shift plotting, working through the unknowns in her mind, thinking over everything that could go wrong in the hours and days to come and what she would do to account for it.

			About nine p.m. she realized she needed to slow her pace so she could leave a little later than the main group of women, so she adjusted her productivity accordingly.

			An older prisoner who served as a shop shift leader noticed her slowing down and immediately stepped over to yell at her, so Zoya faked speeding up a bit, but just until the woman darted away to berate someone who was falling even further behind.

			Thirty minutes later, the woman at the table next to her finished for the day, and after performing nightly maintenance on her sewing machine, she began packing up the few things into the sewing kit each seamstress was issued at the beginning of her shift.

			As Zoya worked, the woman seemed to take a while to get her things, and soon Zoya looked up to see that the prisoner on her right was frantically sweeping her hands over her entire table, as if she were looking for something.

			She knelt down, searched all around on the floor.

			Zoya kept her pace steady but not overly fast, even when a supervisor and two guards stepped up.

			The prisoner next to her stopped her search when they stood in front of her, and she snapped to attention next to her table. “One Eight Five Three,” she said, her voice cracking a little.

			“What is the problem?” the shift supervisor asked.

			“I…I signed out two pencils this morning. But I can only find one.”

			The prisoners entered the sewing shop each morning with nothing more than their uniforms, and then they were assigned a sewing kit to take with them to their station. Notebooks, pencils, magnifying eyeglasses, paper towels to stanch any cuts, a dozen other small items, it all came in a small plastic basket, and everything was inventoried at the end of the prisoner’s shift.

			Losing a pencil wouldn’t get this woman thrown in solitary or put on half rations, but it would give her a demerit, and if she got enough of them, she could easily find herself suffering either or both of these fates.

			The shift leader and the two male guards yelled at the woman as she crawled around on the ground looking, but Zoya continued working, doing her best to ignore the fracas next to her.

			Eventually, a female guard came up behind Zoya and grabbed her roughly by the arm, hoisting her up onto her feet. “Did you see the pencil?”

			“No, ma’am,” she answered quickly.

			“Well, get your ass down on the floor and help look for it, damn you!”

			“Yes, ma’am,” Zoya said, and she began moving forward, but she tripped over her chair, fell into the guard, and landed on the floor next to the prisoner on her hands and knees.

			The female guard was knocked back against the table behind Zoya, so when Zoya stood back up to apologize, she was met with a vicious backhand that dropped her again to the ground.

			The woman shouted now. “Don’t get up till you find that pencil, bitch.”

			The pencil was not found and, five minutes later, Zoya was ordered to return to work while the other prisoner was given a demerit and escorted out of the building.

			

			•   •   •

			At nine thirty p.m., after the vast majority of workers had finished for the day, Zoya stitched her last button for the night and, hopefully, forever.

			She checked the weather outside, looking through the barred windows. The fluorescent lights hanging from the low ceiling of the sewing shop reflected against the glass, preventing her from seeing out, but just then she overheard a pair of male guards walking by her table talking about how it was now snowing even harder than earlier.

			Zoya’s heart thumped faster than it had at any time since those early days of captivity as she rose from her table.

			You have to try.

			Each day, when her shift was over, she stepped over to the maintenance window to the left of her position in the room, and she signed out a tool kit, using her inmate number, watched over by a bored and sullen prisoner who herself was constantly overseen by a taciturn guard who sat behind her.

			Zoya did this again tonight, then took the kit back to her station, and with the tools inside she performed routine repairs and upkeep to the electronic machine.

			Just like any other day.

			Among the items inside the tool kit was a set of sewing needles to replace worn needles, and Zoya deftly palmed two four-centimeter needles before returning the kit to the window and signing her inmate number again.

			The prisoner who checked the kit in didn’t count the needles, and Zoya knew she would not, because Zoya had been gauging the woman’s level of care over the past several weeks.

			Once the kit was returned, Zoya walked behind three other women heading for the exit of the sewing shop; she smoothed out her headscarf on her head, then ran a hand under it to adjust her hair.

			While performing these actions, she slipped the needles and the small pencil she’d taken from the table next to her up into her hair under her scarf, just above her forehead.

			She walked to the front of the room, now with four other women who finished at the same time. The five of them did not speak to one another; everyone was too tired to do even the most minimal amount of socializing, plus they would probably just get yelled at by the shift leaders or guards for doing so.

			Once they made it to the back wall of the room, however, Zoya drifted out of the group, a meter to her right, just as she passed by the quality control desk. Here, a prisoner was in the process of packing several finished sets of uniforms into a rolling metal cage to return to product warehousing downstairs.

			Zoya did not speak to the woman; she just walked by the desk, but her right hand drifted out, took a sheet of paper from a loose stack, and palmed it, right under the other prisoner’s nose.

			The act went unseen, and Zoya had the crumpled sheet moved to her left hand just as she reached the end of the table, where a walkie-talkie rested on its side. She saw the red light on the unit, indicating it was powered on, so with a fast glance over her shoulder to ensure that the woman behind the long table wasn’t looking her way, she lowered her right hand again and deftly turned the volume switch all the way down on the radio.

			As she continued for the exit, sticking the crumpled paper under her headscarf as she went, she half expected to hear a shout or a protest from behind; the woman behind the desk hadn’t noticed what she’d done, but there were shift leaders and guards throughout the large room, and Zoya had not been able to check them all before going forward with her plan.

			But no one called out, and by the time she lined up behind the four other departing prisoners, she had the pilfered sheet hidden with the other items in her headscarf.

			She waited patiently as each of the other women handed their time card to a guard behind a window, who then stamped it before letting the women out into the hall.

			Zoya’s card was stamped and placed in a slot on the wall, and the iron gate to the hallway outside clicked open.

			Here the women lined up against the wall, and a young guard with a ruddy complexion and what looked to be a war injury violently scarring the left side of his face ran his hands over each woman, one at a time.

			Zoya was last, and she was concerned, because she knew this kid was more enthusiastic than some of the others she’d dealt with, and on rare occasions, he even carefully checked the headscarves of the prisoners before letting them walk.

			He didn’t check the first four women’s scarves, though, other than just a stroke of his hand over the lower loose part that draped down to their shoulders, and she marked this as a good thing.

			Next it was her turn. She snapped her legs tight together as he started by putting the back of his hand over her crotch, pushing more than necessary, although Zoya was used to worse indignities than this. Then he knelt and frisked each leg, ordered her to kick her tennis shoes off, and ran his hand over her socks.

			He had not been so careful with the others, and she began to worry anew. Often the male guards, and occasionally the female guards, would linger with her especially, while she stood compliantly and only thought about ripping their throats out and standing over their bloody carcasses, but tonight she had even more reason to hope this asshole would just finish his “inspection” and let her leave.

			Back up at her torso the scarred young man rubbed her all over; he was into it, and like most every day, he tried to make eye contact while he searched her. Zoya normally just stared off into space, thinking any interaction with the guard whatsoever would just prolong the miserable ordeal.

			But then she felt his hands on her shoulders, sliding up the sides of her neck, heading towards her head.

			She was fucked, unless she stopped him.

			Suddenly her brown eyes locked on his, throwing him a little, just as he put his hands behind her neck and felt around her collar.

			Her eyes bored into him now, and his blinked in surprise; he seemed shocked that anyone would give him such a look, but Zoya imagined he was especially shocked that it came from the normally all but catatonic 7379.

			Slowly, he lowered his hands, taking them from her neck and stopping before he made it to her headscarf.

			He blinked again, and Zoya could tell this guy didn’t know what the hell to do now that he actually had a woman’s gaze. After a couple of seconds, he cleared his throat. “Approved. Return together to Brigade Four dormitory.”

			She nodded at him, holding his gaze just a half second longer, then turned away. Soon she followed the other prisoners to the stairs, taking them down to the main floor, but while descending she pulled the pencil and her crumpled QC order card, and then she quickly scribbled on the card, barely looking at what she was doing.

			By the time they were downstairs, Zoya was finished; she held the items inside her coat, and then all five women left through the front entrance. But while the others shuffled off in the heavy snow to the south, back in the direction of the residential area, Zoya turned to the right, heading for the low metal warehousing building next door.

			None of the four noticed her departure; they just hunkered down, their necks tight in their uniforms so snow wouldn’t blow down their collars.

			Inside the entrance of Warehouse One, Zoya brushed the snow off her headscarf and uniform, then walked up to a guard standing by the door. She held up the little sheet she’d stolen from quality control, and the middle-aged woman just waved her on.

			She passed three prisoners taping large cardboard boxes shut, none of whom looked up at her.

			She continued towards long rows of high shelves ahead of her.

			The lighting was poor in the back of the warehouse, and Zoya moved deeper and deeper between stacks of both boxed and loose finished goods.

			Halfway down, she heard a voice from behind her. “Prisoner?”

			She stopped, turned, and saw an unfamiliar female guard in a blue uniform and a camouflaged coat.

			Zoya snapped to attention. “One, eight, eight, eight, three, five, dash, seven, three, seven, nine.”

			“What brigade?”

			“Fourth brigade, ma’am.”

			“Sewing Shop Three,” the guard said. Then, “What are you doing here?”

			“I was ordered to bring one Layer Eight and one Layer Six back to quality control for inspection.”

			The woman looked at her a moment. “Pass?”

			Zoya pulled the sheet out of her pocket. She was almost ten meters away from the woman, and she unfolded the sheet and began walking towards her.

			She hoped the lady would just wave her onward, seeing that she did, indeed, have a movement pass, but just like with the scarred male guard in the other building, this woman seemed like she was in the mood to do her job tonight.

			The guard took the pass from her, shined a flashlight on it, and then looked back up at Zoya. “I can’t read a word of this shit.”

			Zoya said nothing.

			The woman had a radio affixed to her jacket, and she pressed the talk button on it. “Quality, Sewing Room Three, come in?”

			There was no answer. She called again. “Quality?”

			When she did not receive a reply, she just let out a tired little sigh, handed the pass back to Zoya, and said, “Carry on. Be quick.”

			Subserviently, Zoya replied with a crisp “Yes, ma’am,” and then she continued down the row of shelves, while the guard behind her wandered back towards the front of the building.
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			Less than a minute later, Zoya found what she was looking for. Stacks of boxes with “Layer 8, Large” written on the outside. She opened one and took out a green and brown digital flora camouflage coat, the outerwear of a VKPO field uniform, and a garment very similar to the outdoor winter gear worn by most of the prison guards here at IK-2 Yavas.

			She packed the large coat in a plastic bag, then went to the next row of shelves and began moving slowly towards the front, looking to her left and right but also checking ahead to make sure the guard didn’t venture back here.

			Soon she found what she was looking for. A carton of black knit caps. She pulled one out quickly and crammed it into the bag, stuffing it into the sleeve of one of the jackets.

			Now she had to find some pants. The burgundy prison uniform pants she wore would make it obvious, even at some distance, that she was no guard.

			She found a stack of trousers cinched with a cord, yanked one out, then looked it over. It was too large for her, but she did not want to spend any more time here in the warehouse than she had to, lest the curious guard she encountered radio someone else up on the third floor to check with quality control.

			She walked to the front with the items in her arms, told one of the prisoners at the desk that she was on an errand for QC, and signed her number for the goods.

			Outside the warehouse she began heading back towards her sewing shop, but she ducked into the two-meter alleyway between a pair of warehouse buildings. There were lights high on both walls, but she positioned herself in shadows and here, under heavy snowfall, she quickly dropped everything on the ground and reached down the front of her pants. She put her fingers around something stuck to the inside rear of her right thigh and pulled it off.

			Once she got the item out of her pants, she looked at it quickly. It was the identity badge of the female guard she had “accidentally” bumped into when she fell in the sewing shop. She’d orchestrated the event, removed the clipped-on card from the woman’s breast, and then, when Zoya landed face-first, she’d tucked it inside her tunic.

			Once everything had settled down with the missing pencil, some ten minutes later, she touched her fingers to the tip of a bottle of sewing glue that came with her kit, and then reached down into her pants under her table. When she had wiped the glue in the right spot of her leg, a rear portion of the inner thigh that was never really searched upon inspection, she then pulled the ID card out of her tunic and pushed it hard against her leg.

			She’d made it through the inspection; by keeping her legs close together she only increased the chances her guard would miss the contraband, and by eyeing him throughout, the opposite of what she normally did, she’d also managed to disrupt his normally careful search.

			She’d spent the last half hour of her shift worrying that the woman was going to return to the sewing shop to look for her badge, but she had not, and this made Zoya confident that the missing badge wouldn’t be noticed by the guard until she tried to use it to leave for the night.

			Now that she had the stolen badge out, Zoya placed it in her mouth while she put on the coat and pulled the pants on over her burgundy uniform. These were men’s trousers, way too long for her and too wide around the waist, but she rolled the waist down several times, then cuffed the pants legs as best she could, using the two sewing needles to keep the cuffs from falling.

			She covered her head with the watch cap and tucked in her short hair. She wore gray tennis shoes with no laces, not the black boots worn by the guards, so she kicked off the shoes and stood there in her black socks. The shoes she crammed into the small of her back; she was going to need footwear when she got out of here, but at least now someone looking might mistake the black socks for black boots.

			With this done, she took the badge from her mouth and clipped it on her chest.

			Two guards passed the alleyway; Zoya ducked before they turned her way, and she covered her face. A flashlight swept over her, but the men kept walking on, automatons like many but not all of the staff.

			Now she knew she just had to wait. She’d walked within thirty meters of the front entrance to the penal colony probably twenty times in the past two months, and always she focused on the activity there, trying to find out how the guards entered and exited the place. She’d been lucky enough to find herself even closer once several weeks ago, when she was assigned to a work detail digging up the not yet frozen ground so that plumbers could repair a water line that ran from the settlement into the camp. The line had failed just fifteen meters from the entrance, along the road and just past no-man’s-land, and as Zoya had dug that morning, she’d kept one eye fixed on the exit. She’d clocked everything the guards at the gate did, everything the people who passed through did, and she watched vehicles come and go.

			From all the data she took in that morning and other days and nights as she passed, she’d orchestrated a script for her own escape.

			A heavy iron bell clanged three times in the night, and this told her shift change had begun. After taking a moment’s pause to calm her nerves, Zoya rose back up and headed for the mouth of the alleyway.

			When she saw camp employees step out of various buildings on the short stretch of gravel road in front of her, she, too, began walking towards the main gate.

			Zoya Zakharova was a master of disguise. Still, without the cold keeping most people either inside or else bundled up from head to toe, the darkness of a moonless November night, and the intense snow falling all around her, there was no way she’d fool anyone that she was a prison guard. She prayed that at distance she would convince those in the guard towers, but she knew that she had to go through the first gate, which meant passing close by other prison staff.

			She had a plan for this, sort of, but the plan would not work on its own.

			She needed some luck.

			Zoya had been in many government facilities in many countries around the world, and oftentimes the result of conducting a boring job like access control for eight hours a day was complacency. She was gambling that the weather and the late hour would dull the gate sentries’ sense of mission, but there was no way to be certain beyond just going for it.

			Soon she saw a group of similarly dressed guards who exited a barracks on her right, and they all moved through the precipitation with their coats wrapped tightly and scarves covering their faces.

			In the whipping snow she couldn’t make out anything about the guards other than their uniforms, and that was just the way she wanted it. She stepped out between the two buildings and began following behind them.

			They were, more or less, in a disorganized line, and soon two more guards appeared out of the administration building and began walking along with them. Zoya positioned herself in the rear of the growing column, her heart pounding.

			Of the fourteen others with her, eight of them wore Layer 8 coats, as did Zoya. She was confident she fit in, confident she would not have to expose her face to exit, because she’d watched bundled-up guards show their passes to get out many times.

			She only just had to pray that no one knew the guard whose badge she’d stolen well enough to try to talk to her. Sure, Zoya thought, she could do the woman’s Western Russian accent to some degree, but virtually the only time she’d ever heard that particular guard speak was when she was snapping at a prisoner, so Zoya didn’t even know what she’d sound like in polite conversation between colleagues.

			She made it to the gate at the back of the line; the guards had to pass through a little portico next to the vehicle access point, and from there they could push through a carousel to the exit, if and only if the guard behind the plexiglass window pushed a button to allow the carousel to rotate.

			One by one the guards passed in front of the window, holding their badges up in the light there, and one by one they were allowed to pass. A couple of the departing staff chatted as they waited; one of them looked back over their shoulder and directly at Zoya, but only briefly, then immediately went back to their conversation.

			Zoya’s stocking feet were freezing on the concrete, and though the process of allowing the departing shift to pass seemed to be going smoothly, to Zoya it felt like it was taking forever.

			Finally, it was her turn. She unclipped her badge just like many of the others, and she held it closely to the window, using the ID to somewhat block her own face.

			With almost no hesitation, she heard the lock in the carousel disengage.

			“Spokoynoy nochi.” Good night. The guard behind the plexiglass said it in a bored tone.

			Zoya pushed through the carousel and made it into another room with rows and rows of lockers. She passed them all by, as did most of the others leaving, and went straight to a door that led outside.

			Seconds later, she was back out in the heavy snow; she followed the group around the corner of a building just outside the main gate. Though she’d never seen what was behind the building, she had always assumed there would be a parking lot for the guards and other staff there, and when she made the turn and looked ahead she was both relieved to find that she was correct and alarmed to see that the other guards weren’t heading for their personal vehicles.

			Instead, a single big green bus sat idling, a bored driver hunched over the steering wheel.

			It must have been a shuttle to a residence compound for the prison staff, located somewhere in Yavas but off-site of IK-2.

			Zoya knew that she did not want to get on that bus. It would be warm inside, hats and scarves would come off, and she would be revealed as a stranger, or worse, as a prisoner.

			She knelt as if to tie her shoe for a second, mimed the act on the top of her right sock, ignoring the pain in the bottom of her feet from the frozen ground, and then when she rose, she saw that she had fallen a few meters behind the others. This allowed her to scoot to her left quickly, behind the rear of the bus, and on the other side she saw no one, just row after row of vehicles.

			She knelt between a couple of sedans, then crawled around them. The light was poor, but she used what light existed to search for a vehicle she could hot-wire. She needed something old and simple; she hadn’t boosted a vehicle in ten years, and that had been in training.

			Scanning the choices, she finally settled on a Lada four-door that looked old enough to easily defeat.

			She picked the lock of the car with one of the sewing needles she’d used to hem her trousers, and once inside the car, she crouched low as she began working on removing the steering column.

			As she worked, slowly but steadily, she glanced left and right to make sure no one was approaching on either side. The bus passed by her, heading away from the prison.

			It took her almost ten minutes, and all the while she worried that someone from this shift change owned this vehicle and would discover her, but finally she got the vehicle to turn over. She realized she hadn’t seen the exit of the parking lot when she walked past the bus, and now she looked around, trying to figure out how to get out of here. The snowfall and the darkness made this impossible, so she turned on the lights and backed out of the spot, intending to just drive in the direction the bus had gone, which was the opposite direction of the penal colony.

			She’d gone just a dozen meters or so when she saw a chain-link fence with razor wire, and she made a right and found the exit to the lot.

			She turned slowly to the left; the accumulation on the street didn’t seem to affect the traction of the Lada, and she decided she could speed up. She did so, looking in her rearview to make sure no one was pursuing her, and a wash of relief poured over her as she saw no one on the road behind.

			She looked back through the windshield, then immediately slammed on the brakes. The Lada skidded, fishtailed on the snowy street, slewed to the left a little, and then came to rest just a couple of meters from the grille of a black armored personnel carrier parked in the middle of the road with its lights off.

			Flashlight beams came from nowhere, fired at her from a dozen sources; she raised her hands, an automatic motion of surrender in the face of such insurmountable odds.

			Her foot stayed on the brake; her body did not move.

			The silhouette of a person blackened out the lights outside her driver’s-side window, and the figure rapped on it with the knuckles of a gloved hand.

			A male voice spoke loud enough to be heard through the glass. “Put it in park, and unlock the door, please.”

			She did as ordered, keeping one hand in the air, and just as she put both hands up, she realized she recognized the man’s voice.

			Major Colonel Eriks Baronov opened her door. He said, “Poor Lieutenant Tarasova is missing her badge. You wouldn’t happen to have seen it, would you?”

			Zoya blinked. She couldn’t understand why Baronov, a senior FSB officer, was standing in the snow in the middle of a tiny settlement road three hundred miles from Moscow.

			When she did not reply, he said, “Step out, but know this. I recognize you are an industrious woman, so I imagine there is a chance you’ve fashioned yourself some sort of a weapon to use in your escape. I have ten Alpha Group operators with their rifles trained on you right now, so if you have any grand designs of killing an intelligence colonel and then going out in a hail of gunfire…I promise you the former will not happen…but the latter very much will.”

			Zoya cleared her throat. “No weapons.”

			She stepped out; Baronov stood in front of her in the darkness, the snow falling between them hard enough to hide the expression on his face.

			But his voice seemed incredibly calm, absolutely in control of this moment.

			Zoya began to speak, though she didn’t know what words were going to come out of her mouth.

			Before she could do so, however, the colonel put up a single finger. “You will be searched, head to toe, inside and out.” Baronov added, “Tarasova will do the search, not me, though I doubt you will be much relieved by that. I hear she’s really cross about you making a fool out of her tonight.” He reached out and popped the ID card off her digital flora coat. He put his hand on her chin, like an adult regarding a little child, and Zoya thought the action had been meant to intimidate her.

			But it wasn’t working. Since the instant she saw the black armored Tigr of Alpha Group in the road in front of her, the last tiny ember of hope, an ember that had been fanned bright in the past few minutes, extinguished to black.

			Baronov could not intimidate her with gestures. She was already dead inside.

			After a moment he said, “Let’s get you back to IK-2 where it’s warm, and then we can have a little talk.”

			He let go of her face, took a single step back, and then Zoya heard assured footsteps crunching on snow approaching her. She was slammed hard against the side of the Lada, and then multiple men grabbed her arms, pushed her down into the frozen concrete, and zip-tied her wrists behind her back.

			

			•   •   •

			In the same room where she’d met Baronov days earlier, Zoya again sat in front of him, her hands cuffed behind her this time. The coat and pants were off, and she was back in her purple prison uniform, her headscarf again covering her hair.

			She’d been subjected to a rough and violent search by the guard whose badge she’d stolen while Warden Maximov and Colonel Baronov waited outside. Now, Lieutenant Tarasova and Maximov were out of the room, and Zoya had bruises and scratches all over her.

			She looked up at the two-way mirror and imagined Maximov was watching her right now.

			Baronov said, “First, I bear good news. I am not your Grim Reaper, at least not tonight. My investigation into you continues. I am here because I came back to town to speak with Natan Yarovoy over in Orzenyi at IK-17. I’d instructed the staff here at Yavas to inform me of anything of note with you. Just as I was preparing to leave Orzenyi, Maximov called me and told me they had you on camera and you were clearly in the process of attempting an escape.”

			He smiled a little. “I asked him to let you leave, and that I would take care of it.” With a shrug he said, “I rushed over here immediately, and I saved your life. They would have probably just shot you.”

			Zoya looked at the scratched tabletop in front of her. “I’d rather be shot. You did me no favors.”

			“It should have already been obvious to you that I am not here to do you favors. I have reasons for everything I do, and those reasons will become clear to you in due course.”

			Zoya said nothing.

			Baronov turned and looked to the mirror. “Warden Maximov? Will you join us?”

			The door to the interrogation room opened moments later, and the warden entered. Baronov said, “What is the normal approach in dealing with escapees?”

			The warden, to Zoya’s surprise, appeared barely able to hide his anger with the colonel. Through a tight jaw he said, “The prisoner did not escape. We identified the compromise in plenty of time to thwart her attempt. It was you who—”

			Baronov gave a tired little laugh as he held his hands up in surrender. “Of course, you are right. My apologies for the poor choice of words. Your correctional colony will not in any way suffer embarrassment from Seven Three Seven Nine’s actions tonight.”

			The older man seemed placated somewhat. He turned from the colonel and looked to Zoya now.

			“Confinement wing for you. For the length of your sentence. And before you start thinking this will be an upgrade to your living standards, just know that confinement has its own sewing shop. The only difference is that you will work longer hours, and you will be inside, behind bars, all the time.”

			He shrugged. “And you will make belts, primarily.” With a smile he said, “A lot of belts.”

			Zoya fought tears. She was so exhausted, so hungry, so demoralized.

			The warden smiled at her misery. “You could have been a good girl.”

			At this, she looked up at him. “I know you watched my last conversation with the colonel, so you know that I will soon be executed. What would you have done if you were in my shoes?”

			Baronov crossed his arms over his chest and leaned back, as if curious as to what the warden would say.

			Maximov replied, “I can’t answer that because I would never find myself in your situation. I would never be a traitor to the Rodina, and if I were a traitor to the Rodina, I would kill myself immediately and without mercy.” He wiped his hands together as if cleansing himself of the conversation, then opened the door, looked out into the hall, and said, “Take her to Block One.”

			Men entered. She was grabbed by her shoulders and yanked to her feet, her weakened and demoralized body unable to put up a fight.

			“Wait,” Baronov said, and he rose, stood close to Zoya. “We can’t allow another escape attempt. What other plans do you have to get out of here?”

			“None.”

			“Why is it that I don’t believe you?”

			“I have nothing else. No tunnel, no radio, no pogo stick or whatever the hell else you think I’d have to break out of here.”

			“That tongue of yours could get you in a great deal of trouble.”

			“I don’t think so,” she replied with a shake of her head.

			The colonel leaned back in surprise. “Why is that?”

			“If you could hit me…you would have done so. If you could violate me in any way…you would have done so. Or Maximov here would have done so.

			“I don’t know what’s stopping you both, I don’t know what’s stopping the other guards, but something’s stopping you all.”

			Baronov looked to Maximov. “Give us a moment. And clear the observation room.”

			The warden and the guards left and Baronov waited, alone with Zoya, for a minute. Then he spoke. “Do you know why I came to see Yarovoy tonight?”

			She shook her head.

			He said, “I am not your Grim Reaper this evening, but I am his. Yarovoy is dying. Weaker every day. He’s been in the infirmary for over a week; I was checking on him the other day when I came here to meet you. I came back this evening because I was ordered by the Kremlin to clear him to return to work.

			“He’ll be back in the lumber mill by tomorrow, and dead inside a week.”

			Zoya saw in the man’s eyes that he had no sympathy at all behind what he was telling her.

			She asked, “What makes you so evil?”

			He thought the question over a moment. Then he said, “I’ve seen the world. As I expect you have. But I understand the world perhaps as you do not. This life I live, it’s just a blip in time, the blink of an eye. And when I die, my consciousness will be lost.” He smiled a little. “Making peace with the fact that nothing you do matters in the long run makes you an incredibly valuable resource of the state, and being valuable to the state, in Russia, at least, gives you great rewards.

			“That is all I am. A tool for Russia. Heartless when I need to be.” He shrugged. “You kill enough people, in Georgia, in Chechnya, in Syria, in Ukraine…if you kill enough people, then killing loses its taboo.”

			Zoya looked at him now with unbridled hatred. “You’re a psychopath.”

			“I much prefer the term ‘enthusiastic.’ ”

			“Why are you telling me about Yarovoy?”

			“Because you think I can’t touch you.” He smiled. “You’re right. I can’t.” After a pause he leaned closer to her. “Not yet. But when I can touch you, you best believe that I will.”

			Zoya looked right at him. “And you best believe that I won’t make it easy for you.”

			Baronov said, “That sounds like a threat, Miss Zakharova. SVR hires smart people. Maybe smarter than us in FSB, I don’t know. But that was not a smart thing to say.”

			“It wasn’t a threat.”

			“You are a killer,” he said. “I wonder sometimes…have you killed more people than the other inmates here?”

			“You mean…put together?”

			Baronov laughed again, then knocked on the heavy door. Maximov had obviously been waiting just on the other side, because he and the two young guards returned instantly.

			As Zoya was led out of the room, Baronov called after her. “You don’t know it yet, but you still have an important role to play for your country, Seven Three Seven Nine.”

			She switched to English effortlessly and called behind her to the colonel. “Go fuck yourself.”

			A low chuckle echoed past her and up the hall, and then the door shut behind her.
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			The Tallink ferry that sailed out of Tallinn, Estonia, took two hours and fifteen minutes to travel across the Gulf of Finland to Helsinki. Halfway through today’s afternoon transit, Court Gentry sat behind the wheel of his parked Toyota Land Cruiser, surrounded by hundreds of other vehicles in the bowels of the big ship.

			He needed to sleep but he’d been unable, his mind refusing to shut itself down because it was too busy running constant calculations. He knew where he was going, more or less, and he knew what he had to do, more or less, but there were hundreds of decisions he needed to make along the way, and even when he wasn’t consciously thinking about his plan, his subconscious kicked in and he continued to focus.

			His phone began vibrating in the console next to him. It was Signal, which meant it was either Hightower or Hanley. He didn’t much feel like speaking with either of them, but he picked up the phone, anyway.

			“Yeah?”

			Matt Hanley spoke, and Court could hear gravity in the man’s words. “Violator…where are you?”

			“I’m on the ferry from Estonia to Finland, why?”

			“I need you sitting down right now.”

			Court’s heart skipped a beat, then another. “I’m sitting. What’s going on?”

			The pause was long.

			“Matt? What’s happened?”

			Finally, Hanley said, “You were right, kid.”

			“About?”

			“About her. She’s alive.”

			Court’s voice turned hoarse. “Wh-what?”

			“And we know where she is.”

			Still poleaxed by this news, he coughed out a raspy “Where?”

			“She is someplace where she’s not in immediate peril.”

			“Where?” Court repeated, louder this time.

			“I’ll tell you where, but I need a couple of things from you first.”

			Court clenched the steering wheel till his fingers went white. “Fuck that, Matt! Talk to me!”

			“Only if you agree to take forty-eight hours to rest before you try to get into Russia. You have the time.”

			Court bit the inside of his cheek, then said, “Twenty-four.”

			“Deal. Your word, kid?”

			“My word.”

			“One more thing,” Hanley continued. “I want Zack and his guys around you. You call him, tell him where you are, and they’ll watch over you while you go offline.”

			“I don’t need a babysitter. I don’t trust his team. I don’t—”

			“The team that saved your ass two nights ago? Look, if we all work together, we can—”

			“Fine, Matt. Whatever. I’ll call Zack, link up with him. Now, where is Anthem?”

			Hanley seemed satisfied. “She is being held at IK-2 Yavas, a correctional colony in Mordovia, about three hundred twenty-five miles southeast of Moscow.”

			Court was astonished by this. “You’re telling me she’s in a regular Russian prison?”

			“Yes. Not under her name, rather an inmate number. The Agency stumbled upon courthouse footage of her being sentenced. She’s under special regime, but from the wording the presiding judge used in the hearing it sounded like she would be put in with the general population.”

			Court sat there in the car, still disoriented by the news. Then he snapped out of it enough to ask, “What do you know about this IK-2?”

			“It’s hard labor, sweatshop, day-and-night shit. It’s bad, it’s bleak, but it sure as hell beats a bullet in the brain or a torture chamber at Lefortovo.”

			Court had never been to Mordovia, but he knew where it was on the map. He closed his eyes as his sapped brain continued to reel and warm tears streamed down his cheeks. Through all this he said words he’d prayed that he’d someday be able to say. “I told you.”

			Matt Hanley replied, “You told us all.”

			Court kept thinking about what he had just learned, and then, with suspicion in his voice, he said, “How did Langley get access to this information?”

			“Apparently, we’ve hacked into a company that provides CCTV to a number of Russian government institutions. Nothing major, but we’re into their justice system in a few places, including a regional courthouse in Saransk. It’s not a federal court, which is weird, considering who Anthem is to Moscow. But, for whatever reason, she was sentenced there. My best guess would be they wanted to keep her case low profile.”

			“But why wouldn’t they execute her? She was under an Odessa sanction.”

			“We think it might have something to do with a power struggle in Russian intelligence. She was SVR, her dad ran GRU, and FSB is in control inside Russia. Maybe someone is leveraging her for something. Using her as a bargaining chip, maybe.” Hanley paused, then said, “In any event, she looked okay in the video.”

			“Are you bullshitting me right now?”

			“I swear to God. She looked tired. Thin. But upright. She’s still Zoya, Court.”

			“I want to see it.”

			“I’ll send it to your secure box.”

			Court took a few breaths to try to regain control of his emotions. Then he said, “When was she sentenced?”

			Hanley winced, knowing Court wasn’t going to like what he was going to say. “Eleven weeks ago.”

			“You’re kidding. And you’ve been sitting on—”

			“Nobody was sitting on anything,” Hanley barked. “Again, we’ve been looking for news from her, but not in the interior of the country. We don’t have the resources to check all data we’re pulling out of Russia in real time. And nobody thought for a second she’d be paraded in front of a camera and processed in front of a regional judge like a common criminal.”

			After a moment, Court said, “Mordovia. I was hoping it would be near Saint Petersburg. Somewhere closer to a friendly border.”

			“They weren’t going to make it that easy. Look on the bright side, it’s not in Siberia. That would be thousands of miles away.”

			“True.”

			“I checked,” Hanley added. “Yavas is four hundred miles from Ukrainian-controlled territory, about the same distance to the Kazakhstan border. We’re damn lucky she’s there, all things considered.”

			“Good point.”

			“And do you know who else is there at Yavas?”

			Court said, “How the fuck would I know who else is—”

			“Nadia Yarovaya.”

			“Whoa,” Court said. He recognized the name.

			Hanley added, “And her husband is also in Mordovia, ten kilometers away at IK-17.”

			Court thought a moment. “I’ve got a plan for how to cross the border. I’ve got a lead on how to link up with the Freedom of Russia Legion when I get there.”

			Hanley countered, “But you don’t have a way to get Anthem out of a penal colony.”

			“One thing at a time.”

			“Not necessarily. I might be able to help with that. I’m sure you need equipment. I can try to figure something out. Hell, I wish I could just put what you need in a dip pouch and get it up there to—”

			Court said, “I also have a plan to get most of the gear I need. It’s faster my way.”

			Hanley sniffed. “You’re going to steal it?”

			“You know me so well.”

			“I used to. The old you would be damn careful. Try to be that guy.”

			“I will.”

			“When you get your stuff, I want you to call Zack, find a safe house, and then recuperate for twenty-four hours. You need to be sharp to make this happen. In the meantime, I’ll be working my end to see if I can assist further.”

			“I don’t have time to wait around.”

			“Look, Violator. You have to do this right if you have any hope of doing it at all.” With the authoritative voice he’d developed as an Army officer, Hanley said, “Get your shit together, then get some sleep. That’s a fucking order.”

			“Roger.” Court then changed the subject. “Matt, I need you to run the name of a Russian national. Very quietly. See what you can find out about her.”

			“Go ahead.”

			“Katarina Orlova, from Moscow. I guess she’d be in her thirties.”

			“Might be a lot of people by that name.”

			“I hear she might be in the Legion.”

			After a pause, Hanley said, “Got it. I’ll see if we know her. I’ll be in touch.”

			Court hung up the phone and blew out a long sigh. Then he shut his eyes and leaned his head back against the seat of the Toyota. The tears had stopped, and a slight smile grew.

			Zoya was alive.

			“I knew it,” he said softly.

			

			•   •   •

			Podpolkovnik (lieutenant colonel) Karol Dvorak of Russia’s GRU muscled through the heavy throngs of morning travelers outside the main entrance of the Wien Hauptbahnhof, Vienna, Austria’s central rail station. The wind whipped his white-blond hair where it jutted out under a green Irish tweed driving cap, and this, along with a bushy blond mustache and sensible eyeglasses, gave Dvorak the look of a regular Austrian businessman out on his morning commute.

			He was anything but. A central player in Russia’s expanding war against NATO, Dvorak lived and worked right here, behind enemy lines.

			He moved purposefully and confidently towards the entrance with a canvas messenger bag over his right shoulder, a heavy leather coat wrapped tightly over his fit frame, and a scarf secured high around his neck and chin.

			Once inside the station and proceeding down the main concourse, Lieutenant Colonel Dvorak heard the trains coming and going at a steady pace one floor above, and he casually scanned the restaurants and shops in the retail mall on his left, some already teeming with customers.

			Standing tables poured out into the concourse from little cafés, and the morning travelers with time before their trains’ departures drank coffee and ate pastries, while others rushed along the halls to the escalators up to the platforms, anxious to get to their destinations, both here in Austria and farther abroad.

			The Czech moved through the bright and airy station at a steady pace, and halfway up the concourse he passed a pair of middle-aged women standing at a table and sipping espressos.

			He did not look their way, but he did flash a glance to his right, where two men already up on one of the platforms looked down the escalator in his direction.

			He returned his gaze in front of him and continued walking.

			One minute after Dvorak lost sight of the women drinking coffee, and just as he reached the top of the stairs to the second level, he heard a voice over the earpiece hidden under his hair in his left ear, and he recognized it as coming from one of the women he’d just passed. She spoke in German, one of five languages Dvorak knew fluently. “Null ist schwarz. Ich wiederhole, Null ist schwarz.” Zero is black. I repeat, Zero is black.

			Lieutenant Colonel Dvorak was pleased, because his call sign was Zero, and black, in this context, meant that no one had been detected following him.

			Living here in the belly of the Western beast came with some heavy costs, and one of them was the absolute necessity for Dvorak to make his personal security his primary mission. This took time and effort, but only when he was absolutely certain he was safe and unobserved by any enemy force did he get down to his work. He normally traveled with four or five countersurveillance personnel advancing whatever location he was going to, as well as a four-man security team who boxed him as he moved. When Dvorak had to go through any choke point—a city center, a train station, a subway—he employed the entire team as an organic force of protection. They would scout ahead and around him, the security officers would find a place to park themselves, and they’d wait for their boss to pass, keeping watch for anyone else who seemed to be interested in him.

			The pair of women who made up part of his advance had been trained in Belgrade, Serbia, by Russian GRU officers, and they knew how to spot the behavioral cues in those around that indicated a subject was under surveillance. Target fixation, time checking, note-taking. They knew to watch for repeated sightings of the same individuals or vehicles, particular models of vehicles employed by the various law enforcement and intelligence agencies in the hostile environment in which their principal operated, even the types of shoes foot-follow experts favored.

			The German-speaking woman, Lina, was among the best of all his watchers, and if Lina said Dvorak was black, then Dvorak knew, without question, that he was indeed black.

			Dvorak had no real business in the train station today, but he moved through the busy area many mornings when he was operational in the city for the purpose of performing a surveillance detection route. The crowds here, simply put, cloaked his countersurveillance teams. If the same two ladies sat on some quiet and remote park bench every day as he passed, it would become clear to any professional surveillance artist tracking him exactly what was going on, and Dvorak was too well trained to let that happen, so choke points like the station were crucial.

			He left the Hauptbahnhof through the eastern exit; Lina and Sonja, his two lead watchers, climbed into a car at the main entrance and began moving ahead of him to advance the next choke point, another watcher climbed onto a scooter, and his body men hidden around him in the multitudes continued their coverage in a clandestine fashion, staying ten to twenty meters off their protectee and continuing to scan everyone who came close enough to pose a threat.

			Dvorak did not like living this way, always under threat, always looking over his shoulder, doing his best to do his dangerous job with the added danger of being exposed, arrested, or killed. He knew he could be recalled to Russia for poor performance and shot, or captured here, squirreled away in a European prison, dragged into The Hague to be tried for war crimes for his asymmetric combat that did not, in any way, comply with international law.

			But fuck the law and fuck the West. Dvorak had made a vow to himself to protect the Rodina, to protect President Peskov, and these two things to him were one and the same because there would be no modern Russia without Peskov.

			And there would be no Peskov, Dvorak told himself daily, without the work of the GRU.

			Officially speaking, the intelligence organization in Russia responsible for foreign operations is the SVR, Russian foreign intelligence, but when it comes to former states and puppet nations of the Soviet Union, Russia’s internal security arm, the FSB, often takes the lead.

			In a cynical way that Russia uses to show that they maintain some unique control over the land they used to call Soviet territory, they now refer to these independent nations as the Near Abroad.

			GRU, Russian military intelligence, conducted operations in Central Europe, as well, and Dvorak had been living in Europe for decades, after being groomed for this life since childhood.

			In the 1970s and 1980s, Dvorak’s father had been a soldier in the Czechoslovak People’s Army, a fully Sovietized force, and the Soviet state had provided for the man and his family. As a boy, young Karol himself had been a leader in the Czechoslovak Socialist Youth Union, and he grew up wanting to follow in his father’s footsteps into the Communist Party and the military.

			When he was in his teens in the late 1980s, there were not many young true believers in Czechoslovakia, but Karol Dvorak was most definitely one of them.

			He’d been a boy of seventeen when the wall came down and Czechoslovakia became independent, and he’d been just twenty when Czechoslovakia partitioned into the Czech Republic, with Prague as its capital, and Slovakia, with Bratislava as its capital.

			Karol became a soldier in the Czech army, but he spent time with his mother’s family in wild and dangerous Moscow in the 1990s, and by the 2000s, when President Peskov, a former KGB officer, took power and reinstituted aspects of the Soviet police state, the Czech with the connection to and affinity for Russia became a foreign asset in Russian military intelligence.

			He returned to his home country, left the Czech military, and went to work.

			In the past two decades Dvorak had built up a network of like-minded people who supported Russian interests in the West, hated the idea of NATO expansion, or else just liked the money Dvorak was able to throw around to do the jobs he asked of them.

			And when the full-scale invasion into Ukraine took place in February 2022, Dvorak and his various cells around Central Europe, from Macedonia and Bulgaria in the south to Finland and Estonia in the north, were perfectly placed to support the Russian army with acts of sabotage, surveillance, assassination, and other duties.

			Dozens of targets had been successfully hit in the past three years. He’d suffered setbacks, to be sure; many of his personnel had been killed or captured, but his best cells had stayed more or less out of the crosshairs of Western intelligence.

			And Karol Dvorak’s star had been rising in Moscow as a result.

			He had several important operations under way, but the threats to his network had increased in the past few weeks. He knew that some new force was tracking his operations in Europe. Two of his cells had been dismantled. This wasn’t major attrition in the scheme of things; he had dozens more teams out there, but the problem was that he did not know who this new adversary was. The GRU had some sort of access to most every law enforcement organization in the region, certainly any agency that operated transnationally, and there was no intelligence showing any investigations or operations around the two cells now destroyed, so Dvorak wondered if the CIA had infiltrated teams into these nations without informing the nations themselves.

			He felt the threats around him deep in his bones today; he always told himself he had a sixth sense, and in just the past few weeks the feeling had been all but unbearable.

			But the Czech was half-Russian, and Russians, he knew, had a limitless capacity for suffering.

			He could take it.

			After a brief SDR of only forty minutes, he stopped at a park bench in front of Schloss Belvedere, a baroque eighteenth-century castle north of the train station. A smaller structure called Lower Belvedere was behind him, and the bench he sat on looked out over the Grosses Bassin, a large, shallow concrete pond in front of the massive castle.

			He was not alone. His four body men fanned out around him, his four watchers sat nearby, and a young man in a ponytail and a gray down jacket sat on the bench next to him, just a meter from the GRU man. Steam poured from his mouth as he breathed slowly and evenly; the man appeared composed and calm, as did Dvorak himself.

			Marius was thirty-one, Austrian, and one of Dvorak’s senior intelligence lieutenants. The lieutenant colonel liked to meet with his key people in person, when possible, because many of them lived and worked in Vienna, and Dvorak felt that in-person conversations were at once more secure and more productive.

			After receiving confirmation from Lina that the area was clear of dangers, Dvorak spoke without turning to the younger man on the bench. “The woman in Riga? Berzina? Any news?”

			“No, sir. She’s gone. Has not returned to her place.”

			Dvorak had heard this earlier, and he’d expected no change. “She won’t return. The question is, what did she tell our target?”

			“The only thing she knew,” Marius said. “Dr. Berzina had contacts all over the former Soviet Union, including in Moscow. If Chayka makes it into Russia, then he will attempt to use Milda Berzina’s old colleagues.”

			“Crazy, isn’t it?” Dvorak replied as he pulled a pipe out of his pocket along with a pouch of tobacco. “A bunch of pensioners.”

			“Insane.”

			“And yet…” Dvorak thought a moment. “Why not?” He waved this thought away with the hand that held the tobacco and said, “So Chayka has contacts in Russia now. Perhaps not good contacts, but contacts nonetheless. The question is, where will he cross the border?”

			“He was trying to use a smuggling ship in the Balkans.”

			“And got nowhere. This man strikes me as too intelligent to do the same thing again.” He thought a moment. “Although…although he seemed dead set on crossing via water.” With a nod to himself, the Czech said, “I think he’ll try to find passage to Russia in the north.”

			“The north, sir? There are no smuggling boats in the Gulf of Finland like there are in the Black Sea. It’s too highly monitored by the Finns, the Russians, the Estonians.”

			“Who says it must be an illegal vessel? Trade between Russia and the West continues. Some tanker, some cargo ship, some reefer…some conveyance heading to Saint Petersburg…that’s how he’ll get in.”

			Confident in his deduction, he spoke with a level of excitement. “I want to move resources north. Eagles and Sharks. I want everybody canvassing anyone who the computer says might be able to facilitate a clandestine move into Russia via the waters of Scandinavia.

			“Get them all covered. Now. Chayka is a day or more ahead of us.”

			Marius said, “Sir…I have to ask. Why does Russia want this guy so bad?”

			“I don’t have a clue. I’d rather be doing something else, something more impactful than hunting one man, but there is surely something we are not being told about Chayka and what he’s capable of.”

			Marius nodded. “I’ll get everyone moving. We can be in theater by tonight, conducting surveillance operations by tomorrow morning.”

			Dvorak said, “I’m going, too.”

			“You?”

			“I will fly to Tallinn today and run this operation personally. You’ll be coming with me as my intelligence chief.”

			“Yes, sir.”

			Dvorak continued. “We had assessed that the American had been working alone in the Balkans. That gave us a false sense of safety as we chased him. But in Riga…Chayka had significant help. Enough help to take down eight Sharks and to get out of the area with apparently no damage.” Dvorak looked directly at Marius now. “The next time we encounter this force, we need to be better prepared.”

			“We will be, sir,” Marius said. “I’ll arrange our travel, and I’ll move more teams to Estonia.”

			Dvorak nodded without saying anything, and then Marius stood and walked off to the south.

			Dvorak lit his pipe and puffed for a moment, looking up at the bright blue sky and thinking about how good it would feel to be back in the field, back hunting a human.

			The safe house in Dobling was comfortable and efficient, and his work there had been effective.

			But he wanted to be back on the pitch, playing in the match instead of watching it from the sidelines.

			They’d find the American and whoever was helping him, and they’d eradicate them all.

			He smoked his pipe for several minutes, standing by for Lina to report to him that he’d waited long enough and could continue his movement through the city, but before that happened, his phone began to vibrate.

			He looked at the number on his encrypted communications app, and then he answered in English. “Yes?”

			The reply was delivered in English, as well, by a man with a Russian accent. “Center Twenty, sir. Challenge follows…Rose, Orange, Seven, Star.”

			Center Twenty was the GRU command center in Minsk, Belarus, and the Russian speaking was a GRU major well known to him, though the two had never met. “Response follows…Green, Lavender, Two, Saturn.”

			He went back to concentrating on his pipe.

			Apparently satisfied he was speaking to the right person, the Russian said, “Sir…we have a priority agency liaison comms request for you. I’ve been instructed to inform you the caller is senior…and insistent.”

			Dvorak took his pipe from his mouth, an expression of confusion on his face. He was being told someone senior in a partner agency in Russia was requesting to speak with him on an encrypted network. He never spoke with anyone in Russia; he got all his orders through Minsk.

			“The caller is senior in…in what?”

			“He’s calling from Lubyanka, sir.”

			Shit. FSB.

			GRU and FSB were, essentially, at war at present, and Dvorak could not fathom why some senior domestic security executive would be calling him.

			On the other hand, the Kremlin had ordered FSB to share electronic surveillance intercepts with GRU, despite the interagency feud, so Dvorak realized there might have been something this person at Lubyanka had to tell him that would be interesting and useful.

			“Put the caller through,” he said, somewhat reluctantly.

			“Right away, sir.”

			A moment later a male voice spoke over the line in Russian. “Podpolkovnik Dvorak, you are speaking with Polkovnik Eriks Baronov.”

			“Why?” the Czech asked abruptly.

			There was a sniff of a laugh on the other end, and then the man said, “I thought we should talk.”

			“What’s your department, Colonel?”

			“The Protection of the Constitutional System and the Fight against Terrorism.”

			Dvorak had never spoken with anyone from FSB apart from technical assets during missions where both agencies were involved. He knew that the department the man belonged to was a catchall for the FSB, chasing not just terrorists, but also traitors and rebels and dissidents.

			No, this conversation would not be about some important intelligence FSB was going to hand GRU, Dvorak sensed that instantly, so he tried to end the conversation. “I’m an operational officer in the field. There are avenues for FSB to communicate with GRU. This is not the—”

			Baronov interrupted. “Avenues that take time and have the potential to lead to misunderstandings. I do not have that time, and I do not want you to misunderstand my purpose in reaching out.”

			Dvorak sighed. The cold bright day seemed to darken around him. Either a stray cloud was passing in front of the sun, or else his brain sensed trouble, and he did not look to the sky to investigate which it was.

			The man on the other end of the line seemed to take the delay as reticence. “Yes, Lieutenant Colonel. I know. These days our two institutions do not comingle like we should, and I find that to be a great shame.”

			“Do you?”

			There was a pause, and then he said, “I don’t.”

			“I don’t, either. If you have matters to share, go through proper channels and I will—”

			Baronov interrupted. “I was given your contact information by Boris Ivanovic.”

			Boris Ivanovic Renko was a senior Kremlin national security director who worked directly under President Peskov. He was neither FSB nor SVR nor GRU, unaligned with any of the three intel agencies that were currently at odds with one another.

			The man in Moscow said, “I am coming to you with an olive branch, because I think you and I might have some shared interests at the moment.”

			Dvorak just sat there. A woman pushed a baby stroller by; the child inside was completely covered under a blanket. He flashed his eyes over to Lina and Sonja, and he heard two words in his earpiece.

			“Gar nichts.” That’s nothing at all, Lina said, discounting the woman with the stroller as a threat.

			The Czech turned his attention back to his phone. “Go on.”

			“Riga, Latvia,” Baronov said. “The murders there. From the local police reports the eight dead were of five different nationalities. Two Serbians, an Austrian, three Poles, a Hungarian, and a Turk.”

			Dvorak said nothing. He wasn’t surprised that FSB would have access to Latvian police computer databases, but he did not know why this man in Moscow was calling him to talk about it.

			Baronov continued. “As I understand it, GRU is running foreign national agents in action teams…Shark units, isn’t that the term you use?”

			Dvorak had had enough. “If you think I’m going to give FSB operational tactics and procedures information about—”

			“I don’t need any information at all. I know what I know. I merely wanted to provide you with information, in case you might find it of some utility.”

			“What information?”

			“I know who is behind Riga.”

			“How do you know this?”

			“We have infiltrated an agent into Mikhail Sorkin’s New Russia Council in Poland. Our infiltrator reports that a foreign team under Sorkin’s control was the group responsible for wiping out your Sharks.”

			This Dvorak suddenly found very interesting. “It was not a CIA operation?”

			“No, although the man running Sorkin’s strike team is American, and former CIA.”

			“So…there is U.S. involvement in Sorkin’s group.”

			“At least in this part of it, yes.”

			“You have any names?”

			“Sorkin’s American is Zachary Hightower.”

			“Zachary Hightower,” Dvorak said. “He’s a mercenary now?”

			“He might be working for a paycheck. On the other hand, he might simply be a devoted enemy of Russia.”

			“Why are you giving me this information?”

			“Because it is my job to protect Russian interests by eliminating threats. You and your men provide the best opportunity to eliminate this new threat.”

			Dvorak said, “So…I have the name of the leader of the enemy force. I know Sorkin is behind it. How does any of that help me?”

			There was a pause, and then Baronov said, “My infiltrator…he can tell us where Hightower goes next. Currently he is in a safe house in Tallinn, but he’s planning on relocating up to Helsinki later today. We will attempt to get his location there when he’s settled in.” With a quick pause, Baronov said, “I’ll contact you, and your boys can eliminate Hightower and his men.”

			“What do you want in return?”

			“I want nothing other than updates on your progress. It is time our agencies did the work of the Rodina and not the work of our masters. You and I can ignite the spark that turns into the flame of cooperation.”

			Dvorak stood, then looked across the Grosses Bassin towards Lina and Sonja, who themselves stood, aware that their boss was done waiting around. As he began walking, the Czech spoke into his phone. “Let’s not get ahead of ourselves. Get me that location in Helsinki, Baronov, and no tricks. I don’t trust you much more than I trust this Chayka character or Misha Sorkin’s people.”

			Another laugh from the man at the Lubyanka, and then he said, “Fair enough, Podpolkovnik. You’ll be hearing from me.”

			Karol Dvorak put his phone back in his pocket, then used the mic in his earpiece to notify his movement team that he’d be proceeding directly to the airport.
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			A winter rain blew through the darkened buildings of Austmarr Marine Salvage at eleven thirty p.m., and the water froze upon contact on metal surfaces. The sprawling thirty-acre property just outside the city of Pori on Finland’s west coast was roughly one hundred fifty miles to the northwest of Helsinki, and the temperature hovered right around freezing, the smell of the sea to the west and the forest to the east prevalent.

			At this time of night, the completely fenced-in property was protected only by a single patrolling night watchman and a second guard inside, whose job it was to watch a robust array of cameras filming the inside and outside of the dozen or so buildings. It was fair security, at best, but deemed adequate by the owners of the company because crime of any magnitude was so rare in Finland, and theft of scuba equipment and salvage materials even more rare.

			But neither the human in the roving truck nor the cameras positioned throughout the complex picked up movement in the darkness across the two-lane street on the east side of Austmarr Marine.

			Here, an abandoned rail line ran through the forest leading up to the building; the tracks had all been overgrown with low brush that now sat covered with a thin blanket of ice, but the trail in the forest was wide enough and the wild brush low enough for a four-wheel-drive vehicle to pass, and a green 2011 Toyota Land Cruiser with all its lights extinguished inched closer to the road from deep in the woods.

			The vehicle came to a stop; it was out in the open but all but invisible in the night.

			The driver’s-side door opened slowly, but the interior lights did not come on.

			A man in a black coat climbed out, put a pack on his back, and stood there, looking towards the fence some thirty yards in front of him.

			Rain pattered the hood hanging over Court Gentry’s head as he surveyed the same area he had spent the last two hours looking at through a spotting scope from a treetop two hundred fifty yards away. He’d been freezing his ass off, swaying with the breeze and slowly soaking to the bone while he conducted his lengthy survey, and this work only came after several more hours of reconnaissance back in his hotel room, where he’d researched the company online.

			From his investigation he’d determined that most everything he needed for his operation would be inside this collection of storage sheds and warehouses on the other side of the metal fence, so he was here, now, with an SUV and a plan.

			He pulled binoculars from his jacket and looked at the walls of the buildings on this side of the property, making sure that his distant survey of the layout of the cameras had been correct.

			This proved difficult, because his hands shook from cold, and his eyes had trouble focusing from the exhaustion in his brain. He’d managed almost three hours of sleep the night before, the most he’d had in several days, yet it was still nowhere near enough.

			He shook his head, clearing his mind a little, and he confirmed that the cams were just as he’d spotted them on Google Maps and from his sixty-power spotting scope.

			He began moving closer, aiming for a point in the fence missed by the cameras because of a low shed used to hold snowblowers that was just twenty-five yards or so north of the main gate.

			A minute later he knelt at the fence line, out of the line of sight from any cams, and he held bolt cutters in his hand. The roving guard passed by his position on the other side of the fence, the man safely ensconced inside his pickup on this rainy night.

			Once the truck turned to the right and began heading to the east, Court got down to it.

			As he made his first cut through the metal chain link, ice chunks broke away along the fence line and rained down onto the ground around him.

			It took three minutes to create a small entrance in the bottom of the fence big enough for him to move through, and, this done, he pried open the chain links, then pushed his small pack through it.

			He crawled in behind.

			Now came the difficult part. He hid behind the snowplow shack, pressed his body against the corrugated metal as the truck made another slow pass, and when it was level with him and the shack, he ran around the tiny building and then towards it in a crouch.

			He made it all the way to the slowly moving vehicle, put his left hand on the side panel at the right rear, and jogged, still in a low crouch, along with the truck.

			Staying back here on the right side, he knew the guard would be able to see him if he looked in his passenger-side mirror, but this was worth the risk, because by moving with the truck like this, he was shielded from three cameras affixed to buildings on his right.

			He was completely blacked out from head to toe, low to the ground, and pressed tight to the truck, and all this minimized his outline if the man did think to glance back.

			After fifteen seconds the truck turned to the right to head west through the southern side of the property, and Court moved directly behind it, crouching low behind the tailgate as he ran because he knew a camera was on a pole at the end of the road in front of him.

			There was another camera on his right that he would not be able to avoid, but he kept jogging along in the darkness, tight against the tailgate, knowing that staying between the taillights of the truck would help mask his movement in the rainy night.

			The human eye is trained by evolution to detect motion, but the truck’s motion rendered Court’s movements harder to pick up.

			On the third turn the guard’s truck followed a road that brought it within ten yards of a warehouse building, and here Court darted off to the right, ran between that warehouse and the one next to it, and knelt at a small side door that was not covered by a camera’s unblinking eye.

			He picked the lock, slowly, because his hands were so cold and the latch had frozen over with the icy rain, but eventually the latch moved, and he opened the door.

			He’d seen no evidence of alarms on the warehouse doors, only on the doors of the main building, but still he was happy not to hear the squawking noise that would have told him that his entire plan was out the window. Instead, he found himself inside a long single-story room with shelves running down both sides and cages full of equipment in the middle.

			He found some of what he needed here, staged it by the door to remove later, then carefully left this warehouse and went to the one next door.

			Fifty-two minutes after he entered the grounds of Austmarr Marine Salvage, he squeezed through the cut made in the fence behind the snowplow shed, and then he reached back in and grabbed a massive gray duffel bag. Two equal-sized duffels were already there on the wet brush by the fence, and next to them were a pair of steel scuba tanks, lying on their sides.

			It took three trips to haul all the equipment to the Land Cruiser in the woods across the street, and Court knew there was a chance he’d be picked up on one of the eastern-facing exterior cams while doing this, but at this point he felt sure he’d be able to get away from the guards with his loot, so he just focused on speed and not on stealth.

			He’d returned to the SUV for the last time and loaded up the two heavy cylinders when the headlights of the guard’s truck, on the other side of the road and the fence, shined on him. Court knew the guard would have to drive to the gate off to his left to get to him, but the man apparently had no intentions of doing so. Instead, the guard shouted something out.

			Court didn’t speak Finnish, and probably would not have replied anyway. He seriously doubted that a guard at a marine salvage company would be carrying a weapon in this country, so he just closed up the back of the Land Cruiser and climbed behind the wheel, all the while being yelled at by a man who stood outside his truck, reaching in to honk the horn from time to time as if this would persuade the thief to halt his thievery.

			Soon Court began backing up through the trees, following the trail the train tracks made through the forest for a couple hundred yards before meeting another road. He took off to the southeast, back in the direction of Helsinki.

			The theft of the gear had amped him up a little, but now as he drove through the rain and through the night, he felt the exhaustion creeping back into his brain.

			

			•   •   •

			Fourteen hours after a Toyota Land Cruiser fled the scene of a burglary in southern Finland, Matthew Hanley entered the well-appointed outer office of Deputy Director for Operations Trey Watkins at the CIA headquarters building in McLean, Virginia.

			Matt could not help but feel a twinge of regret right now. This had been his own realm not long ago, but he’d been demoted, sent off to far-flung outposts, and now he was back as a visitor, an underling.

			Still disgraced, but at least still employed.

			Hanley might have been a reasonably big deal at Bogotá station, but here, in his old stomping grounds, he felt like a complete interloper.

			He’d asked for the ten-minute face time with the DDO the afternoon before, as soon as he got off the phone with Court Gentry. Before he’d even heard back from Langley as to whether his request for the meeting would be granted, he’d rushed to the airport in Bogotá and caught the last flight of the evening up to Dulles, an Avianca Airbus that was full of Colombians coming to the United States to visit family and to shop.

			He’d taken an Uber to McLean, checked into the Tysons Corner Hilton, and then, at six thirty this morning, he received an email telling him to be in the DDO’s office on the seventh floor of CIA headquarters at nine a.m.

			And now he was here, having just walked the old halls, having just waved hello to people who used to work under him but now looked at him as if he had leprosy.

			It was a lot to process, which was why Hanley was glad that he was here on a bigger, more important mission than improving his reputation, because that helped take his mind off the bitterness he was feeling.

			Trey Watkins emerged from his office in his shirtsleeves; his tie was loose. Ten years younger and three inches taller than Hanley, he was an imposing sight, and he shook Hanley’s hand without making much in the way of meaningful eye contact. “Welcome back to the lion’s den,” he said, waving him into the room, but it didn’t sound so welcoming to Hanley.

			The DDO led him to a sitting area; Hanley took a side chair and Watkins the couch, and the administrative assistant brought coffee for them both.

			Matt had already drunk four or five cups this morning with his buffet breakfast, so he left his mug on the table, but Watkins grabbed his in a CIA logo coffee mug in a style that was very popular in the gift shop downstairs but rarely seen up here on the top floor.

			He said, “I’m off to ODNI in a half hour, Matt, and I have shit to do, so let’s make this quick.”

			“Thanks for seeing me on such short notice. I know how valuable your time is, and—”

			“You’re not making it quick.”

			“Right. Okay…well, an opportunity has presented itself, sir, and I thought I should bring it to your attention so that—”

			Watkins leaned back on the sofa and crossed his legs. “Cut the ‘sir’ crap. It’s just Trey. And say what you want to say.”

			Hanley hesitated, but only a moment, then said, “Okay, Trey. The asset Violator is attempting to cross the border into Russia, likely in the next couple of days. My assessment is that he will be successful. I should be able to remain in secure comms with him on the inside.”

			Watkins nodded slowly. He did not seem surprised, and Hanley noted this. “What is his objective in Russia?”

			“He plans on linking up with local anti-Peskov forces and then raiding a female penal colony in the district of Mordovia.”

			Watkins eyed Hanley suspiciously now. “You are very well informed.” The DDO sipped his coffee, then said, “As the deputy chief of station in Bogotá, you want to tell me how all this information came to you?”

			When Hanley did not immediately respond, Watkins said, “Obviously, you’re in contact with Violator.”

			“I am. He is trying to rescue Anthem, and I provided him with her location.” He added, “And I’m also in contact with Zack Hightower, who, I am told you already know, is in Central Europe battling a GRU direct-action network.”

			Watkins took this all in, then said, “Up until a day ago we didn’t know Anthem was alive. But you’ve been working on this since she was taken? Is that it?”

			“Yes, I have,” Hanley clarified. “Off and on.”

			“Why does Violator trust you?”

			Now Hanley sat back and crossed his legs. “He and I have had dealings in the past.” Hanley shifted in his chair. “After he left the Agency, I mean.”

			Watkins nodded thoughtfully. “He’s been your deniable asset. Along with Hightower and the Russian woman.”

			Hanley was not going to contradict this, although he knew Watkins wouldn’t like it. He said, “The relationship has proved fruitful to all involved.”

			“Not to Anthem, you’d have to admit,” Watkins said, and Hanley looked away.

			“What is it you want from me, Matt?”

			The older man glanced back the DDO’s way. “It’s what I want to provide you. A man on the inside in Russia. He’s highly skilled, highly motivated, and loyal to the United States.”

			“And he is going to die assaulting a penal colony. Is that somehow not obvious to you?”

			“If it were anyone else, it would be obvious. But with Gentry…I wouldn’t bet against him. And I’m suggesting we give him some additional help so that he can succeed.”

			“And in return, he gives us…what?”

			Hanley said, “He gives us Anthem. An Agency asset rotting away in prison.”

			Watkins shook his head. “I’m not using precious Agency resources to rescue a Russian from Russia. And when it comes to Gentry, he murdered Agency employees. He ruined our operation in Cuba. There’s a kill order out on him. I’m disinclined to support this guy.”

			“Trey…I know everything he has been involved with. The Agency employees he killed had been ordered to terminate him; he was acting in self-defense. And in Cuba, his decision was the right one.”

			Watkins waved a hand in the air. “I don’t want to hear anything else about that.”

			“Fine,” Hanley said. “The past is the past. But now we have an opportunity to deliver one hell of a body blow to the Russians.”

			“By busting out Zakharova? Are you kidding? That won’t be a blow to Russia, but if the CIA is directly involved, then it might well start World War Three. And, by the way, nobody really gives a shit about a former Russian foreign intel officer who defected to America and then was brought back to her motherland in chains.”

			Hanley said, “Nadia Yarovaya is in the same prison.”

			Watkins shrugged his big shoulders. “So? What would liberating her accomplish?”

			“Again…embarrassment to Russia.” Hanley adjusted his jacket over his big frame. Almost as an aside, he said, “Natan Yarovoy is ten kilometers away.”

			“I am aware of that, as well,” Watkins said, and then he made a face of shock. “Wait, are you suggesting we help Gentry raid two penal colonies and rescue three prisoners?”

			“No, sir,” Hanley clarified. “I don’t see that as a possibility, per se.”

			“I don’t see any of it as possible. As you said, Gentry isn’t even in country yet.”

			“Sir, rumors of Yarovoy’s health make it seem as if he won’t last much longer in prison.”

			“I know this. He’s clearly dying in there. We’ve tried prisoner swaps, multiple times. The Kremlin won’t entertain the talks. Peskov is afraid of the support Yarovoy might be able to drum up inside Russia if he was released. So afraid, he won’t even dare execute the man; he’s just waiting for him to work himself to death.”

			“What I’m proposing is this,” Hanley said. “You send me to Kyiv, and I work with the Ukrainians. Their intelligence agencies, their special forces. We look for an opportunity to send a deep raid into Mordovia, to assault IK-17 Orzenyi. At the same time, Violator and members of the Freedom of Russia Legion raid IK-2 Yavas nearby. Violator and his people link up with the Ukrainians and then everyone gets out of there.”

			Hanley added, “Ukraine has the ability to strike inside Russia; they’ve done it many times, although, admittedly, not that deep. But liberating Yarovoy would be an incredible victory for them and for the Russian opposition.”

			Watkins had already put his coffee cup down, so now he rubbed his face with both hands. He said, “Jesus, Matt. Seriously, where do you come up with this shit?”

			“I’m not asking for a lot. I’m just suggesting we talk to the Ukrainians, and we give Gentry everything we have on IK-2. Everything we have about Russian police and military units around Yavas. We offer him any safe haven we might have in the area, any contacts we retain in Mordovia. And we get the Ukrainians to—”

			“Disallowed.”

			Hanley stifled a sigh. “On what grounds, sir?”

			“On what grounds? On all grounds. I don’t even know if we have assets in Mordovia. I certainly doubt it, but if we do, Gentry is not to utilize them. Whatever he’s about to do, I can’t have CIA fingerprints on it.”

			“Trey, you know as well as I do that even though Gentry is American, the whole world, including the Russians, knows that he’s not one of ours. We’ve been targeting him for years.”

			The DDO’s eyes narrowed as he looked at Hanley. “Unless, of course, news of one of your side quest crusades you’ve fought with him in the past few years has come out and the Russkies know that the CIA’s dep station chief in Colombia is running the world’s greatest assassin.”

			Hanley shook his head. “No one knows that we’ve worked together. Violator does not compromise the Agency in any fashion.”

			Watkins said, “Good. Let’s keep it that way by not working with him now.” With a shrug, he added, “I get it. Zakharova doesn’t deserve the fate she’s been dealt, and Violator wants to make it right, somehow. God bless him in this endeavor, and I mean that, but I’m not getting us mired in any of this.”

			“What would it take for you to change your mind?”

			“A presidential order, and that’s not happening.”

			Hanley fought a growing fury. He knew this had been a long shot, but he thought there was a chance Watkins would at least consider it.

			Now Watkins stood, and Hanley followed him up. The bigger man leaned forward, almost down to Hanley’s level. “I’m going to forget everything you just told me, for your sake.” He softened, just a little. “If you are providing Violator information, and you have a way to establish comms with him once he’s in Russia…then it is fine with me if you continue to offer your assistance, as long as you don’t use Agency assets.”

			Hanley nodded a little. He wasn’t satisfied; Watkins was only giving him permission to do something he’d already been doing for half a year.

			He decided he’d press a little more. “You are the DDO, Trey. I understand where I am on the food chain. If I can just—”

			To this, Watkins said, “If you really understood that, Matt, you wouldn’t still be in my office.”

			The men shook hands without any warmth in the action. “Go back to Colombia,” Watkins ordered. “Try to squeeze out some time in your busy day to do your damn job down there.”

			Hanley left the office, continued back up the hall, and avoided the eyes of those who looked at him as if he were a pariah.

		

	
		
			
				Twenty[image: ]

			

			Though Café Pushkin has only been open since the late nineties, it’s housed in an eighteenth-century baroque palace in central Moscow on wide and leafy Tverskoy Boulevard. The building had been a nobleman’s residence, then a library and a pharmacy, and later a small teahouse had been opened inside before, finally, an exquisite restaurant took its place.

			The ornate façade hints to those passing on the boulevard out front about the history within.

			The food is described as Russian-French, but with the war it was now pretty much just Russian. The service was impeccable, the clientele Moscow’s elite.

			This evening Pushkin’s peach stucco exterior gleamed under a starry night sky, and though it was just past ten p.m., heavy traffic continued motoring by out front.

			A police cruiser sat parked in front of the building; a pair of cops were ensconced in the warm vehicle, bored and motionless.

			But only until the door to the café opened and two men stepped out. Then the policemen switched on; their eyes scanned passersby, checked the road, and the man in the front passenger seat climbed out into the cold, taking up a protective position facing the street.

			The two men who’d just exited Café Pushkin nodded towards the police. One of them was forty, lean, with a military haircut and a long peacoat open at the waist. His name was Maks, and he’d been a bodyguard for six years after serving as a special forces captain with the GRU.

			The other man was Vadim Trifonov, and immediately people strolling by on the pavement recognized him. One pulled a Chinese-made smartphone from his pocket and asked the sixty-three-year-old former army general for a selfie.

			Trifonov obliged; the younger man who’d stepped out of Pushkin with him stayed just out of frame as the pair took the photo, and then the general and his bodyguard walked on to the west as excited pedestrians smiled at their close encounter with a true celebrity.

			Vadim Trifonov was one of the most recognized faces in Russia right now because of a television program on the Russia-1 network he hosted four nights a week. The live panel show was simply called Trifonov Tonight, and the topic of conversation for every episode of the hour-long broadcast was Russia’s foreign relations, its wars, and the myriad perceived threats from NATO.

			A muckraker of the highest order, Vadim Trifonov had demanded that Russia stage a nuclear attack on most every nation in NATO at one time or another, and each night he declared Russia’s supremacy among its neighbors, decrying anyone, foreign or domestic, who disagreed with the Kremlin line.

			He implored young men to join the military and old men to support the war.

			He was, in short, President Vitaly Peskov’s most public and prominent supporter, and a rabble-rousing mouthpiece.

			He’d dined with friends here at Café Pushkin after his show tonight, then stayed later than the others to flirt with a twenty-five-year-old hostess in the lobby for several minutes, and now he was heading back to his apartment in the Arbat district to drink vodka and listen to Tchaikovsky until he passed out.

			Trifonov and Maks’s walk was not far; their vehicle was already heading to them, pulling through an alleyway less than a block distant, the beams of its headlights glowing from the narrow space.

			There, Trifonov’s other two protection agents rolled forward in the black Aurus Senat, a Russian-made luxury sedan that had grown in popularity as sanctions and Western business pullouts had disrupted the market here.

			Maks, the bodyguard, said a few words to the police officers as they passed the cruiser; his own eyes checked the cars shooting by heading west on this side of the boulevard, and he stayed right at his protectee’s side as they strolled through the frigid night.

			A gray panel van approached from behind them, passing the police car on its left. It drew no more attention than anything else on the road, not until it pulled into the right lane just past the police car, then slammed on its brakes as Trifonov’s sedan appeared at the mouth of the alley. The van skidded to a stop in front of the Aurus, blocking it, and the sliding door of the van was already opening.

			As Maks and Trifonov looked on from only twenty meters away, a pair of automatic rifles fired multiple bursts from inside the van and into the windshield of the Aurus.

			The windshield was bullet resistant, but not bulletproof, and after thirty or forty rifle rounds impacted the glass, the windshield disintegrated.

			Neither of the bodyguards in the sedan had time to draw their weapons before they were eviscerated by gunfire.

			On the sidewalk just steps away, Maks grabbed Trifonov by the arm and spun him back around to retreat to the front door of Café Pushkin and the police parked there, but more gunfire came from that direction just as they began to move.

			Three bicyclists wearing black balaclavas had stopped their bikes on the sidewalk; they pulled handguns from inside their coats, and while the police officer standing outside the cruiser drew his weapon, reacting to the gunfire coming from the opposite direction, two of the bikers opened fire. The men dumped round after round after round into the patrol car and the two policemen, while the third masked biker lit the rag wick of a Molotov cocktail and hurled it at the front door of the restaurant.

			Fire blossomed in all directions as the bottle filled with fuel burst, making it impossible for anyone to leave the restaurant to aid the television personality and his last surviving bodyguard.

			Maks had his Grach pistol out now, but instead of engaging in either direction, he dragged burly Trifonov out into the boulevard. Traffic raced by as they ran; his objective was the trees in the center strip between the westbound and eastbound lanes.

			The forty-year-old protection agent knew that if he could just get his man to the cover of the trees, he could commandeer a passing vehicle traveling in the other direction and make his way out of—

			Directly ahead, in the trees running down the center strip, Maks saw a flash of light in the darkness. Another followed an instant after, and now he felt himself stumbling forward with his run. He lost his grip on Vadim Trifonov as a yellow Lada raced past, nearly hitting him, and then Maks was flat, facedown on the cold pavement, trying in vain to roll over and move his gun arm up so he could begin returning fire at whoever had just shot him.

			

			•   •   •

			Freedom of Russia Legion cell leader Denis Maskaev fired once more into the prostrate bodyguard; blood erupted from the back of the man’s neck, and then Denis leapt over the railing between the strip of foliage and the eastbound lanes of Tverskoy Boulevard, his left arm extended and a Glock 17 pistol jutting from it. The weapon swung up to aim in on Trifonov now that he was certain the armed man with the television personality was out of the fight.

			The thirty-one-year-old former Spetsnaz soldier was about to shoot the older man dead when a city bus raced between the two of them, its driver either unable to process the gunfight happening in the street in front of him or else deciding that rushing through it beat taking the time to stop and turn his big machine around.

			The bus slammed into the dead bodyguard, ran over the corpse with a seemingly never-ending series of sickening thumps, then rolled on, its tires screeching as the driver fought for control of the big machine.

			After the bus had passed, Denis saw Trifonov, still running east in the middle of the street, waving his arms in the air, trying to get someone to help him.

			The booming gunfire from the other two locations had ceased, but the smoky flames at the front door of Café Pushkin continued to rage, and the sounds of shouts, screams, car alarms, and honking horns persisted.

			Denis Maskaev walked calmly through it all, following after the flailing older man.

			Trifonov had no chance, and Denis relished the fact that the man who’d done more than most anyone to get the country behind Peskov’s disastrous war that had killed most of Denis’s friends must know this, as well.

			After another second or two he squeezed the trigger of the Glock and fired a round into Trifonov’s back. The bullet slammed into the big man’s spine, a second shot hit his right shoulder blade as he fell, and then Denis hit him one more time in the upper thigh.

			Trifonov wailed and rolled around in the street, clutching his leg.

			On the sidewalk in front of Denis, Tatyana was outside the van that had been used to box in the Aurus sedan, and she employed a can of spray paint to tag the wall of Café Pushkin with a large red Cyrillic letter L.

			The Legion had struck again.

			Denis jumped into the front van; the three bikers had left their bikes behind and climbed into a second van that pulled up to them, and then both vehicles began rolling out of the area.

			The vans had been stolen from a rental agency parking lot less than an hour before, and they’d be torched under an overpass in just a few minutes, leaving no clues for the FSB goons who would inevitably investigate this political killing.

			In the back of the lead van, Oleg and Tatyana and the others all high-fived and shouted and breathed massive sighs of relief.

			Denis reloaded his pistol calmly, then stuck it back into his waistband. Calling to Dima behind the wheel, he said, “Anyone hurt?”

			After Dima checked via walkie-talkie with the rear vehicle, Dima said, “No injuries.” He looked in the rearview at Denis now. “You got Trifonov?”

			“Put three in him.”

			“Is he dead?”

			“No.”

			Everyone turned and looked Denis’s way now. Still with a visage of calm, he said, “His wounds are mortal, trust me. I just wanted him to lie there on his fat belly for a few minutes and think about his life’s choices before the last of his life runs out of him.”

			It was quiet in the van for a moment, everyone reflecting on what had just happened and dealing with the euphoria, the stress, the fear, the knowledge that they were all little more than prey, hunted by the surveillance state that they called home.

			This was their second assassination in the past two days. They’d killed a prominent blogger in the airport district with a rifle shot at two hundred meters, fired by Roman but spotted by Denis, and a few hours before that they’d stolen a rifle and two pistols from a pair of drunk cops in Ramenki, leaving the officers beaten but alive.

			As they raced through the night, away from the sounds of sirens of central Moscow, Denis looked up to the group around him. “It’s nice to not walk into an ambush, isn’t it?”

			They all agreed that it was.

			“What’s next?” Roman asked.

			Denis had already thought this over. “We lay low. All these ops back-to-back in Moscow are going to cause everyone to be on edge. We’ll wait for someone else to capture the news for a few days. Other cells are working here, too. They’ll kill some people, blow up some shit, and then everyone will be looking at them, not us.”

			He added, “I’ll reach out to you individually within a week.”

			The vans separated on the Garden Ring Road a minute later, each headed for a predetermined remote location to be torched, and Denis sat quietly in the back of the lead vehicle, his thoughts to himself as the adrenaline slowly dissipated and the throbbing pain of his nearly unceasing tension headaches returned.

			

			•   •   •

			Zoya Zakharova’s eyes opened quickly; she stared at the mold-encrusted ceiling above her in the low light and put her hands over her ears.

			Somewhere here in the confinement wing, a male guard was shouting into what sounded like a bullhorn going through a PA system. The words were staticky, the tinny speakers straining with the volume, the speech distorted.

			“All colonists, on your feet for inspection! All colonists, on your feet for inspection!”

			Zoya sat up quickly, rubbing her tired eyes, then stood on wobbly legs. It felt like it was three or four in the morning, but she had no watch, and the darkness coming from the tiny window in her tiny cell told her little, because light only seemed to make it through a couple of hours a day, and only when the sun was out.

			This was only her second day here in the confinement wing, and she already had the pattern down. She quickly made her bed, ignored the exhaustion and the hunger she felt, then put her headscarf on and stood at attention by her bed.

			She heard the progression of the guards moving up the cell block; it would take them a couple of minutes to get to her, but she knew she had to be in this position when they looked through the bars in the door to her cell, because if she was not, she would not receive her breakfast.

			So she just waited, thinking about the little bit of food she’d earn for complying.

			The confinement wing of IK-2 Yavas was a dank, dark, two-story redbrick building that possessed both the size and charm of an old airplane hangar. She’d not been all through it; she’d only seen this one cell block here on the ground floor, and she’d seen the sewing shop.

			Once a day she got to go outside for a half hour. The guards referred to the two outdoor exercise grounds as “the baskets.” They were on the south side of the confinement building proper, essentially a pair of boxes made of chain-link fence and steel vertical posts, and rimmed with coiled razor wire, each one ten meters wide and twenty meters deep. Each night, Zoya was led out into the elements to walk around alone in one of the baskets for exercise.

			But her time in the basket wouldn’t begin until after her workday, and her workday would begin soon.

			There were only sixty women incarcerated in the building, she’d been told by Warden Maximov, and he’d expressed obvious pleasure in informing her that all the prisoners, herself included, were here because of previous misdeeds. Escape attempts, violence or threats against the guards, violence or threats against the other prisoners.

			She looked around her at her cell as she waited for inspection. Zoya’s living quarters were only five square meters. A single concrete bed, a simple washbasin, a single shelf, and a high slit of a window in the wall that offered little light during the day and no hope of escape whatsoever.

			A male guard looked in on her now, and he told her to lift her tunic. She did so with neither shame nor embarrassment, standing there in her bra. He instructed her to turn around, and again, she did as ordered.

			This was a “self-harm check,” and it seemed to Zoya that the male guards seemed a lot more concerned about the possibility that one of the female prisoners would, for some reason, punch themselves in the upper torso or their inner thighs, because those always seemed to be the areas they wanted to check.

			The guard’s next order was to lower her shirt and face him, and this she did, and then he opened the pass-through slot in her barred door and placed a metal tray of food on the ledge inside.

			“You have five minutes to eat,” he said, as he closed the hinged door of the slot.

			He stepped away and she rushed to the food, grabbed the tray, and hurried back to her bed.

			It was a plastic bowl of soup; she identified it as chicken broth with one small piece of gristled boiled chicken in it, a little rice, and a few bits of green and yellow that she took to be chopped-up corn and turnip.

			There was also a single piece of white bread, and this she dunked into the soup, then shoved it into her mouth in one fluid motion. While she chewed, she picked up the cup of hot tea and sipped it.

			Five minutes wasn’t a lot of time to eat breakfast, but Zoya finished in two.

			Soon her cell door opened, she stepped out into the hall, and all the other women on this floor did the same. There were twenty-nine others in Block One; she had not looked at any other faces in her two days here, but now, as the guards ordered them to exit and walk single file to the sewing shop, she chanced a glance at a few people around her.

			A twenty-something blonde with a scar that started on her lower lip and disappeared under her chin. A dark-eyed brunette in her forties; Zoya thought she looked Tajik or Turkmen. And a small redhead about Zoya’s age who walked just in front of her with the posture of someone who had long ago abandoned all hope for her life.

			The walk to the sewing shop was not far, and soon she sat down at her worktable just as a bell rang, telling the prisoners there that it was time to begin the day.

			Zoya began sewing buckles on canvas belts with a machine that was larger and more powerful than the one she’d used in Sewing Shop 3.

			The work was fast-paced, and always there was a guard nearby ready to admonish anyone who lost the pace.

			After only a few minutes of toiling, the door in front of her opened and two female guards entered, bracketing a smallish woman in a purple prison uniform. Zoya thought nothing of it; she looked away, and then the woman was brought to a sewing station next to Zoya’s.

			The guards stepped to the wall, the woman got to work, and Zoya could tell just from the noises coming from the other woman’s sewing machine that she was a veteran here. Her work sounded fast and efficient, unlike the sound of Zoya’s own machine, because Zoya was new here in the belt shop.

			The two women worked next to each other for three hours without Zoya once looking her way, but during a five-minute break, Zoya stood and stretched while the woman walked right past her on her way to the bathroom.

			Zoya let out a little gasp of surprise when she did so, because she recognized the prisoner.

			The smaller woman was Nadia Yarovaya.

			Nadia looked up at the sound Zoya made and gave a nod and a thin smile, because she was clearly used to being recognized, even here in prison. She then walked on towards the hall and the bathrooms, and two guards formed on her as she did so.

			Zoya realized that the small woman she’d just seen should have been the first lady of Russia right now; her husband had easily won the last real national election in the country before Peskov invalidated the results and the Kremlin filed trumped-up charges on the couple: embezzlement of national funds and conspiracy against the state.

			Yarovaya did not look Zoya’s way when she came back a couple minutes later; she just sat down at her table and began pulling a case of canvas belts off a shelf next to her.

			Zoya herself focused on her work, her mind deadened as she realized she had another eleven hours to go, but she also could not help but think about Nadia, because Zoya knew something Nadia did not.

			According to Colonel Baronov, this poor woman’s husband was about to die.

		

	
		
			
				Twenty-One[image: ]

			

			Court Gentry walked along Museokatu Street in the dark, avoiding the glow of streetlights and the shiny black ice built up on the sidewalk.

			A white Mercedes sedan pulled up next to him.

			The driver’s window began to roll down, but Court didn’t wait for the driver to say anything. He just walked around to the passenger side, nodded to the bearded man climbing out of the front passenger seat, and then took the man’s place.

			A four-door sedan pulled up behind the Mercedes, and the other man walked to it and climbed into the back seat.

			Here in the SUV, Zack Hightower sat behind the wheel wearing a green ski jacket and a black beanie on his head, and he drove off as soon as Court shut the door. They continued in silence a moment, and then Zack reached over suddenly, slammed his open palm against Court’s chest, and honked the car horn with a wide grin on his face.

			“She’s alive, dude! You were fucking right this whole time!” He honked the horn again, gave out a yell of excitement.

			Court was too tired to mirror the more boisterous man’s enthusiasm. “Yeah,” he said. “Now comes the hard part.”

			“No. Now comes the easy part. Twenty-four hours of downtime. It’ll fix you right up, get you ready for the hard part.”

			Court said, “I’ll let you guys watch over me, but we’re doing it at my place. It’s probably more secure than whatever you’ve arranged. Plus, all my shit is there.”

			Zack flashed a glance away from the road and towards him. “What shit?”

			“I acquired some scuba gear for the infiltration.”

			“What’s the plan? You’re going to just swim into Russia? Don’t you think the Russians have thought about somebody trying that shit?”

			“Of course they have. They’ve placed acoustic sensors in their territorial waters in the Gulf of Finland, plus the FSB border guards have boats up and down the Baltic coast. I imagine the Russians are using underwater drones, too, but that’s all at their maritime border. I’m not swimming over the border; I’ll be on a freighter heading towards Saint Petersburg, as long as I can. If it gets boarded, I’ll slip into the water. If it doesn’t get boarded, I’ll go under the waves when it’s in the port. A lone diver coming off a freighter that’s already in Russian waters should be able to make it through.”

			“Should?”

			Court said, “I’ve spent a half year trying to get in. Trying to find her. This was never one of my top ten choices. Now it’s all I’ve got left.”

			They drove in silence for a moment, and then Zack said, “Where’s your place?”

			“Take a left here. It’s in the forest, thirty minutes away.”

			Hightower grabbed his phone to call his four men in the other car and give them the sitrep.

			

			•   •   •

			Lieutenant Colonel Karol Dvorak of the GRU rode through late-afternoon Helsinki traffic in the back of a Mercedes S-Class. Next to him in the car, his intelligence chief, Marius, consulted a map on his iPad, then asked the driver how much longer till they reached their safe house.

			The middle-aged Hungarian man behind the wheel said, “Ten minutes.”

			Dvorak took this in as he looked out the window at the winter’s day. He’d been to Finland a dozen times or more in his duties, most recently shortly before Finland joined NATO, when he and his people had conducted several acts of disruption in an attempt to affect the nation’s decision.

			They damaged rail equipment, started fires in government buildings, small things that were designed to look like homegrown terrorism. A show of support for Russia and a show of vitriol against NATO, but it had not been an effective campaign. Dvorak had wanted to do much more. He wanted to assassinate leaders, poison water supplies at military bases, execute high-impact attacks. But GRU had been overruled by the brass because the FSB insisted Finland would never dare join NATO.

			FSB, as usual, had been wrong, and it had only increased the GRU’s hatred of their partner service.

			He was just thinking about how much damage FSB had done here in Finland already when his phone rang and he answered it, still looking out the window.

			“Yes?”

			“It’s Baronov.”

			With fresh disdain borne from ruminating on FSB failures, he said, “Do you have information for me?”

			“Do you have assets in Helsinki to do the job?”

			“We have two Shark teams here in the capital, six men each; I’m with them. We also have three Eagle teams deployed around the city.”

			“Well, you won’t need your watchers,” Baronov said, “because we already have Hightower’s safe house pinpointed.”

			“What about Chayka? Is he here?”

			“I don’t have any information about Chayka. Your target is Hightower, and the men with him.”

			“Don’t tell me what my target is. I don’t report to you.”

			Baronov chuckled. “Forgive my assumption that the man who wiped out one of your Shark units would be of interest to you.”

			Dvorak fumed. Finally, he said, “Where are they?” and he turned on the speakerphone.

			“He and four others are north of the city, ten kilometers from the airport, in a small cluster of cottages in the forest. The address is 32 Bergevagen.”

			Marius typed the address into his iPad. To Dvorak he said, “Forty minutes from our safe house.”

			Dvorak just nodded. To Baronov he said, “Confirm that your agent is out of there, because when we go in, we will eliminate everyone we find.”

			To this, the FSB officer replied, “I never said I had someone on the ground at the tip of the spear.”

			Dvorak bristled at this. “Then this mission does not go forward. I was operating under the impression your intelligence was good.”

			“My intelligence is perfect. My agent is inside the organization in Poland, close to Sorkin himself, and in a position to receive real-time information about the cell.”

			“Okay. You will update me if you get more intelligence about the Chayka?”

			“Of course. Good luck.”

			Dvorak’s eyes narrowed. “The FSB is wishing the GRU good luck?”

			“This could be the start of a new day.”

			To this Dvorak rolled his eyes. “You don’t really believe that, do you?”

			“Of course not.” Baronov added, “I’ll be in touch.”

			Eriks Baronov hung up, and Karol Dvorak put his phone down.

			Marius said, “Do you want to go straight to the target location?”

			The Czech shook his head. “We’ll go to our safe house now, but send your best team of Eagles to the target location immediately.”

			Marius pulled his phone to send the watchers to the address, and the fourteen-strong contingent of Russian assets in the three vehicles headed on through the afternoon traffic.

			

			•   •   •

			The tranquil Nordic wilderness setting was filled with towering pines and barren white birch trees swaying in a crisp evening breeze. The area was undeniably beautiful, and the cluster of small red wooden clapboard holiday cottages in the forest lay in a particularly secluded spot, owing to the fact that the body of water they sat adjacent to was little more than a half-frozen marsh and not one of the tranquil lakes that attracted Helsinkians to venture outside their city in search of peace and quiet.

			The Finns called these little rental communes outside the city cottage farms, and this particular farm was the epitome of solitude, or at least it had been till Zack Hightower and his team of four international contract operatives arrived with Court Gentry.

			Court had rented one of the cottages after learning from an Internet search that all seven units were unoccupied. He realized that the multitude of buildings on the property would afford him a little more security than he was normally accustomed to. Anyone coming for him would have to plan on hitting all the cottages, and he thought he might be able to gain a tactical advantage from this.

			Of course, he’d not been planning on camping out here with Zack and his dudes. Now that five other men were with him, they’d rented all the units, and Zack had positioned himself and his four men in the little one-room buildings along the dead-end gravel road.

			Bjorn was in the first cottage down by the main road, with an overwatch in a window towards both the east and west approaches. His MP5 submachine gun rested against the wall, and his SIG pistol jutted in an appendix holster on his belt.

			Emil was in the second cottage to the right of the gravel road; his eyes were fixed out the window and to the east. He knew that the dense, snow-covered pine forest with a single logging trail winding through it could easily be used by an enemy to get close to the property, so he kept his eyes sharp and his submachine gun close.

			Callum was halfway down the road in a cottage on the left, and he covered a massive marshy area wooded with birch and more pine trees creeping up to the water’s edge. It was unlikely any foe would attack from this direction—the icy marsh was knee-deep and thick with brush—but Zack wanted all compass points covered, so Callum did as instructed, maintaining vigilance by looking through the three-power scope of his AK-47.

			Zack was at the end of the gravel road, in the tiny cottage right next to the one Court had taken for his safe house. His view out the back window was also mostly of marsh and birch.

			And Jakub was in the cottage with Zack but sound asleep on one of the two twin beds. By cycling the men from cottage to cottage and keeping one man off duty for four hours a shift, each of the five of them would get enough downtime for the twenty-four-hour protection mission.

			Zack had forbidden the use of the woodstoves in the cottages; he didn’t want this area to stand out at all, and the smell of woodsmoke would alert anyone approaching to a presence here. So the men all wore their heavy coats, steam clouded their faces with every breath, and they shuffled their feet or paced back and forth to stay as warm as possible.

			

			•   •   •

			Court Gentry slept soundly in his cottage; Zack had told him he would not be disturbed for anything less than a dire emergency, but Court was not in his bed. Instead, he was covered with his heavy coat as he lay on top of a couple of extra quilted blankets he’d found in a cabinet, putting them down on the cold hardwood floor of the small closet, then folding his body there, placing his pistol right next to him.

			As was his standard operating procedure, Court had fashioned a body double in his bed, using his black waterproof duffel bag, a couple of pillows, and some rolled towels from the bathroom. The lump under the covers was more or less the size of a human form and was there to misdirect any attacker.

			Zack ordered commo checks with his men every ten minutes, and at twelve fifty a.m., the American broadcast on the team radio. “Sound off.”

			Bjorn spoke first. “One. The road is quiet.”

			Then Emil. “Two. East side clear.”

			Then Callum. “West clear.”

			Zack clicked his own mic. “North is clear. I’ll wake Jakub in thirty and he can switch out with Emil.”

			The men rogered up, and then Zack opened a bag on the table he’d pulled over to the back window. From it he removed a fried pie filled with minced meat and rice, took a bite, then put it back, completely unaware that imminent danger was approaching in two directions.

			

			•   •   •

			Karol Dvorak felt an excitement in him he had not felt in a long time as he advanced in the night, following behind a Kosovan member of Shark Team Shura as they moved up the paved road towards the cottage farm to their east. Across the road, four men walked along the pine trees, and two Shura men, plus the lieutenant colonel and his intelligence chief, did the same on this side.

			The gravel drive to the holiday cottages was 150 meters dead ahead, so the group moved in silence.

			Dvorak had left his team of bodyguards back at their safe house in the city center, and that only added to his excitement now. He felt like one of the boys again, not the boss back in his secure HQ in Austria, and that was the way he liked it.

			His chief protection officer wasn’t happy about being sidelined, of course, but his bodyguards were former cops, not raiders with military backgrounds like the Sharks, and Dvorak knew he’d be safe surrounded by this group of GRU-trained shooters.

			While Dvorak and Shark Team Shura moved towards the cottage farm from the east, the six men from Shark Team Ekho advanced from the west. They weren’t on the road; they trudged through the woods, picking their way slowly, fanning out in a wide arc. Ekho had a two-man sniper team among their ranks, and they moved in the center of the arc, creeping forward until they had line of sight on the property.

			On both teams, each man carried a PM-84 submachine gun, a small 9-millimeter Polish weapon with a folding stock and a twenty-five-round magazine. The PM-84s were in use by the police in Poland, and the GRU had stolen crates of them a year earlier from a manufacturer’s warehouse in Radom, sixty-five miles south of Warsaw.

			The sniper on Team Ekho wielded a Sako bolt-action, a Finnish rifle stolen by thieves from a hunter at a lodge in Lapland and then sold to GRU agents purchasing guns across Europe to be used in asymmetric warfare.

			Exactly like what was happening tonight.

			Additionally, everyone on both teams wore a single-tube night vision device, a forty-millimeter monocle that rendered the darkness a much brighter green. Although it was cloudy with a threat of rain in the air, there remained significant glow from a half-moon above, and this light was amplified by the second-generation night vision devices that had been purchased on the Internet by an agent in Croatia and distributed to the GRU Shark units in Western Europe.

			As the Russians converged on the cottage farm, Karol Dvorak’s excitement was blunted by one thing, and one thing only. He did not love the fact that he did not have a precise picture of what they were soon to encounter.

			His Eagle team that had shown up here four hours earlier hadn’t been able to get close enough to the property because when they sent a micro drone high overhead and filmed the area, they’d ID’d multiple men with rifles, plus a Land Cruiser, an Audi SUV, and a Mercedes sedan, and they weren’t certain of the number of enemy or where they were positioned.

			Yes, Baronov said Hightower was here with four confederates, but Dvorak wasn’t about to put all his faith in a claim made by the FSB.

			There had been no sign of Hightower from the UAV, and no obvious sign of Chayka, who was only known to them as a bearded man about 180 centimeters in height.

			Dvorak ordered the Eagles to pull back their drone before it was detected, and he made the call for the two Shark teams to hit this complex of seven cottages without any real intelligence on where their enemy was positioned.

			Still, Dvorak felt comfortable that he had the right men for this difficult task.

			The head of Shark Team Shura was a Hungarian with the call sign Attila. A former sergeant in Hungary’s vaunted Bertalan Arpad 1st Special Operations Brigade, he’d retired to go into military contracting before accepting a highly paid assignment from the Russians to go and fight in Ukraine. There he’d proven himself in battle, but when he turned down a second contract that would have sent him back to the brutal war, the GRU had immediately made him a new offer. He was paid a lot of money but sent home to Budapest instead of Ukraine.

			And for the past year and a half he’d been the leader of one of Dvorak’s best Shark units. Shura had caused destruction and mayhem and confusion in several NATO member states, and they’d never lost a man.

			Dvorak’s plan for tonight was to stay in the back of the raiding group, then move into the first cleared cottage along with Marius. From here the pair could then monitor the rest of the mission over their short-range encrypted radios.

			With the gravel road just visible ahead now, Attila held a fist up, and everyone dropped to a knee. Into the radio he spoke English. “Ekho, Shura, how copy?”

			Dvorak heard the scratchy reply from the team leader of Ekho, a Serbian with the call sign Paja. “Shura, Ekho. Good copy. In position.”

			“Does your spotter see any movement?”

			“Affirmative. One individual in cottage three, east-side window. He’s obviously a sentry, but he doesn’t have night vision and has not seen us. The sniper is sixty meters away.”

			“Understood,” Attila said. “Can your sniper take him?”

			“On your command.”

			“Roger. Wait one.”

			With a wave of his hand, Attila called Dvorak to come up to him. When the older man crawled into position, the Hungarian said, “We won’t be able to remain stealthy once we get to the cabins. They’re going to have someone looking towards the road. And we can’t go into the trees here, the marsh will slow us down.

			“I propose we keep moving slowly but have Paja and those that aren’t on the sniper team begin clearing buildings. Once it goes loud and we have the distraction, we hit the two cottages by the road. When we clear them, you can stay there while we continue going from cottage to cottage with Ekho.”

			“This is your operation, Attila. We will do as you suggest,” Dvorak said, and then the Hungarian broadcast his orders.

			“Ekho, this is Shura. Begin clearing operations, start with the northernmost cabins. Have your sniper eliminate the sentry in cabin three only when it goes loud. Watch cross fire towards the road; we’ll be moving up from the south once the alarm has been raised.”

			“Roger that. Paja out.”

			Dvorak nodded appreciatively. The killing would begin in moments, and unlike almost every other time for the past two years, tonight he would be able to witness the fruits of his efforts firsthand.

		

	
		
			
				Twenty-Two[image: ]

			

			Court Gentry’s eyes opened quickly, and he looked out the slightly cracked closet door. It was still dark in the bedroom, with only faint moonlight drifting in through the windows. He glanced at his watch. The Tritium dial told him he’d slept seven hours, and it was now just before one in the morning.

			He rubbed his face and found his skin there cold, but the coat draped over his body and the quilts on the flooring had kept the rest of his body warm enough.

			He felt a little achy still, but rested, and he was thankful for that.

			Slowly his predicament came back to him. He was in a forest, in a cluster of wooden cottages; Zack and his guys were watching out for him, and he had to get on a boat to Russia later today.

			He thought about going back to sleep, but before he closed his eyes again, an alarm bell went off somewhere inside him. In earlier times Court would have been startled to wake suddenly in the middle of the night, because it usually meant he’d heard a noise. But since Zoya had been taken, virtually any time he’d been able to fall asleep in the first place, he’d wake with a feeling of panic, always following a nightmare about what was happening to her.

			Tonight, in contrast, he’d been sleeping well. He had people watching out for him, and he knew Zoya was in a place where it didn’t seem like she was likely to be killed at any moment. He’d not been dreaming about her at all.

			No…Court could think of no reason for waking right now, and his deep-seated paranoia kicked in almost instantly.

			It might have been nothing, but his intuition told him danger was near.

			And then a cold, drafty breeze crept into the closet and brushed across his face.

			He put his hands on the floor to push himself up, but before he could rise, he heard the soft but unmistakable sound of a floor plank creaking here in the cottage. He froze in place. The noise came from outside the closet and on his left, over near the tiny kitchen in the one-room cottage.

			Court had not heard the back door open, hadn’t heard the screen door outside squeak, but there was clearly someone here, not fifteen feet away from where he now lay.

			His right hand moved slowly and silently down to his side, and then his fingers laced around the grip of the unholstered SIG pistol he’d left lying there.

			Another creak of the flooring, just slightly closer than before. Court wondered if Zack had slipped in to check up on him, but he dismissed this instantly. Zack would know that sneaking up on Sierra Six would be a great way to catch a 9-millimeter round to the snot box.

			No, whoever was here was not here out of concern for Court’s well-being.

			Looking out from under his coat, through the slightly open closet door, he could make out the bed in the darkness.

			A figure moved slowly into view, between Court and the bed, and the man was obviously fixated on the form there, because he held a small suppressed submachine gun in his hand, its wire stock to his shoulder, and it was pointed right at the clumps of pillows and the bag of gear under the covers there.

			Court immediately chastised himself for using his duffel bag full of scuba gear to fashion his dummy, because if this asshole shot up his dry suit then he’d have to swim frigid Russian waters with holes in his protective garment, and that would most definitely suck.

			But that was a worry for later. The dark figure began scanning the room slowly, his night vision monocle turned towards the closet, and Court lay motionless on the floor, still mostly under his black coat, as close to flat to the ground as possible.

			He closed his eyes, because moonlight reflecting off his irises might be visible to someone using night vision.

			After a few seconds he cracked them open. The man’s head had turned away; he looked around the rest of the small cottage, and then he rotated back facing the form under the covers on the bed.

			Court could have shot the man right then and there, but it didn’t make sense at all that this man would enter this cottage alone. No, Court decided that if the asshole with the subgun had confederates with him, then at least one of them would still be at the kitchen door.

			Just then, he felt a second slight breeze as it drifted into the closet, indicating to him that the back door remained ajar.

			He wondered where the hell Zack and his team were, but he was also aware that this cottage farm was a large area to protect, and they were spread out with the aim of seeing attackers at distance. If an exceptionally wily team of gunmen managed to slip in undetected, especially with night vision, then the five men positioned among the six other holiday cottages would be at a disadvantage.

			Court heard the sound of the shooter in front of him flipping off the safety of his suppressed weapon as he aimed at the pillow fashioned to look like Court’s head, and Court knew that if the man in front of him had subsonic ammunition in his weapon, then it was possible Zack and his team would not hear the gunfire.

			Court decided he needed to alert Zack and the other protectors to the danger, because he was all but certain that this man in front of him and the other one in the doorway were part of a larger force of GRU Sharks, and the best way for him to sound the alarm now was to shoot this motherfucker in the head and then deal with the man at the door.

			As the operator with the night vision was just about to press the trigger, Court launched up to a crouch in the closet; his coat fell to the floor, and he aimed and fired one round into the back of the man’s skull.

			The enemy pitched forward, landing facedown on the bed.

			Almost instantly the report of a sniper rifle pounded the air around him, then echoed off the trees out in the marsh. Court determined it had come from the east, maybe one hundred yards distant, and it confirmed to him that this was, indeed, a bigger unit attacking the property.

			Court knelt low in the closet, swung his SIG to the left, and leaned out just far enough to see into the darkened kitchen.

			A man with an NV monocle had taken a knee just inside the open door; Court saw him first, and then shot him twice in the upper torso, knocking him back out through the screen door.

			Now Court launched to his feet, dived across the little room, and landed on the bed next to the dead man lying facedown. Here he ripped the submachine gun out from under the body, shaking the sling over the head and arm to free it.

			He’d just brought the weapon up to his shoulder when a third figure entered the back doorway, and Court was about to dump rounds into the man when the front door on his left flew open.

			Realizing he was surrounded, he flattened down behind the heavy wooden bed, put his pistol on the floor next to him, then began firing the Polish PM-84 in three-round bursts towards both threats as the enemy stitched up the bed and wall behind him with their automatic weapons.

			

			•   •   •

			Zack and Jakub burst out the back door of their building at the edge of the marsh, then moved together to their right, heading towards the gunfire coming out of Court’s cottage.

			From the sound of the sniper round that came from the eastern woods and his unheeded calls for Emil to sound off, Zack assumed his man in cottage three to be dead and his right flank to be exposed, and from the massive amount of gunfire coming up from the paved road to the south, he got the strong impression that Callum was being forced to hold off at least a half dozen determined enemy from his window position.

			Bjorn’s MP5 fired a burst from cottage five, and Zack heard return fire from at least two shooters almost immediately.

			The decision to go for Court first was an easy one for Hightower. Court’s cottage was closest, Zack could hear the shooting in there, and he knew if he could get Court out of this jam, then Sierra Six would be the ultimate force multiplier to help him go retake the rest of the buildings on the gravel road.

			As he led Jakub past the space between the two cottages here at the end of the drive, they both swept their guns down in the direction of the paved street, some fifty yards away. Here they saw a pair of men moving across it, little submachine guns at their shoulders. Zack knew they weren’t his guys; they wore night vision tubes and their weapons had wire stocks unlike his team’s MP5s, so he opened fire on them.

			Jakub was a pro, a former GROM special forces operator in the Polish military, so he did not join Zack in the firefight, but rather he spun away to cover for him and continued scanning the back door of the next cottage as well as the trees and even the marsh beyond.

			Zack emptied his magazine, killing one enemy and sending the other to the ground until the man managed to stagger off and fall into a low ditch alongside the road, clearly wounded.

			The American reloaded as he and Jakub raced on towards the rear of Court’s cottage, leaping over a dead man lying on the rocky footpath there, and Zack shouted, “Six? Friendlies comin’ in!”

			Zack and Jakub swept into the open back door, shining the light of their weapons on the little room.

			A body lay in the kitchen, just inside the doorway. A body lay on the bed. A third form on the bed was under the covers, and Zack recognized this as Court’s dummy, put there to draw attention away from his bed in the closet.

			The front door to the cottage was open and bullet holes dotted the doorframe, but he saw no fallen enemy there, and he didn’t see Court.

			As Jakub filed in behind him and swept into the closet, Zack went around to check the other side of the bed. When he found that it was clear, he and Jakub regressed out the back door, because going out front would expose them to anyone on the paved road or anyone in one of the wooden buildings facing the gravel drive.

			Court had made it out of this cottage; Zack had no idea where he’d gone, but he was determined to try to make his way to Bjorn now, because he was only two cottages up the road on the right side.

			

			•   •   •

			Attila, the leader of Shark Team Shura, stood in the doorway of cottage one, having just put a security round into the prostrate body lying on the floor by the shattered window. He pulled the man’s rifle sling over his neck and then tossed the MP5 away, then leaned back outside and waved Dvorak and Marius forward from a ditch by the paved road.

			The head of the GRU cell and his intelligence chief came running up the steps and into the tiny building.

			As Dvorak passed him, Attila said, “You two stay in here, there’s a lot of cross fire out there,” and then he and his men left, went around the back side of the cottage, and began moving up to the next unit.

			Karol Dvorak stepped over the dead man on the floor, saw that his weapon had already been removed from around his neck and tossed into the kitchen, then chanced a look out the still-unbroken window facing the long gravel drive at the center of the cottage farm. The sound of a heavy rifle boomed once again—the sniper on Team Ekho, no doubt—but at the same time 9-millimeter gunfire raged from multiple locations. Both the Sharks and the enemy were wielding weapons that fired 9-millimeter rounds, so Dvorak could not tell who was who.

			Marius said, “Sir, stand away from the window. Let the Sharks neutralize the threats.”

			But the lieutenant colonel continued looking outside. “Baronov said there were five enemy. This sounds like more than five enemy.” After a pause, he said, “Chayka is here.”

			Grabbing his radio, he pressed the talk button. “Everybody, listen up. Target Chayka is here! Do not let him get away.”

			There was no reply from the Sharks, but Dvorak knew they were all occupied with their own missions. If Chayka was indeed present, then his men would root him out as they were currently doing to Hightower’s people.

			A Shark from Team Shura stood outside Dvorak’s window, his gun up and sweeping the cottages across the gravel road, and then he took a knee, posting security on the lieutenant colonel’s position.

			Beyond him, Dvorak heard the sounds of fighting dying down, and he wondered if this battle was all but over.

			

			•   •   •

			Zack and Jakub made it to the north side of cottage five; they knew Bjorn had been in there, but there was currently no shooting. The two men took a knee and tried to listen to the sounds around them, but this was difficult as their hearing was temporarily damaged by the fire from their own weapons.

			Zack decided not to use his radio. He didn’t know how close the enemy were, either to him or to Bjorn. The American leaned over into the Pole’s ear now. As softly as he could, he said, “Let’s split up. I’ll go through the back door, you go through the front. If Bjorn is still in there, then we’ll all move together to the next cottage.”

			Jakub gave a nod, he rose, and Zack did the same. They both made it to their respective sides of the little wooden structure, and then Zack held up a hand with three fingers.

			They’d go in three.

			

			•   •   •

			Deep in the pine and birch trees, the Team Ekho sniper lay prostrate on the snow-covered foliage, peering through his optic. The warmth from the hot barrel caused a little steam to rise, and the mist from his breath was slow but constant.

			Next to him his spotter knelt in the snow, holding binoculars with a wider field of view.

			The scope and the binos were both currently fixed on a cottage on the other side of the gravel road; the men in the woods only had a thin view of it from this position through the buildings closer to them, but both men thought they’d detected some movement, deep in the darkness.

			The spotter panned away quickly to the left, and in doing so he saw two Sharks from the other team advancing on the same building where he thought he’d detected motion.

			Softly, to his teammate, he said, “Friendlies approaching that cabin.”

			“Warn them,” the sniper replied, not taking his eye from the scope.

			As the spotter lowered his binoculars to use the radio, the sniper panned the Sako rifle back to the right and saw a man move around the side of the cottage, then rush towards the door.

			The man was enemy; the sniper could tell this from the weapon he carried and the fact that he didn’t have night vision, and he could also tell that the man had the drop on the other two Sharks, who both had their guns pointed towards the window of the cottage and not outside it on the gravel drive.

			“Target,” he said, and the spotter next to him lowered the radio quickly and put the glass back to his eye.

			Without hesitation the sniper pressed the trigger; the boom shook more snow from the trees around him, and then the man in front of the cabin pitched over and fell on his back.

			“Hit,” the spotter said.

			Immediately the two Sharks from Team Shura in the road opened fire on the prostrate man, then rushed towards the front door of the cottage.

			Now the spotter spoke up again. “Stay on that building, I’ll keep scanning.”

			The sniper racked the bolt of the weapon, loaded another round, and then put his eye back in the glass, hunting for his next target. He’d killed two enemy already: one in the window of the cottage directly ahead and now this second man across the drive.

			He centered his crosshairs on the cabin that the two Shura men had entered, trying to get a look inside the window as the flashes of gunfire erupted again.

			The sniper was fixated on the fight ahead, so it came as a complete surprise to him when his spotter slammed face-first into the snow next to him.

			The man behind the Sako rifle looked over his shoulder into the darkness and only had time to register close-in movement before another body slammed on top of him; he was pressed into the ground by its weight, and then the body above him moved. The sniper was grabbed by his hair, his head was wrenched up, and, before he could even get his hands off the rifle and up to defend himself, he felt the cold blade of a knife against his throat.

			As the Hungarian sniper’s mind filled with panic, he somehow had the presence of mind to speak in English. “Wait. Wait!”

			

			•   •   •

			Court Gentry did not wait.

			He pitilessly slit the sniper’s throat, climbed up to his knees, and then rolled the hemorrhaging man away from the Sako TRG rifle. The wounded man gurgled and thrashed, and blood spurted, but Court ignored it all, dropped down onto the ground behind the big weapon, and peered through the scope.

			He breathed heavily, having just run a couple hundred meters in a wide arc through the woods to make his way behind the sniper team, sneaking up on them while the fight raged on the cottage farm sixty meters away.

			But he forced himself to relax as he fingered the trigger, using his left hand to prop under the buttstock to adjust elevation and windage.

			Shifting the scope to the left, he immediately found a target by the first cottage. A man with a night vision monocle knelt along the red clapboard wall, just next to a darkened window, and he aimed up the drive.

			Through the eight-power scope the man was impossible to miss at this distance, and impossible to misidentify. He was not one of Zack’s operators; he was a GRU Shark.

			The last of the sniper’s death throes caused the man to kick a leg out and onto the back of Court’s legs. The American shrugged off the appendage, and the sniper moved no more.

			Court blew out half his breath, then pressed the trigger of the big weapon, and a 7.62-millimeter boat tail round raced across eighty-one meters of cold air and struck the kneeling man in the forehead, sending him back against the cabin wall and down, face-first into the dirt.

			Court immediately racked the bolt, ejecting the spent cartridge and loading a fresh round in the chamber, and then he began hunting for another target.

		

	
		
			
				Twenty-Three[image: ]

			

			Karol Dvorak had been peering out the window of cottage one, listening to a raging firefight in the next building over, when the operator from Team Shura kneeling just outside the window slammed back against the cabin. The report of the big rifle from Team Ekho came at the same time, and that, along with the obvious power of the bullet’s impact, told Dvorak that the GRU sniper had shot one of the men on the other Shark team.

			The Czech knelt down and brought his radio to his mouth. “Team Ekho sniper! You just shot a Shura man! Check your fire!”

			Out the window he saw two Shura operators running across the gravel road towards their fallen comrade. Another sniper shot rang out and the man in the rear spilled down to his knees and then pitched all the way onto his chest.

			The man with him turned towards the source of fire, went flat in the middle of the drive, and aimed towards the sound of the sniper.

			Dvorak realized that while one case of friendly fire was possible in the darkness, two, in such quick succession, made it obvious that this was not friendly fire, and instead there was an enemy behind the big rifle now.

			He lifted his own subgun up to his shoulder and stood at the window, and Marius did the same.

			They opened fire on the wood line beyond the cottages on the other side of the drive, hoping to hit the enemy there, but after just a few rounds fired, Marius lurched back, away from the window.

			Dvorak did not hear a rifle’s boom over the sound of his own shooting, but he glanced back over his shoulder at his intelligence chief and saw the man sitting on the floor, clutching his stomach.

			Blood poured through his hands for a second or two, and then Marius collapsed onto his left side.

			Dvorak turned away from him and emptied the rest of his magazine into the darkness of the woods, desperate to hit the sniper before he fired again.

			

			•   •   •

			Zack Hightower stood in the back door of cottage three when two men burst in the front door. He exchanged an entire magazine with them, but the darkness interrupted by the flashes of multiple automatic weapons, along with the smoke and steam from the guns, rendered the small cabin little more than a kill box for anyone inside, so Zack just threw himself out the back and onto the snowy rocks there. He then reloaded and sprinted for cover behind the thick trunk of a nearby tree, and now he aimed back in on the cabin.

			He felt like he’d been up against two or maybe three enemy; he had no idea what their status was or what their plans were, but he kept the rear door covered and his vision wide enough to see around both sides of the little building.

			He’d taken a sharp piece of wooden doorframe into the back of his right hand, he was down to his last magazine, and he was all but certain that Bjorn, Jakub, Callum, and Emil were dead, because none responded on the radio, and the gunfire had trickled off.

			The sniper had fired a few times in the past several seconds, but Zack had no idea what the man was shooting at on the other side of the road and the cottage farm.

			He wondered about Court, of course. Court didn’t have a radio like the rest of Zack’s team, but Zack realized he knew what his old teammate would do in this situation. As soon as he made it past the men who’d attacked his cabin, he would want to go where he had the best vantage point on the area.

			And that could only be one place.

			The sniper hide in the eastern woods.

			Zack did not know for certain that the rifle reports he’d been hearing were coming from friend or foe, but he was reasonably certain Court would have, at least, tried to take that position.

			But Zack couldn’t get to him from here without exposing himself to an unknown number of remaining enemy, so he sat tight, gripped his weapon, and waited for the enemy to make a mistake.

			

			•   •   •

			Attila knelt inside cottage three, covering the back door. The operator who’d entered the building with him was flat and motionless in the doorway behind, and an enemy fighter lay across the bed, riddled with bullets and clearly dead.

			But one enemy remained; he’d been in the back doorway when Attila and the other Shura man entered, he’d dumped an entire magazine at them while they fired back, and then, after killing one of the two men who came through the front door, the enemy had dived out of the building via the back door.

			Attila had seen pictures of the American Zack Hightower, head of this group of contractors working for Russian traitors, but with the flashing fire and the intermittent darkness, he could not be sure if it was the same tall, blond-haired man as the one in the photos.

			Now Attila was alone, and while he kept one hand around the grip of the PM-84, his finger resting lightly on the trigger, he actuated his radio. “Any Shark elements, respond.”

			It was quiet for several seconds, so he spoke again. “Paja, you read?”

			The team leader of Ekho did not speak up.

			“Ekho sniper, Attila, how copy?”

			Nothing.

			He was about to put the radio away when he heard a click, and then a familiar voice. “Attila, it’s Dvorak. I’m on the radio of one of your men. I’m outside cabin one.”

			“Do you see anyone around you?”

			“No friendlies alive, no enemy. The sniper position has been compromised, there is an enemy on the long gun. He might be the only one left.”

			“Negative. There is also an enemy on the west side of the cabins.”

			“What do we do?”

			Attila thought for a moment. He couldn’t go out the back door because the enemy there might have found cover and be waiting for him. And going out the front door was problematic because of the sniper on that side, although he didn’t know if the gunman would have line of sight on this cabin since there was another cabin between them.

			He had no choice; he had to exit the front door and then run to Dvorak, and then try to escape with the lieutenant colonel. Their vehicles were a kilometer away and parked alongside the open road, but he didn’t like their chances of making it to them. No, he decided they’d get into the marsh somehow and wait for reinforcements.

			To Dvorak he said, “Get an Eagle team here to pick us up. Hightower can’t have more than one or two more men with him; I’m coming to you, and we’ll go into the marsh.”

			“Understood.”

			

			•   •   •

			Court Gentry had heard the entire transmission in Russian from the radios of the spotter and sniper, both lying dead next to him. He’d understood most of it, including the fact that these guys knew Zack’s name, and he kept his sights trained on the door of the cabin on the other side of the road.

			He’d heard the news that at least one of the men on Hightower’s team was alive. He prayed it was Zack himself, but he knew that the best way to help whoever it was, was to shoot this motherfucker on the radio who said he was about to exit that cabin.

			But before Court saw the enemy, he heard the sound of a tree branch breaking in the forest, maybe thirty or forty yards away and on his left.

			He hefted the rifle and swung it in that direction, and in the darkness, he saw a man approaching slowly. He was enemy, his night vision gear and his radio headset were off, but he held a PM-84 subgun. He was obviously injured, grabbing onto tree limbs as he advanced, staggering, even dropping to a knee before pulling himself back to his feet.

			Court did not even look through the scope; he simply aimed at the figure in the very low light, looking over the top of the scope to quickly line it up, and then he fired.

			With another crack of the big Sako, the man tumbled backwards into the snow-covered foliage.

			Court had scored another kill, but he was certain that in so doing, he’d lost the opportunity to hit the man exiting cabin three.

			

			•   •   •

			Over a minute after Zack heard the boom of the sniper rifle from the other side of the cottage farm, he told himself that he should try to reposition to get a better view, because he couldn’t see anything from where he was behind the tree. He moved carefully backwards several yards, deeper into trees and to the edge of the marsh. His boot cracked ice; he winced in frustration for making the noise, and then he knelt down, trying to make himself small.

			He decided that any movement now might give him away; he needed to just wait right here to get a better understanding of what was going on around him. How many enemy were left, what their disposition was around the area.

			For another minute he heard and saw nothing. Then, with the MP5 at his shoulder, he rose, began moving laterally, carefully placing each footfall, and tried to pick out any movement in the darkness ahead.

			He’d been focusing on his vision, but it wasn’t his vision that gave him what he needed. Instead, he heard a splashing sound off to his right; he turned his head and looked into the darkness in that direction.

			There, some fifty meters away from him, two men kicked through the icy marsh water.

			He couldn’t determine who they were from here, but he sure as hell wasn’t going to call out to them.

			As he watched, the men headed to the northwest. He didn’t recognize the gait of either one, but he knew that trudging through freezing water would alter anyone’s gait, so he knew he had to get closer to ID them.

			He knew they’d be unable to hear him if he matched their steps, so he himself trudged out into the low water, moved around trees and brush growing out of it, and closed on the men quickly.

			When he was only thirty yards behind the fleeing pair and gaining fast, he realized that the individual on the left had a submachine gun hanging, barrel down, on his back.

			The weapon was not the HK MP5 Zack and his men carried. It was a Polish PM-84.

			Zack stopped moving and put the stock of his gun to his shoulder.

			“Don’t you move!” he shouted.

			With impressive speed, the man on the left spun around, his hand raised, and Zack realized he held a pistol. The enemy fired but missed; Zack was hard to see in the dark because he wasn’t in motion.

			Zack himself fired a five-round burst from his MP5, and the man dropped dead into the water.

			The other man raised his hands; he didn’t seem to be armed, and when Zack moved just a little closer to him, he realized he was looking at Lieutenant Colonel Dvorak himself.

			Zack splashed faster through the water now.

			The man shouted to him in English as he approached. “Don’t shoot! I will comply!”

			“Comply with this.”

			The big American stepped up to the Czech GRU officer, shifted his weapon around, and butted him in the nose, knocking him back. Dvorak dropped to his knees in the nearly freezing water.

			As he reeled, Hightower yanked him back to his feet, unzipped the man’s coat, pulled it halfway off his arms, then took the Czech’s belt off, lashing it tight around his elbows and torso.

			Dvorak couldn’t move his arms away from his body now.

			He spit blood, then said, “I wish to claim diplomatic immunity.”

			“Claim away, asshole.”

			

			•   •   •

			Court Gentry passed his Land Cruiser and made it around the side of the same cabin he’d been sleeping in when the fight began just a few minutes earlier. Before going back inside to get his gear and his coat, he heard a short burst of fire, but it was on the western side of the cabins, somewhere out in the trees or marsh.

			Ripping the night vision monocle off the dead man in the back doorway of his cabin, he brought it to his eye and looked out towards the origin of the fire. In the distance, he saw two people standing in the water, and one of the men held the other by the neck.

			They began slogging together back in the direction of the cabins, and it didn’t take long at all for Court to realize what he was looking at.

			Zack Hightower had a prisoner.

			Court lowered the monocle and hurried inside the cabin, where he grabbed his duffel bag of scuba gear from the bed and his coat from the closet, then rushed back out and threw the items into the Toyota. He climbed inside and fired up the machine.

			Zack approached, pulling the compliant man with him, so Court got back out of the vehicle, looking in all directions in case any enemy remained in the area.

			“You okay?” he asked Zack.

			But Hightower had other priorities. “You see any of my guys?”

			Court shook his head. “Sorry, man. I’ve seen no one but you and him and the dudes I killed.”

			“Fuck!” Hightower exclaimed, and then he threw a punch that struck Karol Dvorak in the jaw. The man dropped to the snow.

			Court stood over the man. “Who’s this loser?”

			“That’s el jefe,” Zack replied. “The guy I’ve been after.”

			“The lieutenant colonel?”

			“Affirm.”

			“Looks like a piece of shit.”

			“Affirm,” Zack said again. He looked down the gravel drive towards the main road. “We have to get out of here before more of these GRU dickheads show up.”

			“Yeah,” Court confirmed. “I heard something over the sniper’s radio about calling in backup. They also had your name. Sounds like there’s a compromise in your operation.”

			“That explains a lot.”

			Court nodded. “I’m taking my vic and going.” Then he added, “Sorry about your guys.”

			“They died for something,” Zack said. He gave a little kick into the ribs of the man in the snow. “Dvorak’s a good catch for us.”

			Court reached a hand out, and Zack shook it. “Love you, brother.”

			“You, too,” Zack replied. “Good luck. Stay in touch with Matt, and Matt will stay in touch with me.”

			“Will do.”

			Court climbed into the Toyota and drove off up the gravel road towards the exit of the cottage farm, while Zack yanked Dvorak back to his feet and began dragging him towards his SUV parked nearby behind cottage seven.
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			Colonel Baronov put his phone back in its cradle, then placed his hands flat on the desk in front of him.

			His office was still dark; it was five in the morning here in Moscow, and a spiral of steam wisped up from his tea by his left hand.

			Occasionally lights flashed through the window and against the wall in front of him from the early-morning traffic in Lubyanka Square two floors down, and the beat of rain against the window filled the room with white noise.

			The colonel had spent the night on a couch in his office, waiting to hear from the GRU lieutenant colonel in Finland. Dvorak’s call never came, so eventually Baronov got off the couch, made tea, went to his desk to wait further, and by the time the phone did ring, he had prepared himself to receive some very bad news.

			But even so, he marveled at the scope of it all.

			Seventeen dead. Four enemy, two GRU Shark teams of six men each, and the intelligence chief for the entire organization.

			And Podpolkovnik Dvorak was missing and assumed captured.

			What a fucking debacle, the FSB colonel thought as he brought tea to his lips.

			Baronov himself had told the GRU about Hightower and his location in Helsinki. Dvorak had clearly been suspicious of the help from the FSB, but Baronov had passed on the information from his source in Michael Sorkin’s New Russia Council, and that information had turned out to be correct.

			More or less.

			He drank his tea, alone in his quiet office, and he took the time to think over the fallout from this.

			If Dvorak was interrogated with any gusto, then he would likely pass on the fact that the FSB had an agent in the Russian opposition in Poland.

			That asset was burned, Baronov concluded, and that was unfortunate, because it also meant that a massive operation the New Russia Council had been about to undertake would no longer go forward. The FSB knew all about the New Russian op and had already arranged to demolish it in the act. If Sorkin found out that he had a spy in his office, then he would have no choice but to cancel the entire mission.

			Still, Baronov knew that giving the GRU the information about Hightower had been the right call, because in the long run, taking Hightower and his team off the playing field was a mission-critical objective to Baronov’s master plan.

			Hightower, according to early reports, had not been found at the scene, so he was likely still alive, but at least the rest of the American’s men had been wiped out. Sorkin had a lot more assets, Baronov knew, but by the time he got them together and out into the field, it would be of no consequence to Eriks Baronov.

			He was only concerned about Hightower and this group in Helsinki, and what they might do.

			The next thing the forty-five-year-old Russian ruminated on was his own exposure in all this. Dvorak knew his name and, under interrogation, would likely give him up to Western intelligence officers.

			This was not ideal, of course, but Baronov was known to the West already. He hadn’t left Russia in four years other than for operations in Ukraine and Syria, so it wasn’t like he needed to worry about getting rolled up by CIA officers while shopping for suits on the Champs-Élysées.

			No, Baronov wasn’t terribly worried about what the West knew about him. His work was in Russia, he had no plans to leave, and he didn’t think it likely many Russian government employees would be allowed in the West for the next several years, anyway.

			Nothing much made Eriks Baronov happy, but there was a feeling of satisfaction that his plan was playing out as he’d imagined.

			And he couldn’t wait for the finale, although the timing of the mission was not completely up to him.

			No, it was up to someone else.

			Now, it was up to the man the rest of the Russian intelligence services knew as Chayka but Eriks Baranov knew by another name.

			Courtland Gentry.

			Gentry would surely make it to Russia now, and that was by design, because Baronov would be ready for him.

			

			•   •   •

			The Arctus Pearl was a general hauler flagged by Panama that had been in service for thirty-five years. At 159 meters long and 23 meters wide, it was considered a midsized cargo ship. Its blue hull needed paint, there was considerable rust, and its white mast showed the wear of the weather.

			Even so, it was more than capable, having sailed all around the world for decades.

			The cruise it was now on had originated in India, where it had picked up containers of fertilizer, and then it called at transit ports in Rotterdam and Stockholm before docking in Helsinki the night before to take on fresh supplies for the crew.

			Court had found this ship by using the shipping company owner recommended by Dr. Berzina. He’d called the man in Helsinki and asked for a meeting, using Berzina as a calling card.

			The two met outside the K-Supermarket convenience store near the port of Helsinki, and a price of fifteen thousand euros was agreed to, but only after Court explained he’d have equipment with him to get off the ship and under the waves long before it called at port, and there was no way he’d be detected by FSB border guards.

			The man was in his seventies, and he seemed to Court like the type of guy who sold berths to stowaways from time to time, but he did seem genuinely surprised that this guy with an American accent wanted to go to, of all places, Russia.

			The man had agreed to terms, and Court wired money from his account in Cyprus.

			Shortly before three p.m., Court hauled a rolling duffel, a backpack, and a shoulder bag up the ramp and onto the ship. There were just a few workers milling about; the crew was mostly Filipino and took no interest in him at all as the captain led him down to an empty berth on B deck that was only steps from a door adjacent to an exit. Here he had access to the water, if and only if he climbed over the rail and dropped thirty-five feet.

			The ship left port on time and sailed towards Russia, and Court spent the majority of his time on deck, avoiding the crew but finding quiet places where he could study maps and other data on his iPad.

			The ship would travel east across the frigid waters, and then, sometime after dusk, it would cross the Finnish/Russian maritime border in the Gulf of Finland, on its way to the port of Ust-Luga, just west of Saint Petersburg.

			There the Arctus Pearl would dock around two a.m., offload by the next afternoon, then take on grain and other agricultural products to begin its return voyage to India.

			

			•   •   •

			Less than an hour before reaching the border, Court Gentry sat on his bed in his cabin with all his various forged documents splayed out in front of him.

			He eventually chose papers—a passport, a visa, credit cards, and other identifying material—that identified him as José Reyes Fonseca, a thirty-six-year-old junior consular affairs diplomat at the Nicaraguan embassy in Moscow.

			Nicaragua was a Moscow ally, and although Court’s Spanish was far from perfect, it was better than 99.99 percent of Russians’ command of Spanish, and a hell of a lot better than Court’s heavily accented and grammatically iffy Russian.

			It wouldn’t take much of an investigation by the secret police to blow Court’s story out of the water; a call to the Nicaraguan embassy would do the trick, and if he was stopped near the port in Saint Petersburg, he would have a hard time explaining his presence, but still, he expected the identity to hold if the inquiry was casual enough.

			He tossed all his other passports into a plastic bag to toss in the ocean and put the Nicaraguan one in his duffel bag, and then his sat phone rang on the bed next to him.

			“Yeah?”

			Matt Hanley said, “You okay, kid?”

			“I’m good. You talk to Zack?”

			“Yeah. He handed Dvorak off to case officers in Helsinki. The Czech’s already left Finnish airspace on his way to a black site. Agency personnel are interrogating him on the flight, and we’ll shake him down for whatever in extremis intel we can get.”

			Court was more focused on his own mission, but he asked, “Where is Zack now?”

			“He’s on his way to Poland to link up with the New Russia Council. He’s been working for them for a month, but he’s been on the road the whole time. Now he’ll go to the HQ and get another assignment from their leadership.”

			It was quiet for a moment, and then Hanley said, “You’re gonna make it in, aren’t you?”

			“No doubt.”

			“You going to make it out?”

			“If I can get some help.”

			Hanley let out a long sigh, audible to Court. He said, “The name you gave me. Katarina Orlova. I looked into her with Russia desk. You ready for some good news?”

			“Always.”

			“She’s the leader of the Moscow battalion of the resistance. She’s been off grid for years. Doesn’t communicate with the West anymore, but she is the real deal. If you talk to her, then you’re talking to the Legion.”

			“That’s damn good to know.”

			“One other thing,” Hanley said. “I’m in D.C. Came up here personally to meet with Watkins, to see if he’d let me support you.” After a little sigh, he said, “He won’t let me do anything more than I’m already doing.”

			Court was disappointed, but he’d been under no illusions he was going to get much help from the Americans. “I didn’t expect Agency operators to come to my aid. I always knew I’d have to make my own way.”

			“I’m sorry. I did try. I’m hanging around up here in D.C. a couple of days, working on an idea I have, hoping to meet with old colleagues to see what I can learn about IK-2.”

			“Thanks,” Court said, disappointment obvious in his voice, because this didn’t sound like anything much.

			“We’ll still be able to communicate, right?” Hanley asked.

			“Yeah, on this number. Russia blocked the Signal app, but I’ve installed a VPN and some encryption and obfuscation measures. The Russians can’t block me, and they can’t track me, and they can’t compromise the data I send and receive.”

			“Good, I’ll call you with any news I get on my end.”

			“If I don’t answer that probably means I’m just busy running down the street being chased by the Russian Youth Patrol or some shit.”

			Hanley laughed a little. “Let’s hope not. Good luck, Violator. I’ll keep working my end. See if I can help, somehow.”

			“Roger that, boss.” Court hung up the call, then rose from his bed, because the Arctus Pearl would soon enter Russian waters.
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			During the Second World War, the forest outside the northwestern Polish town of Klomino had been the location of a massive Wehrmacht garrison and training ground for sixty thousand German troops, complete with dozens of buildings, a paved landing strip, and pillbox sentry positions that rimmed the massive complex. When the war ended, the Soviet military took the town off official maps and moved their own forces into the base, and they developed it further, with more roads, buildings, and underground tunnels.

			And when the USSR crumbled into nothing and Poland became free, the base was abandoned; the forest encroached from all sides and battled its way through the cracks in the parade ground concrete and the airstrip’s asphalt, and the nearby town of Klomino was completely abandoned.

			Until three years ago.

			The Polish government had initially wanted a clandestine location to train Ukrainian special operation forces in the early days of the war, so they reopened a small portion of the decaying facility, but after only eighteen months they abandoned it again, preferring to keep the training closer to Warsaw for logistical reasons. Soon after, a new concern made the Poles an offer to rent Klomino, still officially government land, and after some deliberation a deal was struck.

			The money began pouring into the facility immediately. New barracks, a repaved runway, shoot houses for room-clearing training, gun ranges, mock urban streets for house-to-house drills.

			The group responsible for the upgrade was no government, no military force at all.

			It was a private organization, operated and funded by one man.

			Zack Hightower looked out the window of the Eurocopter, his eyes drifting over the nighttime snow-covered forest towards a wide array of lights rapidly coming into view, and he marveled at what he saw. He’d expected a dilapidated military base, abused over eighty-five years of existence and perhaps only upgraded with some trailers, generators, and paint, but as the helo from Warsaw slowed and began descending over one of the two heliports near the row of massive olive aircraft hangars, he thought he could have been flying over almost any military base he’d visited in Europe, Africa, or the Middle East.

			He watched lines of troops running along the edge of the airstrip, evening PT, steam rising from their heads and their mouths as they exerted, armored personnel carriers rumbling up and down the roads. There were even several V-22 tilt-rotor Osprey aircraft visible inside the hangars, and this Zack found odd because, as far as he knew, the only two nations in the world who operated the V-22 were the United States and Japan.

			Japan was not here, of that Zack was certain, and the United States was not supposed to be here, at least according to what CIA officer Angela Lacy had told him.

			The helicopter landed and Zack climbed out, then reached back to grab his duffel bag and his backpack. Jogging towards a woman waiting for him in front of a nearby hangar, he looked at his watch and saw that it was just past seven p.m.

			The helo took off again behind him and began flying back to the east as he reached the woman.

			“Romantic?” she said with a strong Slavic accent.

			Zack Hightower had been code-named Romantic by Matt Hanley a couple years earlier when Zack worked off book for the then DDO, but it was not an official code name, and he’d been annoyed that it had made it to these people in Poland. He just gave a nod; he’d rather be called almost anything else, with the exception of his real name.

			“Welcome, sir. I am Irina. Follow me.”

			He assumed he would be taken to his hooch to get settled in, but instead he was walked to a large white headquarters building near the airstrip, and he stepped inside. Leaving his bags with a security officer at the entrance, he was frisked by a pair of men wearing nondescript flight suits and carrying AKs on their backs. They were efficient, not impolite, but they did not carry themselves like soldiers, and Zack had the distinct impression that they, and Irina, were Russian, not Ukrainian.

			Zack and Irina climbed two sets of stairs, and then they emerged at a drab third-floor lobby. Here several men and women in civilian clothing stood around, Zack saw pistols on the hips of most everyone, and while these people were dressed the same as those downstairs, they carried themselves with a distinct law enforcement bearing.

			But since Zack had been ordered to come here unarmed, he felt seriously underdressed for the occasion.

			Everyone seemed to be guarding a set of double doors, but no one spoke to him here, not even Irina, so he just stood there in his jeans and his green North Face jacket, his hands on his hips.

			The double doors opened a few moments later, and a man in his fifties wearing a black turtleneck sweater and corduroys stepped out into the lobby. His hair was cut down to the scalp, his eyeglasses were thick but nevertheless stylish, and he had a slight, almost apologetic-looking smile on his face.

			The people standing around parted as the man made a beeline for Zack.

			“Mr. Romantic,” the man said, “my name is Mikhail Sorkin.”

			The man spoke softly, and his English was excellent.

			Zack shook his hand. He’d not expected to find himself actually standing face-to-face with the Russian oligarch funding this entire operation; from what Lacy had told him, the man was committing billions of dollars to this enterprise, and Zack assumed Sorkin would have better things to do than meet with him.

			But here he was, and as Sorkin bade Zack to follow him into his office, Zack realized he was probably going to get a dressing-down about what happened in Finland. Yes, he’d captured Dvorak and turned him over to American intelligence, but he’d lost four good men in the process.

			Sorkin closed the door behind them both and then led Zack over towards a large desk.

			Looking around the well-appointed room with the wide view over the airfield and the parade ground, the American realized there were no guards in here at all; it was just himself and the billionaire.

			The Russian said, “You come highly recommended by our mutual acquaintances.” Sorkin was talking about the CIA; that was clear to Zack.

			The big American said, “First off, about Helsinki. It went sideways, true, but we were outnumbered almost three to one.”

			Sorkin nodded. “And yet still, you accomplished your mission. I am very sorry for the loss of your comrades, Romantic. I’m sure that must have been difficult.”

			It had been difficult; Zack had been suffering, asking himself what he could have done differently, could have done better, but he’d not expected an oligarch to give a shit.

			“You have a leak in your operation,” Zack declared, and to his surprise, Sorkin nodded.

			“Yes, our mutual acquaintances told me so this morning. Dvorak revealed the FSB has someone close to me in their back pocket. Someone who works here, not in the field, but who must somehow have access to field reports.”

			“Any ideas?”

			Sorkin sat down on the edge of his desk and waved to a chair in front of it, and Zack himself sat. “That mystery solved itself quickly. When we got word about this earlier today, we looked to see how many people here in the building, close to me, knew your location outside Helsinki. The answer was only five. We sequestered them all, and we looked into their computers and phones. A man I know very well, a Russian who’d been living in London for twenty years and served as a logistics expert for the New Russia Council, was, for reasons he has yet to adequately explain, accessing the reports you’ve been sending in. We found evidence on his phone that he’d sent your location in the forest to a phone number in Belgrade.”

			“GRU?”

			“Interestingly, we do not think so. We passed the number off to Ukrainian intelligence this afternoon, and they very quickly came back saying they had associated the phone the message was sent to with a law firm in Belgrade. The law firm”—Sorkin paused for dramatic purposes—“is associated with the FSB.”

			This surprised Zack a little. “I’ve been hearing that the GRU and FSB aren’t working together.”

			To this, Sorkin shrugged. “Yes, that’s what the Ukrainians said. But they stand by their assessment.”

			“You’ve confronted the traitor?” Zack asked.

			Sorkin nodded. “He has not confessed, but the evidence is overwhelming.”

			The American’s eyes narrowed. “Give me ten minutes with him, sir, and I’ll get him to sing in any language you want.”

			Sorkin shook his head. Nonchalantly, he said, “He is in a cell here on the property. And he will remain there until we know everything he has told them. After that…well…he chose his fate. We’ll give him to the Ukrainians, see if they can get more out of him until he is completely used up.”

			Sorkin added, “No more leaks to the FSB.”

			Zack wanted to personally throttle the traitor. He thought about the chaos in the woods outside Helsinki, about bullets coming from all sides, about the men killed as a result of the compromise here in this building, but he let it go.

			He said, “I know there are other GRU saboteur teams all over Europe. An attack in the Netherlands just today. If you send me back out to—”

			Sorkin shook his head. “You have done well. Removed a total of four Shark units off the table, killed the intelligence chief for the Russian operation, and captured the leader, a lieutenant colonel in the GRU, of all things.”

			With a wave he said, “This mission is complete.”

			“You’re firing me?”

			“On the contrary. I have another job for you, if you will consider it.”

			Zack nodded immediately. “Okay.”

			“First, tell me. What do you know about us?”

			“The New Russia Council?”

			“Yes.”

			Hightower said, “Not that much, but it sounds to me like you are trying to set up a government in exile.”

			“Then you are very perceptive.”

			“With you as the president.”

			The Russian laughed a little. “Okay…maybe not so perceptive.” He held his hands up. “Me…I am not well loved in Russia, I would not be elected, and if I were elected, frankly, I would make a terrible leader of my nation.”

			“Why is that?”

			“In the 1990s, it was a crazy time in my country. All state resources were privatized, bought and sold on an open market that was easy to manipulate. I made a few wise financial decisions early on, and the capital from that I used to take possession of vast quantities of oil and natural gas facilities around the nation. I blocked out my competitors in the process.”

			Zack cocked his head. “No offense, but it sounds like you’re saying you’re a crook.”

			“Why would that offend me?” He said it sarcastically, then smiled with a wave of his hand. “I was a crook. Being a crook was a survival mechanism at the time, and it made me rich, but it also made me persecuted, hated in my nation.

			“As one of the ‘haves,’ I was not looked upon kindly by the ‘have-nots.’ I could have remained loyal to Vitaly Peskov; he rewards fidelity by allowing those of us with money to keep it as long as we do as he says, but instead I spoke out against his criminal actions several years ago, and I was imprisoned in Siberia.”

			He added, “Eventually, I got out of Russia with my life, with only the clothes on my back, but once out, I was able to access my offshore accounts. My entire fortune is available to the Russian people now; my entire mission in life is to remove them from under the yoke of oppression.”

			But Zack was missing a piece of the puzzle. “If you can’t lead your nation…who will?”

			“The right person will come along.”

			“And in the meantime, what is going on here?”

			Sorkin smiled. “What do you think is going on?”

			Zack said, “Obviously you’re training soldiers. I saw men doing PT when I landed.”

			Sorkin said, “The soldiers you saw were Ukrainian. There are over nine hundred Ukrainian cadets here now, but they are always cycling in and out. Russia used to think it was Poland training them, but I have been hiring some of the best private military contractors from around the world to ensure that the Ukrainians have the finest instruction before they go back to their country to fight.”

			Zack said, “But I also saw some V-22s out there. Is the U.S. Air Force involved with your organization?”

			“You are talking about the Ospreys?” Sorkin shook his head. “Those planes do not have American markings. They were sold to the Poles by the manufacturers, Bell and Boeing. The sale was kept quiet. The Poles sold the aircraft to me. That sale…that sale never happened.”

			The American cocked his head. “So you own tilt-rotor aircraft?”

			“Four of them, in fact. Plus, sixteen Russian-built transport helicopters, four Russian-built cargo airplanes.”

			“And the Poles are trained to fly them?”

			“We sponsored military pilots from Ukraine to go to America to train. It was all agreed to by your Department of Defense. The crews have only just returned. They are excellent pilots, I am told.”

			“What is it all for?” he asked.

			The Russian smiled. “The future.”

			“Okay, what do you need me for?”

			“The present. Romantic, I would very much like you to train some of my more elite fighters.”

			Zack nodded; he thought he understood. “Ukrainian special forces?”

			Sorkin shook his head. “Not Ukrainian. Russian.”

			“What Russians?”

			“Soldiers that have defected, switched sides, individuals who left Russia during Peskov’s rule, those from around the world with Russian passports that we’ve recruited. We even have a few hundred POWs taken in Ukraine who have been willing to work with us, because they don’t like the fact that Peskov condemned them to their fate and then left them behind.

			“These are not raw recruits. We’ve had a training cadre working with them for months. I think, with your help, we will create a very fine force of even more elite troops.” He looked out the window to the airfield; a midsized Ilyushin cargo jet was just flaring to land. “They will need your best efforts to bring them up to the skill level of a member of SEAL Team Six.”

			Fat fucking chance, Zack thought, but he kept that to himself. Instead, he said, “So…your Russians are pro-Ukrainian?”

			Sorkin seemed to think over the question. “Pro-Ukrainian? Not particularly. We are all just rabidly anti-Peskov. Ukraine is stifling the Russian military better than anyone could have anticipated, and we see a Ukrainian victory to be in our interests. Regime change in Moscow is our goal. But although I have no quarrel with Ukraine…I want the war to end and their borders to be restored…what I am doing, I am not doing for Kyiv.”

			“Got it,” Zack said. He understood the value of expedient alliances. “How many Russians are training here?”

			“We have about five hundred eighty Russian nationals in our growing ranks, but our contractor training cadre has identified ninety-one who are paramilitary-level candidates. Most have served in a military, either in Russia or in a European nation. Two of the boys are from America, former Marines. All have passed physical exams, and all are ready to learn from you.”

			Still, Zack didn’t get it. “Okay. I train up these SF guys, and then they do what?”

			Sorkin folded his arms in front of his chest. He hesitated a long time, and then he surprised Zack with his answer. “That, my friend, is a very good question.”

			Zack said, “You are planning on an insurgency. An armed rebellion inside Russia. Not just the sabotage and assassinations that have been going on there. But a full-fledged military response.”

			The Russian said, “Not exactly. Peskov has the fourth largest land army on Earth, even with all his losses. The Russian forces we have here? It’s about the same number of soldiers as the Haitian military, the 168th largest land army on earth.” He laughed at this. “We’re not fighting Russia in any conventional sense.”

			“Some sort of directed, irregular warfare op, then?”

			Now the man sitting on the desk nodded earnestly. “We had an operation we’d been working on for months, along with the Ukrainians. It was all kept under wraps; even the Americans did not know about it. The plan was, the Ukrainians were going to create an air corridor into Russia and then conduct an airborne cross-border incursion, using aircraft, drones, long-range missiles. Ukrainian special forces troops along with my New Russia Council fighters were going to attack the military base at Voronezh, three hundred kilometers inside Russia. There is a filtration camp there containing over one thousand Ukrainian POWs, plus there are over three thousand conscripted Russian soldiers there.

			“It was our plan to liberate our soldiers and capture the Russians, along with their officers, all the way up to the major general in charge of the base. It was to be a lightning campaign, taking place in one night. And then our forces would hold the base, use those POWs to get back all our captured men and boys. Nearly ten thousand of them.

			“Then the regular Ukrainian military was going to flood into the area created by the temporary air corridor and take some Russian land, because the winter has come and the Russians would not be expecting a Ukrainian attack.”

			Zack was impressed with the scope of the operation Sorkin had just laid out.

			Except for one thing. Zack said, “You mentioned that was the plan.”

			With a regretful nod, the Russian replied, “There is no doubt that the FSB spy has communicated this with the Russians, and there is no doubt that the Russians will be ready for it.”

			“Yeah, no doubt,” Zack agreed. “So, what? Now your forces are all dressed up with no place to go?”

			“Exactly that. Still…we always can continue the training of the soldiers, so when the weather improves in the spring and a new target emerges, my Russian rebels will be more than a token force behind the Ukrainian military.”

			Before Zack could say more, Sorkin added, “As for the training, you will have absolute command over the troop’s instruction. I have contractors to help you, but you will be in charge. You will have free rein of this entire facility, as well. You tell my people what you need and they will accommodate you.”

			“Where are the men?”

			“They are in their own barracks. It’s a three-story fortified building in the woods, inside the fence line and less than a kilometer away. Irina can take you there immediately if you agree to take the job.”

			Zack nodded. “I’ll take the job.”

			“Excellent. We have an interpreter for you, and five fellow instructors from around the world who are already working with the men. Would you like to meet them?”

			“I would.”

			Mikhail Sorkin opened the door and shook Zack’s hand again. “I want you to know you can come and see me, anytime, if you need anything at all.”

			“All I need is a mission, sir.”

			The Russian smiled. “Same here.”

			Moments later, Irina led him back down the stairs.

		

	
		
			
				Twenty-Six[image: ]

			

			Clouds over the eastern portion of the Gulf of Finland blotted out much of the moonlight, and as Court Gentry stood on the aft deck of the Arctus Pearl and looked to the sky, he was damn glad about that, because the Russians were coming.

			He stood on the port side of the southeasterly sailing cargo ship, while on the starboard side, probably about a mile off the bow by now, a Russian patrol boat approached. Court had seen it through binos twenty minutes earlier when he’d been on an upper deck, and he’d been tracking it off and on, going back to starboard intermittently while getting all his gear ready on the port-side deck.

			The boat was a Rubin-class, operated by the Coast Guard of the FSB Border Service of Russia, and it appeared that it was coming to take a look at the inbound cargo ship.

			Court didn’t think the Russian FSB planned on boarding the Pearl in open waters; that would have been a complicated task, but it was likely the vessel would come abreast and sail alongside, using its massive camcopter drone to fly around and search the outside of the Pearl. They’d board in port, of course, search the insides of the ship, most likely, and Court wanted to be off the boat by then because he hadn’t made it this long in this business by taking unnecessary risks.

			Though he knew he needed to get into the icy water soon, he continued to wait. He’d leave the Pearl at the last possible moment because the ship was sailing towards land, and every minute he remained onboard the moving craft equated to another ten minutes or so that he wouldn’t have to be in the unforgiving ocean.

			That said, he was all decked out and ready.

			He wore a neoprene full-body and formfitting scuba dry suit, with strips of gray electric tape he’d applied to cover up the four bullet holes the suit had received while in the backpack on the bed in the holiday cottage the evening before. He’d taped up the bullet holes in the watertight pack, as well, and it lay on the deck next to him filled with a small backpack, clothes, his identification documents, and a thick wad of rubles he’d been carrying since he’d acquired them on the black market in Serbia several months earlier, as well as some candy bars and water. All his clothes and food and even the tennis shoes he had packed were brands commonly sold in Russia, and this made it less likely he’d stand out if he were on a train, waiting for a bus, walking down the sidewalk, or purchasing dinner from a street vendor.

			The bag also had several lead weights in pouches on the outside so that it would sink along with Court.

			On his body he carried a titanium diving knife with a four-and-a-half-inch serrated blade and a smaller folding knife in a utility pocket of his buoyancy control device, along with more weights to help him sink. He carried no firearm; he’d dropped his SIG in the ocean earlier in the evening, because if he was stopped on his way to Moscow, having a stashed gun would make any attempt to talk his way out of trouble impossible.

			After checking his watch, he left all his equipment by the railing and then headed quickly back in the door next to him, went down a hallway that led to the starboard side of the ship, and looked out towards the south once again.

			The Russian coastal patrol boat was closer than he’d expected. It would be alongside in ten minutes, assuming that was its intention. He didn’t see a drone in the air yet, and that was good, but looking past the boat into the deep dark distance, he could make out the lights of the port of Ust-Luga.

			And it looked like it was a long fucking way away.

			Shit, he told himself.

			Ust-Luga is primarily a coal and fertilizer terminal on the Luga River, seventy miles west of Saint Petersburg. It was not his intention to go to the port, or even to stop in the town of the same name, but rather to come ashore in a rugged undeveloped portion of the coastline a half mile or so from the town, and then wait for a bus to Saint Petersburg.

			A minute later he stood back on the port side. Leaning over the rail, he lowered several pieces of equipment on a nylon line; the gear made it all the way to just above the water, and then he tied the line off up on the deck. He did this with more equipment and a second line, and then a third, this time struggling with the weight of lowering his scuba tanks.

			Next, he raised the hood on his dry suit, covering his hair. He put a face mask and snorkel on, and then he hooked the open heel of his swim fins on his right forearm, kicked a leg over the railing, and began lowering himself down with one of the ropes.

			After forty feet of descending, he was just above the water; the seas were calm, which was a definite blessing, but he wasn’t going to thank his lucky stars until he got in the water and felt the current below the surface.

			Reaching over to the two other lines now, he pulled his knife off his chest and cut them, then quickly cut the line he’d been hanging from.

			Court and all his equipment splashed into the sea and the ship kept sailing.

			Quickly he put his fins on his booted feet, then began kicking furiously, grabbing his gear along the way, the duffel bags and scuba tanks floating on small inflatable rafts he’d lashed to them.

			The face mask he wore right now did not cover his entire face, and the stinging cold shocked him, but the rest of his body stayed warm enough in the dry suit, his thick gloves, and rubber dive boots.

			He kept collecting gear before it drifted too far away from him, and once he had everything, the ship had already passed by, continuing on towards the lights of the port.

			He climbed into his BCD and put air into the jacket by pressing a button on his low-pressure hose, and this helped him with his buoyancy.

			It took him a few minutes floating there in the cold black water to assemble his equipment; he hooked the duffel back to a line that attached to his BCD, and he took off the simple mask and snorkel he wore and exchanged them for a full-face mask.

			He held his sea scooter between his knees, put the regulator in his mouth, adjusted the rebreathing device on his chest, and then felt behind him, checking the positioning of the two scuba tanks.

			Eventually he took one last look at his position at the surface, checked the compass on his dive computer, then let out the air of his BCD.

			Court Gentry sank slowly into the midnight black ocean.

			As he descended to just a few meters below the surface, he found the current manageable, pulling him just slightly to the left as he got himself and his gear even more situated. He only had about five meters of visibility around him at this depth, but he knew the ocean floor here was about thirty-five meters below him, and it would remain around that depth most of the way to the shoreline.

			He looked again at the compass, double-checked it with a backup analog compass attached to his buoyancy control device, and then flipped on the electric engine of his sea scooter.

			The device had a pair of lithium-ion magnesium oxide batteries that could power it at full speed for nearly four hours, and his Dräger LAR 8000 rebreather and a shallow maximum depth dive of ten meters meant Court would have about four hours of air.

			Barring any major difficulties, this would be more than enough time to reach the Russian coastline.

			His full-face dive mask afforded him an excellent view of his surroundings and helped keep his face warm, and soon he was holding on to both handles of his scooter out in front of him, letting its propeller drag him along towards the southeast.

			There was nothing for Court to do now but keep an occasional eye on the time, the compass, and the depth, and all this information was on the computer on his left wrist. He pulled his hand off the scooter for a second or two every couple of minutes to check, and he drifted along all but silently.

			Under his dry suit he wore a thick base layer and long john pants, jeans, and a fleece jacket. This kept his body relatively warm, but the top of his head only had a very thin knit cap under the dry suit hood, so he felt the warmth leaving him in the frigid waters. He told himself he’d use the sea scooter for ten minutes at a time, and then turn it off and kick for five minutes, simply to keep his heart rate up and to keep from being overcome by the intense cold.

			This would slow him down a little, and probably exhaust him by the time he reached the shoreline, but it beat freezing his ass off during his insertion.

			He moved through the darkness, a sense of excitement growing in him. For half a year he had continuously failed, but now, finally, he found himself making true forward progress towards his goal.

			

			•   •   •

			Two hours and eighteen minutes later, Court Gentry surfaced a quarter mile from shore. With only the top half of his head exposed, he scanned the area before him, looking for any obvious dangers. There were no lights anywhere on land in front of him, the terrain beyond the water was flat, and forests of pine trees were mixed with partially cleared areas of low scrub brush, just barely visible in the distance and in the low light.

			The glow of the port of Ust-Luga shone off to his left, and he wondered if the Arctus Pearl had already docked.

			The water in front of him was full of small boulders that jutted out of the surf; he knew he’d have to approach the shoreline carefully so as not to get knocked into the rocks.

			He used his compass and his eyes to pinpoint a new vector so that he would come out of the water at a point where the foliage on shore was the thickest, then once again dropped below the surface. Underwater, he immediately turned off his scooter and let it sink. He began moving again, this time under fin power, and in ten minutes he found himself in chest-deep water, less than fifty yards from the water’s edge.

			Here he removed his scuba equipment, let the cold surf push him in, and, as he progressed, he dropped his tanks, deflated his BCD, and removed it along with his Dräger rebreather.

			He let the equipment either sink or swirl around in the gentle surf, depending on its buoyancy.

			Early on, after Zoya was known to be in Russia, Court had come up with the idea of infiltrating the nation by scuba diving in the Gulf of Finland. The one reason he’d dismissed the idea and tried other approaches was the fact that he knew he would have too much equipment to hide on the shore.

			Sure, he could dig a hole and bury it, but that would take a lot of time he did not want to take, and make a lot of noise he did not want to make, and he imagined the Russians would have patrols and listening devices in the forests around here.

			Dumping off all the scuba gear in the water meant that it would wash up on shore, perhaps not immediately but within a few hours, and that would reveal to the authorities that a diver had come ashore here, and then left a whole lot of expensive Western-made equipment.

			He would come to shore and then get out of the area as soon as possible. The Russians would know someone had made it into their country, but hopefully he’d be in Saint Petersburg or even farther away by the time they raised the alarm.

			Just after four a.m. he stepped onto dry land carrying the waterproof duffel. The night was black, the air intensely cold, but he pushed forward, stayed low, and moved into trees just ten yards off the rocky beach, and here he stripped out of his scuba gear.

			His clothing was soaked from sweat; he changed quickly and dressed in a second set of civilian attire right there in the snowy brush and under the dense pines. Dark gray jeans, black tennis shoes, a brown, long-sleeve thermal shirt, and a beige sweater. Over this he zipped up a black coat, and he put a thick black watch cap on his head and hefted his small canvas backpack, already full of items.

			He kept the titanium dive knife, for now anyway, but only because he figured he could dump it quickly if he was stopped, and a knife might well come in handy in the next few days if he was not stopped.

			Standing there in the trees, he looked around, listened intently, and sniffed the air for any signs of humans. He knew there were border guards along the coast, but he liked his chances slipping in here, because the boulders in the water made it impossible for boats to land, and there were only so many Russian resources to spread around, so he knew this would likely be a low-priority stretch of shoreline to monitor.

			Leaving the duffel under some dead branches on the forest floor, he began walking south through the pines. The lights from Ust-Luga were still off to his left, but he ignored them and focused on what lay ahead of him to the south, because for now he just needed to get to a two-lane road half a mile inland.

			He knew dawn would not arrive until six twenty-seven a.m., although there would be some light in the sky well before. He was happy to see that he was good on time, so he didn’t rush.

			After a few minutes picking his way quietly through the forest, he saw a break in the trees; he headed for it, bypassed a cluster of little houses with barking dogs to the west, and walked across hardscrabble rocky flatland. Eventually he saw a road, and he knew from his research it was route 41K-109. From Google Maps, he knew there was a bus stop just a few hundred yards closer to the port, and he wanted to be standing at that stop at five thirty a.m., when the first bus of the day to Saint Petersburg passed.

			As he walked down the road, he spoke to himself in Russian, saying a few words out loud, trying on his Russian accent. He also spoke in Spanish aloud. He didn’t really have a Nicaraguan accent, but he could do Venezuelan, more or less, and hoped that was close enough.

			He found the bus stop at four fifty in the morning, which meant he had forty minutes to kill. He was tired, he wanted to sit on the wooden bench and wait, but he was also cold, so he kept moving. He walked up and down the road, pacing anxiously, and not a single car or truck passed.

			In fact, the first headlights he saw came from the west, just a few minutes past five thirty.

			It was the bus he’d been waiting for; not exactly on time, but close enough.

			He climbed aboard like a local, paid in rubles after just mumbling “Petersburg,” and the bored driver nodded and handed him his change, and then Court found a seat.

			As the big vehicle rolled off, he leaned back in his seat and closed his eyes. It was a two-and-a-half-hour ride to Saint Petersburg, with dozens of stops along the way. He’d be in the city before eight, and there he would find some food, and then head to the railway station to get on a Moscow-bound train.

			As the old rickety bus headed east, the American allowed himself to breathe a small sigh of relief.

			After six months of trying, he’d made it into Russia, and more than that, he knew exactly where he was going.

			

			•   •   •

			Zack Hightower stepped through the door, took off his hat and his coat, and stood in the dimly lit entry hall of Barracks Number 12 at the New Russia Council base outside of Klomino, Poland. He wore an olive green jumpsuit and carried a Walther P99 pistol on his hip, and behind him, a young man with eyeglasses entered swinging a bullhorn in his hand. This man was in jeans and a civilian coat, and he looked nervous, more so than the next five men who filtered quietly through the door behind him.

			These guys were all in their forties or fifties, hard-edged bearded men also wearing olive green flight suits.

			Zack was here this morning to begin training the first special forces unit of the New Russia Council, and he’d brought his translator and his international cadre of instructors along with him.

			Zack led the group calmly through the darkness of the lobby, then through a cafeteria lined with windows, although there was no light filtering in because dawn would not break for another half hour.

			At the other end of the cafeteria he opened a door quietly and stepped inside a darkened space, and the rest of the group followed behind him.

			Standing quietly just inside the door, Zack motioned to the bank of light switches on the wall, barely visible. The younger man with glasses nodded, then put his hand on the first switch, and he waited for a cue from the American.

			Zack drew his pistol, pointed the Walther at the ceiling, and squeezed off three rounds in quick succession.

			The man in eyeglasses next to him recoiled from fright, but then he recovered and began hurriedly flipping on all the lights.

			Pandemonium erupted in the barracks. Ninety-one men leapt off their bunks; many sought cover, others looked around frantically, and shouts and yells erupted all across the big space as everyone tried to figure out what the hell was going on.

			The barracks of the special forces men of the New Russia Council was the size of a basketball court, rows of bunk beds from wall to wall, and Zack began walking down the middle of it with a confident stride, looking at the stunned young men trying to wake up and shake off the trauma of what they’d just woken to.

			Zack shouted loud enough to be heard by everyone, but his interpreter next to him used the bullhorn for the running translations.

			“My name is One. In English. Not ‘adin,’ or however the fuck you Russians say it. You will call me One.” When the translation was complete, Zack pointed to the five men standing just behind the translator. “You already know these men. They will continue to serve as your training cadre.”

			Zack continued. “Many of you, I am told, are veterans of combat. Many of you, I am told, have served in special forces units. And all of you have received training here.” After a pause, he said, “Honestly, I don’t give a shit about any of that.

			“We are going to turn some of you into members of a true elite fighting force, and we’re also going to send some of you, probably most all of you, back to basic infantry units in Ukraine. There are battalions of Russians fighting against Russia there, and that might be where you end up.

			“This work is not for everyone.

			“We’ll start with a ten-kilometer run, then we’ll do PT on the parade ground, then we’ll go to the shoot house and do room-clearing walk-throughs.”

			The men stood at attention on both sides of him now, and he continued walking, down towards the end of the large space. “After that, we’ll work on marksmanship, we’ll do more PT, and then we’ll finish up the day with vehicle operations.”

			At the end of the room he stopped and turned around. “Your organization thinks you are the best of the best here.” Zack shrugged his big shoulders. “Personally, I don’t see it. It’s my job to prove them wrong, to show them that you do not deserve to be in this class.”

			He paused, then said, “And it’s your job to prove me wrong. Understood?”

			Once the translator finished, men nodded, shouted “Da,” or continued just standing there, looking overwhelmed and disoriented.

			Zack said, “In five minutes you will be on the parade ground, and we will commence with the run. That is all.”

			He walked back up the long passageway between the beds, saying nothing, and his interpreter hustled behind him.

			The two of them left through the door, and once they did, Zack headed out into a light predawn snowfall to stretch his legs a little before the 10K.

			To his interpreter, he said, “You better keep up, Pavel.”

			“Keep up?” the younger man said; he looked confused.

			“On the run.”

			Pavel cocked his head. “I…You want me to go on the run?”

			“Of course. You stay by my side all the time.”

			The bespectacled New Russia Council employee could not hide the stricken look that flashed on his face. Finally, he said, “There are golf carts. Maybe I can just—”

			“Fine, Pavel,” Zack said with a sigh. “You can drive a fucking golf cart.”

			“Spasibo, One.”

			

			•   •   •

			The run was completed not long after sunrise; the forty-five minutes of arduous PT took place as clouds rolled in and a freezing rain began to fall. Then the troops headed to the shoot houses a kilometer away on the base.

			There were no weapons involved in this evolution of the training; Zack and his five-man instructor cadre split the men up into manageable groups and began walking them through the process of clearing rooms as a team.

			This was basic stuff; Zack could tell immediately that a core group of guys in his class already knew how to do it well, probably because they were former Spetsnaz soldiers. But he went through the process nonetheless, because he was teaching the way he’d learned to clear rooms on the SEAL Teams and as a paramilitary for the CIA’s Special Activities Division.

			The Russians might have had their way of operating, but Zack was here to teach them how to do it his way.

			Two men dropped out during the run, two more during PT, and Zack himself sent four more packing after the walk-through at the shoot house, because he thought their recklessness and inability to follow instructions would get somebody killed once they loaded up with live weapons and ran the drills for real.

			By early afternoon, Zack was down eight men.

			At three p.m. he took a break in his hooch in the barracks building before a night evolution on the gun range. His phone buzzed, and he looked down to see an encrypted call coming in.

			“Yeah?”

			Matt Hanley said, “It’s me.”

			“What’s up, Matt?”

			“Violator is in country. He just called, gave me a ten-second welfare check. He’s almost to Moscow.”

			“Hot damn,” Zack said.

			“What’s going on there with Sorkin?”

			Zack said, “He’s got me training a force of Russian special forces candidates.”

			“For what?”

			“They were planning on flying into Russia with the Ukrainians and taking over a Russian base. Freeing up some POWs and taking captives they could trade for.”

			Hanley whistled. “Ambitious.”

			“Yeah, but it’s not going to happen. The mole in their organization has no doubt told the FSB all about it. Op’s canceled.”

			There was a long pause, and then Matt said, “So now what?”

			“I don’t think they even know yet. Sorkin says whatever they end up doing, it won’t happen till the spring.”

			After another pause, Hanley asked, “How are the troops?”

			“I’ve only had a day with them. Most are good. Damn good, actually. Combat trained. I’ll make them better over time, but considering they aren’t even a real cohesive military unit, I’d say they are more than competent. Sorkin is pulling out all the stops, I’ve got good instructors under me, they have V-22s with Ukrainians trained to fly them, and—”

			“Wait, the Russians have their own aircraft? With Ukrainian pilots?”

			“Yeah, not many, but a few.”

			“And there is no mission?”

			“Like I said…they’ll come up with something else, it will just mean a significant delay. If we hadn’t captured Dvorak and gotten the intel about the mole in the New Russia Council, then all those troops would have been flying right into a trap.”

			This time, the pause was so long Zack looked at the phone. Finally, he said, “You copy my last, Matt?”

			Hanley said, “Do you have access to Sorkin? I mean, can you go and talk to him?”

			“He told me I could reach out to him personally, anytime, day or night.”

			“All right. Listen very carefully. I need you to go to him right now and ask him to call me. Sell it. I need to speak with the man, urgently.”

			“No offense, boss, but if I tell him deputy chief of station in Colombia wants to talk to him, he’s going to ask—”

			“Make it happen, Romantic. I need to be on an encrypted call with him in the next half hour.”

			Zack nodded with the phone to his ear. “Okay, I’ll go talk to Sorkin right now.”

			He hung up the phone, then ran out of his hooch in the direction of the HQ building.
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			Court strolled through central Moscow; light snow fell around him and heavy afternoon foot traffic moved on the sidewalk like a single living organism, an organism Court tried very much to appear a part of.

			He kept his head down, but he stole glances all around him, examining the buildings, the people, transfixed by his surroundings because it was strange to be back in the belly of the beast.

			He’d lived and worked here as a very young man. As an operative of the CIA, a part of their Autonomous Asset Program, he spent years in different cities in Russia, doing jobs for the United States.

			Surveilling. Spying. Stealing. Killing.

			It seemed like a lifetime ago now, and as Court’s mind went back to those days, he thought about how completely oblivious he’d been to the dangers around him.

			Dangers that suddenly seemed so apparent.

			Today had been a stressful day. This morning, after getting off his bus in Saint Petersburg, he began walking down Nevsky Prospekt in the direction of the train station. He planned on doing his best to stay away from places where large amounts of police or other state agents might congregate, but as the morning commuters filled the streets, he could do little but move along with the flow on his way to the station, and the flow took him right past the cops.

			Everywhere he went he saw interior ministry paramilitary troops of one flavor or another. Russian state security officers were tasked with keeping the peace, with keeping protests from erupting, with locating and detaining draft dodgers, and even with hunting down foreign spies or other external threats.

			Court knew from his time there long ago that the most hard-hitting and menacing of all the organizations in the country was the FSB’s Alpha Group Spetsnaz unit, but that was a small, specialized, and highly trained force that did not patrol the cities. He wasn’t going to run into Alpha Group just walking down the street, but there were many other organizations almost as dangerous.

			One of the groups he did expect to encounter moving around was the Separate Operational Purpose Division of the National Guard Forces Command of the Russian Federation. They were known by their acronym, ODON; they wore camouflaged uniforms and body armor and helmets with blacked-out face guards, and they carried batons and pistols and rifles.

			They weren’t as elite a fighting force as the FSB’s Alpha Group Spetsnaz, but they were more ubiquitous, guarding public spaces and always close by to oppress the population.

			And as Court trudged down one of the most well-known streets in all of Russia, he saw people being stopped and questioned by ODON and other uniformed groups; he couldn’t discern a particular demographic or other reason these unlucky ones had been chosen out of the crowd, so he surmised these security forces were just doing spot checks here in Saint Petersburg. He told himself to relax, he told himself to trust his documents, he told himself to remain mindful of his tradecraft, and he told himself that everything would be all right.

			Court was something of a master at moving through an environment without being noticed, and he’d spent years in Russia as an American non-official cover operative, so he knew how to keep his head down, to appear comfortable, and to generally give anyone who did notice him a sense that he belonged there, wherever there was.

			Of course, when Court had been there many years earlier, it was not openly hostile to Westerners; his cover had been that of a Western language student, after all, so he knew the next hours and days would be challenging.

			Now any mistake he made could get him questioned, and any questioning could lead to his arrest.

			And any arrest would mean either being shot or else thrown into a penal colony, just like Zoya.

			He remembered Saint Petersburg as being a jewel of the nation, dubbed “the Venice of the North.” The architecture was brighter and more ornate than Moscow, the weather was better, the people seemed happier, and there was less of a sense that the government held complete control over everyone’s lives here, as men and women, young and old, ate in beautiful cafés or toured exquisite art galleries.

			That was then. Now, the cafés were open but there weren’t many patrons; there were no lines of foreign tourists at the Hermitage Museum, no street musicians on the wide pedestrian-only passageways.

			But there were billboards everywhere cajoling the young to join the military. Offers of money, a call to patriotism. He saw fewer military-aged males walking around, even here. In the early days of the war, he knew that virtually all of those conscripted and forced into service came from far away from the big relatively affluent cities, and people in Moscow and Saint Petersburg only knew of the war from nightly television shows.

			That seemed to be changing, Court noted as he’d walked through Russia’s second city earlier in the day.

			Over seven hundred thousand men and boys had been killed, wounded, or taken prisoner by Ukraine, and even though the national tragedy didn’t really reach to Moscow or Saint Petersburg to the extent it reached the more far-flung portions of the nation, the fallout from it, the unquenchable need of the state for the lives of more young men, had definitely encroached on “the Venice of the North.”

			But as it happened, he had not been stopped in Saint Petersburg; he’d made it into the station, and here he went to an automatic kiosk and bought a first-class ticket to Moscow on a train leaving in an hour.

			He left the station immediately, carefully avoiding another spot check, this one by an internal security force wearing crash helmets and ill-fitting flak jackets.

			At eleven a.m. he’d bought water and food from a street stall and taken it with him in a grocery bag back to the station, and then he boarded the 11:27 to Moscow’s Leningradsky Station.

			The train was mostly full; he sat by the window next to a woman utterly focused on her knitting and across from a couple of male pensioners who were deep in a discussion about the war with Ukraine. They were very much pro, of course, otherwise they wouldn’t be speaking about it in public. Quickly Court pieced together that the men were just arguing about how best to destroy the Ukrainian “Nazis.” Court wanted to reach across the table between them and knock the two old bastards’ heads together when they made jokes about civilian casualties and tortured POWs, but he just did his best to ignore them.

			Much of this country had been brainwashed by a constant diet of evening television outlining the threat of a NATO invasion of Russia.

			The conductor passed by minutes later and checked Court’s ticket without exchanging any words with him, and then Court put on headphones and pretended to sleep while the train rolled to the southeast.

			He climbed off the train four hours later, shuffled out of Leningradsky Station as quickly as possible, again avoiding ODON troops, local police, regular national guard forces, and the like. He’d even identified a pair of goons in civilian clothing milling about in the crowd, determined them to be plainclothed FSB internal security forces, and wondered how many more were out here that he had not identified.

			Court told himself that he would trust no one as long as he was in Russia, no matter if they were a twelve-year-old kid or a ninety-five-year-old pensioner, unless he knew they were in the Freedom of Russia Legion.

			He spent the afternoon on the move, walking around town, his backpack on his shoulder, his eyes open for trouble. He was stopped once by local police, but his diplomatic visa had him moving again in seconds.

			He conducted a lengthy surveillance detection route, and though he’d detected no surveillance, he kept at it, because the SDR helped to retune his brain to be in sync with the citizenry of Moscow.

			He watched how people walked, how they talked, how they moved and ate and window-shopped.

			He steered well clear of Red Square, knowing it would be utterly crawling with security forces, but even so, he’d not gone ten minutes all afternoon without seeing a patrol, and he’d often adjusted his route to avoid moving directly past uniformed forces.

			Now it was late afternoon; snow fell from low clouds, and the majority of the light was out of the sky as he walked down Gagarinsky Lane, a quiet thoroughfare in the city center. The streetlights had yet to come on, and the dusk and precipitation pleased Court, because he felt the conditions would just slightly mask his approach to his target location.

			He’d been in this area for the past half hour, doing his best to note the police presence and the cameras and anything else that might be important to know. But shortly after five p.m. he walked by Gagarinsky Lane 16; he did not look at the nine-story apartment building as he passed, although this was his intended destination.

			A small fenced-in green space sat next to the building; a bustling market across the street attracted a constant buzz of patrons, and more apartment buildings were connected to Gagarinsky Lane 16, creating one roofline that ran halfway around the block.

			This street stood just a twenty-minute walk from the Kremlin; Court imagined that Vitaly Peskov was almost within striking distance of him now, and the thought chilled him.

			If everything went as planned in the next few days, Court told himself Peskov would suffer from Court’s actions, and that spurred him on even more.

			A blue and white Moscow police car pulled up in front of the apartment, and a pair of cops climbed out. A woman walking a small poodle passed by the building; she had blond hair and was well bundled up in an expensive-looking heavy coat, and the young policemen stepped up to her. One put out a hand and she slowed, appearing confused by their approach, but Court did not wait around to see what was happening.

			He walked on. Those cops weren’t here for him; he wasn’t worried that his location had become compromised. But he was worried after seeing the well-heeled woman with the designer dog, because it seemed as if no one in this country was immune from the reach of internal state security services.

			He left the neighborhood because he’d learned what he needed to know about his destination.

			Now it was time to go buy a new suit.

			

			•   •   •

			FSB Colonel Eriks Baronov sat in his office, just a fifteen-minute drive away from Gagarinsky Lane 16. He’d spent the day on the phone with his people in Finland, trying to glean any more information about the destruction of the GRU team outside Helsinki a day and a half earlier. Most important to him was the location of Karol Dvorak and the disposition of Zack Hightower, but he’d not learned much of anything about either.

			Dvorak was missing; FSB had reported that a CIA Challenger corporate jet took off from Helsinki about six hours after the incident at the forest campsite, but no one was certain if that meant anything, and the aircraft had not flown to the United States, but rather to Morocco.

			And as far as Hightower was concerned, Baronov’s agent in the New Russia Council had been burned, so there was no way to know if the American was still working with Mikhail Sorkin’s rebel organization.

			It had been an utterly frustrating day, but the colonel did his best to keep his eye on his main goal, the project he’d been working on for the past several weeks.

			Just as he was about to step out of his office to stretch his legs, his desk phone rang, and he answered it.

			“Yes?”

			“Sir, it’s Major Gusev from Border Guards Service.”

			Baronov sat up straighter in his chair, because he was hopeful his luck was about to change today. “Yes, Major?”

			“You asked me to report to you directly any breaches of our security in the Gulf of Finland.”

			“I did, indeed.”

			“Well, I don’t know how you predicted it, but an acoustic sensor two kilometers northwest of Ust-Luga picked up some strange noises around four a.m. Local FSB border control officers took some time before they got to the scene to check it out. In their defense, ninety-nine percent of the time the sensors pick up normal activity and there is no threat to—”

			The colonel rolled his eyes. “Go on, Major.”

			“Yes. In this case, sir, the border guards found scuba gear that had washed ashore, and evidence on land that someone had passed.”

			“One person, correct?”

			“Da, they said only one set of scuba gear. One set of tracks in the snow. An alert has already gone out throughout Leningrad Oblast to be on the lookout. Cameras in Ust-Luga are being reviewed, so far nothing, but—”

			Baronov said, “This man won’t be in Ust-Luga. Hell, it’s been over twelve hours…he could be anywhere.”

			“Yes, sir. We’ve searched the three cargo ships that were passing by at the approximate time the diver came ashore, found no evidence of a stowaway. What do you suggest we do?”

			With a dismissive sniff the colonel said, “First, send me the coordinates of the breach.”

			“Yes, sir. Sending to your email now. What else, sir?”

			“You are the border guards. How about try and guard the fucking border? I, on the other hand, am internal security, so I’ll have to take this case from here, won’t I?”

			Well admonished, the major said, “Yes, sir.” And he hung up.

			Baronov thought about what he’d just learned. Gentry was here. It took him months to do it, but he’d finally made his way into Russia.

			He drummed his fingers on his desk, thinking about what this meant, and then he looked out his window into the gray and snowy November afternoon.

			The American could have easily made his way to Moscow by now, but was his plan to come to Moscow at all?

			The colonel wasn’t certain, but his intuition told him the capital would be a destination for the American, even if it wasn’t his ultimate destination. He would need help for his mission in Russia, and Moscow was the most likely place for him to get that help.

			Baronov knew this, because Baronov knew exactly what Gentry was here in Russia to do.

			He was here to try to rescue Zakharova at IK-2 Yavas. Baronov had only told his closest aides about this, and he’d not told anyone how he came upon this intelligence, but how he knew did not matter.

			Because Courtland Gentry would never make it to Mordovia.

			He’d die here in Moscow.

			Quickly, Baronov pulled up the email on his computer, then clicked on the coordinates Major Gusev had sent. A map came up, and Baronov began plotting routes and distances, making notes on a pad next to him.

			After just a short time he determined that if the American had confederates in country to pick him up, then they could have arrived here by one p.m. or so. But if he’d taken the train, he would have arrived no earlier than three thirty p.m., based on the timing of the acoustic signature pickups at the shoreline.

			Looking at today’s schedule from Moscow station in Saint Petersburg, the FSB colonel determined that if the American did travel by rail, and if Moscow was either his destination or a waypoint along his route, then he could have taken any train between eleven a.m. and now.

			Quickly, he called the Ministry of Defense’s Transportation Directorate and ordered data from cameras onboard every train from Saint Petersburg in that time frame to be run through an AI suite that would identify males traveling alone.

			He did not know if Gentry was alone in Russia, but now he did know one thing, based on what the border guard major had told him.

			Zachary Hightower most definitely did not cross the border with him.

			Baronov felt the thrill of the chase coursing through him. This was as excited as he had been since arranging the kidnapping of Nadia Yarovaya a year ago, or the arrest of her husband two years prior to that.

			He smiled a little, spoke aloud in his dimly lit office.

			In English, he said, “Come on, Gentry, you bastard. Come to me.”
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			At six p.m., Court made another pass at his target location, and the coast seemed to be clear, so he decided it was time to act. He considered waiting until later in the evening, but he’d been out on the streets most of the day already, this morning in Saint Petersburg and this afternoon here in Moscow, and he knew he was rolling the dice. Eventually, he’d be stopped and questioned, and his Nicaraguan diplomatic passport would be the only thing between freedom and a windowless cell at Lefortovo.

			He’d changed into clothing he’d purchased in a men’s store several blocks away, just off Arbat Street: a simple blue suit and a burgundy tie, a white button-down shirt, and black leather shoes. He’d also bought a fake leather backpack that wasn’t as rugged and beat-up as his old one, and he’d put his belongings inside.

			In his walk of the past few hours, Court had taken the temperature of the city, and he could safely say that the mood of the place had changed markedly from the last time he was here.

			Moscow was the same as Saint Petersburg in that everywhere he looked he saw billboards and signs cajoling young people to join the military.

			In addition to all the state security officers he’d seen in both cities, the sidewalks were crawling with actual children wearing uniforms. Passing out patriotic leaflets, holding recruitment signs, accepting coins and bills for the war effort, and the like.

			These were members of the National Youth Army, an organization Peskov founded for the purpose of manufacturing the next generation of patriotic Russians who showed their nationalism through both service and fealty.

			These kids, and Court had passed dozens and dozens in both cities, shared one common trait.

			Angry eyes. They scanned the sidewalk around them as they worked, and more than once Court had watched a Youth Army kid challenge a passerby, asking a young man why he wasn’t at the front protecting his nation from the forces of NATO, asking a dark-skinned couple where they were from and what they were doing in Russia, and generally acting menacing towards the population.

			Court Gentry had never been to North Korea, but after today, he felt like he’d been close enough.

			Just after six p.m. Court stepped up to the entrance of Gagarinsky Lane 16, and he found the door unlocked. Entering a dark and cool lobby, he saw big wooden furniture, soft lighting, and a dramatic stairwell heading up on his right. A long marble corridor passed the stairs straight ahead with a single elevator halfway down, next to the entrance to an office.

			There were cameras on the walls, pointed his way, but he just walked to the stairs and began climbing.

			The building had an old feel to it. It was worn and dated, of course, but more than that, the American thought he could almost see the people living here during Soviet times. It would have been the well connected who could afford a flat right here in the city center of Moscow. Government officials, state media, and natural resource officials, likely, because back before the end of communism, those were the elites of the nation.

			But now this seemed to be just middle-class lodging. The location was still excellent, of course, but the property itself had most definitely seen better days.

			On the fourth floor he left the stairwell, then walked down to the end of a tiled hallway that looked like it had been beautiful once, though now it was worn and tired and in need of major refurbishment.

			He knocked on the door to apartment 4B and waited patiently, adopting a demeanor that broadcast he was no threat to anyone.

			The door cracked open, and he heard a woman’s voice. “Yes?”

			In Russian, accented with what he thought was something approaching a Central American Spanish accent, he said, “Good afternoon. I am here to inquire about a vacancy.”

			The woman did not open the door further. Instead, she said, “We closed at five, sir. Can you come back tomorrow? We open at nine a.m.”

			Court already knew the office here closed at five.

			He said, “I am very sorry, ma’am, but I am from the Nicaraguan embassy. It’s very important I look at the vacant unit immediately.”

			This was the agreed-upon code phrase to indicate that Court was the man Milda Berzina had contacted them about, and also to indicate that the American was not speaking under duress.

			Court heard a short discussion inside the apartment, a woman and a man quietly conferring, and then the door opened slowly. The lady was in her seventies; she wore a brown sweater and a black skirt, and behind her, a portly man with bright blue eyes and wisps of gray hair approached.

			The man stepped forward and extended a hand. “Good afternoon, sir.”

			“José Reyes Fonseca, Consular Affairs officer. Pleased to meet you.”

			“Your Russian is very good,” he remarked. “Arkady Rubenov, and this is my wife, Olga.”

			Court shook hands with the Rubenovs; the eighty-year-old man appeared to be surprisingly vigorous and aware, especially considering the fact that the average lifespan for males in Russia is only a bit more than sixty-nine. The old man said, “Shall we go down to the office to speak? We can take the elevator.”

			Court said, “If it is okay with you, I would like to go directly to the unit.”

			Rubenov did not seem surprised by this in the least. “It’s on the ninth floor, let’s take the elevator. I am certain you will love the view from the balcony.”

			Milda had told Arkady that the agent coming in to see him would arrive after business hours under the backstory of shopping for an apartment, and they should act accordingly. Then, when the American felt comfortable and secure in the environment, they would speak more freely.

			The two men left Olga behind, and they ascended in the tiny wooden elevator car. Rubenov was chatty, perhaps a little bit nervous, and Court had known to expect this considering how long it had been since he’d been involved in this sort of thing. He said, “I’ve been here in this building since 1971, right after I got out of the army. I was hired first as a janitor, then I became a maintenance man, and then, chief of maintenance. In 2009, when I was sixty-five, instead of retiring I stayed on as the building resident manager.” He shrugged. “My wife and I get a free apartment for my work, plus I get a small salary.”

			“That’s nice,” Court said, not really paying attention, and then the car stopped, and the doors opened on a long and well-lit hallway. He followed the Russian down to the left.

			Rubenov said, “There have been many changes on the outside of Gagarinsky Lane 16 in my time. Not so many changes inside.” With a wave he said, “Looks the same as it did in the 1980s.”

			He stopped outside apartment 9A and unlocked the door to a modest empty space. It had a simple kitchen, worn but well-constructed hardwood floors, and a small balcony. The bathroom was tiny, but the fixtures were vintage.

			The unit was fine, nothing special, but Court wasn’t here to find a new place to live.

			Instead, he spent his time scanning all over the empty area for any signs of recording devices or cameras. He’d expected none and he’d found none, and this was exactly the reason he’d asked for a tour of one of the available units.

			Standing at the glass door to the balcony, the Russian cleared his throat. “So…would this unit be for your personal use, or for the use of someone else at the embassy?” Before he answered, he jerked his head towards the balcony, and then Court asked to see it.

			They stepped back into the cold; snow fell on them both, and they turned their backs to the city. The older Russian lowered his voice now. “I’m not worried about bugs in the apartment, but sound travels through the vents.”

			“I understand.”

			They stood in silence a moment, and then Court got down to business. “Thank you for letting me in.”

			The Russian looked out at the snowy afternoon. “I did not do it for you. Or for your country. I did it for Milda.”

			“She’s an amazing person,” Court said.

			“She is.” Rubenov moved a little closer and spoke a little quieter. “She tells me you need a place to stay while you are in the city. She vouches for you, of course, and tells me you are with an organization that I once served.” He shrugged. “After a fashion.”

			“And she told me,” Court said, “that you don’t like what’s going on twenty minutes from here in the Kremlin.”

			Rubenov scoffed. “It’s not just what’s happening in the Kremlin. It’s what’s happening in the streets, to the population. Peskov only allows robots, complete fealty, everyone must parrot the right propaganda, must go to their jobs and suffer under sanctions and lose their children and their grandchildren to war, they must keep moving through the nightly Ukrainian drone attacks, under heavy-handed police state tactics.

			“It is bad for regular Russians, and it is getting much worse. I am an old man, but even I worry about what will happen to this nation in the future.”

			“So you will help me.”

			Rubenov nodded. “What you have come here to do. It will help my nation?”

			Court did not know the answer to this question. Finally, he answered as honestly as he could. “If what I have in mind works, it will be of personal embarrassment to Vitaly Peskov. It’s not going to end his rule, it’s not going to end your suffering, I can’t promise you either of those things, but it will be damaging to him.”

			When Rubenov said nothing, Court raised an eyebrow. “Is that good enough?”

			Rubenov nodded. “Good enough. But I must ask. Why me? My involvement in this sort of thing was a very long time ago.”

			“I went to Milda because she knows people in Russia who were trustworthy, who might not be compromised because they are no longer working against their nation. She mentioned you here in Moscow, and that, originally, was the only reason I was coming to you. Simply for a place to stay.”

			The snowy breeze blew Court’s hair over his eyes. He shook it away. “But there is something else I need from you.”

			“What?”

			“I am very sorry to do this, sir. I respect you for what you’ve already done. You have served, you have done more than your share. But I need to ask you to help, just one more time.”

			Rubenov said, “Anything an old man can do to help, I will do it.”

			Court said, “I need to link up with the resistance.”

			“The resistance?”

			“The Freedom of Russia Legion.”

			Now Court saw a hint of something in the man’s eyes. A new concern, bordering on panic.

			A concern that told the American that the Russian knew good and well that his granddaughter was involved with the fledgling rebellion.

			Good, he thought. This will make the next part easier.

			After a moment, Rubenov said, “And you think I would have any idea how you could find someone in—”

			Court replied, “The CIA knows that Katarina Orlova is the leader of the Moscow battalion of the Freedom of Russia Legion. If you have a way to make contact with her, I’d appreciate it if you would let her know that I am here, and that I think I can help her cause. She can approach me when she feels comfortable.”

			The old man looked terrified now. “I don’t know what you are talking about. Katarina is a nurse in a hospital in Smolensk. She’s not even in Moscow.”

			Court continued as if he hadn’t heard the man’s denial. “The work she’s doing, what the Legion is doing…it’s honorable, but it will never change anything. One by one they will be found and killed; with your background you must know that.”

			Rubenov’s face reddened. He looked angry, but he said nothing at first.

			Court quickly added, “I am not going to put her in any danger, certainly not any more danger than she’s already in. I need Legion help for my mission, but not her help, personally. I just want her to point me towards someone who I can work with.”

			The old man said, “Do you know how dangerous it is for a Russian to be caught talking to an American?”

			“Do you know how dangerous it is for an American to come here? That should tell you how important this is.”

			After a time, the old man said, “I have no idea how to get in touch with my granddaughter.”

			“If that is true, then I’ll have to find someone else in the organization. I’ve been given a couple of names, a couple of addresses. But it would be so much easier if Katarina came to me here.”

			Rubenov looked conflicted. Court could see right through the old man, and he felt the anguish. Of course he knew his granddaughter was involved in the resistance, and of course he wanted to protect her from whatever this mysterious American had planned.

			Court knew not to press further, not now. He said, “In the meantime, can I stay in your basement apartment?”

			With a shrug, Rubenov said, “What choice do I have? If I say no, you could walk out the front door and tell the first cop you see your baseless assertions about my Katarina.”

			Court did not disagree with this.

			“You can stay,” he said after a moment. “Katarina…her mother died of cancer. Her uncle, my only other offspring, was killed in a car crash. My granddaughter is only thirty-five years old, and she is all the family I have left.

			“I am begging you to leave her out of whatever you are doing.”

			Court’s response came out a little colder than he intended. “She chose her path, as did you, a long time ago.” With a little sigh he said, “Some of us are meant to fight against the system. It’s just who we are.”

			The old man looked at him with malevolence now.

			Court said, “We’re all on the same side, Arkady.”

			With a shake of his head the Russian said, “You think I’m a fool? You are CIA. You are on your own side.”

			Court was not CIA, but Rubenov had a point. He was on his own side here, not Rubenov’s or his family’s. He was here to save the woman he loved. He was not here to save Russia. He was not here to help the rebellion.

			Rubenov said, “You can stay here, but you need to find the Legion on your own.”

			Without another word between them, the two men left the ninth-floor apartment and headed to the elevator.

			Minutes later, Court Gentry and Arkady Rubenov stood in the small basement apartment. It was just a tiny room but there was plumbing to run a sink, a pair of bare bulbs hanging on wires for light, a dusty mattress, and a table. There was a small TV, a radio, and a few paperback books. A window high on the wall looked out at ankle level at the sidewalk, and the tiny apartment was off a corridor that ran between the stairwell and the boiler room, with a bathroom halfway down to the boiler room.

			Rubenov said, “This was my room when I was the nighttime maintenance man. Then we hid the door behind a false wall, and we used it in the Zemlekop network, hiding passengers. Now our maintenance man does not live on-site; he works up in an office on the second floor, and his equipment is in a shed out back, so no one comes down here unless it’s to tend to the boiler.” Rubenov shrugged. “And that is twice a year, and it’s usually me doing it.”

			Court said, “This will do fine. Thank you.”

			Rubenov seemed like he wanted to say something, but then he stopped himself. Instead, he just said, “Either my wife or I will be back down here in a little while with some food, some water. We will bring you a blanket. I ask that when you come and go, you use the back entrance. It is through the boiler room, leads out to the alley behind the building.”

			“Okay.”

			“But you can’t stay in this room all day. If you are picked up on a street camera or seen leaving by a resident, and the police come, you need a reason to be here.

			“Stay down here tonight, but tomorrow morning we will need to fill out the paperwork to rent you that apartment.”

			Court nodded. “I appreciate all this.”

			The old man turned and left the room without another word, and Court sat down on the little bed.

			His plan was simple. He’d change out of his suit and back into his casual clothes. He’d leave the door cracked so he could hear anyone approaching, and he’d have the diving knife in its sheath by his hand.

			And then he would sit here and wait until tomorrow morning, at which point he’d go out and try to find someone who could help him.

			Arkady Rubenov’s wife appeared soon after with a bowl of soup and some bottled water.

			She eyed him with utter distrust, much like Arkady had, and that unnerved Court to a degree. Any civilian here in Russia had to know that turning in an enemy of the state would bring them the favor of the state, while harboring an enemy of the state would bring them a hard-labor prison sentence.

			Court could only hope that Arkady could convince his wife that they were doing the right thing.

			But were they? Court knew good and well that both of these elderly people could be caught and killed for actions he himself was taking.

			He had put them at risk to save Zoya.
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			Zoya Zakharova walked back and forth in the small exercise cage on the southern side of the confinement wing of IK-2 Yavas as a light snow blew around her, sparkling in the electric lighting. She wore a heavy purple coat with reflective tape on the arms and chest, and her head was somewhat warmed by her headscarf, but she had to keep her hands jammed down into the pockets of her jacket to keep her fingers from freezing.

			It was just past nine p.m. now; her workday was over, and she was partway through her daily mandatory exercise in one of the two baskets. But Zoya was less focused on the opportunity for PT and more focused on the fact that she would finally get dinner at the end of this. Bread, bits of meat and potato in an almost clear and flavorless broth, and maybe a half-rotten apple.

			It wasn’t much, but when you were slowly starving and subjected to slave labor, the little meals became the high point of the day.

			Zoya walked alone in her ten-by-twenty-meter cage, but she was not alone. Two guard towers overlooked her position, and a third guard stood bored next to the metal door that led back into confinement.

			And a fourth person was nearby. In the next cage over, sharing the same stretch of the three-meter-high chain-link fence, another confinement prisoner walked around in circles, softly humming to herself. Zoya did not speak with the woman. Conversations between prisoners were allowed by the guards; it was just that Zoya had no desire to get close to anyone.

			The woman walked around her basket and smoked cigarettes, and Zoya essentially avoided her, marching back and forth on the far side of her small enclosure.

			About twenty minutes after Zoya arrived for her PT, the woman in the next cage over was ordered back inside by the guard by the door. Zoya was happy to see her leave, and now she walked the full perimeter of her cage.

			The door opened again and another female prisoner stepped out, zipping up her coat and throwing the hood up as she entered through the unlocked gate of the cage, followed by a guard who shut the metal gate behind her.

			Zoya glanced back over her shoulder, and she realized she was looking at Nadia Yarovaya.

			She was small, almost disappearing inside her coat. She shuffled along, appearing as exhausted as Zoya felt, although Yarovaya was a decade older and not terribly fit, so Zoya assumed this life must literally be killing her.

			Zoya’s first inclination was to avoid Yarovaya here in the cage, the same as she did the last prisoner.

			But after a moment, she saw the woman looking her way, walking back and forth along the one stretch of fence that the two pens shared.

			Eventually, Zoya stepped over to her side, and the two began walking back and forth next to each other without sharing a word.

			After a minute or so of this, Yarovaya said, “They’re not listening in to conversations out here.”

			“How do you know?”

			“I’ve been testing them for the past year. Believe me, I’ve said some things that Maximov wouldn’t like. I’d definitely be punished if any of it was overheard.”

			Zoya did not know if this was true, but unlike anyone else she met here in prison, she did not approach the forty-five-year-old-woman with malevolent mistrust. No, Zoya knew from watching her on TV for years that Yarovaya was a good person.

			Just like her husband.

			And she also knew her from somewhere other than TV, but she had no plans of revealing that to her.

			Zoya’s heart beat a little faster. She hated Baronov for what he’d done to her, for telling her that this woman’s husband was days away from death.

			When Zoya did not respond to what Yarovaya said, the older woman spoke again. “You’re new.”

			“Da,” she finally replied. “I’ve been at Yavas for nearly three months, but was just sent to confinement the other day.”

			Yarovaya seemed polite, curious, but also suspicious of meeting someone new. “Why did they give you confinement? If you don’t mind me asking.”

			“Escape attempt.”

			Yarovaya stopped walking suddenly. Her eyes widened. “You’re kidding. How far did you get?”

			Zoya waved a hand in the air dismissively. “Into a stolen car, just outside the wire.”

			The blonde began walking again, and Zoya followed. “I would call that an escape, not an attempt.”

			“Yeah. Five whole minutes of freedom before they caught me.”

			To Zoya’s surprise, Yarovaya giggled a little. “I’m sure five minutes was plenty of time to see all that Yavas has to offer.”

			Zoya smiled. “Very true.”

			The smaller woman kept looking at her as she began walking again, and Zoya sensed continued suspicion, though her words came off light and airy. “I’m impressed. What, you dug a tunnel?” It was clear to Zoya that the woman was on guard, wanting to know if Zoya was planted here to get close to her, or if the escape attempt actually happened and her confinement here was legit.

			Zoya smiled a tired smile. “I stole a guard’s uniform, or part of one, and a badge.” She shrugged. “I doubt I’ll be able to do that here in the confinement wing.”

			“No,” Nadia said. “I don’t see that happening.” But she had more questions. “You just walked out the front gate?”

			“Yes, the other night when the weather was bad. Got into the parking lot and boosted a car, got onto the street, and the FSB was there waiting for me. Maximov had notified them, I guess.”

			“FSB?”

			“Yes,” Zoya said, but she didn’t want to say more about why Baronov and his Alpha men happened to be in the area.

			Nadia was very interested in this conversation, Zoya could tell, but the mistrust remained. “Why were you sentenced here?”

			“I don’t really know.”

			“You don’t know?”

			“Well, I don’t know why they sent me to Mordovia.” She shrugged. “I know why I was arrested. I worked in foreign intelligence, I killed someone, and then I defected.”

			The older woman stopped again, put her hands on her hips, and turned to Zoya. Seconds later a guard shouted from a tower, ordering both women to keep walking.

			“You were in SVR?”

			“Yes. And then, one day, I wasn’t. They tried to kill me, I fought back, I ran to the Americans, worked with them on a couple of…projects.”

			“If you were working for the Americans, how did you end up back here?”

			“I was captured by the Chinese in Cuba, traded to the Russians.”

			Nadia belted out another laugh. “You have quite a story.”

			Zoya said nothing. They arrived at the end of the fence, then turned around and began heading back.

			“The Chinese traded you for what?” Nadia finally asked.

			“I don’t have a clue,” she said. “I was interrogated at Lefortovo, and then I was sent here.”

			“By who?”

			“The Federal Penitentiary Service, I assume.”

			Yarovaya waved a hand in the air. “No. Not FPS. They do what the FSB tells them to do.”

			“In my case, I think there is some other force involved.” Zoya explained how her father had been the head of military intelligence, about the capture/kill order out on her.

			Nadia kept walking, keeping her thoughts to herself at first. Finally, she said, “Well…that makes sense.”

			Now Zoya was the one who was surprised. “How does it make sense?”

			“The FSB officer in charge of your case. It’s Baronov, isn’t it?”

			Now Zoya stopped walking and looked at the woman on the other side of the fence. “How could you possibly know that?”

			“He’s the one who captured me in Austria. He’s the one who brought the charges against my husband, presented them to him at Vnukovo Airport.”

			“But…how did you know he was involved in my case?”

			They were ordered to walk again; this time the male guard screamed at them, and they did as instructed.

			“Because he has family property near here. A dacha. He puts all his prisoners in one of the fifteen penal colonies around Yavas, no matter what their sentence says. That way he doesn’t have to go to Siberia to interrogate them, or just to torment them.”

			“You’re kidding. I’m here because of Baronov?” This did not make sense to her at all.

			“He takes an FSB helicopter, gets here from Moscow in an hour and a half, has a team of Spetsnaz guys with him, and then he stays at his property.”

			Zoya shook her head. “But…in my case, he said someone else sent me to Yavas. Baronov told me he was going to find out who did it. SVR, GRU, maybe. Whoever sent me here, he was going to have them arrested for coddling a dangerous prisoner.”

			“Do you feel particularly coddled?”

			“Of course not.” Zoya added, “And Baronov told me that once he arrested the offender, he was going to have me shot.”

			Nadia shook her head. “It’s not a mystery as to why you are here. You are here for the same reason that I am here. For the same reason that my husband is just ten kilometers away through that forest.”

			“Why?”

			“Because Colonel Eriks Baronov of the FSB’s Department for the Protection of the Constitutional System and the Fight against Terrorism has a plan for you.”

			Zoya said nothing.

			“It is convenient for Baronov that you are here. He likes things that are convenient. There are seven hundred five prisons in Russia, so you will forgive me if I have a hard time believing it’s just coincidence you are right where he wants you.”

			Zoya wasn’t as sure. When she’d first met Baronov he’d been very adamant that he did not know why she’d been sentenced here.

			Why would he lie about that to her? What could he possibly gain from pretending he was in the dark about her sentence, if he was the one behind it—

			The answer came to her suddenly.

			What if Baronov wasn’t telling her that to convince her that he wasn’t involved? What if he was telling her that to convince Maximov that he wasn’t involved? Maximov had been listening in to their conversations.

			Could Baronov be using Zoya for a plot that necessitated the local prison staff not to know the truth of what was going on?

			Eventually, Zoya changed the subject. “Look, I wanted to talk to you. I’ve told you a lot of things in the past few minutes. Things that might make you not want to trust me. But I hope you will ask yourself, why would I do that?”

			“Why did you do that?”

			“I want you to know that I’m not a threat to you, even though I worked for Moscow. It might seem weird seeing me show up like this. In the intelligence world, a planned approach orchestrated to look like a chance encounter is called a bump.”

			“My husband and I were pursued by spies for almost twenty years. I know what a bump is.”

			“Of course you would.”

			Nadia smiled a little. “When I saw you in the sewing shop, you reacted with shock seeing me.”

			Zoya nodded. “I did.”

			“That looked real. If you’d been sent to spy on me, you wouldn’t have done that.”

			Zoya nodded.

			But Nadia continued. “I don’t think you are a plant by Baronov, but I also don’t need to trust anyone.” She shrugged. “We can’t help each other here. Our fates are determined by others.”

			The guard standing at the door twenty-five meters away shouted, “Seven Three Seven Nine! Time!” Zoya said goodbye to Nadia and went to the gate; it was opened and she followed the guard back inside the building.

			

			•   •   •

			Eriks Baronov sat in his Moscow office; in front of him was a young female captain from the Ministry of Defense’s Transportation Monitoring Department. She had her laptop open and she knelt next to him at his desk so she could see the screen herself.

			“Colonel, you gave me a basic description, a route, and a time frame to check. There were three trains that the subject could have been on, and on those trains the computer identified a total of two hundred ninety-one males who fit the general description. One hundred eighty-eight of them were traveling with other parties, leaving one hundred three images for your review. I can show you the stills of each subject, and if you want to see corresponding video of any one of them, just let me know.”

			“Go ahead,” Baronov said, a twinge of excitement in his voice.

			One by one, the captain brought up images of men on the screen. Some were close and clear, others a little farther away, others still relatively blurry, but the facial features were nevertheless easy to make out.

			As she clicked through them, slowly, she said, “I am going in reverse order. These men are all on the two-fifty-seven train.”

			Baronov stopped her. “No. Show me the first train. The eleven twenty-seven. The subject I’m looking for is moving with purpose; I think he would be more likely to be on the first one.”

			She took a moment to reorder the files on her computer, and then she began clicking them again.

			The ninth subject selected by the computer on the 11:27 train was interesting to Baronov; he asked to watch the video of the man as he moved through the station, but after a moment he discounted him.

			He walked right by police, he stood around talking on his phone for a while, he shopped in a bookstore before boarding.

			Baronov simply said, “Not my subject. Continue.”

			She clicked through a few more images; each time Baronov looked and then said, “Next.”

			And then she brought up the fifteenth image.

			It was a still of a man in a black coat with a black beard and a watch cap on his head. He carried a scruffy-looking backpack, and in the photo he was standing at an automatic ticket kiosk in Saint Petersburg’s Moskovsky Station.

			Baronov couldn’t get a good look at the face; there wasn’t much visible other than the eyes and nose, but something about the man made him curious.

			“Let’s watch this one for a while.”

			“Yes, sir.”

			The woman clicked another file on the computer and the film tracked the same man in the image as he walked through the train station, bought a ticket, and then left. The time stamp went forward twenty minutes or so; then the man was back in the station, and this time he made a beeline for the train to Moscow. He boarded, the train left a moment later, and a camera onboard his car showed him sitting down in the first-class cabin.

			The captain advanced the video; the man did not get out of his seat once for the entire four-hour journey. Then, in Leningradsky Station here in Moscow, he climbed off, headed through the main concourse, and disappeared, leaving the station in Komsomolskaya Square.

			Here he boarded a taxi.

			The captain said, “I can look to see if we have an image of that taxi when it pulled up in front of the station; we might be able to read the number.”

			“Don’t worry about it,” Baronov said.

			“I…I don’t understand. This is not your subject?” She was surprised because they’d just spent twenty minutes watching the man’s every move.

			“It’s him, no question about that. Don’t ask me how I know. I can just feel it.

			“But this subject knows better than to take a cab from a station somewhere important. No…that cab will have taken him to a fish market, where he probably got out and took a bus to Red Square, then a rented scooter to Arbat, then walked to God knows where.” Baronov explained his reasoning to the younger woman. “Tradecraft is in the man’s blood. We won’t be able to track him to his destination here in Moscow while he’s running a surveillance detection route. We’ll have to find him using other means.”

			“Yes, sir,” she said, clearly disappointed.

			He shooed her out a moment later after getting her assurances that she would send the video file to him.

			And then he drummed his fingers on his desk.

			Court Gentry was in Moscow, likely right now.

			Baronov would call the local FSB police liaison, have the bad images of Gentry nevertheless put in the facial recognition software used here in Moscow, the American would be picked up on some camera somewhere, and then Baronov would rain down on him along with a platoon of Alpha Group operators, and that would be that.

			He asked himself what the American would be doing in Moscow, and only one answer came to mind. He was here to meet with someone, of course, and the woman in Riga was the key. He told himself that, on top of the search of all cameras, he’d put an entire fucking task force together to dig into Dr. Milda Berzina’s old contacts in Russia, to see if there was someone in Moscow that she could have recommended to the American.

			He’d cancel leave for hundreds of Moscow-based FSB officers, flood the streets with them, but he was not about to reach out to the national guard or ODON or the local police or anyone else about the arrival of the American assassin.

			No, this was going to be an FSB victory and, perhaps more importantly, it was going to be a Colonel Baronov victory.

			All other agencies be damned.
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			Court watched the news on TV in the little basement apartment for an hour, mostly to listen to the language in a last-ditch attempt to improve his own Russian, but also to try to get a feel for what was going on in the nation these days.

			One of the first stories on Channel One was about a refinery fire in Bryansk, a city Court knew from his time here with the CIA. The Russians said it had been hit by a long-range drone launched from Ukraine, and the story went on about how the Ukrainians had improved their drone technology via help from the West and were now sending bigger and bigger explosives deeper and deeper into Russia, and this was, predictably, seen by the commentator as an outrageous provocation by NATO.

			There was also a piece that questioned why the Ukrainians, after over a year of sending troops and armor over the border and into Russia in several cross-border incursions, seemed to have given up the practice. It had been eight weeks since the last time a Ukrainian unit made advances in Russian territory, and many analysts were saying the Ukrainian army had been so degraded by the fighting the previous summer that all they could do now was lick their wounds and ride out the winter, then attack again in the spring.

			The next story was a follow-up about the assassination, a few nights earlier, of leading Kremlin mouthpiece Vadim Trifonov, right here on the streets of Moscow.

			There was video of the aftermath of the incident, and Court watched it intently, struggling to understand all the words of the reporter’s rapid voice-over.

			Court recognized Café Pushkin immediately. He’d never eaten there, but he had stood outside it a few nights when running surveillance ops in his years here with the CIA. It was just fifteen minutes by car from where he now lay.

			On the screen he counted the tablecloth-draped bodies in the street, on the sidewalk; he took note of the burned entryway to the restaurant, evidence of a Molotov. He looked at the shot-up windows of a police cruiser and a high-end sedan, with more bodies inside both of them, and he evaluated the pattern of the gunshots.

			He’d never heard the name Vadim Trifonov, but stills of the man on television were shown and Court did think he looked familiar.

			The announcer said the killing had been done by American intelligence agents working along with Ukrainian special forces. Court had no idea who the perpetrators had been, but he had been around long enough to be certain that whatever the Russian state-run news said was bullshit.

			He guessed this was the work of the Legion, and while he admired the audacity of it, it also looked a little sloppy to him.

			The bullet strikes in the windshields, the array of bodies, the pockmarked wall of the restaurant all appeared to Court to be evidence of chaotic fields of fire, as if different clusters of rebel shooters all shot at targets simultaneously while their comrades were downrange. If none of the rebels had been hit by friendly fire, Court thought it would be a miracle, and to do the killing in such a high-profile location made him question the group’s discipline.

			Still…they’d taken down their target, it did not seem like they’d been killed or captured in the process, and Court knew he had to give them credit for that.

			Just as this story ended and a piece about how China had committed to giving Russia another hundred thousand heavy artillery shells began, a loud siren began to wail outside.

			He glanced at the little basement window high on the wall that looked ankle height over the sidewalk out front, and he waited for the noise to stop.

			But it did not stop, and soon he worked out that he was listening to an air raid alarm.

			He’d been in air raids many times in the Middle East, but this was the first time he’d heard this sound while in Russia.

			Five minutes after it began, Court heard a pair of distant whumps, explosions, but far enough away that there was no real boom.

			Drones, he surmised.

			There was some gunfire; Court took it as security forces trying to hit the small, fast-moving devices in the night sky.

			Two more explosions went off a minute later; they were closer, but still Court determined that they were outside the city center. More gunfire ripped in the distance, and another explosion sounded closer still, though not so near that Court was worried for his safety here in the basement.

			And then the sirens stopped.

			The Ukrainians had carried out thousands of drone attacks on Russian soil, hundreds here in Moscow, five hundred miles from the Ukrainian front lines. The majority of the devices had been intercepted, either through gunfire, electronic warfare, or other counter-UAV measures, but still, there had been hundreds and hundreds of hits.

			Drones hitting Moscow weren’t going to end this war; Court knew this. And he wasn’t going to end this war, either. But, he told himself, he was going to get Zoya out of prison, and that was good enough for him.

			Eventually, he turned off the TV and lay down on the little mattress, simply because there was no closet to hide in.

			The basement apartment was cold, and the cars driving down the street, even at this late hour, flashed light across the walls through the tiny windows.

			It was going to be hard to sleep, but Court had been up for twenty-four hours, so he knew he had to try.

			

			•   •   •

			For the second time in three days Matthew Hanley sat down on the sofa across from the wingback chair in the office of the CIA’s deputy director for operations, Trey Watkins.

			Coffee had been poured for both of them; Watkins sat in his chair wearing a blue button-down with a loose yellow tie, Hanley a camel-colored suit that was a size too small and a solid burgundy tie.

			An hour earlier Hanley had been working in the lobby of the Hilton McLean Tysons Corner hotel when a call came from the DDO’s office instructing him to get to the SCIF for a videoconference with Trey Watkins, but Hanley realized Watkins and his assistant thought Hanley was back in Colombia. After explaining he was actually just a short drive away from HQ, she put him on hold, then came back and informed him that the director would meet him in his office as soon as he could get here.

			Hanley had rushed over, ignored the awkward sideways glances in the hallways from people who used to work for him, and Watkins’s assistant led him right in.

			Watkins opened the meeting by saying, “I seem to remember telling you to go back to Colombia.”

			“You did.”

			“So how is it that less than an hour after Tonya calls you, we’re having a face-to-face?”

			“I had a couple of personal days, thought I’d take them up here before returning.”

			Watkins just eyed Hanley suspiciously. Finally, he said, “You thought I would change my mind about assisting Violator, didn’t you?”

			“I wouldn’t say I was certain about it, but I was hopeful that when Violator actually made it into Russia, you would see the utility in maintaining open lines of communication with him.”

			Watkins leaned back on the sofa now, and he motioned to his big desk on the far side of the room. “When you were at that desk, in this office, I was chief of Beijing station, and I used to always tell myself, ‘Trey, when…not if, but when you become DDO, don’t do things the way Matt Hanley does them.’

			“I always found you reckless, to be frank. You came from SAD, you ran your paramilitary ass-kickers against anything you didn’t like. You always seemed to find a way to either get presidential approval or to bypass it, or else you just slid out of trouble after the fact.

			“Asking forgiveness, not permission.”

			Again, Hanley said nothing.

			Watkins continued. “We used to say that DDO Hanley never met a kinetic operation that he didn’t like. You kicked every door, never tried the latch or the lock pick or the back window.”

			Finally, the deputy chief of station for Bogotá spoke up for himself. “I’m assuming this is going somewhere, Trey.”

			“It is going somewhere.” The tall DDO rubbed his eyes. To Hanley he seemed stressed, off-kilter somehow. He said, “Maybe I was wrong about you.”

			Hanley was surprised. “In what way?”

			“Maybe all that crazy shit is necessary sometimes.” He leaned back in his chair now. “Desperate times require desperate measures. I’ll have to get some other son of a bitch to go to Bogotá, because I need you somewhere else.”

			Hanley brought his broad shoulders back a little. “Where do you need me?”

			“Poland.”

			Now the older man sat up straighter. “I see.”

			Watkins said, “POTUS had a private teleconference this morning with the president of Ukraine. Directly after the conversation, I was ordered to haul ass to the Oval along with the director. We sat in front of the president’s desk, took a long call with the Ukrainians.”

			Hanley waited expectantly, and Watkins seemed content to let him wait. Finally, he said, “Any idea what the subject of conversation was?”

			Hanley half shrugged. “I couldn’t begin to guess.”

			Watkins sighed. “A joint operation. I’ll start by saying POTUS is completely on board with the plan, such that it is, and he told me to work with all the parties involved and give any covert U.S. assistance that is required.”

			Hanley waited to hear the plan, but he was hopeful he already knew it.

			Watkins said, “The Ukrainians, along with the resistance forces from Mikhail Sorkin’s exiled rebel outfit, the New Russia Council, are planning a raid into Russia.”

			Yes! Hanley thought, but he did his best to keep his poker face up. Calmly, he said, “The Ukrainians have done cross-border raids in the past. Why would they need CIA to help them?”

			Watkins just looked at him a moment with no attempt to hide his malevolence, then said, “The question you should be asking is, why does the CIA need your help?”

			“Why do you need me, specifically?” Hanley asked.

			“Because of your affiliation.”

			“With Hightower? I know he’s working for Sorkin.”

			Watkins shook his head. “No. Not Hightower. With Gentry.” After a long stare, Watkins said, “Isn’t this all extremely convenient, Matt?”

			“In what way?” Hanley asked, but he knew what Watkins meant.

			“Your two little chess pieces, Hightower and Gentry, are both on the chessboard, both in advantageous positions.”

			“I don’t follow.”

			“The Ukrainians and the New Russia Council have a plan to attempt the liberation of Natan Yarovoy from a correctional colony in Mordovia.”

			The day before, when Hightower told Hanley that the Ukrainians and Russian exile fighters had been working on a cross-border raid for months, a raid that had been canceled as soon as they found out the New Russia Council had a Russian spy in their midst, Hanley had spoken directly with Sorkin.

			Hanley told Sorkin about his idea, that the NRC’s existing raiding force, along with all the Ukrainian missiles, drones, aircraft, and other resources assigned to it, could be used to punch all the way into Mordovia for the purpose of liberating Kremlin adversary Natan Yarovoy.

			Sorkin had apparently liked the idea so much he’d immediately gone directly to Ukrainian leadership, who themselves had immediately contacted the American president.

			Hanley said, “That’s a bold plan. Of course, the one problem with it is that, as you know, Yarovoy’s wife is also in a penal colony, and there is no way he would leave her behind, knowing they would just kill her in prison instead of him. I guess the raiding force will have to hit two prisons at exactly the same time. Even though they’re only ten klicks apart, that is still one hell of a challenge, especially considering they are four hundred fifteen miles inside Russia.”

			Watkins leaned back in his chair. “Fuck off, Matt.”

			“I’m sorry?”

			“Four hundred fifteen miles? That’s pretty damn precise for you to just pull that number off the top of your head.”

			Hanley said nothing.

			“We both know you’re the puppetmaster here. You fed your idea to Sorkin. Don’t bother denying it. The president likes your plan, so I’m not going to string you up by the balls.”

			He pointed a finger across the coffee table. “Unless your plan fails.”

			Hanley nodded slowly. “It won’t. But what about Nadia? Will the New Russians hit the women’s correctional colony, as well?”

			“They can’t. IK-17 Orzenyi is in a big clearing in the forest. The land is clear-cut all around the perimeter of the fence line, plenty of places for V-22 tilt-rotor aircraft to land. IK-2 Yavas, on the other hand, is in the middle of a congested work settlement, surrounded by buildings and power lines. Unless you were landing a single Osprey inside the prison itself, right in the middle of all the guards, there’s really no place to land at IK-2 that doesn’t have New Russia Council forces humping a kilometer or more to the target.”

			Hanley knew all this. He said, “So the idea is we fold Violator into the New Russia Council and Ukrainian operation, and he’ll help us by liberating Nadia Yarovaya on his own?”

			Watkins looked absolutely pained about putting Hanley back in place in this high-level plan. Still, he said, “As soon as you get to Poland you will meet with Sorkin, with Ukrainian intelligence, and with the Ukrainian military. Moreover, you will get in contact with Gentry and coordinate his end of the operation with the Freedom of Russia Legion. Forty-eight hours from now I want to see you on a screen from a SCIF at the embassy in Warsaw, and at that time you will give me the entire joint plan for the simultaneous liberation of Natan Yarovoy and his wife.”

			Hanley held up a cautionary hand. “Violator is going to IK-2 to liberate Anthem. That’s all he cares about.”

			“I know that. Anthem is not mission critical to us, but if that’s what gets Violator to hit that prison, then so be it.”

			“But I’m saying he might not agree to busting someone else out.”

			Watkins leaned halfway across the table, and his voice lowered. “Tell him this. Tell him that if he gets Nadia out of there, and if he can find a way to make it ten klicks to where the raiding party is liberating Natan, then he, Nadia, and Anthem can fly out of Russia with the allied forces. I don’t know if he thinks he has a better exfiltration plan than that, but I guarantee he does not.”

			Hanley took it all in. “I’ll convey that to him. Am I in charge of this operation?”

			Watkins pointed a finger across the coffee table. “You’re not in charge, Matt. The New Russia Council and the Ukrainians and Gentry have free will. But I want you to work with them all, and to create something that everyone can get behind. That no one will say no to.”

			“Yes, sir.”

			Watkins continued. “Let me be extremely clear about something. This is not your revival, your resurrection, your comeback tour, or whatever you might be thinking is going on here. This is just you doing a job for me. You do that job, then you go back down to Colombia and stay there till we send you somewhere else. You got that?”

			“I got it,” Hanley said, though he couldn’t help but hold out hope that this would be his next step back up the ladder at the Agency.

			But to get that chance, he was going to have to produce results, and fast.

			The DDO rubbed his eyes again. “I have no desire to go to the dark side like you, Hanley. But in this one case…my boss, the president, is demanding action.”

			Hanley said, “You say that, Trey, but I know what you’re going through. Now that you’re in this office, you see that there are jobs the Agency can’t take on that still need doing. It doesn’t make you a cowboy to know this, and it doesn’t make you a cowboy if you find an expedient means to solve problems.”

			Watkins just looked at him without speaking, and Hanley took it that, despite Watkins’s protests, he recognized the potential value of off-book operations.

			The deputy director stood, and Hanley followed suit. “Thanks, Trey. I’ll arrange a flight as soon as I can.”

			Watkins himself stood. “There’s a Falcon at Dulles already waiting on you.”

			The men shook hands perfunctorily, and Hanley turned to run out of the room on his way to the airport.

			But Watkins called out to him. “One more thing.”

			Hanley pulled up and turned around. “Yeah?”

			“Hightower does not go on that raid. Gentry’s ties to the Agency have been muddied by the fact that the whole world knows we’ve been trying to kill him for over half a decade. Hightower, on the other hand, is just a former CIA para who is working a contract job for the Ukrainians. Very different animal.”

			“Got it,” Hanley said. “Zack does not go into bandit country.” Hanley shot out of the office before his boss could give him even more limitations to contend with.

			

			•   •   •

			Court Gentry woke in pitch-black darkness to the sound of his phone buzzing in his pocket.

			He answered Matt Hanley’s call, and then he heard the best news he’d heard in over half a year. Hanley was in McLean, in a car racing to the airport on his way to Poland. There he was going to be working with Zack’s New Russians and the Ukrainian military on a plan to raid into Russia and hit IK-17 Orzenyi, just six miles away from where Court planned on raiding IK-2 Yavas with some sort of a rebel force he had yet to connect with.

			The two Americans discussed the situation for a while on the secure line; Court told Hanley he felt he was close to making contact with the Legion, just waiting for a message to get passed, and Hanley told him the operation needed to happen in the next few days, because the weather was worsening, and the aircraft and drone pilots needed some degree of visibility to operate.

			Court had only just gotten off the phone with Hanley when he heard the unmistakable sound of a person moving slowly up the hallway outside his room. He grabbed his titanium knife, rolled up to a sitting position, then stood there in the dark. After a few seconds, however, he got the impression the person coming his way was walking incredibly slowly. Court moved silently to the wall behind the open door, ready to leap onto whoever entered.

			But no one entered. The footfalls stopped outside the threshold of the little room.

			Arkady Rubenov’s voice was soft when it came. “José? Are you awake?”

			Court pulled a cord that flipped on one of the bare bulbs hanging from the ceiling. The old man stood there in front of him, just outside the door in his pajamas, and to Court he looked like he’d somehow managed to age ten years since he’d last seen him the previous afternoon.

			Probably because of the worry and the tension that Court’s arrival had caused.

			“What’s up?”

			“Put on your coat. Someone wants to talk to you.”

			“Your granddaughter?”

			He hesitated. Then gave a little nod. “Yes.”

			“Where?”

			“There’s a park out back across the alleyway. There is no camera angle on it.”

			“I saw the park,” Court said.

			The Russian continued, “Go out the back exit, the gate through the fence is unlocked, and wait in the darkness till she comes.”

			“This better not be a double cross, Arkady.”

			“You wanted to talk to the Legion. You are going to talk to the Legion.” He added, “Now, be quick, and stay quiet.”

			“Are you coming with me?”

			The old man shook his head. “This is your show, American.”

			“Right.”

			Rubenov turned away without another word; his footsteps shuffled off again, back to the right and towards the stairwell, and soon Court heard the door to the stairwell shut.

			He put on his coat, slipped his knife and his phone into his jacket, then headed out into the hall for the boiler room.

			

			•   •   •

			A minute later he stood just inside the back door. Court looked out the half-frozen-over window and scanned the low-lit alleyway. He saw just the hood of a van on his right, and a few parked cars and a storage shed down on his left towards Gagarinsky Lane. Directly across from him, the iron fence around the park area glistened in the frozen air; it seemed to be private property connected to some sort of an educational facility next door.

			A closed iron gate connected the alley to the snowy park.

			Court detected no movement anywhere in view, so he waited just a few moments more, then opened the door.

			The alley was dead quiet save for the hissing of snowflakes impacting the ground; he saw no footprints in the snow indicating that someone had come to unlock the gate, but he knew it possibly always remained unlocked, because he’d not checked it in his surveillance of the neighborhood earlier in the day.

			Crossing the alley, he peered into the park, and he was happy to see a woman in a pink coat standing there in the darkness. She stamped her feet to keep warm, and she faced away from him.

			Bolstered by the fact that he was seeing what Rubenov had told him he would see, he tried the gate but found that it would not open. First, he thought the lock might have just been frozen with ice, but after giving it a couple more pulls, he realized it was locked.

			This was not as Rubenov had described things.

			His fight-or-flight response kicked in; he sensed something was wrong, and he spun around, ready to retreat to the boiler room to rethink his plan.

			But when he turned, he saw three figures standing there by the van. They all wore ski masks, and they all had arms outstretched, pistols held high in their fists.

			And then the back of the van opened.

			A man spoke. “Zalezt vnutr.” Get in.

			Court began to do as ordered, but as he approached the rear door, a man pulled his arms behind his back and secured them with zip cuffs. This done, he began frisking him from top to bottom.

			The masked man found the titanium knife; he took it out and tossed it on the ground, and then a pillowcase was put over Court’s head, tightened around his neck with some sort of cord that, while not cutting off his circulation, was nevertheless very uncomfortable.

			Hands from inside the van guided him in, and he was placed facedown.

			Someone sat on his legs, someone else sat on his back, and then the rear door of the van closed. The vehicle fired up, and soon it was driving off through the nighttime streets of Moscow.

			Facedown in the van with the hood over his head, he did his best to listen to cues as to who these people were and where they were taking him.

			But no one was speaking, which concerned him. These people seemed well trained, and he didn’t think members of the Legion would be as disciplined as a government unit.

			Finally, Court spoke Russian in his Spanish accent. “Kto vy vse?” Who are you?

			There was no answer. A moment later he continued in Russian. “Look at my identification. I am a Nicaraguan diplomat, I demand to—”

			Someone leaned close in his left ear. “Zamolchi.” Shut up. The voice was male, authoritative, angry. It sounded to Court like a soldier, and this was definitely bad news.

			Had Arkady sold him out? Had his wife? He shut his eyes tight inside the pillowcase and told himself there was no use worrying about things; he might as well just enjoy the ride.

		

	
		
			
				Thirty-One[image: ]

			

			Court estimated the drive lasted a little more than twenty minutes, until finally he felt the vehicle go down a ramp, and he got the impression they had entered an underground parking garage. They came to a stop and he felt hands on him; he was pulled out and walked up a staircase.

			Eventually he was led into a room; the people around him had not spoken at all, and again he thought this must be some sort of professional unit, not poorly trained rebels.

			He was put in a small plastic chair; he could almost feel the people who’d arrived here with him fan out on all sides. He heard breathing, the shuffling of feet.

			Sniffing the air, he smelled fresh paint, glue, and some other scent that reminded him of mud or even clay.

			He most definitely did not think he’d been brought into the arts and crafts room at Lefortovo Prison, so he was utterly confused as to what was going on.

			The same male voice who’d addressed him in the alley and in the back of the van spoke up again. “Who are you?”

			“Did you look at my ID?”

			“I did. Are you CIA?”

			“I’m Nicaraguan,” he said, perhaps not altogether convincingly. He knew his legend was thin; it was going to be a tough sell to convince these people his papers were in order without them at least checking with the Nicaraguan embassy.

			The man said, “What did you tell the old man?”

			Court couldn’t get a read on these people. They were aggressive like state security goons, well organized, and he was impressed that they had conducted the entire abduction without speaking to one another. But he also knew they could have been what passed for good guys around here.

			The hands on him had been strong but somewhat tentative. He’d been led around blindfolded by goons in many parts of the world, so he’d developed something of a feel for government operators, and while these people, whoever they were, were disciplined and competent and motivated, he didn’t get the impression they had much experience with kidnapping.

			And Court took that as a very positive sign, because the average government security agent in Russia probably spends a lot more time rolling up the citizenry than they do anything else.

			But he was hedging his bets by sticking to his cover for status. “Only that I needed a place to stay for a few days, and my embassy was looking to rent one of the two-bedroom units in the—”

			“Cut the shit. Are you CIA?” the man asked again, interrupting him.

			Court sniffed out a little laugh under the pillowcase. “If I were CIA, do you think I would admit it to the first gang of armed and masked goons who rolled me up in a van?”

			It was silent for a long moment, and then, to his surprise, his hood was removed. He blinked hard at the new light, and then he looked around to see four figures, now bathed in light unlike in the alleyway. They all wore balaclavas of varying colors.

			The person in the red balaclava was female, Court could tell, and her jacket was pink. She was the one he’d seen in the park, but he had no idea if this was Katarina Orlova, granddaughter of Arkady Rubenov.

			The other three in the room wore green, black, and brown balaclavas, and appeared to be male. Pistols jutted from their waistbands, and Court took this as more good news, because presumably plainclothed FSB brutes were issued holsters to carry their weapons in.

			Looking around the room now, he realized they were in some sort of a large art studio, perhaps part of a school: pottery wheels along the wall, canvases on easels, paints and clay and other supplies all around.

			No, these people were not FSB.

			Before any of the four spoke, Court asked, “Are you the Legion?”

			The same man who had been doing all the talking wore the black balaclava, with holes through which Court could see piercing steel blue eyes. He said, “If we were Legion, do you think we would tell the first stranger who asked us?”

			Court acknowledged the point. “No.”

			After a pause, the man said, “Who we are is not important. You came here, to Moscow, told Rubenov you needed to talk to the Legion. What did you want to talk about?”

			Court couldn’t be sure if this was an FSB guy trying to get him to confess, or if he really was in contact with the Russian resistance. Realizing they were at an impasse, he said, “Fuck it. We’re wasting time. I’m going to assume you’re the Legion. I’m here to talk to your leader about a matter of mango importance.”

			“Of what?” the female asked.

			Court realized he must have made an error in his Russian. He thought over what he said. “Isn’t it mango?”

			One of the men who had yet to speak said, “Mnogo?”

			Yes, Court realized. “Mnogo” meant “much,” and that was what he was going for.

			In Russian, he said, “Yes, mnogo importance.”

			The woman spoke up again. “Is your Spanish any better than your Russian?”

			Court shrugged. “A little, actually. I am American. I used to live here in Russia. At that time, I did work for the CIA. Now I am on my own here.”

			The masked figures looked at one another, and finally the man who had done the majority of the talking spoke up again, confirming to Court that he was, indeed, the leader of this group. “We are the Legion.”

			Court nodded. “Good. Can you untie me?”

			“No,” the man said. “Now you know who we are, but we don’t know who you are. How did you know about Katarina Orlova?”

			Court said, “I was told she was with the resistance.” He looked to the woman in the red balaclava. “Are you Katarina?”

			She shook her head. “Who told you Orlova was with the resistance?”

			With a little sigh, Court said, “The CIA.”

			The woman said, “You just said you were not working for the CIA.”

			“They know what I’m doing here. They’ve given me some help.” He shrugged. “Not much, to be honest. I’m in the country to do a job, and I need help to do it. I think the Legion might just be the best fit to help me.”

			“Why would we help you?” the man asked.

			“Because I know a little bit about insurgencies. Your objectives, your challenges. You guys want to make a major impact. You need to always be doing something bigger than what you’ve done before.”

			“And you are here to make an impact?”

			“Damn right, I am.”

			“How?”

			“I’ll tell your leader.”

			“Okay,” the man in the black balaclava said, then picked up a little chair, carried it over, and placed it right in front of Court. Sitting down, he said, “Tell our leader.”

			Court looked into the man’s steel blue eyes. Even though the light wasn’t good here in the art studio, Court could see the weight of the world in the Russian’s expression.

			Court knew the look. This man had killed, and he had lost people close to him. He wasn’t the leader of the Legion, but he was a leader in this fight. A man on the ground who got his own hands dirty, and Court respected that.

			“What do I call you?” he asked.

			“Call me Vanya.”

			Vanya was a nickname for Ivan. Court doubted this guy’s name was Ivan, because he’d offered it up so willingly.

			“Okay, Vanya. I’m José,” he said.

			“All right, José. What are you doing here in our country?”

			Court did not answer directly. Instead, he said, “I saw on the news. The assassination the other night. Was that you guys?”

			The leader said, “We are not the only cell of Legion in Moscow.”

			Court kept looking at the man, then focused intently on each of the others. After a few seconds, he said, “Yeah. It was you guys.” Addressing the leader, he said, “You took the shot that killed Vadim Trifonov. Probably his bodyguard, too. You wouldn’t leave that to anyone else. The rest of you were there.” Looking them over still, he said, “But you had more help. With the Molotov, the cops, the men in the other car. You had three or four more fighters. Plus two vehicles, each with a wheelman. Right?”

			None of the Russians said anything.

			“So…ten rebels. Am I close?”

			Now Vanya said, “Nine, but good guess. How did you know?”

			“I’ve been doing this sort of thing for a long time,” Court explained, and then he addressed Vanya again. “You were a soldier.”

			“Why would you think that?”

			“Something about the way you carry yourself. The audacity of that attack. That took confidence.” Court shrugged. “Though it looked a little messy to me.”

			Before Vanya could say anything, Court looked to the two other men. “You both have some military service under your belts, presumably for Russia. Why did you switch sides?”

			The leader leaned forward. “We aren’t answering your questions. You came to talk. So talk. Tell me why I should put my life, my people’s lives, in your hands.”

			“I used to work here. In Moscow.”

			“Doing what?”

			“Whatever I was asked to do.”

			Vanya said, “You killed people.”

			“I did.”

			“Okay. Who did you kill?”

			Court was ready with an answer, because he knew his bona fides would be challenged by the Legion. “Murmansk, ten years ago. Colonel Sergey Antonomov.”

			Vanya shrugged. “Too bad I’ve never heard of him.”

			The leader of the cell looked to the others. One of them, a larger man in a green balaclava, took a step forward. “I know that event. I was in the navy then, based at Zapadnaya Litsa, near Murmansk.”

			The leader laughed a little. “You better not be lying, American. My colleague will call you out.”

			Court said, “What do you want to know about it?”

			“Everything.”

			For the next five minutes, Court did something he almost never did. He went into great detail about a killing he’d perpetrated: the date, the specifics, the means he used to kill, and the tactics he used to get away after the fact. After that, he talked about another assassination he’d conducted, of an Iranian weapons trader outside a hotel here in Moscow, and then another of a Russian gangster in his den of neo-Nazis in the countryside northwest of Saint Petersburg. Finally, he told the story of the killing of a notorious FSB assassin in the city of Arkhangelsk.

			The four Freedom of Russia Legion members listened in rapt attention; they did not interrupt, and when he was finished, Vanya looked to the big man in the green balaclava.

			“Murmansk checks out,” green balaclava said. “That’s pretty much how I remember it. And the thing with the skinheads near Saint Petersburg. That was Gregor Sidorenko, it was all over the news at the time.” The man shrugged. Nodding at Court, he said, “But…still, he could have gotten all that from other sources, doesn’t prove he was there.”

			“I can prove I was there,” Court said.

			The leader put his hands on his hips. “How?”

			“I can do it again.”

			Vanya cocked his head. “What?”

			“Give me a target here in the city. Give me twenty-four hours. Give me a gun, some support. Whatever the target, I’ll destroy it.”

			The woman in the red ski mask spoke up now. “We’re not giving this guy a gun.”

			

			•   •   •

			Denis Maskaev looked at Tatyana, then at Dima, then at Sasha. Finally, he turned his attention back to the American. He said, “We will conduct our own operations.” And then, “Anyway, you don’t look like an assassin.”

			The American said, “You don’t look like a revolutionary. Maybe we both watch a little too much TV.”

			Sasha snorted out a little laugh. Denis looked at him admonishingly.

			Dima shrugged. “He wants to kill one of our targets, let’s let him kill one of our targets. What do we have to lose? If we send him out against another pro-Kremlin journalist, FSB officer, or whatever, and he kills the person, then we’re going to be certain not just that he is actually an American assassin but also that he’s not FSB.”

			But Denis shook his head. “No. I’m not handing over control of an operation to someone we don’t know.”

			The American said, “Look, I’m here because I need a cell. The best cell in the Legion.” He looked at the man he knew as Vanya. “I think you guys might be it.” He looked at Denis. “I like you.”

			“That’s strange,” Denis replied. “I don’t like you at all.”

			The American shrugged. “You’ll warm up to me.”

			Denis Maskaev was not so sure about that.

			The man calling himself José continued now. “I’m just asking you to listen to me. You can walk away after I tell you what I want to do.”

			Maskaev said, “We can walk away now.”

			“True, and I can’t stop you. But if all this killing you’re doing is supposed to make a difference, I have to ask, what difference has it made? I’ve been looking at Legion operations around Russia. Artillery production is down eleven percent because of you guys. Oil refinery capacity is down fifteen percent. Good, I guess, but that’s not going to change the course of the war, is it? Russia is getting more artillery from Iran and North Korea to make up for the shortfall in munitions, and they still produce plenty of oil.

			“What I’m proposing would be a gut punch to the Kremlin. It’s not going to end the war overnight, but it will be a black eye for Peskov.”

			“Well…tell us, already.”

			The American hesitated, then said, “I need help getting someone out of a prison in Mordovia.”

			All four Russians looked at one another, clearly gobsmacked. Vanya said, “A penal colony? Are you crazy?”

			The American said nothing, just sat there, his hands behind his back.

			Tatyana said, “You want to help Yarovoy escape?”

			“No…my mission is IK-2. The women’s prison about ten kilometers away from where Yarovoy is being held.”

			Now Denis cocked his head, “Who’s there?”

			“Yarovaya,” José said, then added, “and others.”

			Denis hadn’t known where Yarovoy’s wife was imprisoned, and he did not immediately understand the significance. “What’s that going to do for the Legion? Yarovoy…sure. Freeing him would be huge, but his wife? I respect her, of course, but she is not her husband.”

			The American said, “Yarovoy won’t leave without his wife.”

			Dima spoke up now. “The CIA has a plan to get Yarovoy out?”

			“I never said CIA, did I?”

			“But…there is a plan.”

			“I just ask you to trust me that if we fulfill our objective, good things will happen.”

			Denis wasn’t about to trust this American. He said, “Not good enough. I need to know the entire picture.”

			“I don’t have the entire picture. You think they’re going to tell me everything?”

			“Who is going to tell you everything?”

			José sighed. After a moment, he said, “The Ukrainians, the New Russia Council, Western intelligence organizations. Everyone who is involved in this.”

			“So.” Tatyana stepped forward, taking her coat off as she did so. The bandage on her right arm where she had taken shrapnel several days before in the train attack was obvious. “Ukraine and the exiled Russians are going to try to free Yarovoy while, at the same time, we go with you to somehow try and free Yarovaya?”

			With a nod, the American said, “That’s it, exactly.”

			Denis said, “Why us? Why don’t all these guys just raid the two prisons if they are so close together?”

			The American shrugged now. “There are operational reasons for that, but I wasn’t informed. The thing is, I was already here, already planning on attacking IK-2 in Yavas. The people involved in this know what I’m capable of. They decided I should go ahead and do it.”

			Denis said, “I’m confused.”

			To this, José nodded. “Why was I already planning on breaking into IK-2 if it wasn’t part of the operation to free the Yarovoys?”

			“Yes.”

			“Because there is someone else at Yavas. Someone else I need to rescue.”

			Tatyana asked, “Who?”

			“Not important. Another Russian national.” He asked, “Will you do this job, or not?”

			Denis thought a long moment. Finally he replied, “We are going to investigate all four of the assassinations you just told us about. Make sure everything you said checks out. If it does, then we will talk to Katarina. She has dealt with the CIA in the past…maybe she will reach out to them and find out if there really is a plan.”

			The American shook his head. “I don’t know who she’s talking to, but most in the Agency have no idea about this, and it needs to stay that way.

			“But I have a number in my phone,” José added. “He’s CIA. He will tell you everything.”

			Tatyana said, “That number could be anybody.”

			The American leaned his head back in frustration, then he said, “Okay…do this. Call the U.S. embassy in Bogotá, Colombia. Tell them you want to speak with Matthew Hanley, deputy chief of station for the CIA. They won’t want to put you through, but be insistent. He’s in Poland, not in Colombia, but they can transfer you to his secure mobile if you tell them Hanley will rip their nuts off if they don’t.”

			He’d used the term “yaytsa,” meaning “eggs,” the Russian slang for testicles, and Sasha chuckled at this.

			Quickly, the American added, “But do it on secure comms.”

			Denis sighed a little. “We know how to communicate.”

			Tatyana broke in now. “You’re working with the embassy in Colombia? What is this bullshit?”

			“It’s a long story. Look, call Matt. He speaks Russian…about as well as I do.”

			Tatyana turned to Denis now. “We can find a translator.”

			The American made a face at this as if he were offended.

			Denis thought a moment, then said, “We will take you back to Gagarinsky. You will wait there while we look into everything you said.”

			Court said, “We don’t have much time.”

			“What do you mean?”

			“The FSB will know that someone entered Russia illegally, about twenty-four hours ago. They’ll be looking.”

			“Looking for you, specifically?”

			“I don’t know. If they are smart, then they will have found me on a camera at the train station in Saint Petersburg; they might have followed me as far as Moscow. They also know the identity of someone in the West who gave me Arkady Rubenov’s name. If that relationship is known to the Russians, then sooner or later they are going to send someone to check on Rubenov. I’m pretty good at spotting surveillance, so I should be fine, but that’s only if we don’t stick around in Moscow for too long.”

			Denis Maskaev thought this over. “The FSB is smart. They will be hunting you down, here in the city.”

			“So,” the American said, “the sooner we get out of the city, the better.”

			Maskaev shook his head. “No. We will take you back to Rubenov. If we want something else from you, you’ll be hearing from us.” With that, he looked to Dima and said, “Blindfold him.”

			The American just let out a soft groan of frustration when the pillowcase was placed back over his head and he was helped to his feet.
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			Court Gentry sat cross-legged on the floor of his little room in the basement of Gagarinsky Lane 16, listening to cars drive by on the rain-swept street outside as he took a sip of black tea with lemon. In front of him was his breakfast: a large bowl of kasha, a buckwheat porridge served with sour cream. Olga Rubenova had brought it down to him a few minutes earlier along with a bottle of water and the glass of tea.

			It was just before nine a.m. now; Court had slept poorly after returning here to Gagarinsky Lane around three. When Vanya and the other Freedom of Russia Legion members let him out of their van, they gave him no indication when or even if they would be in contact with him again, and the frustration coming from this, along with his stress about Zoya and what lay before him, occupied his conscious thoughts, and when he’d finally slept, he’d had a nightmare about being shut into a suitcase and then buried alive.

			Court Gentry was no navel-gazing introspective, but he easily recognized that the dream came from his subconscious confronting the stifling feeling of being a stranger deep inside an oppressive police state, with no real means of escape and the knowledge that any man, woman, or child could ultimately prove to be his undoing.

			Now that it was morning, he tried to put the stress out of his mind, to enjoy his porridge and his tea, and to trust that the Russian resistance would vet him quickly and then come for him so he could get down to work.

			He heard footsteps approaching up the narrow basement hall, but in contrast to when Arkady came the night before and when Olga arrived minutes earlier, this time he did not even look up, because he now recognized the old man’s gait.

			Rubenov leaned in the open doorway a moment later. “Finish your breakfast and come upstairs.”

			“Why?”

			“I told you yesterday. You can’t hide out down here. You will be picked up on cameras in the neighborhood, and you might be seen coming into the building. If you are, you need to have a good reason to be here. You will fill out the paperwork to rent an apartment so I have a record of it.”

			The man was right, Court realized. He had to act naturally around Gagarinsky Lane 16. Not just for his own security but for the elderly couple who had taken him in. “I’ll change first,” he said. “Just give me a minute.”

			Rubenov disappeared, heading back up the hall, and Court put on his blue suit from the day before, this time over a white button-down shirt with an open collar. He knew he had to play the role of a diplomat, and the jeans and black cable-knit sweater he’d been wearing wouldn’t look the part.

			

			•   •   •

			Five minutes later he sat in Arkady Rubenov’s small and messy office. The old Russian stood out in the hall by the stairs talking with an East Asian–looking maintenance man about a leak in the ceiling on the third floor; Court occupied himself by wondering how he was going to spend his time if the Legion did not contact him in the next few hours.

			He told himself he’d give them a day, and then he would leave Moscow on his own, make his way to Mordovia, and then try to find some way to set up a safe place to hide out where he could get overwatch on Zoya’s prison.

			He didn’t like his chances on going it alone, but every second he was here in the capital, he faced the possibility of being discovered by the FSB or some other organ of state security, so he had to get out of here as soon as possible.

			Finally, Arkady stepped back into his office.

			Court said, “Your maintenance man. Is he someone you trust?”

			“Su-Jin? He’s a Korean who has been with me for twenty-five years. He doesn’t care about anything other than doing his job and providing for his family. He is not a threat.”

			Everyone is a threat, Court thought, but he did not share his misgivings with the Russian.

			Rubenov poured him tea from a simple aluminum samovar he kept in his office, sweetened it himself with sugar, and dropped in a lemon peel he plucked from a plate on his paper-strewn desk. After a single stir with a plastic spoon, he handed the tea over to Court, who took it and cupped it in his hands.

			Court noted that the man did not seem as angry as he did the day before.

			Arkady said, “I trust you had a productive evening?”

			Court took a sip of the sugary sweet tea, then said, “Honestly, I have no idea. I met four Legion fighters, not your granddaughter. I told them what I wanted, and they told me they might or might not be in touch.”

			Rubenov sniffed out a little laugh. “You can understand their reluctance.”

			“Of course,” Court said. “I get it. But my situation is time sensitive. Is there some way you can talk to Katarina and tell her—”

			The old man pointed a finger at Court now, and his voice lowered. “Do not ever say her name again. I did what you asked. You have been in contact with the people you came to make contact with. You have a place to stay. You have food. Stop asking me for more.”

			Court nodded. “Look, I appreciate what you’ve done. I’m sure when the Zemlekop network ended in 1990, the last thing you expected was to be harboring passengers thirty-five years later.”

			The man across the desk shook his head. “No, the last thing I expected was that my daughter’s daughter would be fighting against an oppressor even more ruthless and cruel than the oppressors I struggled against. I pray that someday the suffering will end, but I don’t worry about myself, or my wife. We have lived. I care about…I care about the younger generations.”

			With a shrug, he said, “My generation…the generation after mine…we’ve had our chance to make this nation a better place.” He looked up at Court, and the American could hear the pain in the old man’s words. “And here we are.”

			“What does your generation think about the war?”

			Rubenov’s eyes misted a little. “There are ten or more tenants in this building who have lost loved ones in the war. All of them tell me they wish they had more sons, more grandsons, that they could send off to fight.”

			“Do you believe them?”

			He shrugged. “I don’t know what to believe anymore, but it does not matter. Nothing will change until change is forced. And none of the tenants here are going to force a change.”

			“Do you have any particular suspicions about any of the tenants here?”

			Rubenov said, “I have suspicions about most everyone around here.” This he qualified with: “Except Olga. Except Su-Jin. The others…they might be true believers in our government, or they might just be trying to show everyone else that they are. One knows one must be careful with what one says so that the Chekists don’t come for you.”

			Rubenov was using the old nickname of the first iteration of Soviet secret police, the Cheka. They existed between 1917 and 1922 and were replaced by the NKVD, who themselves were replaced by the KGB.

			Now it was primarily the FSB here inside the nation, but many people, especially older ones, still often referred to state security agents as Chekists.

			Court said, “Maybe someday you will have the freedom to say what you think.”

			The old man poured himself some tea from his small samovar now, and then he took a slow sip. “The joke is, here in Russia, we do have freedom of speech. We just don’t have freedom after speech.”

			An old woman appeared in the office door; Court had not heard her approach. She leaned her head in and looked first to Rubenov, but before she spoke, she glanced towards Court.

			Court saw that she was wearing a housecoat and slippers.

			Arkady said, “Good morning, Miss Igoreva.”

			She did not look away from Court, but she did respond. “Mr. Rubenov.”

			Rubenov seemed to be aware that she was gawking at the stranger.

			“This is Mr. Fonseca from the Nicaraguan embassy.”

			Court rose, crossed the little office to her, and shook her small hand. In his Spanish-accented Russian, he said, “Dobroye utro.” Good morning.

			“Dobroye utro,” she replied softly, a glint of suspicion in her blue eyes.

			She was younger than Arkady and Olga, but not by much. Her eyes held Court’s until he turned away to return to his chair.

			Court was the Gray Man; he was unaccustomed to some random citizen looking at him with such mistrust.

			She talked to Rubenov for a minute about the leak on the third floor; he assured her he had maintenance working on it, and a plumber had been called. She seemed mollified about this, but before she left to return to the stairs, she looked again at Court sitting there in front of the little desk.

			When she was gone, the two men sat in uncomfortable silence for a moment, until Court said, “The way she was looking at me. Does she always do that?”

			Rubenov looked worried. “No. She is a gossip, but it was almost like she had a reason to be suspicious. Could she have seen you last night in the alley?”

			Court thought it over. “It’s possible. I have no idea. You think she’s going to make trouble?”

			“Her son is a police officer,” Rubenov explained. “No one knows about my granddaughter, but some people around here know what I did during the Cold War.” He shrugged. “Maybe she’ll call him and tell him a foreigner is here getting an apartment.”

			“Should I leave?”

			The old man shook his head. “Absolutely not. That would be very suspicious.” Then he opened a drawer and took out a stack of papers. “We need to rent you that apartment. Make sure everything is as it should be.”

			Fuck, Court thought. He’d hoped he’d wake up to Vanya and his people out front ready to take him down to Mordovia, and not have to spend the morning doing fucking paperwork.

			But he knew the old man was right. On the chance Miss Igoreva contacted someone, he needed to make it look good, at least for Arkady’s sake.

			

			•   •   •

			Rubenov spent thirty minutes helping Court through the paperwork; they went as quickly as possible, but they weren’t fast enough.

			They were just wrapping up when Court looked up to see two men standing at the office door. They were in their thirties or forties, they wore civilian clothing, and they had come from outside, as evidenced by their rain-soaked fleece-lined leather coats, gray fur ushanka hats, and gloves.

			Court took one look at them and determined that they were not police.

			They were FSB.

			They eyed him, then glanced over at Rubenov. They produced no badges, but it was clear that the old man also realized these were government agents.

			“Dobroye utro,” he said. “How can I help you, gentlemen?”

			One of the men took off his hat and tucked it under his arm. He ignored the Russian and spoke directly to Court. “Your papers.”

			It was not a request.

			Rubenov opened a desk drawer, but immediately the man who’d taken his hat off said, “Not you. Him.”

			Court stood, pulled his diplomatic passport and visa out from inside his jacket, and walked them over to one of the men, who stepped into the office to accept it. The second man stood back in the hallway, and Court knew this was so he could have the time and space to reach for his gun if the situation warranted it.

			These fuckers were on edge.

			As the Russian began looking over Court’s forged documents, Rubenov said, “Mr. Fonseca is in the process of renting an apartment with us. He is moving in today, as well.”

			The closest FSB goon examined the papers for a moment, then said, “Nicaraguan?”

			“Yes, sir.”

			“Hablas español?” the man asked, still looking down.

			Court smiled a little. “Y un poco ruso, tambien.”

			The FSB man was either not impressed or else he did not understand. He looked up at Court, and Court switched to Russian. “Yes, and some Russian.”

			The man in back spoke Russian. “How long will you be here in the country?”

			“I will be here for one year.” He kept his answer simple and basic, with no fluff, because of his own experience interrogating others. Dozens of times when Court had questioned someone, the interviewee seemed to possess total recall or give overly rich and overly specific information.

			The average person could not or would not do this; only someone who had studied details of their personal history like their life depended on it could pull that off.

			Court would just give these guys the facts, and he also wasn’t going to pretend he wasn’t nervous. He figured these men would find any show of nonchalance in a situation like this to be highly suspicious, so he kept his eyes up at the men, flitting them back and forth, as if he were uncomfortable.

			And this was no act.

			The Russians looked him over, as well, taking their time.

			To break the staring contest, Rubenov said, “Can you tell me what this is about, gentlemen? Maybe I can help to—”

			The man in front continued ignoring the eighty-year-old Russian and instead addressed the foreigner. “What’s your date of birth?”

			“January 16, 1987.”

			The man looked down at the documents, then back up. “And place of birth?”

			“Managua.”

			The Russian checked this answer, as well, then turned a few pages, pulled out his phone, and took pictures of something inside the passport.

			Then the man looked back up. “You have entry and exit stamps for Argentina. What were your dates of travel there?”

			Court had, in fact, studied the well-worn passport that Hanley’s people had fashioned for him, and he knew the Argentina stamps were from two years earlier, but he didn’t think the average diplomat who traveled all over the world would remember the exact dates of a particular trip.

			He answered with, “It was…the year before last. Maybe…March? Either March or April?”

			The man looked down at it. “It was May.”

			“Yes, that’s right. I went to Bolivia that April, just before.”

			The FSB man glanced to his partner, then thumbed through the passport a moment more, presumably looking for the Bolivian stamps.

			He must have found them, Court surmised, because after a last look at the papers, the plainclothed state security officer handed the documents back.

			As Court took them, the Russian said, “We will contact the Nicaraguan embassy to confirm your status. What apartment are you in here?”

			Before Court could answer, the old man said, “He is renting apartment 9A.”

			The men looked Court over a moment more, then turned and left the office without another word.

			Court breathed a small sigh of relief, and then a larger one when he went to the doorway and saw them leave the building.

			He turned back around to find Rubenov looking at him with his hand on his heart.

			“You okay?”

			“That was closer than you realize.”

			Court shook his head. “I doubt that. I was very aware how close that was.”

			“They will check with the embassy. They didn’t do it in front of you because they didn’t want to be embarrassed if they confirmed your identity. They know that an incident with a Nicaraguan diplomat would mean paperwork for them, and they want to avoid that if possible. But…they’re definitely suspicious of you.”

			“Igoreva called them?”

			“Maybe she did. Maybe she called her son and he passed it off to FSB. Around here, you never know.”

			“How soon till they’re back?”

			“When they find out you aren’t who you say you are, they will come back with others, because they’ll know that you are trouble. They will take me in for questioning, as well. However long it takes them to get a few police cars here, or a van of FSB thugs, whatever. That’s how long you have.”

			Court was moving towards the doorway already. “Half hour, tops,” he said, almost to himself. He looked back to the old man, and he could see Rubenov’s hands shaking now.

			“I’m sorry I brought this down on you.”

			To his surprise, the old man stood, and he puffed out his thick chest. With a sense of pride that Court found to be uniquely Russian, he said, “I was almost killed by the KGB in 1985. My wife and I were beaten, tortured, for five long days. We did not talk, and they let us go, but they watched us after that.

			“Every day since then has been a gift.” With a rueful smile he said, “If today is the day the gift ends…well, it was still a gift.

			“As I said to you before, I just don’t want anything to happen to Katarina.”

			Court thought a moment. “Nobody is taking me alive, Arkady, so I won’t talk.”

			The Russian said, “Khorosho.” Good.

			“I’m leaving. When they come back, tell them the documents and the paperwork I filled out all looked good to you. Maybe they will take you in for questioning, but they won’t do more than that if you keep your story straight.”

			Rubenov nodded, wiped a little sweat from his forehead, and then extended a hand.

			Court shook it, felt the trembling still, and said the only thing that came to mind. “I’m sorry.”

			The old man waved this away. “Just get everything out of the room downstairs.”

			Court Gentry went back to the basement, sanitized the location in a couple of minutes, and then left through the back alley and began walking down a side street in a cold, driving rain.
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			Colonel Eriks Baronov sat in the back seat of a black Aurus Komendant SUV with government plates as it raced through traffic heading for the Third Ring Road bridge over the Moskva River. The driver had put his flashing light on the roof and that, along with the blinking lights in the grille and the back window, decreased the congestion in front of the official vehicle to some degree.

			Two big, black Tigr infantry mobility vehicles followed close behind the Aurus, and each machine carried nine FSB Alpha Group operators. The men inside were jocked up with body armor and helmets and rifles and grenades, while the three FSB men in the Aurus Komendant around Baronov all carried handguns.

			Baronov was unarmed; he never carried weapons, because he always traveled with enough security that he didn’t feel he needed a gun of his own.

			As they raced to the southwest now, the colonel held a tablet computer in his lap, and he looked over the images that had been sent to him just moments earlier showing a man walking in the rain one block north of Gagarinsky Lane 16, the apartment building where two of his men just encountered a foreign man carrying forged diplomatic papers. Baronov had seen the pictures of the diplomatic passport taken with the FSB officer’s phone, and he tried to mentally match that bearded man up with the figure in the security camera footage that had just shown up on his tablet.

			The man wore a suit and tie in the passport photo, his hair was slicked back, and his beard was trim. On the street image from the security camera, however, his face was obscured by a scarf and his hair by a rust-colored cap. Even his build was hidden with a dark brown jacket.

			Still, Baronov thought, the Nicaraguans had confirmed that this man was not one of theirs, and Baronov himself deemed the forgery to be of high quality, meaning the asset carrying the passport and the visa had the means to get excellent docs.

			This indicated to him that the individual his men had encountered in the leasing office was a foreign asset.

			Eriks Baronov wasn’t certain he was looking at Court Gentry in the security camera images, but he was certain the man with the passport that read José Fonseca was, indeed, the American assassin he’d lured into Russia.

			And while he couldn’t positively match the passport photo with the security camera photo, the timing was right for this man walking in the rain to be the same person. He was carrying a backpack to the north a block away from Gagarinsky Lane, twelve minutes after the FSB men left the apartment building there.

			The passport photo had already been sent out to FSB officers flooding into the area, but it was up to Baronov as to whether to distribute the new picture showing the clothing worn by the unknown man in the security cam footage.

			With the briefest of nods to himself, the colonel said, “Get this image out there. This man is to be stopped. If he resists, use escalatory means to subdue him.” He added, “Dead or alive.”

			The major sitting next to him typed on his phone, and seconds later he said, “Done.”

			Baronov thought of capturing or killing the American, right here in central Moscow, and then using the high-profile successful operation to flaunt the FSB’s prowess.

			Quickly, however, he told himself not to begin his celebration too early. He knew some of the things Gentry had accomplished in his years in the field, so he’d be foolish to underestimate this prey, even if the FSB had a thousand-to-one numerical advantage over the American here in the area.

			Baronov also decided to bring in the manager of the apartment building for questioning. He had no evidence—yet, anyway—that the manager knew that the man in his office was using forged documents, but the man had once been at a conference here in Moscow also attended by Milda Berzina, so he had to act on the possibility that the three of them had conspired.

			But that was for later; now it was all about getting as many armed shock troops as possible into a ten-block radius of Gagarinsky Lane 16 to root out the American.

			He leaned forward in his seat to call to the driver. “Lieutenant, how much longer till we’re there?”

			“Ten minutes, Colonel.”

			To the major next to him, Baronov said, “We’re sending men to bus stops, Metro stations, taxi stands?”

			The major nodded. “We’ve alerted all FSB assets in the area already. Word is going out to police, ODON, and national guard as we speak, and we will broadcast a citywide alert on Telegram with this man’s photo within the next thirty minutes. When that goes out, any citizen in Moscow who he encounters will turn him in.”

			Baronov sat back and looked out at the rainy morning. He did not share his younger colleagues’ assuredness that the citizens of this town would go to any great lengths to help the intelligence services, because twenty-five years in this line of work had taught him to be a cynic when it came to the hapless fools who did not work in the service of the Kremlin.

			But he wasn’t worried about not getting tips from random Muscovites; he and his team’s action plan was as solid as he could make it—they would find the man on his own.

			

			•   •   •

			Court Gentry approached the entrance to Universitet Metro, a circular building erected in the 1950s just south of Moscow State University. He wore a heavy brown coat over his black sweater and jeans, he had a rust-colored knit cap on his head, and he carried a black canvas backpack over one shoulder.

			A brown scarf was wrapped around the lower part of his face, ostensibly to ward off the cold, although it served to completely mask him, and this was his true intent.

			Not that it was not cold. A light rain continued to fall under a coal gray cloud cover; he thought the temperature must be hovering just above freezing, and the snow that had fallen in the previous days had mostly turned to a dirty slush.

			His objective right now was to stay on the move, to avoid the authorities somehow, and to be ready to answer his phone the second the Freedom of Russia Legion called, hopefully to tell him they agreed to work with him.

			He heard the sirens of first responder vehicles coming from behind, but they were distant and likely had nothing to do with him, so he just kept his head low and carried on.

			He passed a cluster of regular Moscow police officers standing in the rain in front of the station, and they took no notice of him, which he took as a good sign. It was ten a.m.; the nearby university was in session, so there were a lot of young students walking to and from the Metro, and he worked to blend in with them.

			Inside the late Stalinist building he walked down a granite- and marble-columned walkway, took the long down escalator to the trains, and, as he descended along with dozens and dozens of others, he saw a pair of men in leather coats who stood out to him. They rode the escalator to his left, ascending from the track level, and they somehow looked out of place around all the students and the regular commuters.

			Court didn’t always immediately register what it was that tipped him off to a threat; it had become something of a sixth sense to him, but this pair ticked all his subconscious threat boxes and he found himself on guard.

			When the pair were still twenty-five feet away he realized what it was about them that had prompted his interest. While all the other commuters looked at their phones, stared off into space, or spoke with friends they were traveling with, these men had their eyes up and out; they were actively scanning the crowds around them.

			He adjusted his scarf, tightening it to his face a little. They would pass by him in moments, but he did not turn away from them, deciding instead to give them no reason to suspect him.

			He didn’t think there was too much chance they’d lock onto him, but they were evaluating everyone coming down the escalator, and Court got the impression they’d been ordered to do so.

			He saw wired earpieces in their ears; one of the men seemed to be speaking with someone, and when they were just ten feet away, he heard him speak to his partner.

			“Orange or rust-colored knit cap.”

			Fuck, Court thought. He glanced away quickly, down at his phone held low at his waist, and he could almost feel their eyes on him.

			After they passed, he looked back over his shoulder; one of the men had a phone to his ear, and both men were looking down in his direction.

			Court knew he was burned.

			He assumed his clothing had been grabbed by a camera somewhere outside the apartment building, and he was a male moving alone at exactly the right time, so it had been no big trick for the FSB to guess that he was the man with the forged documents.

			Whether or not they suspected him of being an American spy, or of anything more nefarious than being an illegal immigrant with falsified papers, he did not know, but the fact that these goons four blocks away from the apartment had been alerted in the fifteen minutes since he’d left the building was, as far as Court was concerned, an extremely bad sign.

			He began pushing past people on the escalator, giving up any pretense that he was just another commuter. Male and female, young and old, everyone complained as he squeezed by; he ignored them all and kept heading down.

			He heard a commotion back behind and above him, and he imagined the FSB guys were climbing over the railing from the up escalator to get behind him on the down escalator.

			Court saw that the way down the escalator was a lot more crowded than a staircase to his right, so he kicked a leg up and over the divider, then slid to the stairs. The wide railing itself had lights on it every two meters to prevent people from sliding down the length of it, but once Court was on the stairs and descending, he picked up the pace.

			There were more shouts behind, and a man’s voice called “Stop” in Russian, but Court only moved faster.

			Once off the stairs, he broke into a full-on run. He saw no police in front of him as he raced towards the turnstiles at the beginning of the passageway between the two platforms ahead, but he couldn’t scan all the hundreds of people around him to try to identify more plainclothed security officers.

			He saw the bank of turnstiles, noted the plexiglass doors about a meter and a half high blocking his way past, and raced towards them at a sprint. He jumped a turnstile within sight of two Metro employees in their sixties, both wearing blue uniforms, but as he passed them, he did his best Russian accent to shout out three letters.

			“FSB!”

			Neither of the employees got in his way, and he ran on.

			The northbound and southbound platforms were separated by a long, wide hallway with massive marble columns on both sides, and he ran between the columns on the Red Line’s northbound side so that the men chasing him would no longer be able to see him through the crowd.

			He made it to the northbound track, and he looked for an approaching train. Getting on the Metro here would take him closer to the city center, which was not ideal, but he knew he was being pursued, so getting out of this station, in any direction, was all that mattered now.

			As he ran onto the platform, civilians all around looked at him, and then they looked past him in the direction of the noises coming from the passageway, where the two FSB men were obviously still in pursuit through the throngs of students and other commuters.

			The Moscow Metro has the best on-time record of any metro system on planet Earth, with 99.9 percent of trains leaving on schedule. There were only ninety seconds between trains, and, Court knew from his time here, trains only remained stopped with doors opened for a maximum of thirty seconds.

			But there was no train here now.

			Court saw another Metro security man in a blue uniform who was looking right at him as he ran past, so he shouted “FSB!” again.

			He was halfway down the platform, looking vainly in the tunnel for a light that would indicate a train was on the way, but there was nothing there. He didn’t think it possible that he could wait for a train here without the security men on his tail catching up to him, so he darted back through big marble columns, presumably right in front of the FSB men who’d temporarily lost him in the masses.

			The passageway remained extremely crowded; he had to adjust his vector multiple times to avoid slamming into Muscovites, but as he shot through the columns on the southbound side heading to the platform, he could see a blue and white train on the track with its double doors open on each car. Crowds pushed in; the windows showed bodies packed tight inside, but the least of Court’s worries right now was not being able to fit onto the train.

			He’d do what he had to do, and he ran on, ready to crash his way in if he had to.

			Behind him, he heard more shouts of men ordering him to stop. These were the FSB guys; he could tell it from the authoritative nature of their voices. They weren’t used to people running from them, and they sure as hell weren’t used to people ignoring their orders.

			But Court continued to disregard the authorities, and he leapt into the last car right before the doors shut.

			The train he stood in began moving almost immediately; some people looked at him as he grabbed onto a vertical handrail, but most of the thick crowd remained unaware.

			As they rolled out of the station heading towards, of all places, Red Square, he saw the FSB duo arrive on the platform.

			One of them immediately pulled out his phone.

			He knew they would have the power to get the conductor of this train to stop, either at a station platform somewhere up the line or else right in the tunnel. But he imagined this would take some time, so he figured as long as he got off quickly at the next stop, he might have a chance of avoiding more goons.

			An older woman with a shock of red hair was close to him, and she looked up at his face with suspicion in her eyes. “Why were you running?”

			Court lowered his scarf, showing his bearded face and, he hoped, conveying a hard look. “FSB,” he said for the third time, faking a Russian accent, while simultaneously trying to add both disdain and swagger into his voice.

			The old woman blinked a couple of times, holding his gaze. He detected a mistrust in her; she clearly did not believe him but she seemed unwilling to say this out loud. Instead, she turned away and pushed closer to a door, which the American found to be fortuitous, because he doubted he’d have been able to convince her he was even Russian if he’d had to say more.

			He took a moment to think over his situation. Arkady Rubenov and his wife were probably already in custody. Court hoped they stuck to their story, and he prayed that the Russian government had no idea of Arkady’s friendship with Milda Berzina, because it was obvious the Russians knew about her and her connections with Russian partisans.

			He also knew that the men who’d been pursuing him had the photo of him from his documents that the other security men took in Arkady Rubenov’s office, and even if they did not actually witness him getting on this train, it would be no great leap of their imagination to surmise he’d climbed aboard. He knew he had to get off at the next stop and either get out of the station and back up to ground level, or else find a train back in this direction to confuse his pursuers.

			This particular Metro train was neat and modern. A tight cluster of students had their phones plugged into a charging bank right below the Red Line route map. Court stepped up to the map and the kids all unplugged their phones and moved away, making it obvious they’d heard what he’d told the redheaded woman.

			He checked the map, and it occurred to him that his temporary cover for status as an FSB officer was somewhat imperiled by the fact that he seemed not to know his way around central Moscow, but he also knew there were something like 220 stations in the city, so it was likely no one would judge him by the quick glance.

			The next stop was Vorobyovy Gory, translated to Sparrow Hills, one stop to the north and in the direction of the Moskva River. Two minutes from the station, Court began walking quickly forward through the train, entering the next car, then the next. If the FSB men he’d just narrowly avoided contacted someone in Vorobyovy Gory station, they might tell them the wanted man was in the rearmost car, so that was the last place he’d want to emerge.

			And as he moved between the trains, he took off his cap and his scarf and let them fall to the floor. He removed his jacket and turned it inside out, revealing a lighter gray, as opposed to the brown outer liner. The coat was not actually reversible, but from a distance it would change his appearance to a degree.

			When the train entered the station, Court stood at the door in the front car, right behind the driver’s cabin, and looked out the window at the platform. It wasn’t as crowded here as it had been at Universitet, and there was even more room because the passageway between the two long platforms was simple and utterly cavernous, a typical Stalinist design that was most notable for the fact that the station was actually built into the bottom of a bridge, and it hung fifty feet over the water.

			Court had not remembered this fact from his days here, but as soon as the doors opened and he hurried out, heading towards the exits, he realized just how big this station was.

			The passageway was a few hundred yards long, and as he neared the north exit, he noticed a bottleneck of people there. At first he thought it might have just been that some of the automatic turnstiles weren’t working, but as he got closer it became clear that there was some sort of a check going on. From fifty yards away he could make out security forces in green riot gear standing on the far side of the turnstiles, and he got the impression they were putting eyes on every single passenger, no doubt looking for him.

			Shit.

			Court reversed his direction, then headed for the southbound train, which was just pulling up to the platform.

			Four local police officers and one plainclothed man with a high forehead and thick eyebrows walked quickly up the passage. The guy with the cops was FSB, Court decided, and he even wore a similar ushanka hat as the guys who’d come to interrogate him in the apartment building earlier.

			As was the case with the FSB men in the last station, Court could tell that this goon and the cops with him were in the process of evaluating everyone they saw.

			That meant they had his picture, and he knew there was no way they were going to miss him, even with his slight change of appearance. His backpack was the same, and without the scarf, he looked similar to the Nicaraguan passport photo that he assumed had been distributed all over the area.

			He walked towards the five men as if he were heading in the direction of one of the open doors of the waiting train.

			One of the cops looked his way and elbowed the cop next to him, who in turn said something to the FSB man.

			When Court was just ten yards away from them, the FSB goon locked eyes with him. Court looked directly at the man as he continued his approach.

			At five yards the man put a hand out and said, “Papers,” and the four cops fanned out around him, pulling out nightsticks with varying degrees of intensity.

			Court judged them by their movements to determine their zeal for what was about to happen. Number One, on his left, was the real go-getter in the entourage; his baton was up and out in front of him in an instant. Two and Three were slower, but Court figured they were fast enough for most purposes they ran into when it came to knocking heads around this town.

			Number Four was slower still, more unsure, and Court just ignored him so he could look at the FSB guy.

			This man was perhaps thirty-five; he had already moved his right hand inside his coat to his hip, and he carried a walkie-talkie in his left hand.

			Court reached into the left breast pocket of his reversed coat, which was on his right side, and he pulled out the documents that he knew now to be utterly worthless. He held them out in front of him, and the FSB officer reached for them while standing just ten feet or so from one of the open doors of the train.

			The officer took his right hand off the pistol on his hip to take the papers; Court dropped them just as the man reached up, and then Court grabbed the man by the wrist.
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			As a train came to a stop at the platform just feet away, Court jerked the man violently forward to knock him off balance, then used his left hand to reach for the gun on the man’s hip.

			He pulled on the weapon; it wouldn’t come out, and Court immediately recognized the man was using a retention holster that required some extra movement by the person drawing the gun for it to come free.

			Court slammed into the stunned man’s chest hard, simultaneously reaching higher into the man’s coat and grabbing his wallet, and then the FSB officer fell back into Cop Number Three.

			Court spun away from them both to turn to Number One, because he’d already determined that this guy was going to be the most trouble. The middle-aged officer already had his baton over his head and was swinging down, but Court juked to the left, and the stick missed right.

			Court got behind the cop, grabbed him tight, and pulled the Grach pistol out of the holster on his utility belt.

			Shoving the barrel to the man’s head, he backed away from the others, and he dragged the officer into the open doors of the parked train.

			The FSB thug was back on his feet now, and he had his hand on the grip of the weapon on his belt.

			Court knew he had an instant calculus to make. Would this man draw and fire even though the middle-aged police officer was blocking all but a small amount of his target?

			No one moved for several seconds. The FSB officer looked at Court, an armed man with his gun to a cop’s head, and Court knew he was trying to decide if he’d be able to draw and get an accurate shot off before he himself was shot.

			Court peered into the man’s eyes: the rage and the determination in them told him all he needed to know.

			The doors closed. The train began to move. The FSB officer drew his pistol and raised it.

			Court took the gun off the cop’s head and pointed it, fired through the window three times, and all three rounds slammed the FSB officer in the center of his chest.

			The Russian tumbled back and landed on the platform in the middle of the other three police; his gun fell away and pandemonium ensued, both inside and outside the train car.

			The cops had their guns out as the train got farther away. Court kept aiming at them through the shattered glass, but no one fired, and soon they were out of sight.

			Fuck, Court thought. If he’d had one chance in one hundred to get away at the next station, which had been his optimistic plan a few seconds earlier, then that slim chance was now gone.

			The officer in his clutches began to go limp on him, but Court just pushed him forward through the train. They were only two cars from the front, and that was Court’s destination, because he knew the conductor would be getting a call on his radio very quickly ordering him to stop.

			Civilians all around him in the car screamed, many cowered, others rushed out of the way, but Court just marched forward, pushing the police officer ahead of him, knocking him into vertical handrails, into the walls and benches, and into other people.

			He didn’t bother saying “FSB” now; instead he concentrated on pulling more magazines off the officer’s belt when he had him close, and these he shoved into his pockets, before shoving or kicking the cop farther up the train.

			A man with a bald head wearing construction worker gear whom Court immediately identified as either military or former military stood up from his seat and broadened his chest in front of Court and his hostage.

			He was going to get in the way, even though Court held a gun.

			In a powerful voice, the man shouted, “Fuck you, bitch.”

			Court did not break stride as he shot the man in the right shin; the construction worker fell to the floor of the second car, and Court pushed on while passengers screamed.

			They made it to the locked door of the conductor’s cab thirty seconds later. Court aimed at the lock and fired again, no hesitation in his actions.

			He then kicked the door open and pushed the cop to the floor next to the conductor, a young, clean-shaven man in a smart light blue uniform. The kid had the handset of his radio in his hand, but he dropped it when Court came in and stuck a hot pistol barrel to the back of his neck.

			“Do not stop,” Court said.

			The conductor shot a glance to the cop on the floor, then chanced a quick look out the open door at the train behind him, then at Court.

			“Watch the road, kid,” Court said, and the man turned around, facing forward.

			Court put one of his size ten-and-a-half Russian-made Splav hiking boots on the policeman’s back, faced the open door to the train, and continued speaking with the conductor.

			“What’s the next station?”

			The young man’s voice cracked. “Sportivnaya.”

			“Run right through it. What’s after that?”

			“Fru…Frunzenskaya.”

			“Go through that one, too. Then what?”

			“It’s Park Kultury.”

			Court knew this station well, and more importantly, he knew the area around it. It was right in the center of Moscow, across the river from Gorky Park and less than a half-hour walk to the northeast to the main entrance of the Kremlin.

			Court Gentry didn’t want to get out at Park Kultury, but it seemed the best of all his bad options right now.

			He said, “Speed the train up.”

			Now the young man looked back at him. “Sir…if we speed up then we might encounter the train ahead of us.”

			Court didn’t care. He needed to keep the authorities off guard with his actions. “Faster.” Then he looked down to the cop.

			“You. Take off your clothes.”

			“What?”

			Court knelt and pushed the still-hot barrel into the forehead of the cop now. “Do it.”

			

			•   •   •

			FSB colonel Eriks Baronov leapt out of the back of the black SUV and raced into Frunzenskaya Station, followed closely behind by his Alpha Group Spetsnaz troops.

			Baronov had been the one to order his team to this station. He’d been told it was likely Gentry was on the Red Line train heading north, and he predicted the man would force the train to pass through the first station he encountered without stopping.

			He’d just received word that his assumption had been correct; the Metro train had shot through Sportivnaya at full speed.

			It was anyone’s guess as to whether the train would stop at the next station, but Baronov thought it likely. His motorcade had been passing Frunzenskaya at the time, so he ordered his team to dismount and augment whatever police presence had already been hastily assembled there.

			Baronov looked to the major running along next to him in the rain. “You have a backup gun?”

			“Yes, sir, but it’s on my ankle and I’ll have to stop to—”

			“Give me your primary.”

			The major drew a Glock from his shoulder holster and passed it to Baronov as they ran inside the building, and after descending an escalator at a run, they reached the turnstiles. Baronov just looked at the woman in the booth there next to the automated doors, and the glance told her everything she needed to know.

			She opened all the turnstiles for the government men to rush through.

			As he waited for the Alpha Group team to push past the open gates, the major drew a small PSM pistol from an ankle holster, and soon he was through just behind his boss, and the big entourage of FSB officers ran towards the northbound platform.

			

			•   •   •

			Court looked through the conductor’s windshield as the light in the tunnel ahead grew, indicating that they were nearing the next station.

			The train raced at high speed, just a few hundred yards from Frunzenskaya, and Court concentrated on the view ahead in hopes of gauging the actions of his pursuers. At Sportivnaya, two minutes earlier, he had seen a long row of national guard troops hastily forming on the platform to meet the train, and then as the troops shot by in the window, he caught glimpses of their astonished and frustrated faces.

			He felt like with each station he passed, the chances that the authorities would be able to position forces would go down, but he knew that it would not be long at this speed before they either caught up to the train ahead, or else the train ahead would be ordered to stop to block any further movement.

			The police officer sitting on the floor of the train car just outside the conductor’s cabin was in the process of putting Court’s pants on, while Court stood there with no boots or shirt on, though he had already donned the officer’s too-large pants and utility belt.

			This had been tough to do with one hand on a gun and his eyes flitting both back down the train lest any of the civilians decide to make a run at the armed foreigner there, and up out the front windshield past the conductor at the tunnel ahead.

			He’d just put on the cop’s tunic when they rocketed out of the tunnel and into the ornate Metro station, and as they did so, Court looked over his shoulder, scanning the platform first. He saw travelers there, made out the uniform of a single station attendant, but saw no threats, so he looked up, checking out the passageway beyond the platform.

			There, a man with dark hair and wearing a brown three-quarter-length leather coat ran with a gun in his hand, leading two or three more men in civilian attire, as well as a large gaggle of well-outfitted shock troops of some sort.

			Court noted the black uniforms, the body armor, the face masks, and the high-quality Western optics on the paramilitaries’ weapons, and the fact that they moved in an organized but urgent manner, and he realized he was looking at a very serious outfit that had somehow been mustered at this station within just a very few minutes.

			It was almost as if the FSB had been expecting him.

			The entire group of troops and plainclothed armed men pulled up as they made it to the platform and realized the train wasn’t slowing down.

			The obvious leader of the entourage, the man in the three-quarter-length leather jacket, turned away first and began running back to the passageway.

			And then the train was back in the tunnel.

			“How long till the next stop?” Court demanded of the seated conductor as he stood behind him, tucking the police officer’s tunic into his pants with one hand.

			The young man was covered in sweat; his short hair glistened. “At this speed? Just over a minute.”

			Court said, “Okay. We stop at Park Kultury. As soon as we do, I get off, and then I turn around on the platform and start shooting in this cab.”

			The kid was beyond terrified, his eyes wide and his face hot pink. He turned to the American in the police uniform and whispered a soft “What?”

			“That means you have five seconds to get moving again or you’re going to get shot. Understand?”

			The kid looked to the cop on the floor, who was now in the process of putting on Court’s coat. Then he looked back up to the foreigner. “Yes, sir.”

			Court leaned closer to the conductor now. “Good luck, kid. I’m rooting for you.”

			Court stepped over the cop and headed to the first door behind the conductor’s cabin, reloading the pistol as he moved, and here he reholstered, then grabbed a handrail and held on for dear life. The conductor hit the brakes hard, they squealed, and anyone standing on the train and not holding on to something went flying.

			Court knew he had to get off at this station right now, even if he had to do it right in the middle of fifty Russian soldiers on the platform. The train ahead of them was close; there was nowhere to go, so he was hoping his speed, the surprise he generated by passing the last two stations, and the violence of action he was ready to employ with the pistol on his belt would be enough to make it through the next five minutes.

			They came out of the tunnel, the brakes continued to squeal, and he saw no obvious police presence, only travelers standing around.

			He looked back to the officer on the ground just a few feet away. The man looked absolutely furious, but he did not look like he was about to cause any trouble, likely because he knew the armed man in front of him could get his pistol out of its holster a lot faster than the cop could get up on his feet and charge towards him.

			More than halfway down the platform, the Metro train finally came to a stop. Court punched the green button on the wall, the double doors spread apart with a hiss, and he was out and running, his right hand hovering near his pistol.

			Almost instantly he heard the train begin to move again behind him.

			He darted off the platform, went up a set of stairs, and here he found himself in a wide and ornate marble passageway with dramatic chandeliers and murals depicting Soviet life on the high ceilings.

			The big space looked more like a museum and less like a subway station.

			As Court had expected, a bustling crowd swarmed the facility, as Park Kultury was in the center of Moscow and served as an interchange between two major Metro lines, and he intended to use this to his advantage. He could be tracked on cameras in here, this he knew, but it would take time to ID him, and if he mixed in well enough with all the passengers around him and got out of the turnstiles before the FSB or police showed up en masse, then he might just be able to make the Russians think he got on another train to another district instead of actually leaving the Metro system here.

			He passed the hallway that led to the Koltsevaya line trains, and then he got on an escalator that led up one level, but since the Metro station was so deep in the ground at ninety meters, the ride was long, and there was still another level to ascend at the top before getting out of the station.

			He saw four police coming down on another escalator, one holding a radio to his ear, and in contrast to when he encountered the FSB men on the escalator back at Universitet, here he actively tried to hide from the cops by pushing a little through a group of Asian tourists to make his way to the far right of the escalator, where he ducked down a little.

			The tourists took note of him, of course; he was pressed up against them in the tight confines of the busy escalator, but no one dared challenge a man in a police uniform in the center of Moscow.

			Once they reached the top, there was another beautiful passageway that led off to more escalators to the north and south, with small staircases on both his left and right. Wanting to avoid as many major choke points as possible, he took one of the small stairwells and began climbing as fast as he could.

			As soon as he reached the top of the stairwell, a man descending pulled up in front of him. He wore a thick quilted coat and a knit cap, and his hands were already balled into fists.

			His eyes locked onto Court’s, and Court recognized instantly that the man had seen his passport photo, because he did not even hesitate to reach into his coat.

			The Russian looked like central casting’s answer to what an FSB officer should look like: short cropped hair, brooding eyes, a frown on his face but an intense demeanor. There were scars on his forehead and a burn mark on his neck. Ivan here, Court knew in an instant, had no doubt gotten into a hell of a lot of physical scrapes in his career. He was a bruiser, probably not much of a shooter or a tactical brain, but the man had Court at a disadvantage. Court’s pistol was in its holster, and he did not want to draw and fire it here, because he was in the center of the city and every single armed government entity would rain down on him in an instant if he did so. Also, the big brute was ten feet away, five stairsteps up at the top, looking down on him.

			Court assumed either the conductor or the cop had notified someone in the last sixty seconds, and that someone had broadcast to whoever was on their network that a bearded man in a police uniform at Park Kultury was their target.

			The Russian went for his weapon; Court drew his much faster, and then, instead of firing at the man, he flung the Grach upwards, hard and fast, and hit the man right on the chin. The pistol bounced away, and the man fumbled his draw for his own weapon as he reacted to a two-and-a-half-pound metal-and-hard-plastic object slamming him in the face at speed.

			Court arrived at the top of the stairs, knocked the man’s gun to the floor, and then squared off with him.

			The Russian put his fists up, ready to box it out, and Court’s fingers already began to hurt as he thought about decking this big blockhead in front of him.

			“Davai!” Come on! the man yelled.

			But Court was already coming. He focused on the FSB man’s right shoulder and right hip. The brute was right-handed, as evidenced by the fact that his gun had been on his right hip, so the moment before this big guy was going to swing at him, Court knew his body would telegraph the punch. No matter how hard the man tried to disguise his attack, Court was trained to pick up on the quick and subtle cues.

			Just then, the Russian’s right foot shifted back, his right hip squared to Court, and his right shoulder dropped as his arm began to slide back. This all took place in a fraction of a second, but it was more than enough to reveal the man’s tactics. Court thrust both hands out, caught the man’s punch by blasting an open hand into his forearm, and then sent his open right hand into the man’s windpipe, catching him between the thumb and forefinger.

			It was a two-hit fight. Court hit the man and then the man hit the ground.

			He tried to cry out, but his already inflamed windpipe wouldn’t let him do so. Court knew the man would live, but he’d be getting his meals through a straw and writing down his words for some time.

			Scooping up his Grach, Court reholstered and ran to his right, passing by a cluster of Russian civilians who stopped and stared but did not try to intervene.

			On the main level Court passed through the turnstiles, deftly avoiding more cops entering from the west by turning and heading for the eastern exit. He knew this way would take him right to the river, and there he’d find a bridge he could cross that would put him at the entrance of Gorky Park.

			He knew the park well and decided that would be his destination.

			Behind him he heard shouting, someone bellowing something into a megaphone, and then a voice came over the PA. He picked up his pace as the woman’s voice over the distorted speakers above announced that the station was closing as a security precaution, and everyone inside must wait.

			They were sealing the station up with everyone in it.

			Only in a police state, Court thought, and then he mumbled to himself, “Try pulling that shit in Dallas.”

			He thought he was close enough to one of the exits to avoid getting shut in, but then he saw something in front of him that made his heart sink. Every Metro station in central Moscow is outfitted with steel blast doors to turn the stations into hardened bomb shelters, and Park Kultury was no exception. The doors typically remained open, day and night, but ahead at the south exit, just thirty or forty yards away, he saw a group of station employees hurriedly pushing one of the doors shut, blocking out the light of the late morning. They then rushed towards the other door, but they were slowed a little by passengers attempting to leave.

			The employees prevented the travelers from exiting as they pulled the second massive steel door closed, but just as they began to do so, Court broke into a run and shouted at them.

			“Wait!”

			They looked up, saw a police officer running to them, and stopped what they were doing.

			Court passed them by, then turned and helped them push the door shut.

			One of the station employees looked to him. “What’s going on?”

			Court shrugged and tried his best Russian accent. “Ya ne znayu.” I don’t know. He thought about saying something more, but stopped himself, not wanting to push his luck. Then he turned and began jogging off to the west.

			Someone there at the door called out to him from behind. “What do we do?”

			Without turning or slowing, he called back with one word. “Podoshditya.” Wait was all he said.

			And he kept going.
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			Court crossed the bridge in the direction of Gorky Park moments later. Helicopters crisscrossed above under low gray skies, and sirens blared from dozens of emergency vehicles moving in every direction, but he saw no immediate dangers around him.

			That said, he was well aware he had to get out of this police uniform quickly.

			He passed through the entrance of the park, hammer and sickle emblems prominent on the massive colonnaded main portal, and within minutes he found himself alone in a public restroom. He quickly closed himself in a stall, dropped his backpack on the ground, and began rummaging through it.

			He pulled out his last set of clothes, then took off his boots and the uniform. Standing there in his underwear for the second time in the past half hour, he quickly slid on dark gray jeans, then he put on a light brown long-sleeved thermal T-shirt.

			He didn’t have a coat apart from the one he stole from the police officer, and he decided he’d rather be cold right now than picked out of a crowd by the FSB, so he left the police jacket with the rest of the cop’s attire in the stall, after filling his pockets with his phone, chargers, cables, wallet, and his now-useless passport and other documents.

			The weather was cold and gray, so there weren’t many people in Gorky Park other than a few pensioners walking dogs and a gaggle of teenagers skateboarding in a light rainfall. There was no police presence this far from the roads, at least not yet, but still he walked to the south, putting more distance between himself and the last place he’d encountered government officers.

			As he walked, his adrenaline slowly dissipating and a warm exhaustion taking over, he took stock of his situation.

			He was able to draw a lot of conclusions about what had likely just happened.

			The FSB men in the office of the apartment building, showing up just a half hour after a busybody had called her police officer son and announced a foreigner in her building, told him that the government had likely been monitoring Rubenov to some extent even before Court arrived. The fact that a small army of security people had then descended on the neighborhood, closing off means of escape, indicated to him that the Russians saw him as a specific danger, which meant they probably knew something about him. His arrival on the coast near Saint Petersburg had already been detected, and it was clear from all his actions in the Balkans and in the Baltic that an American was desperately trying to make his way into Russia.

			The FSB might not have known his identity, but they seemed to be well aware that he was a danger to the regime, and therefore there were no limits as to what they would be willing to do to find him.

			And, with this in mind, he realized he only had one chance of survival, and his mission only had one chance of success.

			The Freedom of Russia Legion needed to take him in and get him somewhere safe.

			He pulled out his phone, put his earpiece in his ear, and made a call on his Signal app as he walked.

			Thirty seconds later someone picked up on the other end of the line.

			“Hanley.”

			“It’s me.”

			“Fuck, man,” Hanley said, his voice a whisper. “Is that you on the Moscow Metro?”

			“Not anymore. I’m clear.”

			“One dead, seventeen injured.”

			“Some of them had it coming. The rest I owe a bouquet of flowers, I guess. Tell me you’ve heard from the Legion.”

			“I spoke with Katarina Orlova herself, and I vouched for you. I also connected her directly with Sorkin. The two had never spoken, never coordinated. He told her what he wanted from the Legion and she has agreed to the plan to send a cell of rebels to help you raid IK-2.”

			Court nodded appreciatively, happy to receive the first good news of this incredibly shitty day. “Great. How do I link up with them?”

			“I’ve got a number for you. Call it, and the guy you met last night along with some more of his people will come get you. From there you’ll leave the city; they have a safe house somewhere to the south.”

			“Good enough,” Court said, which was an understatement, because this was everything he could have possibly hoped for.

			Hanley said, “Look, Violator. I’ve got to let you know, things are progressing on our end.”

			“Meaning…what?”

			“I’m in Poland. I’ve spent the morning in the embassy here, and then I’m heading to Sorkin’s facility for a meeting tonight. We expect to have the operation ironed out on our end within the next twenty-four hours. But there is one potential snag.”

			“What’s that?”

			“The Ukrainians are talking about doing this Sunday night. Weather is moving into Mordovia Monday morning, and even though it clears up later in the week, the Ukrainians don’t think they can keep this on the down low that long. There are thousands of people involved, and they worry that word will get back to the Russians about their intent.”

			Shit, Court thought. He checked his watch. It was eleven a.m. on Friday. “That’s going to be really tight.” He reached a cluster of amusement park rides, shuttered for the winter, and he decided he could remain in this area undetected. Here, he said, “I need to know everything about that penal colony. Everything. Number of workers there, positioning of the guard force, layout of the complex.”

			Hanley said, “I’ve got that already, and I’ll send it your way. I studied it on the plane ride over, and the one question is her location inside the prison. There is a residential wing, and when she was sentenced it sounded as if that was where she would be housed, along with a brigade, which is a group of prisoners who live and work together. About five hundred forty women are held there in the dorms.

			“But there is also a confinement wing, with much tighter security, less freedom. There are somewhere around sixty women housed there.”

			As Court walked, he said, “What do you have to do to be sent to confinement?”

			Hanley answered. “Fighting, escape attempts, noncompliance. Generally, pissing off the guards.”

			Court immediately said, “Our girl’s in confinement.”

			Hanley chuckled. “Yeah, that’s what I’m thinking. Well, if that’s the case, then she is close to Nadia Yarovaya. Yarovaya is in Block Two on the second floor. Don’t know about Anthem.”

			He added, “Get yourself someplace safe, call the number I’m sending now, and report back when you are with the Legion. As always, kid, good luck. To be honest, I didn’t think you’d make it this far.”

			“I’m just getting started, boss,” Court said, then he hung up.

			

			•   •   •

			The colonel stormed into his office, ordered the small entourage who had accompanied him through the Lubyanka from the car in the courtyard below to remain outside, and he kicked the door shut behind him.

			Once alone, he threw his leather coat on a sofa as he proceeded to the desk in front of the southward-facing windows. Here he opened a drawer and pulled out a bottle of Macallan eighteen-year double cask Scotch whisky, pouring a healthy amount into an empty tea glass. The Scotch was smuggled into Russia because of sanctions due to the war. He assumed this bottle came the usual way Western goods made it here, through Kazakhstan or some other nation that still had trade relations with Russia but was not part of the sanctions regime.

			The colonel knew that Western companies that publicly bragged about cutting all ties to Russia were good and well aware of the fact that their exports to nations like Kazakhstan had literally exploded the second they stopped shipments to Russia.

			Western business wanted money, and they didn’t give a fuck about the sanctions.

			They’d work around them, and the goods would continue to flow.

			This particular bottle he’d secured from a local distributor for 1,000 rubles, just over $100 U.S., probably one sixth of the actual value of the Scotch on the streets here in Moscow. The distributor liked to curry favor with the FSB whenever possible, and Baronov merely had to have one of his lieutenants drop in on the man and ask him for his best price for the colonel.

			The forty-five-year-old Russian downed the drink in two gulps, his eyes out on the city from his third-floor view. His office faced the southeast, meaning the spires of the Kremlin were dead ahead, and beyond that had been the chase through the Metro system that had led to absolutely nothing.

			A junior FSB man was shot dead. Another was injured. A civilian had been shot in the foot or something; Baronov hadn’t really been paying attention to that report.

			And, by far most importantly, Courtland Gentry had somehow managed to slip the noose Baronov had put around his neck.

			“Blyat,” he said softly. Fuck.

			His desk phone buzzed and he tapped the speakerphone button. “Yeah?”

			“Sir.” It was the same major who’d accompanied him through the city earlier. “The police officer’s clothing has been discovered in a public restroom in Gorky. The service-issued handgun and the magazines were not recovered.”

			Baronov poured himself another glass, this one a full finger deeper than the previous. “Cameras?”

			“They are reviewing them as we speak. We have teams out at the bus depot, the taxi services. We have people at Sheremetyevo and Vnukovo ready to—”

			The colonel interrupted. “He’s not going to get on a plane, Yuri. His mission here in Russia isn’t over.” He took a sip. “It hasn’t even begun.”

			“You still think he’s going to go to Yavas?”

			“I still think he’s going to try.”

			The major said nothing, so Baronov asked, “What does the old man at the building on Gagarinsky say?”

			“Both Arkady Rubenov and his wife are maintaining that, yes, they did meet the Latvian Berzina in passing at a conference here in Moscow some years back, but they haven’t heard from her in years. They say if the man they know as Fonseca was sent by her, then he never revealed anything to them about it.”

			The major waited for a response, and when none came, he said, “Shall we increase interrogation measures?”

			Baronov swirled the scotch around in the glass. “No. Let them go. If there is one chance in fifty Chayka will contact again, I want them in play. You will have them monitored in every imaginable way, am I clear?”

			“I’ll see to it personally.”

			“Very well,” Baronov said as he finished his drink. Only now did he sit down in his swivel chair and turn it around towards the view to the southwest. “At this point, we have to plan for the possibility that he gets what he needs in the city, and he gets out without us stopping him.

			“That puts our target in Yavas. Maybe tomorrow. Maybe the next day. In either case, it will take him some time to prepare his operation against the penal colony. I checked on the drive back here. The weather is due to turn to shit there Monday, but by Wednesday the conditions will improve.”

			The colonel thought a moment. “Let’s go down tomorrow afternoon.”

			“Understood. I will contact Captain Alexeyev and have his Alpha Group troops ready to move.”

			“Good. You will join me on the helicopter. We’ll turn my dacha into a command center, and you will acquire suitable lodging for the troops.”

			“How many men do you want with us?”

			“Of Alpha Group?” Baronov shrugged. “A platoon.”

			“That’s forty men, sir,” the major said with surprise.

			“I know how many men are in a platoon.”

			Recovering from his shock, he said, “I will make all preparations, sir.”

			“Yuri,” Baronov said. “You will stress, again, to Captain Alexeyev that he and the rest of Alpha Group will speak with no one about this operation.”

			“I will continue to assert that, sir, yes.”

			Baronov spun around, disconnected the call, then went back to looking out the windows.

			So close. He had actually seen a man standing behind the conductor as the train raced by him at Frunzenskaya. Dark hair, a beard, a green police tunic on, although the colonel did not learn the man was wearing a cop’s uniform until after he got off the train at Park Kultury.

			Baronov himself had stood there, on his own turf, with a gun in his hand, and within twenty meters of the most notorious assassin on planet Earth.

			And he’d not fired a shot.

			Now the colonel screamed at the top of his lungs. “Blyat!” And he slung the empty tea glass across the room, shattering it against the wall.
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			Court Gentry stared at the utter blackness in front of him, licked a little sweat from his lips, and then, in defiance of the orders he’d been given, he spoke.

			His words were in Russian; he assumed they were muffled by the fabric up against his mouth.

			“Is this the same hood as last night?” When no one answered him, he said, “Smells like cabbage. I really hope you wash these things after rolling somebody up.”

			A woman’s voice spoke in English now. She was close, on his left, standing a few feet away. “No talking, please.”

			Her voice was strong, authoritative, but he did appreciate the please.

			In English he answered. “Yes, ma’am.”

			He was anxious to get on with it, but these people had their protocols for security, and he wasn’t going to bitch about how they ran things on their own turf.

			Over two hours earlier he’d been standing on a street corner when a little yellow rusty Skoda two-door pulled up. A couple sat in front, a brown-haired man and a blond woman, but when the man spoke, Court instantly recognized the voice of Vanya, the Legion member from last night.

			“No talking on the drive, and we’ll have to blindfold you.”

			“Really?” Court asked, and the Russian pulled a big pair of sunglasses out of his coat pocket.

			The American looked over the car. It was definitely low profile, in the sense that it did not look like a vehicle that members of a rebel force would use to collect an American spy in the middle of a hostile environment.

			He’d not seen Vanya’s face the night before, only his eyes, but now he looked at the man. He was younger than Court, had a clean-shaven face and brown hair, and he seemed calm enough.

			Court knew that the man must have nerves of steel, especially considering the risks he was taking right here.

			“Are you coming?” Vanya asked, somewhat annoyed, and Court moved forward.

			He was directed into the back seat, then handed the sunglasses. Once he took them, he realized duct tape had been affixed to the lenses on the inside, effectively making them a blindfold. He put them over his eyes, then was handed a bottle of water by the woman, who also ordered him to keep his mouth shut, and then Vanya climbed behind the wheel and they were moving.

			Court lay down in the back, as much as he could in the close confines of the Skoda, as Vanya and the young woman with him drove in silence.

			Last night’s drive from Gagarinsky Lane had taken twenty to thirty minutes; this time they drove for nearly two hours, with a few breaks where they seemed to just park and wait. He heard the woman mumbling softly, perhaps into a phone or a headset, and once she quietly conferred with Vanya, but their voices were too low and their Russian spoken too quickly for Court to understand.

			This silence wasn’t ideal, at least for the American, because Court had a thousand questions. What had they agreed to, specifically, when it came to the raid? What resources, if any, did they have down in that part of the country? How many forces would they bring along, and what was their level of expertise? What kind of equipment could they acquire?

			His mental list went on and on.

			At the end of the long drive, Court climbed out of the vehicle and his sunglasses were taken off, and this revealed the fact that he was in a small and dark underground parking garage. Before he could say anything to the two people with him, Vanya handed him a hood and he put it over his eyes, and then he was led by the arm by the young woman.

			They passed through a door, and from the smells he could tell they were back in the art school from the night before. This told him the exceptionally long drive had been an SDR, and he appreciated the fact that these guys knew a little bit about tradecraft.

			They’d have to, he reasoned. They were under the constant threat of incredible danger, and any mistake could be their last.

			He was escorted into a chair, probably the same one as before, and there he sat for another fifteen minutes.

			He’d made the comment about the hood, the woman had replied, and then she said, “You are very lucky to have survived what happened in the Metro today.”

			“I know.”

			“They have pictures of you; they are being distributed.”

			“Da,” Court just said.

			It was quiet for a moment, and then his hood was suddenly removed.

			He was in the same chair in the same art room as the night before, but in contrast to the last time, there were only two people standing in front of him.

			Vanya and a new woman. Auburn hair, perhaps thirty-five years old, wearing a winter coat, jeans, and boots.

			Court looked at her a moment and said, “Katarina Orlova?”

			She answered him in English. “Yes.”

			“How is your grandfather?”

			Her eyes narrowed a little. “Do you really care?”

			“I care very much.”

			She softened a little. “He was released by the FSB. I assume they are watching him very closely. That is all I know.”

			Court said, “I’m sorry I got him involved.”

			She made no reply to this, but instead said, “You were called José last night. I don’t think that is a good name for you any longer, considering the fact that the FSB has your picture and that name. What would you like us to call you going forward?”

			“Call me Six.”

			“Six? The number?”

			“Yes.”

			She shrugged. “Very well.” She turned to Vanya and said, “Yego zovut Shest.” His name is Six.

			“Shest?”

			“ ‘Six,’ po angliyski.” Six, in English.

			Vanya shrugged. “Six. Ponial.” Got it.

			Katarina went on. “I spoke with your handler, Mr. Hanley. We have not been in communication with Western intelligence for some time, at all, and, as a consequence, we’ve had a lot fewer problems with the authorities here.”

			To this Court said, “If you were working with the New Russia Council, they had an FSB mole.”

			“We have never been in contact with the New Russia Council. There is a mole in the West. Maybe not the CIA, but one of the European intelligence agencies. There are spies everywhere. Even here, inside Russia.” She shrugged. “Especially here.”

			Vanya spoke up now in Russian. “Guys, I can’t understand a word you two are saying.”

			Court switched into Russian. “Your leader is telling me she doesn’t trust me.”

			Katarina sniffed out a laugh and switched to Russian herself. “You’ve done what you need to do to earn a little trust from us. Enough for me to consider having Vanya’s cell join the operation you are planning.” With a sudden reverential look, she said, “We want to help you try to free Yarovoy before he dies in that penal colony.”

			Court said, “Hanley explained, I hope, that we are not going after Yarovoy in IK-17. We’re going to IK-2, for the wife.”

			“Not just the wife,” she corrected. “There is someone else there you are going to try to rescue.”

			“Yes.”

			“Hanley did not tell me anything about her.”

			“She’s Russian.”

			“A wife, girlfriend, sister?”

			“She’s something to me. That’s all I really want to say.”

			Katarina looked at him for a long time. “You love her, whoever she is.”

			Court looked away.

			“It concerns me,” she added, “that you are doing all this just because you want to get your girl out. Makes me wonder if you are thinking straight.” Before he could respond, she said, “You are asking us to put a lot of our lives in your hands. Tell me why that is not crazy.”

			Court looked back to her. “The Legion, the New Russia Council, the Ukrainians, and myself…we all have an incredible opportunity here.”

			She sighed. “Did you know there is no publicized account of anyone ever successfully escaping from a Russian penal colony?”

			To this, Court responded, “No penal colony has ever been assaulted from the outside.”

			To this, Vanya said, “Because it sounds like a suicide mission.”

			“It’s not. Not with me.”

			Katarina laughed. “Mr. Hanley told me you were confident.” The woman paced a moment in front of a row of blank canvases resting on easels. She seemed to be thinking something over. Finally, she said, “What is her name?”

			“The woman I’m going to rescue? Let’s just call her Anthem. We expect she will be in the confinement wing, along with Yarovaya.”

			“Why is she in prison?”

			“She is an enemy of the state.”

			“Then she and I have something in common. I’d quite like to meet her someday.”

			Court looked at Katarina hopefully. “Then say the word, and let’s make this happen.”

			Katarina regarded him for a long time now. “What do you think of Russians?”

			Court flashed a glance to Vanya, then back to Katarina. “Meaning?”

			“As a people. What do you think of us?”

			He thought this over, then said, “I think any supporter of the Peskov regime is misinformed at best, evil at worst.”

			“And the rest of us?”

			Court shrugged. “There’s hope for the rest of you.”

			This seemed to be a satisfactory answer. She said, “Hope is all we have. Peskov has been in power a quarter century so far, and there’s no sign of him going anywhere. He’s seventy-two, he could live and rule another twenty years. But other than the Legion and some other small groups, there is no major popular backlash in Russia to the war, to the actions of the Kremlin. All opposing voices have been effectively silenced.

			“It is mass repression. Less like the Soviet Union of the 1970s, and more like the North Korea of today.”

			“Fascism,” Vanya added.

			Katarina nodded. “In the Great Patriotic War, fascism was defeated, mostly by us…but it wasn’t discredited. There are a lot of people who believe in it still.”

			Court made no reply.

			The woman changed the subject. “Mr. Hanley also assures me that the Ukrainians are going to use a lot of air power to support our operation.”

			“Yes,” Court said, then quickly added, “but air power is often one of those things that is overpromised and underdelivered. We need to operate under the assumption that we will have to do most of the fighting on our own.”

			Now Vanya spoke up. “Absolutely. I am expecting the West to fail us in this endeavor. They’ve done so in the past.”

			Katarina Orlova stepped forward now, and Court took this as his cue to stand. He shook her hand when she offered it.

			She said, “I cannot stay, and you and I will not meet again. I only want you to know that Vanya’s cell is at your service, the equipment we have is at your disposal, and the leadership of the Freedom of Russia Legion wishes you well.”

			“Thank you,” Court said. “I’ll be thinking of your grandfather.”

			“Let me do that. You concentrate on your job in Yavas.”

			Court nodded, and the woman hugged Vanya for a long time, wished him good luck, then left the room.

			Court smiled at the Russian. “She likes you. Like…she likes you.”

			“It doesn’t matter,” Vanya replied. “We’re all going to die, anyway.”

			He waved Court to the other side of the studio, where a table sat with a bottle of vodka and two glasses on it. The Russian said, “You’ll have a drink with me.”

			Court complied. They sat down and did a shot in silence, and then another was poured.

			After a while, Vanya reached a hand out, and Court shook it. The Russian said, “My name is Denis.”

			Court cocked his head at this. “You don’t need to tell me your—”

			“I do. It’s fine. You and I might be dying together. I want you to know my name.”

			Court held up his glass, looked at the clear liquid. “I’m still Six, though.”

			Denis sniffed, smiled. “That’s okay.”

			Court said, “You were army Spetsnaz, weren’t you?”

			Denis hesitated, then said, “How did you know that?”

			“I just know. But why? If you were conscripted, you wouldn’t be Spetsnaz. You have to sign a contract and go through a lot of training to get into a Special Purpose unit.”

			“I wasn’t a conscript. I was a contract soldier. And I joined a Special Purpose detachment because I wanted to challenge myself. I don’t know if I ever really believed in my government; Peskov has been a tyrant since I was six years old, but I always believed in my nation. I wanted to protect it.”

			“What did you do in the war?”

			He poured himself a third shot of vodka. “I did what I had to do to survive.” After taking another drink, he said, “If you’re wondering…yes. I killed Ukrainians. I had to.”

			When Court just looked at him, he said, “I was there for the initial invasion. We were told it would take seventy-two hours, total. We were even ordered to bring our dress uniforms in our backpacks for the victory march down the Maidan in Kyiv.

			“One year later, all my friends were dead, I was injured, and I did not believe what we were doing there was right. I became a drunk, had nightmares of what I did, what I saw. Headaches you wouldn’t believe.”

			“I believe,” Court replied softly.

			Denis sniffed. “Okay. Well…then I joined the Legion.” He downed his drink. “Now I’m a rebel leader.”

			“What about the rest of your cell? Are they all ex-military?”

			“Most are ex-military. Infantry, not Spetsnaz, all regular contract soldiers or conscripts. One guy served in Wagner for a while.”

			Court made a face of disapproval, both at the fact that the rest of the cell were not elite fighters, and the fact that one of the men had been in Wagner, a Russian paramilitary force known for its brutality.

			Denis said, “Don’t disrespect my team. Those from the military have all seen combat. The others have proven themselves to be trustworthy, brave, committed to our cause.”

			“Yeah. Okay.”

			Court could see that he was pissing the other man off. The Russian said, “You don’t have a clue what it’s like to fight the nation you once served.”

			Court said, “Actually, I do.”

			“You do?”

			Court shrugged now. “I fought back a little, but basically I pretty much just ran from them till they got tired of chasing me.”

			“Why did they chase you?”

			The American sighed. “Maybe some other time.” He changed the subject. “What about equipment?”

			“There is a weapons cache here in Zavorovo, south of Moscow, on the way to Yavas. Rifles, pistols, ammunition, explosives. Radio sets. Body armor.”

			“Very good.”

			Denis went on. “There are two vehicles outside. Eight of us from the Legion. You will go with them to the cache right now and get whatever you want. Then you will continue to Mordovia with one of the vehicles; the rest of the equipment will go down with others heading down there. We have access to a dacha in the woods about ninety minutes from the prison.”

			“Wait. You aren’t going to Mordovia?”

			“I’ll meet you down there by eight a.m. tomorrow. I have to go to work.”

			Court cocked his head. “Work?”

			Denis said, “Yes. I stock groceries. Just a four-hour shift tonight. Most of our shipment didn’t make it this week, so I won’t be too late.”

			Court couldn’t believe what he was hearing. “Wait, you’re a rebel with a fucking day job?”

			Denis only shrugged.

			“Just don’t show up to the store tonight. Let somebody else stack cans of beans.”

			“If I don’t go to work, people will talk. If people talk, the FSB shows up. If the FSB shows up, they come looking for me.”

			“Then go underground, like Katarina.”

			Denis shook his head violently. “You don’t understand. My family. My mother. My sister. If it were discovered that I fought in the rebellion…they would be harassed. Imprisoned, maybe.”

			Court stopped his attack. As complicated as this was for him here, he had no one he had to keep up appearances for. He said, “Of course. I’m sorry.”

			“Everything I do risks their lives as well as mine. I’ll sacrifice us all if I have to…but only for something that will really make a difference.”

			Court extended his hand to Denis again. “Then let’s make a difference.”

			With a shake of his hand, Denis said, “Okay.”

			“And no more talk of dying,” Court said. “Let’s have some hope. It’s a powerful thing. It’s good for you, and it’s good for your people.”

			Denis nodded at this. Said, “Our people.”

			The two men headed for the door.
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			The early darkness of a winter evening had fallen over the massive base of the New Russia Council here in the forests of western Poland, but in addition to all the electric lighting ringing the nearby airfield and the headlights of numerous armored personnel carriers and other conveyances traveling on the gravel roads, fluorescent lights shone through the windows of a large third-floor conference room.

			Inside, a group of over fifty men and women had converged. Mikhail Sorkin himself normally sat at the head of the table in the headquarters conference room, but this evening he’d given the prime seat to Chairman Didenko of the Foreign Intelligence Service of Ukraine.

			Next to Didenko sat Lieutenant General Lev Oleksander, head of the Ukrainian Air Force.

			To the right of Oleksander sat Sorkin, and across from him sat Matthew Hanley of the Central Intelligence Agency. Seated next to the American was Colonel Ivan Boyko of the 4th Special Intelligence Service of the Main Intelligence Directorate of the Ministry of Defense of Ukraine.

			Representatives from the Ukrainian Army were on screens lining the wall, remoting in from back in their home country.

			The rest of the table and the room was filled, mostly with subordinates of the Ukrainian military and intelligence officials and the Russian billionaire.

			Matthew Hanley had come alone, making sure that the CIA footprint in this operation was as small as possible. He’d only been in country for twelve hours, but he’d already met with the station chief in Warsaw, working on a strategy for tonight’s meeting, and then he helicoptered here to Klomino, and now he found himself somewhat amazed to be surrounded by the principal actors for the joint operation that he himself had conceived.

			Sort of conceived, he allowed.

			It was obvious to him that a highly structured plan for a raid deep into Russia had been in the works for some time, and apparently it had been just days away from being carried out.

			But the plan they’d come up with, the plan that had been to happen soon, had gone out the window the moment GRU Lieutenant Colonel Karol Dvorak had started singing like a bird about an FSB mole that had infiltrated the NRC.

			The spy deep in the organization had been on the periphery of the plan to hit the military base at Voronezh. The man hadn’t been involved in the direct talks with the Ukrainians, but he knew about the aircraft that would be flown by contracted pilots, he knew about the Russians and Ukrainians training here in Poland, and he knew the date of the attack, so that meant the Russian military would have already bolstered defenses there, and now, even though the FSB was aware that the New Russia Council had rooted out their mole, the FSB couldn’t possibly imagine that the aborted deep strike would be replaced by an even deeper strike, and with a different mission once there.

			Chairman Didenko of Ukrainian intelligence opened the meeting. “We have spent the past hours retooling our existing Operatsiya Simferopol, the attack on Voronezh, to create a preliminary draft of the operation at the new objective. The code name for the attack in Mordovia will be Operatsiya Yalta.”

			Yalta, Hanley knew, was a resort city on the Crimean Peninsula, now in the hands of the Russians, and Simferopol was another Russian-held city in Crimea. He assumed the operational names were chosen to mislead anyone on the outside who heard them as to the objective of the mission.

			Didenko continued. “The leaders of the army and the air force and I have discussed our end of the operation and determined that we will need another thirty-six hours to prepare our forces for the change in the strike, and we will, of course, employ more resources because the new mission is another four hundred kilometers deeper into enemy territory.”

			“Thanks to information given to us today by the Pentagon in the U.S., we have a better understanding of the Russians’ air defenses between Voronezh and the Mordovia region.”

			Air Force general Oleksander said, “The good news is, the deeper you go into the Russian interior, the less plentiful and sophisticated the air defenses are. Between Voronezh and Mordovia, our principal threat will be enemy aircraft, not anti-air-missile batteries.”

			Sorkin spoke up now. “How much of a threat will Russian aircraft pose?”

			Oleksander said, “If we structure the attack correctly, we will benefit from the fact that the enemy knows about Voronezh, because when we start attacking radar installations, anti-air-missile batteries, and airfields over the border, the enemy will have to think that we are, for some crazy reason, continuing on with our compromised attack. Only when our aircraft pass Voronezh will they know that was not our intended destination, and by then we will have, hopefully, taken out many of their air assets in the area.”

			Oleksander continued. “And we have several dozen MiGs and Sukhois available to fly escort.”

			Hanley was amazed at the scope of this operation. He spoke up now. “For this to work, you can’t attack the route from Voronezh to Mordovia until the raiding force is over Voronezh, otherwise the Russians will know where the raid force is heading. Isn’t that risky?”

			Boyko said, “It is all risky, but we have one more opportunity before the deep winter to send a crushing blow to the opposition, and we all believe this is the best possible course of action.”

			Hanley nodded, and Sorkin asked Chairman Didenko to run down the order of battle for Operation Yalta.

			Didenko looked down to his briefing notes. “Beginning tomorrow at dawn, AFU forces, the 116th Mechanized Brigade, will attempt to break through a weak line in the Russian defense that we’ve discovered in the area of Chasiv Yar. This will draw the enemy’s attention away from the true origin of our attack, Kharkiv.

			“The Russians will have two choices. Send poorly trained conscripts towards Chasiv Yar, a few battalions’ worth, or else remove battle-hardened forces from the front lines, weakening them.

			“Our assessment is that, at least for a day or two, they will move conscripts and focus on the fighting there. We will exploit their misplaced focus.

			“From Kharkiv, we will deploy twenty DRG units into enemy territory.”

			Hanley looked confused, so the Ukrainian army chief on one of the wall monitors said, “Long-range sabotage and reconnaissance groups, Mr. Hanley. About twelve men per unit—they’re Ukrainian special forces.”

			“Got it,” Hanley said.

			Didenko continued. “They will move along routes we determine to be undefended, and they will identify hidden mobile air defenses near the front lines that our ISR has failed to identify.”

			General Oleksander spoke up now. “We will launch several decoy waves of drones to confuse the enemy, and then the main waves will attack. We will employ thirty-three UJ-22 long-range attack drones, each carrying five five-kilogram bombs. Another thirty-three UJ-22s will be equipped with a single twenty-five-kilo warhead.

			“We have forty UJ-25 Skyline drones; their warhead sizes and configurations are classified, even in this room.”

			Several people chuckled, but Hanley knew this was an American weapon and all he had to do was pick up the phone and call a friend at the Pentagon.

			“Twenty-nine UJ-26 Beavers with twenty-kilo warheads, and fifteen FP-1s with forty-kilogram blast fragmentation warheads.

			“We will also use between eighty and one hundred remote-controlled uncrewed light aircraft with larger payloads.”

			The Ukrainian army general said, “And…and we have one more weapon at our disposal. A locally sourced long-range surface-to-surface missile that has roughly the same range as the American HIMARS.”

			Hanley knew all about the Vilkhas, a mobile Ukrainian system now in mass production.

			“And…of course, for longer-range strikes, we have our locally made rocket-propelled drones.”

			Hanley was also aware of the Palianytsia, named after a Ukrainian bread. These Ukrainian-made weapons had been employed several times over the last year, with varying effects.

			The general had looked Hanley’s way as he mentioned both Ukrainian inventions, because they were designed after the United States refused to allow the Ukrainians to use American or European weapons to strike deep into Russia. That had changed; now the American president allowed unrestricted use of all American weapons apart from fighter jets over the Russian border, within the rules of the laws of war.

			Air Force general Oleksander said, “So, all in all, we expect to use around three hundred fifty to four hundred fifty UAVs in the mission, in addition to HIMARS, Storm Shadow, and ATACMS missiles, strike fighter aircraft, transport aircraft, and special forces units.”

			Sorkin said, “And my raiding party.”

			Oleksander nodded. “And your raiding party, of course.”

			Hanley said, “Correct me if I’m wrong, gentlemen, but none of the missiles you mentioned has the range to reach from Ukraine all the way to Mordovia.”

			Didenko nodded at the head of the table. “Correct. The ground-based missiles we employ will cover the area from Kharkiv to Voronezh. For the rest of the distance to the prison, we will use the long-range UAVs, as well as missiles fired from our MiGs and Sukhois heading over the border.”

			The special forces general and one of Sorkin’s intelligence chiefs next went into detail about the raiding party itself and what they could expect to find at the prison. Hanley took a lot of notes, because he’d yet to see Zack Hightower here at the base, and as soon as the meeting was over, he wanted to tell him about the mission firsthand and get his thoughts. Zack could not go on the aircraft into Russia; that had been expressly forbidden by DDO Trey Watkins. But he had been here training the assault forces for a couple of days, so Zack would definitely have some opinions about how solid this plan actually was.

			Sorkin spoke up now. “The raid itself. Is this enough troops?”

			The general gave a long sigh. “It is not too much, I can say that. I would much prefer having days and days to soften our targets before sending men along that air corridor, but we will have to do it all in a couple of hours. And I would much prefer using Ukrainian special forces on the mission, and not Russian resistance fighters, but we understand the political implications in Russia of using Russian revolutionary forces to liberate their leader.

			“So, in short, this plan is in no way ideal, but if we were dealing with an ideal situation, I would be on the beach with my family in Spain right now.”

			Everyone in the room laughed, Hanley included, but quickly he turned serious again, and he asked a question that had been bugging him. “Chairman Didenko, I understand why the exiled Russians want their leader back. That makes perfect sense. But in the end, what does Ukraine get out of this?”

			“That’s a question for our politicians, I suppose, but I’ll tell you what I think.”

			“Please.”

			“Liberating Yarovoy is the single best thing my nation can do to end this war. For the first time Peskov will face true opposition, albeit in exile, and while we have no illusions that a real uprising inside Russia would be successful, Yarovoy out on the world stage would be incredibly destabilizing for Peskov, his military, and his intelligence services.”

			Sorkin said, “If the general public in Russia knew Peskov couldn’t keep his most important prisoner in a prison hundreds of kilometers inside his border, who knows what might be possible?”

			The people in the room continued with the meeting for another hour. They drank coffee and tea, and sandwiches were brought in.

			Around eight thirty p.m., Didenko turned to Hanley. “So…what does the CIA think of our plan? I know you are not a soldier, but perhaps you have thoughts.”

			Hanley said, “I was a major in Army Special Forces.”

			The chairman put his hand on his heart. “My apologies.”

			“Not at all.” He smiled. “That was a long time ago. We were fighting the Panamanians and the Iraqis and the Taliban. You gentlemen are fighting the Russians; I have incredible respect for what you are doing.”

			Didenko shrugged. “Thanks, but the Russians aren’t so tough.”

			Laughter filled the room once more.

			Hanley said, “I have to ask, though. What is the attrition rate of these drones and missiles? How many do we expect to get taken out before they reach their targets?”

			Air Force general Oleksander said, “Even if we eliminate the vast majority of the radar and anti-air-missile batteries, we predict a twenty to twenty-five percent failure rate. We have taken that into account.”

			Colonel Boyko, an operational leader of Ukrainian special forces, was here simply to advise, not to use his troops in the mission. But it was clear to Hanley that Boyko had been intimately involved in the planning, because there was no way Sorkin could have created the Russian end of the operation on his own.

			Boyko turned to Hanley and said, “We pride ourselves on our ingenuity, but we never considered this proposition that you have suggested. We have been working with the New Russia Council on a destabilizing attack into Russia, but it never occurred to us to attempt to liberate Yarovoy. Honestly, the distance was a factor, but the other issue was the wife. You are correct to say he would not leave Russia without her. If we forced him to leave and she was then killed, he would obviously and rightly hold us accountable.

			“But now we know you have forces on the inside that can attempt to get her out at the same time we send our forces for Natan. I just hope your people can get to the wife. Yarovoy will be completely ineffective if he is released and his wife is held hostage, subject to torture and death.”

			Chairman Didenko said, “This will be the biggest operation of the war. Not in terms of manpower, materiel, anything like that, but in terms of coordination, and in terms of the benefit to us, assuming the mission is successful.”

			Sorkin turned to Hanley now. “The American agent inside Russia. What can you tell us about him?”

			Hanley cleared his throat. “He is the best operative I have ever worked with in my life.”

			“Do you really think he can liberate Nadia Yarovaya?”

			“If he can’t do it, then it can’t be done.” Hanley added, “There are a thousand things that must go right for this op to be successful. But I wouldn’t bet against my asset as being the sticking point in all this.”

			Sorkin nodded, thoughtfully. “Who is he?”

			To this, Hanley smiled. “You’re never going to know, Mikhail.”

			Another roar of laughter filled the room.

			“I completely understand,” Sorkin replied after it died down.

			The meeting broke up soon after, and Hanley knew he needed to get back to Warsaw for a secure remote conference with Watkins in the United States, but he had one more stop to make here at the base before he left.

			

			•   •   •

			A frigid wind blew across the military base at Klomino as Matthew Hanley climbed out of the pickup truck and began trudging across a muddy parking lot in the direction of a large metal hangar building.

			It was eleven p.m., and the room was full of men in various stages of removing their battle gear.

			Everyone was muddy, and steam poured from faces and the tops of heads. Men smoked, drank bottled water, cleaned their weapons and their gear. Some were already in their socks, their boots lined up against the wall.

			Hanley walked deeper into the crowd, and soon he heard a booming voice he recognized. The Texas accent, unmistakable here on the other side of the world, tipped him off as to who was speaking.

			“Tell them oh five hundred tomorrow for PT. They will be dressed for a full battle-rattle march.”

			A meek accented voice said, “A full…what…sir?”

			“Christ, dude. Tell them to have all their gear on.”

			“Oh…yes.”

			Hanley made his way through another scrum of young men in camouflage, and on the other side he saw Zack Hightower, stripped down to a soiled tank-top undershirt and his camo trousers. He was in the process of cleaning a Kalashnikov rifle on a wooden table next to a dozen other soldiers.

			“Romantic?”

			Zack turned and saw him, then put his weapon on the table and extended a hand. “Heard you were here. Good to see you, Matt.”

			“You, too. I trust your time spent incarcerated in Virginia was put to good use.”

			To this, Zack shrugged. “Got pretty fair at Wordle.”

			“Terrific. And here? How’s working for a Russian crook?”

			“Reformed crook,” Zack clarified.

			“Someplace we can talk in private?”

			“Let’s take a walk.”

			Hightower put on a dirty field jacket, and the two men made their way outside.

			This part of the base was dark and wooded, but trails ran in all directions, and there was enough moonlight for the men to see their way into the trees.

			“How are the men?” Hanley asked as they walked.

			“Haven’t had a lot of time with them. Some are damn good, others are fair, a few don’t belong, but if I make any more cuts, we won’t have the seventy-five I am told we need.”

			Hanley nodded. When he did not immediately reply, Zack said, “Matt, I need to know the specifics of what the hell is going on, because I’m getting that prickly sensation that says it’s going to happen soon.”

			“Your men will be going to Kharkiv tomorrow night. The mission begins Sunday night.”

			“Fuck,” Zack muttered, and he stopped there in the woods. “What’s the mission?”

			“The Ukrainians plan to create an air corridor deep into Russia.”

			“An air corridor?”

			“With drones and missiles, they will target radar installations between Chernihiv, Ukraine, and Mordovia, Russia.”

			“What’s in Mordovia?”

			“Natan Yarovoy. The next president of Russia.”

			Zack cocked his head. “What? He’s been in prison for like three years.”

			“Two years, eleven months, twenty-seven days.”

			“So the purpose of the air corridor is to…to what?”

			“To infiltrate four V-22 aircraft a distance of over four hundred miles.”

			Zack was starting to get the picture. “And my guys will be on the V-22s?”

			Hanley nodded. “The penal colony will be hit with dozens of drones and missiles in the minutes before the attack, taking out all the sentry positions, barracks, and nearby military and police installations. Then the Ospreys will fly overhead, using their Gatling guns to suppress targets. One of the aircraft will land in the compound, and—”

			Zack said, “And we just go in and find Yarovoy? Seriously? This is insane.”

			“Why is it insane?”

			“Because we will be making a hell of a lot of noise deep inside Russia. Let’s say my guys find him. Then they just take off and fly out and you don’t expect a few dozen Russian jets to come and blow them out of the sky?”

			“Ukraine has made cross-border raids into Russia in the past.”

			“That far? With tilt-rotor aircraft?”

			“No,” Hanley allowed. “This will be a first. But there will be significant air support.”

			Zack was still absorbing everything that he’d been told. “This is actually happening?”

			“Yeah. Can your men do it?”

			The big Texan thought a moment while he walked on the snowy road. “Do we know where Yarovoy is in the complex?”

			“We know what building he’s in.”

			“How does Violator fit into all this?”

			Hanley nodded, then shrugged. “Violator knows he and his rebels have got to get Nadia Yarovaya out, along with Anthem, presumably, and he knows he needs to get them six miles to the west to the aircraft waiting for them outside IK-17 Orzenyi. By the time Court gets there, your Russians need to have Yarovoy already liberated and in an Osprey ready to head back to Ukraine.”

			“Any chance we can fly to Violator and pick him up?”

			“I asked the same thing. The terrain doesn’t work for that. Yavas is a congested settlement surrounded by dense forest. No real place to put an Osprey down. There’s a couple of sloppy marshes between the two locations that might work for a landing zone, so in an in extremis situation, the Ospreys could fly halfway to Yavas, but not all the way.

			“So no,” Hanley added, “Violator has to do most of the heavy lifting on his end of the operation.”

			Zack whistled in amazement. “This one…is this suicide for everyone going?”

			“It was my idea, and I do not think it’s suicide. Less so now that we know the New Russia Council and the Ukrainians were planning on jumping the border anyway.”

			Now Zack said, “What about fast-roping onto the roof of Yarovoy’s prison?”

			Hanley was surprised by this. “You have men that can do that?”

			“A dozen or so, myself included, of course.”

			Now the CIA officer stopped and put his finger in the taller man’s chest. “You can go with your men to Ukraine. You can wait there at the operations center; you’ll have comms with them for the entire raid.

			“What you are not to do,” Hanley said with authority, “is go over the border into Russia. You hear me?”

			Hightower sighed. “Yeah, boss. I hear you.”

			The two Americans turned and started walking back to the hangar building and the seventy-five Russian resistance fighters.

		

	
		
			
				Thirty-Eight[image: ]

			

			“Blockpost. Blockpost!”

			Court’s head launched up from where he’d been sleeping, propped against a rolled-up sleeping bag in the back of the camper van. The words that woke him had been shouted, but he didn’t know what they meant.

			The American had been dead asleep when the woman called from the front of the vehicle, and he didn’t have the part of his brain that understood Russian working just yet. But the three other people with him here in the Russian-made Buhanka van clearly did, because there was a flurry of activity around him in the darkness.

			He slowly switched into Russian as she said it again, and he said, “Chto?” What?

			“Blockpost, mudak.” This came from one of the two men seated here in the back on the floor of the camper with him, and now Court understood.

			“Blockpost” meant “roadblock,” and “mudak” was a pejorative. The man sitting across from him was calling him something akin to an asshole or a motherfucker, and the distinction did not really matter to Court, nor did the fact that this seemed to be the consensus of everyone in the vehicle.

			While Denis, the leader of this cell, seemed to be on board with their mission, the two men and two women traveling with him down to Mordovia seemed significantly less enthusiastic. Court knew they felt they’d been double-crossed by Western intelligence in the past, so he understood their misgivings, but their feelings had not made the last several hours of this trip particularly pleasant.

			And neither had the “blockposts.” This would be the third time they’d been stopped since leaving Moscow, and by now Court knew the drill.

			Stacks of camping gear, along with tools, lumber, and other construction supplies, lay all around him in the tight and dark confines of the vehicle, and the group had fashioned a hidden cubbyhole with a couple of boards and a few stacks of bottled water in plastic cases next to one of the two beds here in back. Court could just fit his body into this space on the right side of the cabin of the camper, and the two men back here with him could then lean boards up against it and cover it with a half dozen rolled-up sleeping pads that were used to go under the bags.

			In this cubbyhole Court would have a narrow view out into the rest of the camper, but he’d be practically invisible. No one looking in from either the back or the front of the vehicle would be able to see him, so as long as there was no real inspection, he knew he’d be fine.

			Hidden in the cubbyhole were also five submachine guns with their stocks folded and a plastic bin full of loaded ammunition magazines, all stashed within close reach in his hiding space.

			As he prepared to climb inside, he took one last look over the four Freedom of Russia Legion fighters on this trip with him, making sure none of them had any weapons visible or other ways they might compromise themselves. One of the two women sitting up front had been in the yellow Skoda with Denis that picked him up in central Moscow the afternoon before. She’d introduced herself as Vera, and she was a waifish girl no older than twenty who’d looked at him with utter mistrust. The woman in the passenger seat was Tatyana; he’d recognized her voice from the night before in the art school. The men introduced themselves as Dima and Sasha, and those introductions were about the extent of the conversation they’d all had so far, but they let it be known with their eyes that they did not trust him at all.

			“Two hundred meters,” Tatyana called out from the front passenger seat.

			“Who are they?” Court asked.

			“Look like Rosgvardia regulars.”

			Court knew this meant they were Peskov’s national guard, but not men from their elite special operations force. This was good news, to the extent that anything dealing with a traffic stop out here in the sticks could be considered good news.

			“How many?” he asked.

			Vera answered from behind the wheel. “I can’t tell. Their headlights are on. Looks like two cars. I see two men in the road.”

			“I see three,” Tatyana said.

			Across from him and leaning against a box of roofing nails and some more cases of water, the man introduced to him as Sasha looked at Court. “Get in your hole.”

			Court tucked himself in tight, the men moved the lumber into position, and Court could just barely see out through a slit between a board and the rolled sleeping pads.

			His right hand snaked up by his face, continued on, and found the cluster of Vityaz submachine guns. He rested his hand next to them so he’d be ready, if necessary, although he prayed this stop went as smoothly as the last two and they’d be on their way shortly.

			The camper came to a halt, Vera kept the machine idling, and soon Court heard the window roll down.

			The smell of pine reached him in his tiny spider hole, a cold air drifted in, and he could picture the snow and the landscape around him.

			As with the first two times they were stopped this evening, he could make out the majority of what was being said.

			A male voice demanded identification.

			Vera answered back. “Yes, Officer. Here you go.”

			Through the blankets he saw a bright glow; someone was whipping a flashlight’s beam from the front to the back of the camper, no doubt seeing the two men seated there. He said, “You, too. Everybody’s IDs.”

			He heard the two men back here shuffling around and assumed they were pulling their wallets out of their clothing.

			“Where are you going?” the national guardsman at the front driver window said.

			“Temnikovsky,” Tatyana answered. “My parents have a dacha there.”

			“Where do your parents live?”

			“Moscow.”

			“And their dacha is six hours away?” It was asked with obvious suspicion.

			“Yes, Officer. They are from Saransk, originally. It’s family property.”

			There was a long pause; Court pictured the vehicle being surrounded by armed men in coats and ushanka hats, flashlights scanning the license plate, the windows.

			The officer said, “Why are you going there tonight?”

			Vera said the same thing she’d said to the other groups that had stopped her. “A neighbor down there told my mom the roof is leaking. My friends are coming to help patch it, and we’re going to camp there in the house, because there’s no power.”

			The glow of a flashlight returned to the back. The guardsman said, “Why aren’t you two guys serving?”

			This question had been asked at the previous checkpoints. Any military-aged males in Russia could expect to be interrogated any time they were stopped by the authorities.

			Denis and Sasha both said they were veterans. Proof of their service and their release papers were in their wallets, and they produced these, as well.

			The guard at the front seemed to look them over. Then he said, “Which one of you was with Wagner?”

			Sasha said, “I was.”

			“Cool,” the national guardsman replied, and he sounded like he meant it. “I bet you’ve seen some shit.”

			“A little bit,” he confirmed.

			“Ukraine?”

			“Yeah, Syria, too.”

			“Damn. And now you’re fixing roofs. Bet you miss it.”

			“Every day,” Sasha said, and Court felt certain the man sitting just feet away was lying.

			Next the American heard documents being handed back to everyone, and it sounded like the stop was almost complete. He held his sigh of relief, of course, because he’d seen situations go south in a heartbeat, defeat snatched from the clutches of victory, many times in his years doing this shit.

			“Okay,” the guard said. “Drive carefully. And watch the weather before you head back to Moscow. They are saying a lot of snow early on Monday morning.”

			“Yes, sir,” Vera said. “Spasibo.”

			Before she put the van in gear, however, Court heard someone yelling from what sounded like about twenty yards in front of the camper. He couldn’t make out the words, but the guard shouted back to him. “Chto?” What?

			There was a pause, and the camper just idled there.

			After several seconds a new voice spoke up near the open front window now, a man addressing the guard who had been in charge of the roadblock. “What are the women’s names?”

			Court knew the man had already handed back their identifications.

			The guard at the window said, “Vera and Tatyana something.”

			Now the other male voice spoke again, and it sounded like he was right in the window now. “Which one of you is Tatyana?”

			The woman from the passenger seat spoke up now, her voice a little unsure. “I am, sir.”

			“Familija?” He was asking for her surname, and Court immediately sensed trouble.

			So did Tatyana, apparently, because she hesitated. Court had no idea how she could have been compromised, but he slowly put his hand on the closest submachine gun, placed his fingers around the grip and his thumb on the fire selector switch so he could snap the safety off in a heartbeat.

			“Familija?” the man demanded again.

			She said, “Kurilo, sir.”

			“Out of the vehicle!” the man shouted, and Court heard more movement around the camper. Even muffled here under the cases of water bottles and camping gear, he recognized the telltale sounds of metal sling swivels moving around, indicating to Court that rifles were being raised to men’s shoulders.

			“Yes, sir,” Tatyana wisely answered back. Court knew from the tone of his voice that this guard was not one to argue with.

			As the front passenger door opened, the guard shouted again. “Everybody out of the camper! Hands high.”

			What the fuck? Court had no clue what the hell Tatyana had done to get herself ID’d by the authorities, but it did not matter now.

			He knew two things above all else. One, he could not raid the prison without the help of this cell that was now imperiled. And two…these national guard dudes were more than likely going to check the van, and they’d have no problem finding a five-foot-ten-and-a-half-inch American lying next to a pile of guns and ammo.

			Sasha and Dima climbed out of the back and immediately shut the door behind them, and both front doors opened and closed, but the window remained down, and Court could still hear muffled voices, though he had trouble making out the words.

			A conversation between the guards and the Legion members continued for a few seconds. The guards’ voices grew louder, and then Court both heard and felt people being pushed against the side of the van.

			The four Legion members were being frisked.

			He did make out one thing the new guard said. “How did you hurt your arm?”

			He couldn’t hear her response, but apparently it did nothing to defuse the situation.

			A shout from one of the guards, presumably to someone back by the vehicles in the road, was audible to Court. “Call it in. We’ve got Tatyana Kurilo.”

			Suddenly the back door opened, Court realized the national guard was going to search everything, and that meant to Court he was going to have to kill some people tonight.

			He thumbed off the safety, reached up with his left hand and grabbed another sub-gun, and he flipped the safety off this weapon, as well.

			He aimed the barrel of the one in his right hand towards the sleeping pads in front of him; he held it like a big pistol because the wire stocks on this gun and the one in his left hand were both collapsed.

			And seconds later, the sleeping pads were moved, the board leaning up under the bed was pulled away, and Court found himself two feet away from the face of a Russian state security officer who was kneeling in the dimly lit camper, his rifle slung on his back behind him, a flashlight in his hand.

			Court pressed the flash hider at the tip of the barrel of the gun in his right hand under the man’s chin, then used the other weapon to cover the open back door. He saw no one there, so he concentrated on the threat in front of him.

			The guardsman froze in place, then slowly lowered his flashlight. Looking into the man’s eyes, Court saw a moment of shock, and then detected nothing but anger. As quietly as Court could whisper and still be heard, he said, “Tell them there’s nothing back here.”

			The man hesitated. Court pushed the flash hider harder to the man’s neck, and the Russian said, “It’s…it’s clear!”

			Court led the soldier back onto his butt with the barrel of his gun, then climbed out of the cramped space. He began scooting for the back door, still aiming at the guardsman, and he heard the talking between other guards on the left side of the camper, near where he’d heard the Legion members getting frisked.

			He whispered to the guard again. “How many of you in total?”

			“Four,” came the response. Court registered deception in the guard’s eyes, and he took that to mean there were more.

			Squatting in the back of the camper with the two subguns, he quickly shifted the weapon in his right hand away from the guard and scooted quietly out the back and onto a slick, snow-covered forest road, and then he quickly spun to his right, disappearing from the view of the guard and appearing around the left side of the camper.

			There, in front of him, three armed Rosgvardia men were standing within a few steps of the four FRL fighters, who all had their backs to the camper and their arms raised.

			Court saw that Sasha was closest. Knowing him to be a former Wagner militia member and likely good with a weapon, he threw the gun in his left hand to the man just as the guards noticed his presence.

			All three men in uniforms swung their big AKs in Court’s direction, but he fired a single long burst at the group. Over twenty 9-millimeter rounds dumped into their bodies, they spasmed and spun, and then all three of them fell into the snow.

			Sasha extended the stock on his Vityaz, moved around his three unarmed compatriots, and aimed at the headlights of the two vehicles ahead on either side of the road.

			A single rifle shot flashed and cracked from the left side, just behind the first vehicle, and Sasha used that as his aiming point. He fired several controlled rounds, then raked both vehicles, knocking out three of the four headlights.

			Court had already turned back around towards the rear of the van, because he knew the man inside the camper was not going to surrender, and Court had not taken the time to disarm him. The man’s AK was up and at his shoulder, but he clearly had not expected Court to return so quickly.

			Just as the young guardsman raised his gun, Court fired a single round into his forehead.

			The national guardsman’s head snapped back, and then his body tumbled forward, out onto the street.

			When this last gunshot drifted off into the night, all was still there on the road.

			“Blyat!” Dima shouted. Fuck.

			Vera and Tatyana both stood there, frozen in fear, but Sasha stepped over to the three fallen guardsmen and kicked them, making sure they were dead.

			Court barked orders now. “Get all the weapons, AKs, and handguns. Take the ammo, the body armor. Leave their phones and radios.

			“Sasha, you and Dima check those vehicles and see if there’s anything we can use.”

			Sasha began moving quickly as ordered, but Dima and the two women hesitated.

			“Now!” Court shouted. “We need to be gone in two minutes!”

			Court began stripping the soldier next to him of his rifle and extra magazines.

			

			•   •   •

			Forty-five minutes later the camper rolled without headlights, slowly and carefully, down a winding dirt road in the forest, picking its way under the light of the moon.

			A large cottage appeared in front of it, with a garage and a small barn nearby.

			Lights inside the cottage told him some of the Legion members were already here.

			There had not been much conversation on the drive here; a sense of dread among the group was the cause of this, because they all knew that five dead Rosgvardia police on a road leading into Mordovia was going to have this part of the country literally crawling with security forces by daylight.

			No one seemed to blame Court for what had happened, but this was not much comfort. He’d just spent the drive sitting there next to his spider hole that was now full of Rosgvardia coats, five AK-47s, five pistols in drop leg holsters on utility belts, and five chest rigs festooned with magazines, medical equipment, and multi-tools.

			Vera stopped the camper right in front of the house, a group of men and women came outside, and everyone spent the next few minutes unloading all the contents inside the home.

			One of the group already here then moved the camper into the barn to hide it next to the other vehicles.

			Court walked the grounds, checked the building over, then went out back. With a flashlight he found a quick route up a gentle hill that led to thick forest, and he knew that would be his team’s escape route in case they were hit here at their safe house.

			Twelve FRL fighters were already here, and a man named Timur who appeared to be near sixty and carried himself like a military officer explained to Court that their leader, Denis, would now arrive with the remaining seven of the cell later in the morning than originally planned, as it was determined he and the remaining cell members would come down in three vehicles and take a slower route that would keep them away from the area where the shooting had taken place.

			Timur offered Court a vodka and several plastic bags filled with store-bought pirozhki, a fried bun filled with meat, cabbage, and potatoes. He ate a couple, drank the vodka along with a bottle of water, and then walked the property again with Timur, making sure they posted guards out in the woods who could alert them to any visitors.

			Timur seemed to be the only one here who didn’t treat the American as if he had the plague. The rest kept to themselves, organized equipment, or set up sleeping pads in the tight confines of the cabin.

			Court asked for a map and was shown by Timur that this dacha was in Temnikovsky district, northeast of Yavas and outside a small village called Babayevo.

			When Court was satisfied that he understood the layout of the property, he found Tatyana warming herself in front of the fireplace in the large great room of the cottage. She had food in front of her but she hadn’t touched it.

			He knelt next to her, watched the fire a moment, then said, “Why did they suspect you?”

			Her voice was a little distant, and he got the impression she felt like this operation was doomed before it began. “We bombed a train track the other day, a week or so ago, I guess. A railcar exploded, something cut my arm, and Denis took me to a hospital, said I was hurt in a drone strike. I got stitches, and no one questioned us further about it, but maybe the FSB looked into it and determined that was a lie.”

			After a moment, she added, “That’s all I can figure out.”

			“Do you have family?”

			She nodded, staring at the fire, but she said no more.

			“I’m sorry.” It was a given that the family would be harassed now by the FSB. To what extent, Court didn’t know, but he would hate to be in the shoes of the young woman in front of him.

			Court began to rise to leave, but she surprised him by reaching out and taking him by the arm.

			“You saved us all tonight, Six. Thank you.”

			Court stood. “Tonight was nothing, I hope you realize that. Sunday night…it’s going to be the worst thing you’ve ever imagined.”

			She nodded, but distantly. Said, “Denis told us all we could trust you.”

			Court nodded and started to turn away, but then he looked back. “You can trust me to succeed on this mission or to die trying. Don’t trust me to keep you alive. I’m not here for that.”

			The woman’s face hardened a little, and she gave a curt nod. “If we can get the Yarovoys out of Russia and someplace where they can lead a legitimate government in exile, then my sacrifice, my friends’ sacrifices…” Her voice cracked a little. “And my family’s sacrifice will have been worth it.”

			She let go of Court’s arm and he went off in search of a place to bed down for the rest of the night.

		

	
		
			
				Thirty-Nine[image: ]

			

			Major Colonel Eriks Baronov arrived at the Lubyanka at seven a.m. along with his protection detail of four Alpha Group operators, and he walked the marbled halls, ignoring everything around him so he could go directly to his desk to read the reports from overnight.

			His assistant was waiting for him; she was a captain who was new to her role here in the colonel’s office, and she handed him his first tea of the morning. He took it to his desk and left it there to let it cool before his first sip while he opened his computer with the intention of going through emails and looking for updates on the hunt in Moscow for the one known as Chayka.

			He’d been sitting at his desk for less than thirty seconds and hadn’t even dug into anything important when one of his majors appeared at his door. “Sir, I have information.”

			“Come in.”

			The major was talking before he arrived in front of Baronov’s desk. “A Rosgvardia Regular roadblock on the P-72 was hit by rebels overnight. Five officers dead.”

			“The P-72?”

			“Yes, sir. The highway heading south, into Mordovia.”

			Baronov stood up behind his desk, his tea and his computer forgotten. “Do we know it was the rebels?”

			The major gave him an inquisitive look, as if wondering who else could it possibly be, and then he understood. He said, “Appears to be rebels, sir. Not Chayka.”

			“Explain.”

			“We sent teams to review hospital records after the events on the Metro yesterday, just to see if the American showed up injured. A long shot, admittedly, but we had to cover it. Our men at Chastnaya Clinic didn’t find anyone there who fit the description, but a nurse told them about a woman who came in last week with a gash to her arm. Said it was from a drone attack, but the attack they referenced was on the other side of the city, and all the injured had been taken to Gorodskaya Clinic, not Chastnaya. She thought it was odd, but not enough to reach out to us.

			“Our officers checked the date; it was the day following the attack on the train in Obninsk.”

			“Go on,” Baronov demanded.

			“We got the woman’s name, went looking for her at her apartment last night, but she wasn’t there. Woke her boss up from the clothing store she works at, was told she’d quit over the phone the previous week, the day she went to the hospital.”

			“Where are we going with this story, Major?”

			“We broadcast her name and photo around ten p.m. last night. Just ten minutes later the roadblock on the P-72 reported that they performed a traffic stop and had a hit on the name Tatyana Kurilo. Then the roadblock stopped transmitting.”

			“Then Kurilo is with the rebels,” Baronov said.

			“Appears so. The Rosgvardia’s weapons were taken, and there was no sign of anyone else at the scene.”

			Baronov spoke softly, almost to himself. “Five men dead? No evidence of damage to the Legion? That’s the work of Chayka. He’s with them.”

			Looking to the major, he said, “I want to go to the dacha in Mordovia, right now. Notify Alpha. I want an entire company down there with me.”

			The major was astonished. “A company? That’s a hundred and twenty men, sir.”

			The major was former military, whereas Baronov was the son of a KGB officer and had no prior military service. Still, he said, “I know how many men are in a company.”

			“Yes, sir,” the major said, still reeling from his colonel’s demand. He recovered and said, “I’ll secure an Mi-8, you can fly down now with twenty men, and I’ll get the rest moving on the road.”

			The major held up a finger. “Oh, yes. There is something else. We were given a bulletin by the MOD. Army aerial reconnaissance detects activity in several areas near the lines. The Ukrainians are moving up two brigades on the border with Bryansk district.”

			“Armored brigades?”

			“Yes, sir.”

			“In winter?” Baronov was no military expert, but he understood that weather played an enormous factor on combat operations this time of year.

			The major nodded. “It’s very strange, sir. It could be a feint of some sort, but if they were planning on attacking somewhere else, they’d still have to deal with the same weather.

			“They seem to be telegraphing some movement; whether it’s for action or for deception, we don’t know.”

			Baronov thanked the major for the information, then sent him on his way.

			The major left the office with a long list of things he needed to make happen quickly, and Baronov turned and looked out over the capital.

			The GRU had failed to stop the American in the Balkans and in the Baltic. Now the FSB had failed to stop him at the border and in the capital city, and they’d failed yet again on the road to Mordovia.

			The colonel was thankful he knew exactly where his target was heading.

			A company of the best paramilitary troops in the nation would make short work of him and his rebel friends, of this Baronov had no doubt.

			

			•   •   •

			A minivan rolled up the dirt road towards the safe house of the Freedom of Russia Legion; it was waved on by a pair of armed sentries wearing heavy coats, and soon it parked in front of the cottage.

			Denis Maskaev climbed out of the front passenger seat, then immediately began helping the two men and one woman with him as they unloaded the vehicle.

			A second minivan appeared a few minutes later, and three men climbed out and began doing the same to their vehicle, and then a white panel truck appeared, and more emerged from it with heavy backpacks.

			When Denis was finally finished overseeing the unloading of the three vehicles from Moscow, he went looking for the American.

			He found him on the second floor of the five-bedroom cottage, taking a group of four FRL fighters through some very basic close-quarter battle training. All four of the FRC men held AKs, the American had a Vityaz subgun, and Denis stood back by the stairs and watched while the American, in his thickly accented and often grammatically incorrect Russian, showed the men how to flood into a room as a team, covering all the corners and open doorways quickly, and staying out of one another’s fields of fire.

			Their weapons were unloaded, but the man he now knew as Six treated them as if they could deliver lethal rounds, admonishing the men whenever they accidentally pointed them in an unsafe direction.

			The American knew what he was talking about, Denis could tell, and he was proud to see that his four men up here were doing an adequate, if not exactly exceptional, job.

			Finally, Six saw him standing there, holstered his weapon, and told the others to take a ten-minute break.

			Denis and Six went down into the kitchen and made instant coffee, then walked into the back garden, trudging through the ankle-deep snow around the property as they talked.

			The Russian said, “I heard about last night. It was only forty-five minutes from here; the FSB is all over the roads.”

			“Yeah,” the American agreed. “It was not an ideal situation. The good news is, tomorrow night there will be a lot of chaos that they will have to deal with.”

			This was something Denis had been thinking about. “How much chaos? I mean…we are all just trusting that the Ukrainians will send a big attack to Yavas, hit the prison, the military and police centers. But what if it doesn’t come? What if we are all out there, guns at our shoulders, and outnumbered one hundred to one?”

			The American appeared resolute. “I have two friends working with the Ukrainians, involved with planning the attack. They won’t let that happen to us. And both the New Russia Council and the Ukrainians are aware that without Yarovaya, Yarovoy is going to be useless. He won’t even leave Russia without her.”

			Denis was less confident than the American appeared. He’d been a rebel for nearly two years, and he’d never had any effective support from anyone other than his own people.

			But he let it go. “You’ve met some of the cell. What do you think?”

			“I’ve worked with about ten of them. Sasha is very good. Dima is pretty good. Timur probably used to be great, but he’s old as shit. I’ve just started showing some of the others how to take down a room. I’ve got a long way to go with them. They aren’t idiots, they just don’t know the procedure yet.”

			Denis motioned to the cottage, indicating the rest of his unit. “Those four guys you were just training? One was a mechanic in the air force. Two were local traffic cops in Saint Petersburg. The other played the guitar in a jazz band. But they’ve all participated in raids, and they’ve all risked their lives and done their jobs.”

			Six still seemed unimpressed, and this angered Denis. He stopped, tossed the dregs of his coffee in the snow, and pointed a finger in the older man’s chest. “They have all proven themselves to me, to the cause, and to the others in the Legion. You are the one who has to prove himself now. Yes, you killed some government agents in Moscow and on the road last night. But are you going to do what you say you’re going to do in the prison?”

			“Konechno.” Of course, Six said, butchering the pronunciation.

			Denis looked off into the woods. “A lot of us wonder if you are going to go in there, get your girl out, and leave Yarovaya and the rest of us to die.”

			“If I did that, I wouldn’t get a ride on that plane back to Ukraine.”

			The two men stared each other down a long moment. Finally, Denis said, “Okay. We’ll see. But, in the meantime, don’t disrespect my cell.”

			Six took a sip of his coffee, blew out a mouthful of steam. “Deal. Sasha says he was with Wagner?”

			Denis nodded. “I have three who came from Wagner.”

			“He did good last night. How many of the others are ready for this?”

			The Russian said, “Including myself, there are ten of us who have heavy combat experience. Another six who have carried guns in war in some capacity.” He shrugged. “I’m the only Spetsnaz soldier, but I’ve showed the others a thing or two.”

			Six said, “Okay, that means eleven of us have some actual familiarity with small-unit tactics. That leaves fourteen without. We’re going to leave some people out of the attack.”

			“You don’t think we need everyone?”

			“We need as many as we can get. I’d take five hundred if I could get them. This is room-to-room fighting, it’s tough. But I don’t want anyone who isn’t ready for it watching my back. You know that as well as I do. It’s easy to make a mistake, and I’d rather risk going in there with a small force than catching friendly fire from a larger one that wasn’t ready.”

			Denis thought this over, then said, “Spend today training them, pick the ones you want on the raid. The others we will leave here to sanitize the safe house, and then they’ll drive the vehicles that will take us to Orzenyi to put the Yarovoys on one of those helicopters your people promise will be there.”

			The American agreed with this, then said, “What do you know about military installations close to the prison?”

			Denis said, “There is a garrison of conscripted troops just three kilometers from IK-2. These will be boys from the steppes, poorly trained and organized. Poorly fed and outfitted.”

			The American said, “But there are a lot of them, right?”

			“Six hundred, I think.”

			“If you have six hundred buddies with guns, you can all suck and still manage to kill a lot of people.”

			“Yeah. So, what do we do about that?”

			“I’m going to talk to my friend. He’s going to tell me what targets have been chosen around IK-2. I’ll make sure that the garrison gets hit.”

			Denis asked, “How do we get inside the prison?”

			“We took a lot of Semtex from the weapons cache. We’ll make bombs, breach the prison through the fences and the wall on the south side. It’s closest to our objective. We blow a hole in the first fence, then blow the wall, and then blow the second. With the attack from the air happening at the same time, the guards are going to think the big bangs we make breaching the fortification are just more drone strikes.

			“Once we get inside the facility, we’ll move straight to the confinement wing. That’s where we’ll find our two objectives. We’ll blow doors, blow gates, blow guard posts, and shoot anybody who tries to stop us.”

			“And when we get the two women?”

			“Then we’ll attempt to leave the prison through the same breach we entered, but we’ll have enough explosives on hand to create a new exit if we have to.”

			Denis said, “This is a special regime prison, so the guards are trained, but it’s not going to be like fighting front-line troops. Especially because it’s a women’s prison.”

			“Right,” Six said, “but Yarovaya is a high-profile target, so we need to be ready for prison SWAT teams to respond. They’ll have some abilities and equipment. We can’t go in there thinking this is going to be easy, because it won’t be.”

			Denis nodded. “Nothing’s easy around here.”

			

			•   •   •

			Denis walked off to check on one of the sentry positions, and Court began heading back to the cottage to continue training the rebels. When he was halfway up the driveway, however, his phone began buzzing in his pocket.

			Putting an earpiece in his ear, he answered. “Hey, Matt.”

			Hanley got right down to business. “Missiles begin launching at ten thirty p.m. All targets will be west of Voronezh till about twelve thirty a.m.; that’s when the New Russia Council V-22s will pass Voronezh and the enemy realizes that’s not the intended target. Then the decoy waves of drones will head into the corridor, followed by one hundred fifty or so drones programmed to hit in and around Orzenyi and Yavas over the next ninety minutes. Suggest you have your people in and out of that prison while the barrage is going on to maximize the confusion.”

			Court said, “So you are saying you want me to lead a small-unit assault on a compound that is being pulverized with remote-controlled air-to-ground explosives.”

			“I never promised you a rose garden, kid. The main gate is going to be vaporized, the electricity will be knocked out, we’ll hit the guard shacks, a few other targets away from the prisoners inside IK-2, but that’s it. The rest of the ordnance at Yavas is going to the military garrison, the police station, and roads into town from the north, south, and east.”

			Court was satisfied with this. “Okay.”

			Hanley said, “Although I guess you can expect the unexpected. I got a report of an attack on national guard troops southwest of Moscow last night.”

			“I can’t do anything without you finding out about it, can I?”

			“I’m in the CIA.”

			“Yeah. Maybe get us some more ordnance sent our way.”

			“They’re deploying a lot of firepower to Yavas as it is. Not sure there’s much more to go around.”

			Court said, “I get that drones and missiles might be in short supply, but if there are going to be Ukrainian MiGs in the air, maybe we can call up some strafing runs with their cannons if we need them.”

			“Violator,” Hanley said, “you have to understand one thing. You won’t see any friendly air that far east; they aren’t even going to overfly Orzenyi, ten klicks west of you. The Ukrainian aircraft are going to stay back closer to the border but within missile range of anything that threatens the Ospreys on the exfil.

			“Where you are, you’re going to be supported with drones, and a few long-range missiles from the MiG-29s, the Su-27s, and a couple of French Mirage jets, but those aircraft will be one hundred klicks away at best. They have to defend the air corridor, and the biggest threats are closer to the border, not way out in the middle of nowhere where you are.”

			“Okay,” Court said. He knew that his end of the entire operation depended less on him and his rebels and more on two other factors. One, that he would get a lot of support from the air, and two, that the enemy didn’t have any more forces in the area that his side didn’t know about. The drones could hit fixed positions, but mobile troops would be a problem, and with only ten to twenty in his rebel force going on the mission, they wouldn’t be able to fight off any military units on the roads around the settlement.

			He told Hanley of his concerns, and his former boss said, “There is some good news on that front. I’ve met with some of the drone pilots. In addition to all the fixed targets we’re hitting, there will be a squadron of twelve to eighteen FP-1s loitering over you, ready for your tasking. The FP-1 has a forty-pound warhead, and the pilots assure me they can fly them right into a moving vehicle if you need them to.”

			Court had been on a lot of operations in his life, but he’d never served in the military and had never called in air support. He said, “Forty pounds of bang falling out of the sky onto a truckload of guys hell-bent on wiping us out might be pretty damn useful.”

			Hanley said, “Yeah, and there are other developments that should work in your favor. The Ukrainians have detected a portion of the front line on the northern part of the country in Bryansk that is currently defended by penal assault units. Russian prisoners with guns. Virtually no training at all. These units are brought in for frontal assault work, but it looks like the Russians have stuck them in a defensive position to wait out the winter. The AFU is going to slam an armored brigade into them, and we think they should have no trouble wiping them out.”

			“What does that have to do with us four hundred miles inside the line?”

			“This diversionary ground attack will begin tonight; it’s going to pull a lot of resources to the north, away from the air corridor to Mordovia.”

			Court admitted that did sound good, in theory, anyway.

			He then asked, “Where’s Romantic?”

			“He’s on his way to Ukraine. He’s training his men, and he’ll be on the flight line with the Ospreys, seeing the boys off. He wants to go on the op, of course, but he’s a smart guy, and he knows that he can’t.”

			“Yeah, I turn up in Russia, and nobody links that back to the Agency. He shows up over here, it’s a fucking American invasion.”

			“Exactly.”

			Court said, “I’ve got to run. Only have a few hours to try to whip these folks into shape.”

			“Good luck. I want your earpiece in tomorrow night, sending traffic, I want to know what’s happening when it’s happening.”

			“Roger that.”
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			Zoya returned to her cell after her Sunday shift, and she was locked in by a tall young guard who had a tendency to press up against her whenever he got the opportunity. He walked back up the hall; she went to her bed, sat down, and waited to hear him return up the corridor and close the door next to the windowed guard station there at the end of the hall.

			As soon as he’d done so, she looked down to her left forearm. The two wounds there weren’t bleeding, she’d put glue on the tiny holes to stanch any flow, and now she picked off the glue, wincing with pain as she did so. This done, she looked out into the corridor, saw the prisoner across the hall through the bars, and realized the woman was on the toilet and not paying Zoya any attention.

			Zoya looked back to her forearm, then, after biting her lower lip, she pressed with her right hand on a spot a few inches below one of the wounds.

			Blood came out of the small hole.

			Tears filled Zoya’s eyes, but she kept pressing, pushing up with her thumb now, and soon something emerged from the blood.

			The blunt end of a thick sewing needle jutted out a half inch. Zoya licked her lips, bit down again, and then pulled the entire four-inch-long needle out, then immediately stuck it under the sheet on her bed.

			When changing needles on her machine today, she’d realized that the metal needles used on the canvas belts were significantly longer and thicker than the ones she’d been using for months to sew buttons and zippers. She thought they might just have been long enough to use to pick the lock of her cell door, so she took two of them, and then put them under her leg while she continued to work.

			She spent the next hour or so trying to figure out a way to hide them on her body, and when she finally did come up with a solution, she spent the next half hour trying to talk herself into actually doing it.

			During a five-minute break she sat there at her desk, took one of the needles, and stabbed herself on the inside of the forearm. Angling the sharp needle so that it went just under the skin and did not go too deep, she pushed slowly, both fighting the pain this caused and keeping her face as calm as possible, lest any of the guards in the room figure out something was going on under the table.

			It took a full minute to push the first sharp metal barb in far enough that it wasn’t still jutting out of the bleeding wound, and then she did the same with the other needle, taking care to push it in far enough away from any veins.

			When this was done, she took a paper towel, wiped blood away under the table, then quickly poured glue on both holes.

			She brought the paper up, wiped her nose several times, smearing it with blood.

			When a guard asked her what she was doing, she took the paper towel away and explained that she had a bloody nose.

			The guard, in turn, told her that her five-minute break was over, and to get back to work.

			Now, back in the cell, she washed the two needles off in her tiny sink and then knelt down, placing them in a crack in the tiled floor just behind the toilet.

			For the next half hour she continuously wiped small amounts of blood off her arm with toilet paper, and not long after the bleeding stopped, a buzz and then a click told her a door had opened somewhere up the hall here in Block One. Footsteps followed; from the sound of them she thought there were at least three guards coming this way, and she wondered if it was time for her to go to the basket for her daily half hour of wandering around in the cold. It seemed early; she’d only finished her work and then her dinner of thin soup a few minutes earlier, and usually she sat here waiting an hour or more before the guards came to get her for exercise.

			Of course, there were twenty-nine other women incarcerated in this block, so it could have been one of their turns, but Zoya was the only one who earned a three-guard procession for her nightly walk.

			Soon she saw them arrive at her cell. She was already on her feet, standing at attention, and she quickly belted out her number.

			Warden Maximov himself stood with two other guards, one male and one female.

			The warden said, “Seven Three Seven Nine. You will follow us back to administration.”

			

			•   •   •

			It was a bitterly cold night, overcast, and as Zoya shuffled down the road towards the administration building, behind Maximov and in front of the guards, she wondered if Baronov was back, if this was the night she would be executed, and her mind could not help but think of possible actions she could take in the next few minutes.

			Not actions that would save her life, that was out of the question, but rather actions that would take one or two of her captors with her.

			Before she could come up with a plan, however, Maximov turned back to her. “I was upstairs in Block Two when they radioed that your colonel has come back to see you, Zakharova, and this time he has four trucks’ worth of Group A men with him. What do you suppose that means?”

			She did not speak, but the female guard behind her said, “It means cell twenty-two is going to be vacant soon.”

			Zoya thought about spinning around and firing the palm of her hand into the woman’s chin, but she just kept walking.

			Maximov laughed, then said, “Why is the FSB so interested in you? What’s this all about?”

			“I don’t know,” she said, but according to what she’d learned from Nadia Yarovaya, it was beginning to appear like there was something bigger at play than Baronov had first revealed to her.

			She saw the trucks as soon as they rounded the turn for the building; there were armed men with sophisticated body armor and weaponry outside, as before, and, if anything, they seemed even more switched on than when she’d seen them the two previous times.

			Some turned her way as she passed, others remained at attention, and once in the admin building, she was immediately escorted downstairs and back to the same conference room.

			Baronov sat there in a thick black coat; his black ushanka hat sat on the table in front of him.

			“I told you that I would be back,” he said with a little gleam in his eye.

			A fresh panic welled inside her, but she had the presence of mind to notice that this seemed like it was exactly what the colonel wanted from her.

			She sat down in front of him, fighting any display of fear on her face. Warden Maximov stood in the doorway.

			Zoya picked at little sewing cuts on her fingers for a moment, feigning boredom.

			The colonel asked Maximov to leave them, and before he shut the door, he called out to the two Alpha men there. “Make sure the monitoring room is cleared.”

			Zoya flashed a quick look up and saw that Maximov looked furious, but he said nothing; he only walked back off up the hall.

			The FSB Alpha operators shut the door, and she felt Baronov’s eyes on her.

			He remained silent, so finally she just said, “What do you want?”

			He smiled a little. “I told you what I wanted the first time we met.”

			“To kill me?”

			To her surprise, he shook his head. “I never said I wanted to kill you, did I?” He leaned forward animatedly. “I told you I wanted to deal a crushing blow to the GRU and the SVR.”

			“Oh…Right. Killing me would just be a by-product of that.”

			“Exactly.”

			Again silence returned to the room. This time, however, it was Baronov who eventually broke the stillness. “How upset would you be with me if I told you that I have not been completely honest with you?”

			She did not blink. “I’d be devastated.”

			“Sarcasm!” he barked, leaning back in his chair with a smile. “Nice. Yes, I lied to you in the past. However, and you might not believe this, I intend to be perfectly transparent with you now.”

			Zoya said nothing.

			He said, “I lied to you when I said that you and I had never met before the other night. You might not remember, but you and I have actually spent quite a lot of time together.”

			Zoya’s brain raced. He had not looked familiar when he came to the prison that first time. She’d definitely not known him from her days in SVR. If he had been a colleague of her father’s in GRU, then he would have had to be very young, a junior officer at most, and her father really did not consort with anyone below the rank of major.

			When else? She thought about when she arrived here in Russia six months earlier. She remembered the team of FSB people who had interrogated her.

			She even remembered when she’d been drugged; some of it was hazy, but she felt certain she’d been interrogated by the three FSB officers who’d questioned her all the other times.

			“You’re drawing a blank?” Baronov asked.

			“I’ve never seen you in my life before this week.”

			Now the colonel smiled a little. He pulled a radio out of his pocket and clicked the transmitter. “Observation room is clear?”

			“It’s clear, sir,” a man answered back. “It’s under guard, as well.”

			“Khorosho.” Good.

			He put the radio away and looked to Zoya. “Beginning a couple of months ago, a series of crimes took place in the Balkans. In many different nations. Serbia, Bulgaria, Romania. Reports from our people say the locals claim the perpetrator was American. And alone. He seemed as if he was not supported by his or any government. A very grassroots killer, you could say.”

			Zoya felt her stomach tighten a little, but she said nothing.

			“The Kremlin became aware of the fact that the man had been trying to make his way across the Black Sea and into Russia. They tasked the GRU and the FSB to look into it. The GRU fumbled around in the Balkans, lost the man, picked him back up in Latvia, lost him again. Ditto, Finland.

			“They made an absolute mess of it, as is their way.”

			Zoya worried her voice would crack, but she felt she had to say something. “What does any of that have to do with me?”

			“Because that person, that American asset, is in Russia now.”

			She fought a desire to breathe heavily, did her best to avoid any microexpression that might indicate interest or excitement on her part. She tried another sarcastic comment. “I see. If you would like to hire me to go look for him, I accept.”

			He flashed a very brief smile, and then he continued talking. “Two days ago in Moscow he killed an FSB officer, injured some innocent bystanders. And last night…” He paused a long time, then said, “Last night he was involved in the deaths of five national guard soldiers near Takushevo.”

			“I don’t know where that is.”

			“It’s on the way here, my dear.”

			Zoya couldn’t help it, she had to bite the inside of her lip, but she was careful that her eyes remained distant.

			Baronov said, “He’s coming.”

			“Who is he?” she asked, perhaps a little too quickly and innocently.

			Baronov nodded. “You are pretending to be confused by this information.” He leaned forward and put his forearms on the table. “Maybe you could have pulled it off if you hadn’t been exhausted, malnourished. But as it is, you are not at your best, Miss Zakharova.”

			Her brain raced to keep up with everything she’d learned in the last few moments, and it was clear the colonel was correct. It was next to impossible to have an intellectual showdown with someone when one was ravaged with fatigue and hunger.

			But still, even through everything working against her, she did know what was happening now.

			Baronov had told her the two of them had met, he’d told her a dangerous asset had been trying to get into Russia, and he’d told her the man was coming here.

			He’d also told her that she had no reason to be surprised.

			Slowly, she shut her eyes. Kept them that way for a moment, and continued holding them closed when she spoke.

			She spoke softly. “I talked.”

			The colonel waited a beat, then confirmed her fears. “You talked. To me, in fact.”

			This made no sense. Was this all some kind of a bluff?

			The colonel said, “We gave you some simple truth serums, didn’t expect them to work and they did not. You gave up some intel we already had. Textbook resistance techniques. Then we waited a few days and put you in a cold cell.”

			Zoya remembered all this.

			He continued. “When you were sleeping, we pumped gas in, knocked you out, and then the doctor injected you, and you were brought on a litter to a medical wing exam room at Lefortovo.”

			Zoya prayed this was not true. She remembered the bump on her forehead that they told her came from her falling off her cot in her sleep after the cold room, but she remembered nothing else.

			Baronov said, “I was with you then. And when your vital signs allowed it, we injected you with our scientists’ newest psychoactive drug. Still in the trial phase; we tried it on you.

			“Then it was just you and me in the exam room. You on a gurney, and me pacing the floors like a madman.” He smiled; as far as Zoya could tell, Baronov seemed to be enjoying himself.

			“The doctor administered the drugs three times. He and I both thought you might die from it, so if you are feeling ashamed, you need not, because you impressed us all.”

			“Impressed you?”

			“You held out for four hours and thirty-six minutes. The doctor said that was by far a record, so…congratulations.” He shrugged. “You told me…well…you told me everything. Our scientists have gotten quite good.”

			She shook her head adamantly. “Whatever I told you…it was probably bullshit just to get you to stop injecting me.”

			“That was a possibility I had to allow for.” He paused, then said, “At first, anyway. But soon enough, the things you told me would happen actually began to happen in the real world.”

			“I don’t understand.”

			Baronov leaned closer to her, his face just centimeters from hers. “I am going to say something now, and you might want to have a visceral reaction to it, but I ask you to remain calm.”

			She was not going to remain calm; she could already feel it.

			He smiled a little; Zoya’s chest felt like it was going to burst, and she said a little prayer that Baronov would not say what she thought he was going to say.

			But finally he spoke, and her hopes were instantly dashed.

			“Courtland Gentry.”

			She did not blink, but teardrops clouded her eyes.

			“Yes,” Baronov said. “The Gray Man is coming here, and not only do we already know this, we have been planning for it for quite some time.”

			Tears formed, dripped down; she wiped her face, closed her eyes.

			The colonel said, “Right after you told us all about your boyfriend, who he was, what he had done. Right after you told us he would die trying to save you, I decided to put this to the test. I had you routed through a regional court all the way in Saransk, because we’d detected that the CIA had hacked into the CCTV system there, and we knew the Americans were getting those feeds. We had the judge sentence you here, and to be honest, we thought Gentry would be on his way immediately.

			“As it turns out, nothing happened for a while. Finally, we found him in the Balkans, killing gangsters trying to make his way into Russia, and at that point, I knew you had been telling the truth in that exam room.

			“The Gray Man really was coming for you.”

			Zoya said, “You orchestrated this. You tipped off the CIA where I was, knowing someone in the CIA would tell him, and he would come.”

			“All true, I’m afraid. Took them forever, probably a delay in the transcription of the hearing in Saransk, but no matter, all is going to plan.”

			She put her head on the table, with no further concerns about showing her enemy that he had bested her.

			Baronov said, “My scheme almost fell apart when the damn GRU almost killed him in Latvia. Your old compatriot Zachary Hightower was working with a team of men from Misha Sorkin’s organization, targeting the GRU cells. Somehow he linked up with Gentry, and that jeopardized my mission. I wanted Gentry to come to Russia alone, not with a team of confederates.” Baronov smiled. “So I sent the GRU right to Hightower’s position in Finland, hoping that Hightower would be taken off the playing field, because he was not part of my operation.”

			Baronov held his hands up. “Hightower, it turns out, is a most impressive operator himself. He, along with his mates, utterly destroyed a three-year-old GRU operation.” The Russian smiled. “Such a shame, really.”

			The sarcasm was obvious.

			“It looked like Gentry was there with Hightower; he could have been killed then and there, but it was a risk I was willing to take. I wanted Gentry in Russia so the FSB could bring him down. I did not want him bringing any help with him; that would serve no purpose.

			“Your boyfriend has a cell of rebels with him now. I don’t know how many, but not enough to make any difference at all. He thinks he has the advantage.

			“He will wait a few days, I assume. The weather is about to turn bad, plus he knows FSB is all over the region looking for him after the killings in the area last night. But whenever he hits, we will be ready for him.”

			“What are you trying to accomplish with all this?” she asked.

			“In American baseball, they refer to it as a grand slam. Do you know what that means?”

			“Yes.”

			“Gentry comes here, a former CIA officer. This proves the CIA is in a covert war with Russia. That plays well domestically. Peskov will be pleased. And Gentry’s target is the woman he loves, a former GRU general’s daughter, a former SVR officer; this proves both organizations are inept, corrupt.

			“And then, when we kill Gentry, we will have killed the Gray Man, the person who perpetrated the high-profile assassinations of many important Russians. The operations in Murmansk and in Kyiv, and he killed an oligarch named Sidorenko in Saint Petersburg, and damaged Russian interests on an operation in Berlin and another in Thailand.”

			For the first time, Zoya’s face tightened into a little smile. “You won’t kill him.”

			“You are correct. I won’t kill him. It will be one of the one hundred twenty members of the FSB’s Special Purpose Alpha Group that I have positioned, both here within the walls of IK-2 and in a cluster of safe houses very near.” Baronov smiled again. “An entire company! I can be accused of overkill from time to time, Miss Zakharova, and to this charge I happily plead guilty.

			“Bringing down the Gray Man, the GRU, the SVR, and some of the rebels, all in one operation.” He leaned closer to Zoya. “As a spy yourself, be honest. Have you ever heard of a more impactful espionage mission?”

			Zoya wanted to die. She’d betrayed Court. And he would die as a result. Peskov would be strengthened, and the FSB and Baronov would be strengthened.

			She was thinking about all this when Baronov placed the cherry on top of the sundae. “I will, of course, kill you with my own hand once Gentry is dead. I feel I owe you that much. Quick and painless. Bullet to the head. You deserve that. As I said, my quarrel was never with you.”

			“Why did you come here last week and tell me that you did not know why I was sent here, if you yourself were the one who sent me here?”

			“That was for the benefit of Warden Maximov. His brother is a major in the GRU, and I knew the GRU would learn of your sentencing. I couldn’t very well mention that I’d orchestrated the operation to hurt them, could I?”

			For the first time, she smiled a little. “What’s to keep me from talking to Maximov right now?”

			“I’ll deny it, and after Gentry is destroyed, it won’t matter what the GRU knows. But if you do tell Maximov, then I’ll kill you slowly. If you remember, you said someone was keeping me from touching you. Well, that someone was actually me, and if you do anything but play the part of bait for the fish, then I will give myself permission to do whatever the fuck I want to do with you.”

			After a long and sinister smile, he said, “No more Mr. Nice Guy.”

			Baronov rose. “Now I must go tell Maximov that I will be leaving some of my men here, and I will order him to go on full alert. He might tell his brother about this, but I can just say I’m protecting Yarovaya from whoever has been killing their way in this direction.”

			“You’ve thought of everything, haven’t you?” she said.

			“I believe so, yes.” He headed for the door. “But if there are any surprises, I will overcome them.” He knocked on the door. “Have a lovely evening, Zoya.”

			Baronov left with the Alpha Group men, and Zoya put her head back down and cried uncontrollably.

			

			•   •   •

			Zoya walked slow circles in the basket; the nighttime air numbed her face and hands, and the cold blew up the legs of her pants, chilling her more.

			But she didn’t care about the discomfort. Her thoughts were not on herself. They were on Court. He was here, he was close, and he had no idea that an entire task force of specially trained soldiers was even closer, with destroying him its only goal.

			She could only see a small sliver of the southern side of the well-lit prison complex from here; the baskets were just ten meters from the interior fence, and to her left in the snowy distance were the dormitory wings of IK-2 Yavas. Considering this small view of perhaps ten percent of the entire prison grounds, the fact that she could see four of Baronov’s Alpha Group men over there made her think that the rest of the complex was probably crawling with FSB bastards, as well.

			Her presence here had led the man she loved into a trap.

			Zoya told herself she had failed Court, although intellectually she knew she’d had no chance to keep her mouth shut after being pumped full of nearly enough drugs to kill her. Objectively, she knew she should not be feeling the shame that she now felt, but that did not matter.

			All that mattered was the result, and as Baronov had said, she was bait, and Court would take it.

			She wandered at a snail’s pace through the slushy snow, the frozen earth trampled by dozens of other women today who’d already had their time in the basket.

			She looked up into the cold night; snow fell on her face, and then she closed her eyes.

			After a few more moments feeling sorry for herself, she shook her head back and forth.

			Somehow the motion dispelled the despondence.

			Her eyes opened. They shone in the electric lighting all around, and she told herself that this was no time to wallow in misery.

			This was time to act.

			Court was coming, he was bringing friends, and she had to trust that he had some sort of a plan.

			The metal door to the confinement wing building creaked open on old and frozen hinges; Nadia Yarovaya emerged, bracketed by guards, and she was placed in the next basket. A guard locked the gate behind her, and Nadia began walking around, her hands stuffed tightly in her coat, and the guards pulled out cigarettes, lit them, and stood under the awning over the door.

			The two women in the baskets ignored each other for a few minutes, and Zoya used the time to eye the men in view. She could see three prison guards outside the basket by the door into the confinement wing, plus a fourth guard in a tower about thirty meters to her left. The Alpha men had moved off; she registered them in the distance, but barely, since they were almost invisible in the night with their black uniforms.

			Just like every day, Zoya looked around for listening devices on the fence, on the side of the building, even directional mics positioned outside the basket in the yard and pointing her way.

			And as was always the case, she saw none. IK-2 Yavas didn’t give a shit if the confinement wing people talked to one another while they were in the basket. What harm could that cause?

			Zoya decided that she was going to show them.

			At roughly the same time, both women began walking along the one stretch of fence that connected the pens.

			When they were shoulder to shoulder, heading in the same direction, Nadia spoke first. “Something’s going on.”

			“Da,” Zoya said softly.

			“Who are all these new soldiers?”

			“They’re Special Purpose, Alpha. Baronov’s boys.”

			“What are they doing here?”

			“They are here because of me.”

			They reached the end of the fence, turned, and began heading back towards the building.

			“Explain,” Yarovaya demanded.

			“Someone has come from America; he’s here in Mordovia. He linked up with the FRL, and his plan is to break me out.”

			The older Russian woman stopped in her tracks. “The FRL? And an American? You’re kidding, right?”

			“No, although I wish I were. Baronov knows they’re coming. He’s brought a full company of paramilitary troops to destroy the American and whoever he brings along.”

			Nadia walked in silence a moment, Zoya just meters away on the other side of the fence. Finally, the woman said, “Blyat.”

			Zoya stopped now, and Nadia followed suit. The older woman asked, “What is it?”

			Zoya said, “Whatever happens, we need to try to help him when he comes.”

			“We?” They turned away from the building and began walking again in the opposite direction.

			“I can get out of my cell,” Zoya said. “I might be able to get into the stairwell and make it up to you on Block Two.”

			“That’s ridiculous. There’s a control room with guards on both levels. They are armed.”

			“With batons,” Zoya said.

			“Yeah, with damn batons. And with pepper spray.”

			Zoya waved her hand in the air. She felt a jolt of energy, a small glimmer of hope, a sense that Court would know better than to just make a frontal assault on a penal colony without good intelligence about what was going on outside. Baronov said Hightower had helped him; maybe Hanley was helping Court, as well.

			Maybe even the CIA was involved.

			She fought against the hope for a moment, told herself she was having a fever dream.

			But hope won the battle.

			She said, “I’ll kick their asses, take their keys, unlock your cell. I need you to be ready for me.”

			“Wait,” Nadia said, a welling panic in her voice. “This is crazy. There was no chance before the FSB showed up. Now what you are proposing is insanity.”

			“Maybe so, but we have to try.”

			“Why?”

			“Because my friend from America won’t stop until he has me, and he won’t leave without taking you along, too.”

			Nadia Yarovaya shivered. “I’m scared.”

			“Be scared. That’s fine. Just be ready.”

			“When?”

			The guard shouted to Zoya, announcing that her time in the basket was over. She stopped walking, looked at the woman on the other side of the fence, and said, “I have a feeling we’ll both know when it’s happening.” She shrugged. “My friend from America tends to make one hell of an entrance.”

			Zoya turned and headed for the gate. The guards weren’t paying close attention, but if they had been, they might have noticed a slight spring in her step.

		

	
		
			
				Forty-One[image: ]

			

			Sokilnyky Airport lies just three miles north of the center of the Ukrainian city of Kharkiv, and it is much smaller than the big international airport on the southern side of town. Both airports, however, have been closed to civilian traffic for years, and today Sokilnyky is in use by the Ukrainian Air Force for many roles, including as a drone- and long-range-missile-launching platform.

			The Russian battle lines currently stood just nineteen miles to the east; the city and the airport were daily recipients of missile and guided bomb attacks, and every night the air raid sirens went off and the antiaircraft and countermissile batteries fired at incoming enemy threats.

			Patriot systems from America and IRIS-T systems from Germany had knocked down eighty percent of enemy missiles, but still many had gotten through, and thousands had died in and around the city.

			Thus it had been for over three years.

			The skies were unusually quiet this Sunday night, with high cloud cover that glowed from the half-moon above it. The weather forecasters at the air base were interested in the conditions here, of course, but they had been most concerned about the weather to the east, looking at their computers with much anticipation and worry. Snow was predicted over the border overnight, the temperatures were in the twenties, and the team of meteorologists monitored the weather models for any changes in the forecast.

			The weathermen sat at a pod of cubicles on the second floor of the terminal building, and right above them on the third floor, CIA officer Matt Hanley paced the rear of a darkened tactical operations center full of over 140 men and women, most of them seated in front of computer banks.

			Hanley had been given a desk in an office off the main floor, but the TOC was where the action was, so this was where he wanted to be.

			He looked down at his watch, saw that it was ten twenty-eight p.m., and then reminded himself that the TOC was not, in fact, where the action was, but it was as close to the action as he was going to get.

			Down in a hangar on the far side of the airstrip, just three hundred meters away from where he now stood, Zack Hightower was giving last-minute instructions to his seventy-five New Russia Council special forces soldiers who were in the process of jocking up and getting ready to board four V-22 Osprey tilt-rotor aircraft to head over the border into Russia.

			That was where the action was, Hanley admitted to himself, although Hightower wouldn’t be going on the mission, either.

			But at least Hanley and Hightower would be able to see some of tonight’s activity from the ballistic glass window on the southern side of the TOC. Many of the people here in the TOC who were not engaging in a critical function at the moment were already there, looking out to the south, and Matt went over and joined them just as the first of the missile batteries began to fire.

			A few drones began taking off at exactly the same time, some on the runway, some from one of the taxiways here at the airport, and then more missiles left their launchers in the distance.

			The missiles fired from here at Kharkiv Sokilnyky Airport were HIMARS and ATACMS from America, and the drones were mostly Ukrainian made, but this was just the tip of the iceberg when it came to the power that was going into tonight’s attack. In a convex arc from north to south, over one hundred kilometers long and just miles from the Russian lines, mobile missile batteries and heavy artillery all began firing, and drones launched from parking lots, backyards, soccer fields, and city streets.

			All the targets were roughly in a corridor that went from the border to the Russian city of Voronezh, one third of the way to Mordovia.

			Less than a minute after the jet flames from the initial barrage of missiles here at the airport disappeared in the night sky, a flight of four MiG-29s raced by the control tower, already flying at an extremely low altitude in order to confuse enemy radar. The Ukrainian jets carried anti-radar missiles, and it was their job to punch the first holes in the enemy’s ground-to-air defenses.

			A man at a terminal announced that another flight of friendly aircraft, somewhere high in the sky above the cloud cover, had just launched air-to-ground missiles over Kharkiv. These would be Storm Shadows, and they would slam into Russian targets up to 250 kilometers inside the border.

			Hanley knew from all the briefings he’d been in for the past two days that over sixty Ukrainian aircraft would be used tonight, and he prayed that they were successful, along with the missiles and the drones, in creating the air corridor that this mission needed to succeed.

			The American CIA officer took a moment to think about what the Russian military leaders must be reckoning with right now. Their intelligence services had initially told them that there would be an attack like this in the coming weeks, an attempt to take over an air base in Voronezh. But when the FSB spy in the New Russia Council disappeared a few days earlier, the same day that a GRU commander was captured by the enemy, the FSB would have notified the military that the Ukrainians knew their op had been thoroughly compromised, and that meant that the Ukrainians’ mission would be called off.

			Right now, Hanley guessed, some very senior and very angry Russian military officers were all shouting at one another on secure links from Sevastopol to Moscow, trying to figure out if the fools in Ukraine had decided to go ahead with this doomed idea of theirs, or if this was just some sort of feint for the land attack that had kicked off far to the north.

			Hanley hoped the Russians would be mired in confusion for the next few hours. He’d been with the CIA for three decades, in military intelligence before that, and the prospect of waging a war of deception of this nature and of this magnitude made the hairs on his arms stand up.

			Another salvo of missiles fired, another long-range drone took off from the runway, and a couple minutes after that, another flight of aircraft passed by, heading east. These were Su-25s; someone near him explained in English that they were carrying precision-guided bombs, and their targets would be airfields in or near the corridor into Russia.

			Hanley had little to do for now but watch the fireworks, but he did pull out his phone to call his asset deep inside Russia to let him know that the operation had begun.

			By eleven thirty p.m., an hour after the first barrage left Kharkiv Sokilnyky, reports began coming in from Ukrainian military intelligence. Their missiles had destroyed radar stations, their bombs had cratered runways, and a corridor, narrow and precarious as it was, was well on its way to being established from Ukraine to the city of Voronezh, Russia.

			The Russians would expect the attack there, and this made Hanley smile a little.

			Because the attack would fly right on by and, by then, it would be too late for Russia to stop it.

			A cluster of big, fat, and slow drones began lifting off from all over the airfield, staying low, lumbering to the east.

			

			•   •   •

			At eleven forty p.m., Zack hustled down the flight line of four gray V-22 Ospreys humming inside the massive hangar, with his young translator, Pavel, hurrying along at his side.

			The aircraft would be taking off within minutes, and he wanted one last check-in with his team leaders, who were all inside sitting on the webbed benches along the fuselage along with their men.

			He’d only had two full days to work with these troops; he’d not turned them into SEAL Team 6 operators, but he was pretty damn sure any one of the seventy-five men, had they spoken English, could get themselves hired as a SWAT officer in a midsized American police department.

			And Zack thought that meant he was one hell of a good trainer, considering the situation.

			Each of the first three aircraft carried two ten-man squads. The fourth flight, in contrast, only carried one team, but there were fifteen members in this group, because while the six ten-man teams would be positioned around the perimeter of the prison, the fifteen-man squad from Osprey 4 would be the one unit that would fast-rope into the middle of Yarovoy’s prison and extract him.

			All seven squads were named after birds in Russia. In the first aircraft Zack met with Orel (Eagle) and Cajka (Seagull) squads, and the lieutenants in charge told him they understood their missions and were ready to go. The men wore radio headsets, ballistic helmets, body armor, goggles, and balaclavas over their faces. Their rifles were on their chests over magazine racks, and they wore pistols on drop leg holsters over their green flight suits.

			The men did not wear coats—that would cost them too much mobility—but each one had extra warm base layers on underneath their flight suits, and thick socks inside their combat boots.

			In the second V-22, the lieutenants from teams Utka (Duck) and Pavlin (Peacock) gave him a thumbs-up with gloved hands.

			In the third aircraft he slapped the shoulder of the Lebed leader, told himself that the Swan team was one of the strongest of the perimeter units, and then checked on the man in charge of team Boboh. The Crows weren’t as solid as the Swans, but his and Hanley’s mission plan had accounted for that. Their job was to lay down fire on any mobile enemy outside the wire of the prison; they were armed with RPG launchers as well as rifles, and they knew how to use them.

			And in the fourth aircraft were the fifteen operators of Sova squad, the Owls. Zack had handpicked the most well-trained men for this part of the mission; they were all fast-rope qualified, though some of them had little experience.

			Zack jogged up the ramp of the rear aircraft and looked in the red-tinted light for the lieutenant of the unit. He didn’t remember the man’s name, but he called out before his translator even arrived. “Sova Adin?” Owl One?

			A hand rose in the middle of the group of men on the left; he moved towards the hand, and when he got to the bench of men, he realized the person with his hand up was actually pointing up at the bulkhead that separated the cockpit from the cabin. Zack walked forward in that direction, and almost instantly, he realized that he had a problem.

			Sova was full of hardened Russian fighters, and to lead them he’d taken a chance on a young college-educated kid who’d done extremely well in training, although he did not have much in the way of combat experience.

			Now he saw that the man’s tunic was covered with vomit, his pupils were dilated, and there were two men next to him having a shouting match that sounded like it might come to blows, yet the young lieutenant did not even seem to notice their behavior.

			Zack walked up to the two men on the verge of fighting, knocked their helmeted heads together, and pointed at them both. Over the drone of the aircraft’s APU, he shouted, “I don’t give a fuck if you speak English or not! If you dumbasses don’t knock that shit off, I’m going to personally disarm one of you, and then I’m going to shoot you both!”

			Zack’s interpreter shouldered up beside him quickly, and he began to translate, but Zack put his hand on the younger man’s arm. Still looking into the eyes of the two men who, by now, had shut up and were just staring at the big American, Zack said, “Don’t bother, Pavel. Message received.”

			Now Zack knelt in front of the lieutenant. “Hey, buddy. Are you good to go?”

			Pavel knelt with him and translated.

			The lieutenant’s eyes flashed towards Zack. He blinked, and his eyes watered.

			Zack grabbed the man’s gloved hands and held them up by the wrists to check them, and they shook uncontrollably. “Shit,” the American mumbled.

			The aircraft’s crew chief walked by holding three fingers up in the air, meaning Osprey 4 would begin moving in three minutes, and Zack knew he had to make a decision quickly.

			“Well…shit,” he said, and Pavel translated this because Zack didn’t tell him not to.

			Zack unfastened the lieutenant’s bench harness, and pulled him to his feet. The kid was covered in armor, guns, radios, and other gear, and he was heavy, but still Zack hefted the man to the tips of his combat boots and walked him down the ramp and off the plane.

			Once on the concrete of the hangar floor, he turned to tell Pavel what to tell the disoriented lieutenant, but before Zack could say anything, he saw Mikhail Sorkin wearing a big silver coat and walking up the flight line. The Russian oligarch paying for this entire operation looked somewhat overwhelmed himself, but when he saw Zack, he hurried over.

			Zack sat the now nearly catatonic lieutenant down on the cold floor of the hangar, told Pavel to get all the man’s gear off, then turned to Sorkin.

			The Russian looked at the man lying on the cold flooring. “What happened to Feliks?”

			“Reality kicked in and that kick hit Feliks right in the balls.” With a shrug, Zack added, “Shit happens.”

			Sorkin cocked his head; he clearly didn’t understand the American’s colloquialisms.

			Zack leaned forward so he could be heard over the V-22s warming up around him. He said, “Sorry, boss, but there’s been a change in the operation.”

			“What change?”

			“I have to go with them.”

			The Russian appeared dumbfounded. “Wait. You? You are going on the mission? Into Russia?”

			Zack glanced down at the kid. Pavel was struggling to get the man’s load-bearing vest off him. He looked back up at Sorkin. “Startin’ to look that way, isn’t it?”

			“But…but the American government will not like that at all.”

			“Trust me, I do shit they don’t like all the time. They’ll forgive me if we can pull this off. If we fail…well, I’ll be dead in a hole in Russia, so I’m not gonna worry too much about their reaction.”

			He added, “It will be the same with you. If they find out you knew I went into Russia, then they’ll be pissed at you. But, really…what are they going to do about it?”

			“I…I don’t know.”

			“Jack shit is what.”

			“Jack…who?”

			“These boys need me. My guy inside needs me.” He looked to Sorkin. “Yarovoy needs me, and you need me.”

			Sorkin gave a little nod, then said, “You don’t even speak Russian.”

			The big American shrugged. “No offense, but there’s nobody in your country I want to talk to, anyway.”

			“What about our troops?”

			Zack conceded the man did have a point. “Oh…yeah.” He turned to Pavel, who was just finishing getting the lieutenant’s gear off. The kid wiped yellow puke off his hands and onto his blue jeans.

			Zack took the small interpreter by the shoulders and looked him straight in the eyes. “Listen to me, kid. We have to get back on that plane right there.”

			“What?”

			“You and me are going to Russia. All those guys are gonna die if we don’t.”

			The young bespectacled translator looked terrified, and he flashed his eyes up to Sorkin, no doubt for some help in getting the fuck out of whatever the American was trying to rope him into.

			The Russian oligarch, however, said, “Pavel…you can do this. Mr. Romantic will take care of you.”

			Zack winced a little and started putting the lieutenant’s armor over his sleek black ski coat. The heavy canvas smelled like stomach acid and borscht.

			Pavel just stood there. Said, “I don’t even have a gun.”

			Zack said, “You don’t need a gun. I’ll get you some body armor and a radio; wait here.” He started to run off, leaving Pavel and Sorkin standing by the last aircraft, while the first Osprey in the row of four began taxiing out of the hangar with a roar.
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			The term “dacha” comes from an archaic Russian word meaning “something given.” Country estates were first doled out by seventeenth-century tsars, gifts to their most faithful vassals, and the idea caught on. By the nineteenth century, small country cottages were popular among city dwellers with the means to afford them.

			Today the dacha is an important part of Russian culture, with nearly thirty percent of all urbanites owning a second residence in the countryside.

			Some properties were little more than shacks with root vegetable gardens and woodstoves, but others were offensively opulent palaces. The main building at President Peskov’s Black Sea dacha, for example, was an obscene 191,000 square feet in size.

			Major Colonel Eriks Baronov’s country estate lay in the woods on the snaking Vindrey River, some twenty kilometers south of Yavas and twenty-five kilometers southeast of Orzenyi. Baronov’s country home was not a palace by any means, but it was a nine-thousand-square-foot two-story log cabin with a clay shingle roof, and it held six bedrooms, a massive great room with a high ceiling, and a six-car garage.

			Baronov had been given the property by the local government a few years earlier because his division of the FSB had committed to incarcerating all their prisoners in the penal fiefdom here in Mordovia, due mostly to its proximity to Moscow and the difficulty any foe would have of escaping, surrounded as it was by dense forest.

			The Mordovian government appreciated the FSB’s patronage of their prison system, and as was the way in Russia, Colonel Baronov received personal gifts for steering government contracts towards appreciative recipients. The house on the river, the land around it, even a helipad, were all purchased by the government and then given to Baronov.

			At the stroke of midnight on Monday morning, the Mi-8 helicopter from the Federal Security Service sat parked and dark on the helipad; light snow fell around it, but the large dacha just forty meters away sat awash in light. The colonel, a dozen aides from Moscow, and a dozen of his Spetsnaz men remained warm inside, while four black FSB armored trucks sat parked outside, each with a man behind the wheel pulling security.

			Three other riverside dachas close by had been commandeered by Alpha Group; each was filled with operators, and their trucks out in front were occupied, and this meant all one hundred of the Special Purpose FSB operators who were not at IK-2 Yavas at the moment had a warm place to stay while they waited for word from the prison.

			Baronov knew it would take a full twenty minutes to respond to any emergency from here, but he wasn’t worried about this, because in addition to the sixty prison guards at the women’s correctional facility on duty at any time, the captain in command of the Alpha Special Purpose troops would be cycling in and out twenty of his operators at the prison every eight hours so they would be prepared for an attack.

			And Baronov was moderately confident Gentry would not come for Zoya tonight. The weather was bad and was due to get worse by two a.m.; the light snowfall the area was experiencing now was predicted to morph into a blizzard by five, and if Gentry planned on busting his girl out of Yavas, he’d have a hell of a difficult time moving her anywhere to safety in those conditions.

			The weather predictions for later in the week were better; clear skies and temperatures reaching into the thirties at times, and this information convinced Baronov that Gentry would make the prudent decision to wait a night or two before his raid.

			But while danger close by seemed unlikely this evening, Baronov was at his desk, monitoring computers with his majors, captains, and lieutenants in the massive great room of the dacha, because danger 650 kilometers away had captured everyone’s complete attention.

			The Ukrainians had telegraphed a land attack in the north for days; everyone expected it to come imminently. But tonight, around ninety minutes earlier, reports of missiles and bombs and drones and artillery pounding a narrow section of territory inside Russia’s border to the east of Kharkiv came through the communication network from the Western Military District.

			For the first half hour or so the generals had insisted the attack from the air was all a ruse, a poorly executed but admittedly expensive feint to mask the movements of the two armored brigades making noise to the north, but then, as radar station after radar station to the south went offline, as air force squadrons reported they could not launch their aircraft because of damage to their airfields, and as reports of explosions farther and farther to the east filtered through a quickly deteriorating communications network, the prospect that this was not, in fact, a feint became more and more likely.

			Two Nebo-U mobile long-range radar systems had been hit and knocked out to the north, and missiles had been intercepted that appeared to be targeting another Nebo-U system to the south.

			And eventually, the direction of the ever-deepening reports made it apparent that Voronezh was the ultimate target.

			Just like the plan the New Russia Council had been working on for months.

			Baronov had been certain the Ukrainians would not try the air assault on the military base at Voronezh; his spy at the New Russia Council had been discovered, after all. But tonight’s attack was starting to look like an attempt by Kyiv to create an air corridor exactly to Voronezh. He knew that the distance from the battle lines to the targeted base was roughly 280 kilometers, and the enemy seemed to be pulverizing an ever-deepening channel in that direction. He also knew that the Russian army had quietly positioned three combat-tested battalions there in the city back when they learned from the FSB spy in Poland that an attack was being planned for early December, and he assumed, he prayed, that those troops were still in place at the military base, and still ready to repel whatever the Ukrainians and the rebels could throw their way.

			If this was, in fact, what it looked like—a Ukrainian attack of the same type and on the same target that the FSB spy had revealed—then Baronov knew this would be one of the biggest nights of his career. His asset had gleaned the information from Mikhail Sorkin’s Russian resistance, and Baronov would seek and receive credit from the Kremlin, despite the fact that he had informed the Western Military District just two days earlier that the FRC was aware that Russia had discovered their “surprise,” and therefore no attack would be coming.

			Baronov was pondering the prospects of returning to Moscow a hero, for both revealing the Ukrainian attack and killing the American assassin and the rebels, when a major sitting at a card table near the front door spun away from his laptop and turned to him. He pulled off his headphones and stood up. “Sir…we are getting the first reports of explosions in Voronezh city. They appear to be Storm Shadow missile attacks; the air defenses had been upgraded there in the last few weeks, so they are shooting down some of the enemy ordnance, but others are getting through.”

			“Incredible,” Baronov muttered, convinced now that the Ukrainians were indeed heading to the military base there. And then, to his team, he said, “The fools in Kyiv have decided to go ahead with their plan even though they knew it had been compromised. They thought moving up the date of the raid a week or two would catch us napping.” He looked to a young captain sitting on the other side of the room, lit mostly by a roaring fireplace. “Ivanov. Anything new from the Western Military District on the degradation of our radar systems to the west?”

			“Yes, Colonel,” the man said. “Our forces are almost completely blind from the border, all the way to Voronezh; the enemy attacks have disrupted communications and visualization of enemy air assets. But losses on the enemy side have been significant. Western District reports that two Ukrainian MiG-29s, two Su-27s, and one Su-25 have been shot down over Russian territory, all in the past forty-five minutes.”

			The colonel dismissed this with a waved hand. “I don’t care about enemy losses. I just care that our forces remain ready for an attack at Voronezh.”

			The captain nodded, looking back to his computer for a moment. He said, “Western District confirms they are fully prepared for Ukrainian and resistance forces to arrive at Voronezh at any time.”

			Baronov blew out a sigh of relief. “Good. I imagine they’ll have quite the reception planned for them. Kyiv and Misha Sorkin’s traitors will expend a lot of missiles, bombs, drones, aircraft, and lives tonight; they will fail in their objective to take hostages, and this last major engagement before the deep winter will set the stage for a Russian victory in the spring.”

			Some of the black-clad Alpha Group men standing along the walls of the big room cheered at this, and then Baronov’s other officers followed suit.

			The colonel did not cheer; he just put any worry about Voronezh out of his mind, because he wanted to focus all his thoughts on Gentry and the Legion.

			Captain Alexeyev, commander of the company of FSB Alpha operators, sat directly in front of him and had been on the radio this whole time. The colonel interrupted his conversation. “Roma, what are you hearing from your men at IK-2?”

			Alexeyev said, “Only that the guards are pissed off that the FSB has moved in.”

			Baronov chuckled at this. “Yeah, Maximov nearly burst a blood vessel in his forehead when I told him we’d be helping them keep things secure for a few days.”

			The captain added, “Also, the boys say the food there sucks, and they’re freezing their fucking balls off.”

			Baronov chuckled a little at this. “Good, that will keep them sharp.” He went to go stand by the fire a moment, basking in the heat and basking in the prospect of success.

			

			•   •   •

			Zack Hightower rode in the back of the V-22 Osprey surrounded by fourteen men kitted up for battle, sitting on the bulkhead bench next to a kid with poorly fitting body armor and a helmet but no weapon. Pavel had both hands on his knees; he’d been sick in the constant turbulence that came with the aircraft flying low and fast since takeoff.

			The big American opened a bottle of water and poured it across his chest, all over his own load-bearing vest. When Pavel looked at him inquisitively, Zack said, “Smells still.”

			He emptied the bottle on himself, then tossed it into a container nearby.

			The crew chief came out of the cockpit and spoke with Pavel, and then the interpreter turned to Zack. Between bouts of obvious queasiness, the young man said, “We are passing north of Voronezh now. On the radio they say the drones and missiles will begin hitting targets from here to Mordovia. We are surrounded by our MiGs now, but we won’t be when we get closer to the target.

			“He says we should look out a portal; it will be a good show.”

			“Do you want to look out the window?” Zack asked.

			Pavel shook his head. “No. I think if I move, I’ll throw up again.”

			The American leaned his head back against the bulkhead. “I don’t need to look, either. I’ve seen plenty of shit blow up.”

			

			•   •   •

			Court Gentry’s foot slipped; he skidded down the icy surface and slammed his knees hard when he came to a stop. He wore hard plastic kneepads, and this helped him avoid any pain, but it did nothing to save him from embarrassment. Behind him, the former Spetsnaz operator who ran the cell of Freedom of Russia Legion fighters called up to him in a whisper. “You need me to show you how?”

			Court answered back in English, a language he knew Denis did not speak. “Kiss my ass.”

			“Chto?” What?

			Court’s boots found footing on the horizontal log a meter or so off the ground, and then he began slowly and carefully climbing back up.

			The settlement of Yavas was known for two things—prisons and logging—and the long east-west road he found himself on right now was lined on both sides with cut oak and pine and ash, horizontally stacked one on top of the other in mounds nearly two stories tall. He and Denis together had determined from a map that they’d have a good overwatch site on IK-2 Yavas from the top of this particular pile of timber, one of hundreds along the edge of the forest, and it was just a matter of making it up there to the top to see if he was right.

			Finally Court arrived at the peak, the smell of cut lumber strong in his nostrils, the fat flakes of snow stinging the exposed part of his face above his neck gaiter.

			Looking to the west now, down a long road lined on both sides with freshly cut logs two stories tall, then across an open field, over a small cemetery in a lower recess, he saw the thing he’d been praying to see for six and a half long months.

			Zoya’s location.

			IK-2 Yavas was brightly lit in the dark night, but he was over four hundred yards away, so he struggled to get his backpack off as he lay in the snow on the logs, then unzipped an outer pocket and retrieved a set of binoculars.

			Before he brought them to his eyes, he looked down to Denis. The man was twenty feet below, wearing the same white snowsuit Court wore, and he gave him a thumbs-up. The Russian returned the gesture, then dropped his backpack, slipped a Dragunov sniper rifle onto his back, and began the climb himself.

			The rest of the small Legion assault force had pulled their two delivery trucks off onto a logging track and through the woods here off Kamayeva Road, and they waited, guns in their hands, radio headsets on but not broadcasting. They were just one hundred meters back from Court’s position but poised to move on the prison as soon as the sniper and his spotter made it back.

			Ten more Legion members were all armed, but they would not be taking part in the assault itself. Tatyana, Vera, Timur, and the others sat in a pair of minivans, on a different logging road that ran off Kamayeva, only two hundred meters behind the trucks of the raiding force.

			There was no communication between those waiting in the vans, those waiting in the trucks, and the pair here on the stack of fallen trees. Court had determined that using their radios would be okay once the op had begun in earnest, but the sets the Legion had purchased weren’t terribly sophisticated, and if they were used now, it was possible those listening in the area on the right frequency might pick up garbled encrypted transmissions that could tip them off that some sort of activity was underway nearby.

			Court took a glance at his watch now. Hanley had said the first drones would begin hitting Yavas at midnight, and it was just five minutes till.

			He peered through his binoculars. From here he could see four guard towers, and he could easily make out the tiny silhouetted figures inside them.

			Scanning what he could see of the eastern side of IK-2 Yavas from here, he also spotted a pair of men walking in the snow, and he took note of the fact that they were in riot gear of some sort. Head to toe in black, rifles on their chest, helmets with visors and body armor. Normally prison guards didn’t deck out in the battle rattle unless there was some kind of an incident, so he wondered what these guards were doing out in the elements, but not for long, because soon Denis climbed up next to him, unslung the sniper rifle, and handed it over.

			Court balanced it on his backpack in front of him.

			Looking through it now, Denis said, “Is this a good spot?”

			Court handed the binoculars over, then put his cheek on the stock of the weapon and began adjusting it to look through the eight-power scope. “It’s good enough.”

			Denis focused the binos. Said, “About four hundred fifty meters?”

			“Yeah,” Court said, “to the wall itself. The towers on the left are a little farther.”

			“Which building is the confinement wing?” Denis asked.

			“On the left, the farthest away that you can see, closest to the fence.”

			“Six hundred meters?”

			“Six fifty, about,” Court said.

			“Can you hit a man-sized target there?”

			“Of course.”

			Denis sniffed out a little laugh. “You’re confident, aren’t you?”

			“Of this part, yeah. The tough job is going to be timing the shots to match the sound of the explosions so the enemy doesn’t know they’re dealing with a sniper.”

			Denis blew out a breath that turned to steam. Said, “That’s why it’s my job.”

			“Exactly.” Court took his eye out of the scope now, and he looked up to the sky.

			Denis seemed to guess what the American was thinking. “This far from the borders, in the small settlements, there’s really no anti-missile or anti-air defense. Air raid sirens only. All the missile systems are at the front lines or in the big cities. The deeper you go into rural Russia, the less you even know there’s a war going on, except for the fact that all the boys keep leaving, then coming back home in coffins.”

			“War is hell.”

			“What is that?”

			Court sniffed. “An American general in our Civil War. He said, ‘Its glory is all…’ ” Court didn’t know the word for “moonshine,” so he embellished: “ ‘Its glory is all alcohol. It is only those who have neither fired a shot nor heard the screams and moans of the wounded who cry for blood, for vengeance, for…destruction. War is hell.’ ”

			Denis said, “Sounds like a smart man.”

			Court looked to the sky; there were more sounds in the air now. Softly, he said, “Sherman was a prick…but he wasn’t wrong about war.”

			It was silent on the stack of logs for a moment, and Court scanned the confinement wing building with his rifle. Somewhere inside there, Zoya was under lock and key. He had no idea what condition she was in, but he would take her whatever way he could get her.

			“Denis,” Court said, still scanning for humans in the distance. “Something we haven’t talked about. I don’t know how much room there will be on the aircraft at Orzenyi. It might be that—”

			Denis said, “There is nothing to discuss. I want you to take Tatyana Kurilo. The FSB knows about her. The rest of us…either we all die in this attack tonight, or we survive and go back to Moscow to continue our fight with the Legion.” He sniffed out a little laugh. “I’ve got to be at the grocery store Tuesday morning, anyway.”

			Court said, “You fuckers are brave, I’ll give you that.”

			“We’re desperate,” he corrected. “We can’t live in a Russia like this. Either we will die, or we will change things. There is no other choice for us.”

		

	
		
			
				Forty-Three[image: ]

			

			At the dacha on the Vindrey River, Baronov sipped tea, looked at his watch, and told himself he should probably just give up and go to bed. Reports from the west were coming in intermittently; there was some jamming or hacking affecting comm links on top of the destruction of radio towers and relay stations far to the west, but the last message received from the Western Military District reported that the bomb, missile, and drone attacks had lessened somewhat. Baronov would have stayed up all night to listen to real-time intel about the enemy getting wiped out at their target in Voronezh, but without solid comms, this would be a frustrating endeavor.

			And, anyway, that was why he had subordinates.

			He’d go to bed, get up in a few hours, and learn what happened once the military had things under control and the lines open again.

			He’d just pushed back from his desk and stood when a voice called from across the room. “Colonel! A report of explosions east of Voronezh. A container radar installation seventy-five kilometers beyond the city has gone offline.”

			Baronov cocked his head at this. “East of the city?”

			The enemy air corridor to Voronezh was to the west of the city.

			“Yes, sir.” The man held a finger up, put his other hand on his headset, then said, “The container radar has beyond-the-horizon capability, a range of three thousand kilometers. If they are going to Voronezh, they would have to take it out.”

			Baronov nodded. It did make sense that the enemy would hit long-range radar stations wherever they could reach them.

			“All right. Continue monitoring.” Baronov sat back down. Something told him he should wait this out a little while longer.

			

			•   •   •

			Zack had been napping, his head hanging forward, but Pavel shook him awake.

			The big American adjusted the rifle on his chest and pivoted to the young man. “What’s up?”

			The aircraft buffeted in heavy turbulence; Pavel grabbed onto handholds on the bulkhead, then quickly pointed to the crew chief. The Ukrainian was standing above Zack but on his opposite side.

			Zack regarded the bearded man in the helmet, then looked back to his interpreter. “What’s wrong with him?”

			Pavel said, “He came back here to tell you that the pilots say the snow at the objective has picked up. It’s too dangerous to hover over the target building as planned; the conditions will be whiteout, and the pilots don’t have the experience to—”

			Zack unbuckled his belt and stood up, then took hold of Pavel’s body armor and hoisted him up, as well.

			Hightower then grabbed the crew chief of the V-22 Osprey with both hands and slammed him up to the bulkhead. He shoved a gloved finger in the man’s face, then prepared to shout at him.

			Pavel moved to the two men. Zack said, “Tell him to tell his pilot he will hover over the confinement building, and we will fast-rope onto the roof. End of discussion.”

			Pavel relayed the message, and then the crew chief spoke with his eyes on the American.

			Pavel said, “He says it’s the pilot’s decision, not his.”

			Zack let go of the crew chief, grabbed Pavel, again by the strap of his load-bearing vest. “It’s my decision. You go talk to the pilots. Tell them the only way this op works is for the fifteen operators on this plane to hit that prison from the top down. To do that, this plane has to hover over the prison. I don’t care if it’s sloppy, I don’t care if those assholes up there spin us around in circles, I just care that they do their fucking jobs. You got me?”

			Pavel looked orders of magnitude more terrified than the crew chief, but he crawled up to the cockpit to talk to the pilots.

			Zack brushed the lapels of the crew chief’s flight suit, gave him a pat, and then turned back towards the troops.

			All fourteen Russians stared back at him. He gave them a thumbs-up, and the men hesitantly returned it.

			He strapped himself back into his seat, then waited on Pavel. Finally, the younger man sat back down, adjusted his helmet and his corrective lenses, and looked to the big American who was more than old enough to be his father. He said, “The pilot recited a Ukrainian proverb.”

			Zack made a face. “Which is?”

			“ ‘The eyes are afraid, but the hands are still doing it.’ ”

			“What the fuck does that mean?”

			“It means they will try to hover over the roof of the prison.”

			The American nodded, slapped Pavel on the knee. “All right, then. Hey, you got any vodka?”

			“Vodka? No.”

			“Shoot. Thought you guys always had some on you.” With a shrug, he said, “No worries. You and me are going to have a shot together when all this is over.”

			“Yes, sir,” Pavel said, and then the crew chief stepped in front of them both and spoke to the interpreter again.

			“What now?” Zack asked.

			Pavel looked at him with terrified eyes showing through his goggles. He said, “Twenty minutes.”

			Zack nodded, then thought a moment. He said, “Look, I thought I was going to be able to fast-rope out of here with you strapped onto my chest, but this is going to be a rough descent. Let’s change the plan.”

			Pavel nodded eagerly. He didn’t know what the new plan was yet, but he was obviously certain he would prefer it to what Zack had told him he’d be doing.

			“You remain on the aircraft, just keep the pilots in range of my radio. Stay on Sova Squad’s channel. If you hear my voice say something in English, then you translate it into Russian to the team.”

			“I stay on the plane?”

			“Right where you’re sitting.”

			The young Russian gave Zack a big thumbs-up. “I can do it.”

			Zack nodded, unfastened his seat belt, and said, “But for now, let’s go talk to the troops, tell them their first combat fast-rope is going to be conducted in zero viz under an aircraft with a pilot who doesn’t think he can pull it off.” He smiled a little to himself, then said, “That ought to chill ’em out.”

			

			•   •   •

			Eriks Baronov drank tea at his desk, furious that the communications between the military to the west and the FSB here at the dacha on the river was so poor. Men stared at computer screens that would not refresh with new information, radio transmissions went unacknowledged, even satellite phone calls rang and rang without being answered on the other end.

			Every now and then, however, some enticing snippet of information did come through. A fire in Voronezh, an aerial engagement somewhere over the base there. Baronov hated not having the full picture of what was going on, but he told himself the Ukrainians would run out of steam soon enough.

			Then a captain called out to him. “Sir, confirmed report from the air force that a flight of four of our MiG-29s has been shot down just north of Lipetsk.”

			“Lipetsk?” the colonel croaked, an obvious tone of surprise in his voice.

			Lipetsk was a full one hundred kilometers northeast of Voronezh. This made no sense to him at first, but then Baronov walked over to a desk nearby and leaned down to look at a digital map on the screen of one of his captains. The direction of the enemy attack was clear. Kharkiv to Voronezh, Voronezh to Lipetsk.

			Baronov followed the line to the northeast, and then, in an instant, the FSB colonel knew exactly what was happening—exactly where the enemy was heading.

			“My God,” he said, his voice hardly more than a whisper. Then he stood back up and shouted to the room. “This is not an attack on a military base. It is an attack on a penal colony! They are attempting the rescue of Natan Yarovoy!”

			Captain Alexeyev of Alpha Group stood up now, as well. “How can you be sure, sir?”

			“Because there’s nothing else! There’s nothing northeast of Lipetsk that the Ukrainians or the Russian resistance wants…until you get to IK-17.”

			“That’s nearly four hundred kilometers from Voronezh.”

			“It’s a little less, and the New Russian Council’s V-22s can make that distance in under an hour. We don’t know when they overflew Voronezh, so we have to bolster defenses at Orzenyi immediately.” He held a finger in the air as he thought. “And Yavas. The American asset and his rebels are in the area. Maybe they are coordinating with the Ukrainians and Sorkin!” With a nod, he said, “Gentry did not just come for Zakharova. He’s come for Yarovaya, as well.”

			Baronov turned to Alexeyev now. “Tell your people at IK-2 to be ready for an attack. Then send sixty men to IK-17, and twenty-five more to assist the twenty already at IK-2.”

			Alexeyev grabbed his rifle and slung it, and then he put on his headset and began communicating with his men at the other dachas.

			The colonel shouted to another captain now. “Balakirev. Contact the army garrison at Udarnyi, tell them to get every troop they can muster to those prisons. They’re just conscripts, but they’re better than nothing.” He looked around at the room, still amazed by the events of the evening. “The rest of us will continue monitoring here.”

			

			•   •   •

			The hissing of snowfall, increasing in volume by the minute, had been the only noise here at the edge of the forest on the eastern side of the settlement of Yavas, and Court had done what he could to tune it out to listen for other sounds.

			He checked his watch, saw it was just past midnight, and squinted towards the prison 450 yards to the east.

			Denis was several years younger than Court and had only been subjected to a small fraction of the amount of gunfire the American had, so he detected the noise first.

			He put his finger up in the air, indicating something was up there.

			Court waited a few seconds, then stared into the sky, and then he registered it, as well.

			A faint buzzing, somewhere far away.

			Court said, “Sounds like a small plane.”

			“Probably is,” Denis said. “Lots of their long-range drones are ultralights or single-engine piston aircraft. They’re slow, loud, but they can carry a lot of explosives. They hit Moscow all the time.”

			Denis continued because, like most Muscovites, he’d become something of an expert on Ukrainian UAVs. “It’s the Palianytsias that you have to worry about. They just announce themselves by slamming into their targets.”

			Court knew the Ukrainian-made Palianytsia rocket-powered drone was, essentially, a missile, albeit one with a thousand-kilometer range. Hanley had told him there would be over a dozen tasked to Mordovia, but only four would be sent to the area around IK-2 Yavas.

			He expected to hear an air raid siren, but none came, and he was reminded by what Denis had said about the dearth of defenses this deep in the interior.

			The Russian lying prone on his right listened a little longer, then said, “There’s more. They’re close.” A pause, and then he added, “A lot more.”

			Court felt a wave of relief over him. “I wasn’t sure any of them would get through.”

			A flash sparked off in the distance, somewhere well on the other side of the prison, maybe five kilometers away. The glow came and went, but then a second flash occurred near the first.

			Only then did the deep bass of the initial low boom hit them there in their overwatch.

			Another flash, farther to the northwest, and then with the third detonation in the settlement of Yavas, a few strings of tracer rounds from machine guns arced from the settlement into the sky as armed soldiers, guards, whoever, tried vainly to shoot down incoming ordnance before it rained down upon them.

			Explosions began rocking Yavas every ten seconds or so, to the north of the prison, then to the south. No blast had come within a kilometer of the facility, however, so Court and Denis just lay there and waited.

			The chattering of machine guns continued, and explosions of different sizes and brightness sparkled in the distance. The glow of a fire began to the south, and to Court it looked like a fuel line of some sort had ruptured, because the flames shot straight up into the snowy sky.

			The Russian said, “The defenses here are a joke. A couple dozen guys with rifles.” He shook his head. “The government and the military stole all the money for good anti-air before the war started. Now places like this are on their own.”

			Court said, “No offense, dude, but it suits me if your countrymen don’t stop a single one of these drones tonight.”

			Denis’s voice hardened a little. “The civilians here…this isn’t their war. I don’t wish pain on them.” He then said, “If every one of these drones hit the Kremlin, on the other hand, then I’d be happy.”

			Court sighed. The kid was right. “If we all do our jobs tonight, then the Kremlin’s going to feel like it got rocked by explosives.”

			A high, whining siren began sounding at the penal colony, and red lights began flashing. Two other penal colonies in sight here in Yavas began blasting sirens, as well.

			Just then, a light streaked through the sky from the southwest; it seemed to be coming right at them, and then it dove down quickly on the other side of the prison.

			It slammed somewhere near the main gate, on the opposite side of where the sniper and spotter lay on the two-story stack of felled logs. Court was impressed by the flash and then, just three seconds later, the sound of the explosion passed their position.

			Quickly Court put his eye back in the scope of the rifle and flipped off the safety. Lining it up on the closest guard tower, he aimed at the armed man there.

			Court said, “It’s go time, Denis. Tell me when to fire.”

			Five seconds later, another massive flash appeared far on the northern side of the big facility, out of the sight line of Court’s scope, but Denis saw it, waited a half second, and then spoke softly.

			“Fire.”

			Court pressed the trigger; the sniper rifle boomed in the night.

			Four hundred sixty-one meters away, a guard in a wooden tower tumbled down and out of view roughly at the same time the noise of explosion to the north would have crossed the prison grounds.

			Court quickly shifted to the next tower and said, “Ready.”

			“Stand by,” the Russian replied.

		

	
		
			
				Forty-Four[image: ]

			

			A minute earlier, the soft muted rumble that came from somewhere far away caused Zoya to open her eyes and look into the darkness here in her little cell. Nothing happened for several seconds, and then another sound, this one like the first but a little louder, caused her to sit up on her metal cot.

			The third boom that she heard, in contrast to the first two, was powerful and close; dust fell from the brick ceiling, her cot shook, and women up and down the block screamed.

			Zoya leapt to her bare feet, raced to the toilet, and found the two sewing needles she’d hidden in the cracked floor behind the basin. Moving towards the iron cell door, she pressed her face into the bars and looked to the left and right, hoping like hell no guards were patrolling Block One at the moment.

			With more booms came more noise from other prisoners; everyone thought Yavas was randomly getting hit by Ukraine tonight, even though the settlement had not been targeted once, even after over three years of total war.

			But Zoya knew the explosions meant something altogether different.

			She did not understand exactly what was going on, but she knew without question that the explosions meant Court was coming.

			She held one four-inch needle in each hand, the sharp point in her fingers and the blunt end exposed, and she reached out through the bars. The metal on the door was painted white but eighty percent of the paint had chipped away; the bars were close together but she could just get her hands and arms through.

			The doors and locks in this ninety-one-year-old building were archaic but effective, more than secure enough to hold anyone who had not been trained in the art of lock-picking at Chelebityevo, the SVR’s Foreign Intelligence Institute, also known as Red Banner back in Soviet times.

			But Zoya had been trained, and even though her lock-picking skills had waned considerably since her training years ago, she understood what she needed to do to get the door open.

			It was just a matter of execution.

			A massive roar that caused her to duck reflexively told her something had hit very near; she thought it might have impacted on or close to the administration building. The twenty-nine other women in cells on this floor began to shout to the guards, demanding to be taken to the bomb shelters, but Zoya didn’t think any guard around here would be too concerned about the well-being of the prisoners at present. She just worked frantically, using both needles in the big keyhole, moving them around as deftly as she could with weak and quivering hands, trying like hell to open the lock.

			This was going to take some time, she realized, and she hoped the two guards who sat behind the glass in the control room at the end of the hall stayed put while she worked.

			

			•   •   •

			The closest military installation to IK-2 Yavas was at Udarnyi, home of the 299th Guards Motor Rifle Regiment, a recently formed unit of conscripts, mostly from the villages, towns, and large urban centers of Russia’s Central Federal District. With nearly two thousand troops in all, Udarnyi was a bustling base, but the conscripted soldiers were poorly trained, poorly paid, poorly outfitted, and poorly fed.

			Morale was low—if “low” meant “nonexistent”—and most everyone but the officers in charge here at Udarnyi had resigned themselves to the fact that they would sit here in the snow all winter, only to ship off west to die horrific deaths in the spring.

			Most of the men at Udarnyi had been in their barracks when the base siren went off five minutes earlier. With differing levels of confusion, soldiers and officers alike tried to figure out what the hell was going on, but seconds later all nine rifle companies from the three battalions had been ordered to double-time it out to the parade ground.

			Half the troops showed up half dressed; all of them were cold as hell as they waited for some word, and when it came, they could scarcely believe it. As over six hundred men stood there listening to the sounds of explosions, watching the glow of blasts and fires through the snowfall to the distant north and the distant west, the colonel commanding the base spoke over a PA system. An attack from the west was under way, he said, and Russian internal intelligence had informed the army to expect an air assault at IK-17 Orzenyi and IK-2 Yavas, sometime in the next hour.

			And the 299th was ordered to split up and race to both prisons to repel the attacks.

			The 299th wasn’t ready for much of anything, but they truly were not ready for this. Company commanders did their best to scramble the troops, dress and arm them; they prepped the APCs to move out, but ten minutes after the snap mobilization was ordered, it was still pandemonium in the barracks as men dressed and accessed their weapons.

			The base commander fielded multiple calls from Central Military District HQ in Ekaterinburg ordering him to get his ass moving, and then he received another call from an incredibly annoying FSB colonel, who screamed bloody murder at him as if the battalions should have been ready 24/7 as a quick reaction force, here, 650 kilometers away from the war.

			Colonel Baronov cursed him, promised he’d have his ass if his unit failed the FSB, and then he hung up.

			The base commander went back to organizing his rifle companies.

			The hapless conscripts of the 299th began mustering near their main gate, most of them still outside the massive BTR-80 armored personnel carriers that were pulling up on the road in front of the parade ground.

			While the men hurriedly checked their weapons, explosions continuing still in the distance, someone on the base began firing a machine gun.

			Heads turned, rifles came up, and those on the parade ground watched the tracers of the MG being fired from the western side of the base, reaching up into the snowy sky.

			Then the massive group standing there in the parade ground saw the danger.

			Four specks of light, moving impossibly fast. Not to the distant north. Not to the distant west.

			But the growing balls of light were here, over Udarnyi, right on top of them and streaking down.

			The first Palianytsia rocket-propelled drone slammed directly into the parade ground and the main gate, catching hundreds of Russian men and boys out in the open, tearing through dozens and dozens without mercy.

			A second Palianytsia came in seconds later, impacting in the middle of the row of armored personnel carriers and killing scores, and the third hit the base entrance.

			The fourth drone slammed directly into the headquarters building, killing the base commander and two battalion leaders getting last-minute instructions from the colonel.

			A fire erupted in the building, the dozens and dozens of wounded outside were attended to, and any plans of leaving the base to go to some other location for a fight were utterly forgotten in the fog of war that came from the massive destruction, the decapitation of the leadership, and the breakdown in the chain of command.

			

			•   •   •

			Court Gentry slid down from the stack of frozen logs, looked through the now-heavy snowfall, and found Denis already standing on the little logging road with his pack on his back. A pair of delivery trucks rolled up from the east; their lights were off and both sliding rear doors were up, and Denis leapt into the first, swinging his backpack in ahead of him, and Court climbed into the rear vehicle.

			The trucks rolled off again instantly; Court called Denis for a radio check, finally giving up on any worries about stealth, because he assumed the enemy would be too preoccupied with the ongoing air attack to worry about some scrambled transmissions on a random radio frequency.

			The time on top of the logs had benefited the mission. Court had shot four sentries in their towers. There were another four, but they were to the north and west and he could not see them because buildings in the prison were in the way.

			He’d also targeted a prison pickup truck, shooting the driver, although the passenger, dressed as a regular prison guard, managed to scramble off through the snow with a pronounced limp.

			While Court had been sniping targets, no fewer than twenty explosions had erupted inside or adjacent to the prison walls. He’d been assured by Hanley that the pilots of the drones would avoid injuring any prisoners, targeting only guard shacks, employee barracks, power stations, towers, generators, and the like, and from what Court had seen from his overwatch, it appeared the pilots back in Ukraine were doing a good job.

			The lights went out at IK-2 Yavas, flickered back on for a few moments, and then, after another drone impact right in the middle of the property, they went off again.

			Now, as the Legion members and the American leading them bounced along in the back of the two trucks, Court first removed his snowsuit, revealing his black and brown camouflaged clothing. He then knelt and looked through several backpacks of explosives there at the feet of the seven other men in the back with him. They’d built Semtex bombs with simple stopwatch timers, and the smaller ones all had magnets or two-sided tape on them so they could be used to breach gates and doors.

			Court had four breaching charges in his backpack already, but it was nice to see that the other assaulters would be bringing in plenty of extra.

			The largest of the bombs the team had created, however, was the truck itself. Four satchels of plastic explosives were wired to a timer and placed in the front of the truck bed, and Court’s plan was to drive the vehicle up to the wall on the southern side of the property, set the time, bail out, find cover, and then blow open a breach big enough for them to pass through on foot.

			The other truck had its own Semtex bomb, but that vehicle would park alongside the road and wait for the exfiltration. If any prison guards managed to get into vehicles to begin pursuit, someone in one of the minivans would blow the delivery truck right when the pursuers passed.

			From the front seat of Court’s vehicle, the driver, who was also an assaulter, shouted out in Russian. “Dve minuty!” Two minutes.

			Court ordered the men around him to check their gear one more time, and he did the same. He had an AK-103 rifle, six extra magazines, a heavy armor plate on his chest in a canvas load-bearing vest, medical equipment, four breaching charges in the backpack on his back, a Grach pistol, a radio, and various tools purchased at a hardware store in southeastern Moscow by the Legion cell the day before.

			His headset was over his ears; he wore eye protection but no helmet, and he had forgotten it till just now, but under his ear protection he had a Bluetooth earpiece in his right ear, giving him the ability, in theory anyway, to talk via encrypted satellite link to Hanley back in Poland as long as he removed the radio headset enough for Court’s voice to be heard by the man on the other end of the satellite phone.

			He pulled his phone out of its pocket behind his chest plate and dialed the number. It took a good fifteen seconds for the call to be answered on the other end, but soon enough, he heard the voice of the former DDO.

			“You keeping your head down, kid?”

			“Kind of the opposite. I’m riding a big-assed bomb right up to the wall of the place your friends are blasting the shit out of.”

			“I told them no more hits on the southern side. We’ve got a few more big ones targeting the admin building and the main gate, plus we’ve hit most of the barracks and the police station just outside. They’ll be busy when you guys come through, but we are running out of ordnance, so be quick about it.”

			The truck ran over a curb or something of similar size; everyone in back went airborne, and two rebels by the stacks of Semtex frantically tried to keep them all from falling over.

			Court shouted out an expletive, but the truck kept moving.

			Hanley said, “You okay?”

			“All good. How’s your end going?”

			“The air corridor is holding, the Russians didn’t see this coming, and the deeper we get into their territory, the easier it is. They’re scrambling a response, but the AFU has MiGs and Sukhois up to fight them.”

			“What about getting back out through the air corridor?” Court asked.

			“Getting out is going to suck, kid. Not going to lie. The Ukrainians are trying to conserve their munitions, so it’s going to get a little quiet in the skies, but we’ve got four FP-1 drones, small twin-boom aircraft that are circling to the south. The drone pilots are waiting on you for tasking.”

			“Only four? You said I’d have twelve drones I could task.”

			“Yeah, well, the Russians are fighting back, kid. Eight drones either got shot down on the way to Mordovia or else electronic jamming got them.”

			Court let it go; there was nothing he could do about the attrition of the UAVs. He asked, “Is Romantic monitoring his rebels from there at the command center?”

			There was a little pause, then Hanley said, “Zack put himself on the last bird to IK-17. He said nothing to me about it, but Sorkin saw him do it.”

			Court’s jaw dropped. “Oh shit.”

			“ ‘Oh shit’ is right. If this all works out perfectly, then me and Zack are going to share a cell at Leavenworth. If it doesn’t work out so good, then I guess we’re looking at World War Three.”

			Court sniffed out a little laugh. “Zack’s such an asshole.”

			“Yeah. I haven’t called Watkins with this bit of news yet.”

			“I wouldn’t be in any hurry,” Court remarked.

			The man behind the wheel shouted again, and his voice came over Court’s headset. “Odin minuty!” One minute.

			Court said, “I’ll keep this channel open, Matt, but I’ve gotta clock in and go to work.”

			“Good luck, and give Anthem a kiss for me.”

			“First I gotta kiss a brick wall with a truck bomb,” Court said, and then one of the men in back raised the sliding rear door of the racing vehicle, just as it bounced off the road and up into the snow.

			

			•   •   •

			The first of four V-22 Osprey tilt-rotor aircraft raced over the forest just west of Orzenyi, just five kilometers away from Yavas. The pilot flew only fifty meters above the mostly flat topography, still an arduous task in a snowstorm, but he’d managed to keep his speed up for the entire flight by using his thermal helmet and his terrain-avoiding radar.

			The power was off at the prison dead ahead of him, but he could see it in his thermals, getting closer and closer.

			The Ukrainian pilot did not slow down as he neared his objective. He kept his rotors perpendicular to the ground as he flew, because his first job at the target tonight was to overfly IK-17 Orzenyi with a fast pass, take in any information he could then radio to the three aircraft behind, and give his crew chief and his gunner a few seconds to do their thing to any open targets they identified.

			Each of the four Ospreys had a GAU-17 mini gun that could lower out of the belly and fire two thousand rounds a minute, operated by a gunner in the cabin with a thermal monitor and a handheld video-game controller. Each V-22 also had an M240 machine gun attached on a pedestal near the rear ramp. This weapon was operated by the crew chief, and it could fire a potent eight hundred rounds per minute.

			This first pass by Osprey One would likely be too quick to do much damage, but the two gunners at their stations were weapons free and highly motivated to remove threats.

			Ten seconds later the lead aircraft churned the sky over the western wall of the big prison, and instantly both weapons onboard returned fire on the source of tracer rounds coming up to them from the starboard side. The pilot felt the jolt of a rifle round hitting somewhere near his seat, but he also knew his two crew were giving back, delivering hundreds of rounds to targets below.

			The outgoing fire from the prison guards had been less than the pilot had feared, and he reported that back to the others in his squadron.

			Once the prison was behind him, the pilot began a slow bank to the left, bleeding off speed, and over the forest north of Orzenyi he began pivoting his engines, turning the propellers of an airplane into the twin rotors of a helicopter.

			The aircraft reduced even more speed and came back around from the north, and then the pilot lowered to land on a paved road in front of the prison’s wall. Keeping his ramp oriented towards the prison so his crew chief could engage targets with the machine gun, he heard the weapon chattering nearly constantly as the twenty assaulters on board ran down the ramp and out into the night.

			The crew chief targeted a tower that had been missed by a suicide drone, as well as several guards on the rooftop of the massive lumber mill on this side of the facility who were firing back at him.

			The second aircraft made a pass just a little slower than the first, engaged targets with its weapons, then banked to the south, where it would also land and disgorge twenty Russian resistance fighters.

			The third aircraft did not make a pass; instead it had already configured for hover, and it moved slowly towards the prison, the mini gun operator destroying targets in front of it that had been missed by the onslaught of UAVs and the other Ospreys. The man’s other job was to cover the fast-ropers coming out of the fourth aircraft, which moved slowly past the third just fifty meters above ground, crossed over the wall, and then transitioned into a hover over a large building in the middle of the complex.

			The mini gunner in Osprey Three saw the two gunners in the fourth aircraft rake the roof of the building with fire, but as the tilt-rotor aircraft lowered closer to the deck, it kicked up an insane amount of snow that swirled in all directions. The aircraft disappeared, as did the building, and all the mini gunner on Osprey Three could do was scan for any targets in the open, far on the other side of the lumber mill next to the cell block building.

			

			•   •   •

			Over the roof of the cell block building of IK-17 Orzenyi, Zack Hightower was the first man to grab onto the port-side fast rope, but he wasn’t having an easy time of it. He’d fallen twice in the interior of the Osprey trying to make it down to the ramp, slamming into other operators along the way who were lining up for their turn. The pilot put his aircraft in a hover, but he was left and right, back and forth, and up and down with his movements, and Zack didn’t know if the man could keep this steady for the next minute: the time he’d allotted to get all fifteen hurriedly trained fast-ropers down two fifteen-meter-long ropes.

			Zack couldn’t see a damn thing below him as he began his quick slide. He hoped like hell the building roof was where it was supposed to be, but he told himself he’d only know for sure if the pilot had put them in the correct spot either when his boots hit the roof or he ran out of line and dropped three stories to the ground.

			But he descended through the impenetrable white of the swirling snow below the rotors and, about ten meters down, he loosened his legs for impact, saw the roof a second before he hit it, and then he dropped to his knees, letting go of the rope. He immediately got his rifle off his back and up in front of him, and then he pushed himself back to his feet with one hand and began moving across the roof. He couldn’t see the door to the stairwell through the weather, but he thought he knew which way he was going, so he ran on, hoping like hell his sense of direction hadn’t failed him, because if he was not going the right way, he’d run right off the roof.

			Suddenly, directly ahead, the flashes of automatic gunfire sparked, and he dropped again to his kneepads and returned fire.

			After dumping half a magazine at the threats ahead, he rose back up and ran again.

			He leapt over two dead prison guards, each with an AK-47 lying next to him, and he made it to the open door. With his back to the brick wall, he flashed his light inside and saw the stairwell leading down. He covered the stairs with his rifle and waited for his stack to show up behind him. It sounded like all fourteen of his guys were trying to transmit over the radio at the same time; he couldn’t make heads or tails of what they were saying, but soon the second man on his team showed up and squeezed Zack’s shoulder to let him know he was right there with him in the swirling snow.

			A third man appeared, and then someone below on the stairwell in front of him flashed a light up. Zack fired several rounds; he doubted he’d hit anything, but he wanted to delay any enemy counterattack until he had more of his boys with him.

			And the boys did continue to show up, though one man was limping, apparently from a poor landing off the rope.

			Zack thought he had about eight or ten of his fifteen behind him, but then the sound of the Osprey climbing caused him to turn his head.

			Had they really gotten everyone off so fast? He didn’t think it had been forty seconds since his boots hit the ground.

			The V-22’s engines roared as they pushed the aircraft higher and off to the south, and then Zack heard a voice in Russian through his headset. Pavel quickly translated. “Sova One, Osprey Four. Crew chief says eight, in total, disembarked, but the pilot couldn’t hold it any longer. He says he’ll drop the other seven assaulters with Osprey Three at the front gate. Good luck.”

			Shit, Zack thought. This was a big prison, and for now, at least, he only had seven men with him to clear it and find their target.

			“Okay! Tell them to muster up with one of the other teams and assault the front of the prison.” When Pavel confirmed that he understood, Zack turned to the men in the whipping snow behind him and shouted one of the few English commands he’d taught everyone on Sova team. “On me!”

			He entered the stairwell and began descending, and the others followed.

			Down at the turn, a man one floor below shouted something; Zack couldn’t understand him, of course, and Pavel couldn’t hear through the mic.

			Zack moved carefully, then shined his light on a guard standing there with no coat on. His hands were empty and raised.

			Quickly the American held his left hand up to stop the others behind him. “Don’t fire! Don’t fire!”

			Pavel translated, the man was placed on his stomach and zip-tied by one of the Russians, and then Zack had someone interrogate him, with Pavel translating.

			The guard had been off duty; he had no keys or weapon with him, and he wished to surrender to the Ukrainians.

			The Russian speaking with him said something, and Pavel translated. “We’re fucking Russian like you, you piece of shit. We just don’t lick Peskov’s boots.”

			Zack ordered the team to zip-tie the man’s ankles, too, and they left him there on the floor, continuing their descent into the belly of the prison while wild gunfire raged outside.

		

	
		
			
				Forty-Five[image: ]

			

			A pair of big, black MIC Tigr all-terrain infantry mobility vehicles bounced along the riverside road, turned hard to the right, and then crossed a small bridge over the Vindrey. The lead truck held eight FSB Alpha Group troops, while the machine in the rear was filled with Baronov and four more Spetsnaz men.

			Both Tigrs headed north, racing towards Yavas, where the occasional flash of light still drew the colonel’s attention out the front windshield of the rear machine.

			The plan was to get to IK-2 Yavas to support the other Spetsnaz forces there. A dozen more shooters at the penal colony might not add too much more firepower to the twenty-five that had already been sent to support the twenty already there, but Baronov ultimately decided to leave the dacha because the power was out all over the area, the computer screens that had been helping him coordinate had gone dark, and the cell phone towers were down. He had a satellite phone with him but still decided he could get a better picture as to what was going on if he was in radio range with Captain Alexeyev and his troops at the women’s prison.

			The Tigrs could fit a dozen people in each, but Baronov had ordered the rest of his staff—his lieutenants, captains, and majors—to remain behind in case the power came back on in the dacha.

			Baronov, on the other hand, was anxious to witness personally the activity at the penal colony, as well as show both his men and the FSB leadership that he had no hesitations about commanding from the front.

			If tonight was going to be the night of the greatest successes of his career, if tonight was the night that would lead to the decimation of the SVR and the GRU, well then, Eriks Baronov wanted to be right there in the middle of it all.

			As he bounced around on his seat in the rear vehicle, Baronov dialed Warden Maximov’s satellite phone. To his surprise, the man answered.

			“What’s the situation there?” the colonel asked.

			The warden’s voice was labored, his breathing heavy. “Massive damage. Air strikes, at least fifty of them in the settlement.”

			“What about at the prison? Have the walls been breached?”

			“Breached? No. We’ve been hit dozens of times, my admin building is destroyed, but the attack seems to have stopped. I mean…our cameras are down, almost no one from the southern side is reporting in, the admin building is on fire, and I’ve got dead and wounded all over…wait—” He stopped speaking for a moment, then said, “I’m hearing gunfire on the south side now, near the confinement wing.”

			“Someone is shooting at UAVs?”

			“No, I don’t hear UAVs. This sounds like a fight.”

			Baronov hung up on him, then called Captain Alexeyev.

			The captain answered quickly. “We’re five minutes away from IK-2, sir. The other group is ten minutes from Orzenyi.”

			“Are you in comms with your men in the prison in Yavas?”

			“We just got into radio range. I have four dead at the prison; they were at the front gate when it got slammed. The rest are hunkering down inside the dormitories. Figure the enemy won’t strike—”

			The colonel interrupted. “No! Get them to the confinement wing! Maximov reports gunfire there. I want our people to get eyes on Yarovaya and Zakharova.”

			After no response came from the paramilitary company leader, Baronov spoke again. “Alexeyev? You reading?”

			The younger man said, “Sir, you’re asking my men to cross two hundred meters of open ground during a drone attack.”

			The colonel screamed back at him through the phone. “I’m not asking them to do anything. I’m ordering them! I don’t care if it’s two hundred kilometers, get their asses moving. When you and your people arrive, blast right through the vehicle access gate and go directly to confinement. We’re five minutes behind you.”

			“Yes, sir,” the captain snapped angrily, and Baronov noted the man’s tone for later reprimand. He hung up, then called up to the driver.

			“Keep an eye out for UAVs.”

			The driver responded with a cool “Understood.” Then he barked a command to one of the operators in the back with Baronov. The man rose to a crouch in the vehicle, opened a top hatch, then stood up fully in it, his rifle scanning the skies as a last-ditch antiaircraft weapon.

			

			•   •   •

			Zoya had been trying to unlock her cell door for nearly five minutes; she’d accidentally stabbed herself with the needles countless times, dropped one on the ground and had barely been able to reach it, and now she poked and felt inside the keyway for a spring-loaded pin she could not quite reach with the needle she was using as a pick.

			But she kept at it. She was out of practice and weak and tired and scared and rushed and it seemed like she could almost reach the last pin in the locking mechanism, but it was just a little too deep inside the keyhole, even when she held the needles with her fingertips.

			The light had gone off here in the block three minutes earlier, and then apparently a generator kicked in, because the lights flickered and came back on. But just seconds after this, a massive explosion boomed right outside the building on the north side, and the lights went out again.

			Someone had blown up the generator, it was clear.

			Now very soft emergency lighting in the hallways was the only thing illuminating the area, but it did not help Zoya, because she couldn’t even see the lock from where she knelt on the other side of the barred door.

			She just kept trying; women in the cells across from her yelled, telling her she was going to get them all beaten if she managed to escape.

			She heard the clang of a door opening at the far end of the hall to her right, and her heart sank anew. It was clear that one or both of the guards behind the Block One control room glass had seen her hands trying to manipulate the lock, and they were on their way down here, probably to smash her fingers with their heavy batons.

			But she did not give up. As fresh gunfire raged outside, she felt pushed along in her attempt to provide Court at least a modicum of help on his impossible task. She had to get out of here, she had to get to Nadia, she had to eliminate some guards. She had to do something to give Court a fighting chance in an impossible mission.

			The prisoners began to shout louder; she heard a male voice, and then the sound of running boot steps echoing closer.

			She told herself the only thing she had not tried on the lock was to push the pick all the way in. This would mean losing control of it; she’d only be able to hold it there in the keyway with the tip of her finger. She would not be able to retrieve it and try again if this did not release the lock.

			But when she saw the male guard appear in the hallway to her right, rushing towards her, his baton already rising over his head, she knew this would be her last chance to try, anyway.

			As the man prepared to swing his stick down on her hands, she fought the urge to recoil back through the bars, and she pushed the needle all the way in, even putting part of her fingertip in the keyway.

			The lock turned and clicked and she threw her body into the steel bars of the door, then yanked her arms back inside. With her shoulder against it, the door flew open, the baton struck the bars, and then the iron door slammed face-first into the guard who had been running into its path.

			The guard was a big man, but the door was bigger. It hit him in the forehead and right cheek and chest, and he fell hard to the floor.

			Zoya dashed out of the cell, grabbed the big door, and swung it into the guard lying there two more times, doing little damage to his left shoulder with the first impact, but braining the man fully in the forehead with her second shot.

			Blood erupted from his face, he fell flat on his back, and she reached down and grabbed his baton and his keys.

			Women all around her screamed, reaching through the bars, trying to take hold of her, but she avoided their hands and ran up the poorly lit narrow corridor towards the control room and the exit next to it.

			Adrenaline was the only fuel her body had to count on now, but her adrenaline was through the roof.

			The other prison guard in the control room at the end of the hall tonight was female, and Zoya did not see her through the glass as she neared. Thinking either the guard had run away or it was just too dark in the control room to detect her, Zoya slowed a little and began going through the keys in her hands, trying to find one that would unlock the sealed steel door to the stairwell and the exit of Block One.

			But then, when she was a full ten meters away from it, the door flung open in front of her.

			Zoya began to charge, but she slowed again when she saw the guard standing there, in the dim light, holding a small black pistol in both hands.

			The guards inside the confinement wing were supposed to have been armed only with truncheons and pepper spray, or so she’d been told, but apparently this woman kept a firearm on her for emergencies.

			Zoya stared down the barrel as she advanced; she knew she was fucked, but she sped up again, holding the heavy nightstick over her head.

			And then a gargantuan explosion shook the building. Dust and mortar poured from the ceiling, the walls and floor shook, and Zoya stumbled down to the ground.

			The armed guard standing just five meters in front of her fell onto her ass, half inside and half outside the door. A shot rang out from her pistol as she fell, but neither of the women had heard it because of the detonation that had just gone off not far south of the confinement wing building.

			To Zoya it had not sounded like a drone hit or a missile attack.

			It sounded like a huge car bomb.

			Sirens pierced the air; Zoya’s ears rang, and her legs, already unsteady through malnutrition, felt almost numb, but she pulled herself to her feet using the bars of the cell next to her, just as the guard seated in the open doorway found her pistol lying next to her and began to raise it.

			Zoya threw the baton overhanded, hit the woman in the arm, knocked the weapon free, and then she launched forward and kicked the guard in the head.

			The woman dropped down, unconscious.

			Behind Zoya now, twenty-nine prisoners went from screaming angrily at her to cheering wildly as news of what had happened up the hall made it down the block.

			Zoya staggered a moment, found her bearings, scooped up the pistol, and brought it close to her face to look it over. It was an old Makarov, a tiny handgun first developed in Russia more than seventy-five years earlier. Zoya had put thousands of rounds through her dad’s Makarov as well as in training at SVR, and it felt comfortable in her hand, although she knew that the performance of the underpowered cartridge it fired was less than ideal.

			For a moment her brain fogged over; she thought of her childhood, she thought of going back to her cell and lying down, but then her head cleared a little more, and the adrenaline retook control. She thumbed the safety on the Makarov, ripped the coat off the fallen guard, and put it on. Taking the woman’s keys so she’d have an extra set, she jammed both sets into the pocket of the dark green jacket.

			She began heading out the door to go into the control room, but fresh shouting behind her caused her to look back over her shoulder.

			The male guard was on his feet and rushing forward, his face covered in blood. His eyes were wild with rage, and he held a can of pepper spray in his hands.

			Zoya flipped down the safety on the pistol, then shot him twice in the chest at five meters. The man reeled back on his heels, and she moved into the control room as his body hit the cold concrete in the block hallway.

			In the dark control room, she quickly eyed all the dead computers and blank monitors, but her eyes came to rest on an archaic-looking panel on the wall. It had a row of buttons on it and, in contrast to most everything else in here, the buttons were lit, obviously from emergency battery power.

			The sixth button down on the wall was red, and the Cyrillic next to it said “Locking—Block One—Master Engage/Disengage.”

			Zoya pushed the button, heard twenty-nine cell doors open down the hall, and then ran for the stairs.

			

			•   •   •

			Just thirty meters to the south of Zoya’s position, Court Gentry pressed his back into the cold brick wall outside, took a knee, and raised his AK towards the east. Behind him, the Legion fighters on his team had all made it to the wall behind him, but Denis’s team was still somewhere back by the fence line.

			After Court remote-detonated the delivery truck while lying in a ditch just twenty-five yards away from it, Denis’s team stormed through the breach and moved forward to use a Semtex charge to blow a hole in the chain links of the interior fence.

			They’d blown the hole, and Court’s team began bounding from the wall to go through the fence, but then gunfire from outside the dormitory wing two hundred yards away to the northeast kicked up snow around them and sent many of the assaulters on both teams to cover.

			One of Denis’s fighters went down; others from his team rushed to attend to him, and this bogged down Denis and his group. Court and his men fired dozens of rounds at the source of distant gunfire, then re-formed as a unit and raced through the damaged fence and continued returning fire as they ran towards their objective building.

			Now Denis’s team was in the long, low drainage ditch that ran along the side of a pair of fenced-in pens, like oversized dog runs, that were ringed on top with razor wire. Court and his crew had run past the pens; Court shot an armed prison guard who came out the southern exit of the confinement wing next to them, and now Court was near the door, just ten feet or so from a dead guard with a set of keys on his belt.

			But Court was too busy covering for Denis and his team and too busy searching the low light towards the direction where the fire had come from to enter the building.

			The lights were out on the grounds, the snow heavy, but still Court saw two men bounding around the side of the confinement wing. Before he could fire on the black-clad figures in the darkness, they both dove for cover.

			Court sighted in on the top of one’s head as it disappeared and pressed the trigger of his AK, but he missed high.

			The second man got behind a row of concrete steps up another door into the building, and from here he fired back on Court’s position.

			The American and the seven men with him all scurried away from the wall and dove behind a cluster of iron water pipes that ran along the snowy ground.

			Both enemy fighters saw where they went, Court realized, because bullets began pinging off the heavy piping.

			Just seconds into this engagement, Court already recognized he was up against a pair of uniquely well-trained prison guards. The way they bounded for cover, delivering accurate fire while moving, and even the cadence of their gunfire. Their shooting was controlled, measured.

			These fuckers were good. Court wondered why the hell they were here.

			He looked over his shoulder for the other team in the darkness, but he saw nothing beyond the fencing of the pens.

			Fresh shooting erupted from the south; Court saw flashes but didn’t see Denis or his team.

			Into his radio Court said, “Denis, you with me?”

			“We are behind the tractor to the east of the exercise pens. I have one dead. We’re engaging a pair of men to the east.”

			“Yeah, so are we.” Court thought a moment. He had a numerical advantage against this enemy position—for now, anyway—but they needed to get inside the building and not hang outside taking potshots at these two assholes.

			Just then, two more men, bounding as efficiently as the first pair, came around the corner and took prone positions behind equipment there. Court fired at them and thought he might have winged the second of the two, but he wasn’t sure.

			The rest of his team fired for a moment, until he shouted at them to stop to conserve ammo.

			Court then said, “It’s too dark. There’s too much snow. We can’t sit out here for long because we’re going to get flanked by other guards. I need to call in a drone. Stand by.” He stopped transmitting on his radio and moved the headset cup from his right ear, exposing his earpiece there. He spoke in English. “Matt, you receiving?”

			“Two by five, Violator.” Hanley wasn’t getting a great signal, but he could obviously hear him well enough.

			Court said, “I need a high-explosive UAV to hit the four men on the southeast corner of the confinement wing.”

			“Understood, I’m looking at them on ISR right now. Confirm they are not friendlies.”

			“I can confirm that they are unfriendly as fuck!”

			“Got it, stand by.”

			For the next forty-five seconds Court continued popping up over the pipe to fire a round or two, trying to keep the men pinned down in the snow while he waited for the attack.

			A buzzing came from behind him, grew louder and louder, and then crossed right over his head. Court looked up into the falling snow and saw a twelve-foot-long, dual-tail aircraft streaking to the east at high speed.

			The enemy saw it, too, and began firing at it, but they didn’t hit it until it was almost right on top of them.

			The drone exploded in the air just feet from impact, and then it slammed directly into the area where the four men had fired from. The flash of light blinded Court for an instant, but then he was up and moving, firing his rifle as he ran.

			Seconds later he had the keys off the dead guard, and he unlocked the door.

			He raced into the building with a nearly empty magazine in his rifle, so he let it go, it dropped to his chest, and transitioned to his pistol.

			Three middle-aged guards with old, wooden-stocked AK-47s stood dead ahead in a low-lit hallway. They hesitated to identify the man who’d just entered in front of them, and Court dropped to his knee pads, firing the pistol as he did so.

			His number two man came in behind him and sprayed with his AK until all three men were down.

			The American rose and reloaded, then fist-bumped Sasha, the Russian who’d come in behind him. Transmitting on the radio, he called to Denis now. “The door is open and the entrance is clear. You take ground floor, we’ll take second floor.” He added, “This is going to take some time, don’t bother with keys, it’s faster to blow the doors.”

			“Roger that,” the Russian replied, and Court ran through a dead metal detector, heading towards the door at the end of the hallway.

			He’d only made it a few yards when Hanley spoke into his earpiece. “Uh…Violator, be advised, we have a group bounding in small units from the residence block towards the confinement wing building. I tally about a dozen armed pax.”

			“They’re not ours. Can you hit them with a UAV?”

			“They’re spread out. We can take a few out with our last three close air support drones, but then you’re on your own.” Court hesitated, and Hanley said, “Even through the thermals, I can tell these guys aren’t prison guards. Their tactics, their movements. They’re a Spetsnaz unit of some sort.”

			“Shit.” Court’s rebels were no match for a dozen determined, trained special forces operators.

			“Sorry, kid. I’m gonna try and thin the herd, but you’re going to have some squirters on top of you in about two mikes.”

			“Roger that,” Court said, and then he broadcast the bad news to Denis and set an explosive on the lock of the steel door in front of him.

			

			•   •   •

			Ten kilometers to the west, Zack Hightower had been inside the cell block building of IK-17 Orzenyi for three minutes, moving with his team of Russian resistance fighters, descending stairwells, blowing bolted doors, clearing common areas, and engaging prison guards who were poorly set up to defend against an attack from the roof. One of Zack’s Russians had been killed, shot through the face as he crossed a threshold and entered a hallway. Another man had been shot in the hand, but a mate wrapped compression bandages around the operator’s bloody and broken fingers, and now the man walked with a pistol in one hand instead of his rifle in two.

			The team turned a corner and found itself inside a cafeteria for prison employees. The power was off throughout the building, but battery-operated emergency lighting lit the way to some degree, and all the men in the stack had white lights on their weapons that they could flash quickly into dark corners when necessary.

			Having committed the building’s floor plan to memory, Zack called to Pavel. “Tell the guys to go through the red door across the cafeteria. I’ll stay in the middle of the stack. We’re going to take the stairs down to ground level and hit the control room there.”

			Quickly the translation came; three of the men rushed forward, then opened the door and flooded into the room behind.

			Before Zack even got through the threshold, he heard his men firing their rifles. There was some return fire, but by the time the American shined his light on the activity, he saw four dead guards lying at the top of the concrete stairs straight ahead, and one of his men had been hit in the side of his head, and he lay dead.

			Zack took the lead of the stack while his other men reloaded their weapons; they descended the stairs, then encountered a single guard armed with a submachine gun. Zack shot the man in the forehead, the body fell dead on the stairs, and Zack kicked it down the rest of the way so he and his men could pass.

			The American took a moment to think about Court. He sure as hell hoped his friend’s prison raid was going better than his was. Court didn’t have aircraft with mini guns over him, didn’t have seventy-five soldiers helping him, didn’t have all the equipment Zack and his team had brought with them.

			Theoretically, at least, the women’s prison holding Zakharova and Yarovaya wouldn’t be nearly as secure as this one was, considering the fact that the most high-profile prisoner in Russia was incarcerated here and not there. But Zack had three casualties out of eight operators in five minutes, and he had no idea what was going on outside.

			Obviously, the drones and missiles that had rocked Orzenyi over the last thirty minutes had caused massive chaos and confusion; Zack just hoped he could get to his package, Natan Yarovoy, and get him out of there before any enemy reinforcements arrived.

			At the base of the stairs, he saw just what the blueprints had told him he’d find: a master control room for the maximum-security cells in a huge two-level solitary housing cell block.

			The steel door to the control room was shut, but a pane of thick bulletproof glass on both this side and the opposite side of the control room revealed the cell block on the opposite side.

			The three guards standing inside the control room just stared at him through the glass. One had a walkie-talkie up and seemed to be communicating with someone, his angry eyes visible when Zack shined a light on the man there in the dark.

			Both the radioman and the other two guards had submachine guns, and from the way they were standing there in front of the six armed invaders, they seemed to be pretty confident they were safe behind the steel door and the bulletproof glass.

			Somewhere in the distance, Zack heard a mini gun grinding out a high-pitched whine, and he was happy to know that the Ospreys were circling the area, looking for threats.

			Zack lowered his weapon and walked up to the glass now; he was six feet away from the prison guards standing on the other side of it. They watched as he reached into a pouch on the right side of his chest harness and removed a rolled-up line about two inches in diameter and four feet in length. He pulled a strip attached to it, revealing an adhesive on the line, and then he began snaking it up the thick glass, sticking it to the smooth surface.

			This was detonating cord, and it was clear that all three guards recognized this. When detonated, it blew with a velocity of twenty-three thousand feet per second, and the three men inside the room would find themselves either blown to bits or standing there with no ballistic glass in front of them, facing off against a half dozen men.

			Zack pulled a transmitter from the same pouch and waved it in front of the window.

			The guards looked at one another, then back to Zack.

			In unison they lowered their weapons, placing them on the console in front of them. The man on the left raised his hands, the man in the center did the same, and the man on the right dropped his walkie-talkie and raised his right hand, and then with his left he opened the door into the control room.

			Zack and two Russian resistance fighters burst in, zip-tied the three, then left them facedown on the floor.

			Zack put his knee in the back of the closest man, pulled his knife from the sheath on his chest, and put it to the man’s throat.

			“Yarovoy?”

			The man said something; one of Zack’s team heard it and then said it on the net for Pavel to hear. The interpreter responded with “Sova One. Yarovoy is on the second level, cell B-100.”

			Zack sheathed the knife, then said, “Pavel, tell one of my guys to figure out which control room button unlocks all cell doors. I want them open by the time I get up to Yarovoy.”

			Zack grabbed the Russian fighter closest to him and pulled him along towards the stairs, while Pavel translated Zack’s order.

		

	
		
			
				Forty-Six[image: ]

			

			On the second level of IK-2 Yavas, Zoya Zakharova tried keys in the lock to the Block Two control room door, while just on the other side of the door, she could see a pair of guards through the bulletproof window, barely visible in the mostly dark room. The two women here had truncheons and pepper spray in their hands; they seemed confident they were about to drop the prisoner in front of them, because Zoya hadn’t shown them that she had a pistol.

			She knew there were ways the women probably could have blocked the door if they thought she was a real threat to them, but to them it just looked like a prisoner broke free somehow down at Block One, perhaps when she was being escorted through the halls and the explosion rocked the building, and then she’d managed to overpower an unarmed guard to take their baton and keys.

			They just waited for her, ready to bash her head in when she entered.

			The sixth key she tried went right into the lock; the two women inside took a few steps back when they heard the locking mechanism turn, and they both raised their spray in front of them and their sticks over their heads.

			Before Zoya opened the door, however, she reached into the pocket of the camouflaged jacket and pulled out the Makarov. The women stared in horror; one lurched for the door to try to hold it shut, but Zoya shoved it open.

			Both women dropped their weapons and raised their hands.

			“Open the cells,” she demanded.

			The woman closest to the control panel said, “Which cells?”

			Zoya stepped forward and pushed the Makarov into the woman’s chest. “All of them, bitch!”

			The woman hit the button behind her, an echoing click filtered through the ballistic glass, and then Zoya led the guards out into the hallway.

			As prisoners slowly began opening their doors and looking out, Zoya pulled handcuffs off the utility belts of both guards, then ordered a prisoner to cuff them both to a metal support beam just outside the control room.

			This done, Zoya began walking up the block.

			“Nadia? Nadia Yarovaya?”

			There were thirty cells running down the hall, same as downstairs, and as the women continued filtering out, they demanded to know what the hell was happening. Zoya told them nothing, she just kept moving forward, kept calling Nadia’s name, and quickly one of the women standing there pointed to a closed door across from her.

			Zoya opened the door, and Nadia was on her feet facing her, her coat already on.

			She appeared calm but guarded. She said, “What about Natan?”

			“What about him?”

			“I can’t leave him behind.”

			“Have you been listening to everything going on?”

			“The bombs? Hard to miss.”

			“Well, that sounds like a rescue mission, doesn’t it? Trust me, all those guns and bombs and planes aren’t here in Mordovia to rescue the wife of Natan Yarovoy, and they sure as hell aren’t here for me. You and I are extra.”

			Nadia thought about it a moment, then nodded slowly. “Okay…what is your plan?”

			Before Zoya could answer, gunfire pounded the air. She recognized automatic Kalashnikovs chattering, perhaps one floor below her.

			Explosions rumbled outside somewhere, and then the gunfire of several more weapons all kicked off in unison.

			Nadia grabbed her arm. “What is happening?”

			“Something very good, or something very bad.”

			Zoya raised her Makarov, ran through the disoriented prisoners to the door, and headed for the stairs with Nadia rushing behind her.

			

			•   •   •

			One story down at the front of the building, a rebel on Court’s team had just placed a magnetic Semtex charge on the steel door to the stairs, and the team crouched down wide of the threshold to prepare for the blast. Before the man triggered the detonation, however, a series of explosions rocked the area outside.

			As soon as this happened, heavy rifle fire came from outside, somewhere east, not far from the closed double doors just to Court’s right.

			The Spetsnaz men Hanley mentioned a minute earlier must have been shooting into the air to down more drones, Court reasoned, because the only Legion members still outside were all in three minivans a few hundred meters from the prison.

			Before the breacher blew the door, Court put his hand on the man’s arm and told him to wait.

			Into his mic, he said, “Denis. Where are you?”

			“We just breached into Block One. There’s been some activity here; all the prisoners are out of their cells, and they say another prisoner broke out of her cell, shot a guard, and took off.”

			This was the first good news Court had heard since he got here. He knew the prisoner in question would be Zoya, and that also meant that, despite everything Zoya had been through, Zoya was still Zoya. He said, “Ask them where she went?”

			“They don’t know, but if you didn’t encounter her at the front of the building, she must have either gone out the rear employee exit or else upstairs to the other cell block.”

			Zoya wouldn’t have left Yarovaya behind, so Court knew where she was.

			Hanley’s voice shouted in Court’s ear now. “Violator, heads up! We have three vehicles coming through the front gate at this time. Black, wheeled light armor in appearance, cannot ID but they are moving with purpose.”

			Court leaned his head back against the wall he crouched against. “Who the fuck are these guys?”

			He was beginning to get the impression he’d stepped into a trap.

			“Unknown, but I’m guessing more Spetsnaz. Say ten per vehicle, you could be looking at thirty more enemy.”

			“And we’re out of air support?”

			“We used two out of three drones knocking out some of the men on foot moving from the east. Depending on the type of armor on these trucks, we might not do much damage with a high-explosive drone.”

			“Roger that, save the last one for now.” Court thought a moment. “What about aircraft?”

			“Got a pair of UAF Su-25s about fifty miles southwest of you, but they have air-to-air ordnance only. They are engaged with a pair of MiGs.”

			“The Su-25s got cannons, don’t they?”

			“Thirty-millimeter.”

			“Get us a pass or we’re all dead over here, Matt.”

			“They’re in a fucking dogfight, man!” Hanley shouted back, and then quickly his voice softened. “I’ll talk to the UAF and see what I can do.”

			“Are the trucks moving north of the confinement wing, or south of it?”

			“Trucks are on the road to the north of the confinement wing. They are forty-five seconds to the turn to the building’s entrance.”

			He switched back to Denis. “Denis, get outside, put your team in cover near the breach in the wall. You’ve got a big group about to dismount three armored trucks. I need you to hold them back until we’re done here.”

			“Roger, Six, we’re moving. What are you going to—”

			“We’re still looking for the packages. Will exfil as soon as we’ve got them.”

			“Got it,” Denis said.

			Court slapped his gloved hand against the breacher’s arm, telling him to blow the steel door.

			

			•   •   •

			Ten kilometers west, at IK-17 Orzenyi, Zack Hightower arrived at Natan Yarovoy’s second-story cell door, but it was still closed, just like all the others.

			The big American stood in front of it for a few seconds, began to transmit to Pavel to order him to tell the guys in the control room to get the fucking doors open, but then a loud click echoed in the massive space.

			Eighty cell doors unlocked at the same time.

			Zack pulled the solid iron door open in front of him. On the other side he shined his light on a frighteningly thin, bald-headed man lying flat on his bunk, his arms across his chest. His prison uniform trousers were gray with white reflective vertical stripes; he wore a gray coat and had a little cap in the same color and pattern as the trousers lying next to him on the bed.

			He wore sandals on his feet, but there were boots by his bed.

			The man held up a hand to ward away the bright light from Zack’s rifle, and Zack quickly shut it off. He was unsure if this was his package; he looked nothing like the healthy blond-haired man he’d seen in pictures.

			“Natan Yarovoy?” he asked.

			The man did not respond.

			Zack knew the real Yarovoy spoke English. “We’re going to get you out of here.”

			Somewhere outside, Zack heard fresh gunfire, both incoming and outgoing. He pushed away the noise and listened for a response from the man.

			He sat up slowly as the rebel with Zack shined his own light on the man. “Da,” the rebel said, flipping off the light, seemingly confirming this was the prisoner they’d come to free.

			And then Yarovoy spoke to Zack in English. “You are British?”

			“I’m American, but I’m with the Russian resistance.”

			The man spoke slowly, softly. “We have a resistance? With Americans?” He looked off into space a moment. “I’ve missed a lot.”

			Zack thought the man could die right in front of him; he was so weak, his cheeks so sallow, his eyes sunken in, encircled by dark gray rings. He was clearly malnourished, exhausted, dehydrated, and probably seriously ill.

			But, to Zack’s surprise, the man spoke now with some authority.

			“I am sorry. But my wife is in prison, too. I will not leave without Nadia. She is in Yavas, at—”

			Zack interrupted. “We’ve got a team freeing her right now. Come on, man, let’s go.”

			A wave of relief revealed itself on the man’s face, and then he shook his head. “I am sick. I will only slow you down. Save Nadia…leave me here.”

			Zack sighed, slung his rifle on his back, and then moved towards the prisoner. “That’s adorable, dude, but we don’t have time for that shit.” He grabbed Yarovoy’s boots in one hand, then took the prisoner by the arm and helped him towards the door.

			Into his headset he said, “Pavel, we have him. We’re on our way back to the parade ground.”

			There was no response from the interpreter.

			

			•   •   •

			The tactical operations center set up by the Ukrainian military at the Sokilnyky air base was over four hundred miles southwest of the two prison raids currently under way in Mordovia, Russia, but the lives of every one of the assaulters there, plus all the Ukrainian special forces teams in the long, narrow corridor and the aircraft above them, were in the hands of the over two hundred tacticians, UAV operators, radar operators, missile commanders, other military officers, and intelligence personnel who sat and stood in the dimly lit location.

			Ten minutes earlier the air raid sirens had gone off around the base, but no one left their post, even as Patriot batteries outside began launching missiles into the air, even as the sounds of midair explosions reached the TOC, and even as a Russian Iskander slammed right into an apartment building in downtown Kharkiv just a couple kilometers to the south.

			The sirens had stopped now, and the main sounds in the room were people talking, shouting, giving and receiving orders, and communications specialists passing on the latest reports.

			Matthew Hanley was in the middle of it all, and now he rushed through the crowd, heading for the front of the massive terminal.

			He was here to serve in one limited role tonight—he alone was in contact with the operative in charge of the mission to retrieve Nadia Yarovaya at IK-2 Yavas. So far, Hanley had only spoken up a few times, each time moving over to the UAV tasking officer’s station, asking them to send a total of three high-explosive UAVs into pockets of enemy fighters around the prison.

			All three strikes had done damage; he estimated that more than half of the fifteen or so Spetsnaz operators who’d been moving on the confinement wing from the dormitory building were down, and the others had returned to the dormitory for cover.

			But expending the majority of his overhead air support had come at a hell of a cost, because now he watched through the thermal cameras as a total of three armored trucks, each holding as many as ten fully jocked-up troops, began turning in front of the confinement wing building.

			Now he stood right next to the Ukrainian Air Force general Oleksander, the man in charge of tonight’s operation, desperately trying to get his ear while he spoke with a special forces colonel. Finally, the general turned to him.

			Oleksander spoke English, so Matt hadn’t even brought his interpreter over.

			“What do you need?” he asked, hurriedly.

			“Look at that screen, sir!” he said, pointing at the wall where a large monitor showed a straight-down thermal view of IK-2. “Unknown troops are at Yavas. From the number of trucks, it could be over thirty Spetsnaz. Our raiding party is in the building and locating the objectives now.”

			The general pointed to the screen next to it. It was a map that rendered friendly and enemy aircraft in near real time by using over-the-horizon radar. “You look at that screen! I can’t put any aircraft over Yavas right now; the two I have in the area are in danger. I have a pair of MiG-29s over Voronezh racing to assist our aircraft, but they won’t be able to set up for attack runs with enemy threats in the air.”

			Hanley gritted his teeth. “Then this entire mission will fail, General. What do you need to give us the air power at Yavas to make this work?”

			Oleksander thought a moment, then said, “Your president has demanded we not fly our F-16s over the Russian border for this mission. Your president thinks it’s a red line for the Russians.”

			Hanley knew all this. “So?”

			“We have…” He looked up at the screen. “We have four flights of F-16s in the air above us running racetrack patterns right now in case the Russians chase our MiGs and Sukhois back over the border.” He thought a second more, then said, “If your president will authorize us sending those F-16s into the corridor, not all the way to the target area but over the border to protect the return of the assault force, then I will free up my multirole fighters already there patrolling the corridor to go assist your people on the ground at Yavas.”

			Hanley wasn’t getting the president of the United States on the phone, and even if he did, POTUS would likely balk at the idea of using U.S. aircraft, even U.S. aircraft flown by Ukrainians, to shoot Russian fighters out of the sky.

			But then an idea came to him. “I can’t get the president myself, but what if I get you the head of the CIA to talk to the president and then call you.”

			The general nodded. “If you can get Phillips…or even Watkins to tell me the president has approved it, I will do as you wish.”

			Chadwick Phillips was the head of the CIA, but he was a political hire, a friend of the president. Hanley wouldn’t be calling him.

			And that meant, much to Hanley’s chagrin, the entire operation depended on Trey Watkins.

			Hanley turned away from Oleksander and pulled out his phone as he ran towards the stairwell exit for privacy.

			

			•   •   •

			At IK-17 Orzenyi, Zack had his rifle hanging off his chest, while he held his pistol with his right hand and Yarovoy with his left. Another operator helped Yarovoy along on the other side; the ill prisoner wore his boots unlaced, and he staggered and slipped from time to time, but they managed to move out of the cell block.

			At the door, Yarovoy pulled up, and Zack looked to him. “What?”

			“There are dozens of political prisoners here.”

			“Well, we don’t have dozens of aircraft. It’s just you, buddy. Sorry.”

			“How many can you take?”

			“No one but you!” Zack shouted. He looked around. “They should stay right where they are. Anybody outside is going to get shot.”

			The Russian started to protest, but Zack and his teammate all but dragged him out of the cell block. As he did this, Zack spoke over his headset again, trying to reach his interpreter. “Pavel, tell everybody we are exfiltrating to the parade ground, get your pilot on his way, land when we get out there.”

			No response came immediately. Zack pushed his way through the prisoners in the middle of the block now, many of whom were trying to talk to him as he passed. “Pavel, you read me?”

			Yarovoy lost his footing, but Zack and the other operator pulled him back up and they kept moving.

			After another transmission, Pavel’s voice finally came over Zack’s headset.

			“Romantic. Enemy is here, they just arrived outside the front gate. Men in trucks. Lots of men. Lots of trucks. Our soldiers on the ground are fighting them now.”

			“Fuck!” Zack yelled as he passed the control room and shouldered up with his men there, and they all began heading back for the stairs. “What kind of trucks and how many?”

			“The crew chief says they are Tigrs.”

			Hightower knew each Tigr infantry mobility vehicle could carry ten men, but more than the number of troops, it was the fact that the APCs were armored.

			The V-22 Ospreys, in contrast, were not.

			“Tell everybody to hit the trucks with RPGs, and get the V-22s circling using their mini guns on the windshields.”

			“Yes, sir,” Pavel said, and then Zack could hear the young man speaking Russian into another radio.

			“Problem?” Yarovoy asked weakly as they made it to the stairs.

			Outside the roar of gunfire, from both on the ground and in the sky, all but shook the brick walls of the ninety-one-year-old building.

			“Problem?” Zack replied, and then he added, “Of course not. Why would you ask?” He followed his stack down the stairs back to the control room level.
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			Ten kilometers east at IK-2 Yavas, Zoya Zakharova fired the last round of her Makarov into a prison guard firing back at her. The man clutched his throat and fell writhing onto his back, and Zoya ran forward with Nadia racing behind her. This office area they moved through consisted of a hallway with several wooden doors running down it, and then a locked steel door straight ahead.

			She pulled her keys back out, still holding the empty pistol, and approached the third locked door she’d encountered in the past two minutes.

			Nadia Yarovaya was close, but several other female prisoners were following the pair, as well.

			Zoya tried the first key, then the second. She started to put the third in, but a burst of gunfire on the other side of the thick steel door caused her to back up quickly.

			More than one automatic rifle opened up; there was a fight going on, if not right on the other side of the door, then perhaps down a hall or stairwell right next to it.

			Prisoners turned and ran for their lives, presumably back to the stairs behind them and back up to their block of cells. But Nadia stayed with Zoya; they just backed up a few meters to a door. Finding it unlocked, they rushed to find shelter in the tiny office.

			And then the door up the hall blew in behind a loud explosion.

			Zoya shoved Nadia deeper inside the room; she fell on top of her, and they could both hear steel tumbling down the bricked hallway just behind them with enough speed to kill them.

			Smoke filled the darkness, they began pulling themselves back up to their feet, and then more gunfire emanated from the direction of the now-blasted doorway.

			Soon, through the sounds of sirens all over the property and the fresh ringing in her ears, Zoya heard booted footsteps.

			Quickly she ripped off her guard jacket. If this was the cavalry coming, she didn’t want to get shot by mistake.

			A white light appeared in the doorway, blinding both women, and Zoya raised her empty pistol.

			A male voice spoke Russian. “Ne strelya! Ne strelya.” Don’t shoot. Don’t shoot.

			Zoya didn’t know if the male Russian voice was talking to her or talking to the others with him, because soon a second light, then a third, shone on them both, but no one fired.

			Zoya wrapped herself around Nadia and squinted into the light.

			A male voice said, “It’s Yarovaya. Come to us. We’re here to rescue you,” and Zoya was suspicious of these men, to say the least.

			Gunfire banged up the hallway, a two-way fight with Kalashnikovs, Zoya could tell.

			A different one of the three men now said, “Are you Zakharova?”

			Zoya nodded a little, unsure whether this action would get her saved or get her killed.

			“Then let’s go. Your American is here, fighting Spetsnaz on the stairs.”

			This could still be a ruse; the FSB knew Court was American, and they would obviously be able to recognize both her and Yarovaya.

			Nadia spoke up now. “Who are you?”

			“Freedom of Russia Legion, ma’am. My name is Dima. It is an honor to meet you, Mrs. Yarovaya. Right now, New Russia Council troops are rescuing your husband at Orzenyi.”

			The fire in the hallway lessened significantly, but still, Nadia had to speak up to be heard because of the heavy gunfire still coming from the south and west sides. “The NRC has troops?” Nadia said, then added, “I guess I’ve missed a lot.”

			The bright flashlight turned off, and then more men appeared in the doorway of the darkened office. One of them rushed forward and pushed away Zoya’s empty Makarov. It was too dark to see him well, but it was clear that the man wore body armor and a rifle, goggles and a headset, and a black neck gaiter that covered the lower part of his face.

			He pulled her up to her feet and began feeling all over her body; she tried pushing his hands away. But when he spoke, her knees almost gave out and her arms dropped.

			His words were in English. “Are you hurt?”

			It was Court.

			She started to answer, but then another AK opened up somewhere down the hall. Court turned to the men behind him and spoke in his heavily accented Russian. “Check on the others.”

			One of the Russians ran off.

			Court spoke again, and Zoya realized he was transmitting on his radio. “Denis? What’s your position?”

			When no response came, he looked at Nadia. To Zoya, he asked, “How is she?”

			“Weak but ambulatory.”

			Court nodded. “Good. And you? Are you mobile?”

			“Am I mobile? You tell me we’re leaving here, and I’m a fucking prima ballerina.”

			“We’re leaving here, but a group of assholes showed up in armored trucks, and they’re not prison guards. We just lost two of our guys in the entry hall.”

			“FSB,” she said. “Alpha Group. There’s a whole company of them here, waiting for you.”

			It was silent between the two for a moment. Behind them, a Russian called on the radio for Denis again.

			Shooting continued down the hall.

			Zoya knew what Court must have been thinking. The only way the FSB would know that Court was coming here was if Zoya had talked.

			He asked, “Is there another way out of here other than the main entrance and the south entrance by the exercise pens?” Court asked.

			Zoya had no idea; she hadn’t exactly been given a tour of the confinement wing when she’d arrived, so she turned to Nadia. Nadia said, “Yes, the employee exit, on the far side of the block. It leads out an entrance to the north.”

			Court understood and said, “Let’s move.”

			

			•   •   •

			Even with the poor lighting Court could tell Zoya had lost at least twenty-five pounds from the last time he saw her, over half a year earlier. But she was on her feet, and she’d managed to get out of her cell and get Nadia on her own, so he was satisfied she would be able to keep up.

			He wanted to hold her, to check her carefully, but this was no time for a reunion, no time for emotion, and both Court and Zoya knew this. The Spetsnaz forces had burst through the door to the driveway in front of the building, catching Court and his team just entering a stairwell straight in front of them. Two of the Legion fighters went down, another was injured, and he and another man stayed back while Court, Dima, and Sasha went up to the next level to find the packages.

			Once they started moving up the hall towards the door he and his team had just blown open, Court turned to Sasha. “Keep her in the stack.”

			He heard whispered voices, and then Dima said, “Six, she’s asking for a gun.”

			“She’s got a Makarov.”

			Zoya obviously heard this. “It’s empty,” she said. She wanted an AK; that was clear.

			Court called back to her as he shined his light dead ahead. “As soon as we find a downed enemy, you can take their weapon.”

			Just then, Denis’s voice finally came over the net. “Six, I’m with Sasha, we’re coming up to you.”

			Court thought the man would have been outside, down at the breach in the wall, holding off the men in the trucks. “I told you to get out of here five minutes ago!”

			“My team went towards the breach, but we got hit by these new fighters. I retreated back in the building, then called for our ten other rebels in reserve to get themselves to the breach and engage troops outside.”

			Court said, “Stay where you are. We’ll be down to you, and then we’re heading to an exit at the back. I’ll talk to my guy and check what the UAV sees overhead.”

			Zoya called out from behind him in the stack now. “Six! We need uniforms off the dead. FSB or prison guard, it doesn’t matter. It’s the only way we’re going to go outside.”

			Court nodded as he advanced. “Everybody, strip the fallen.”

			

			•   •   •

			Colonel Eriks Baronov looked out the thick glass portal of his armored vehicle as it thundered through the ruined vehicle access point at the front of IK-2 Yavas. Bodies of FSB men and prison guards lay in the wreckage he could see from the glow of a fire in the guard shack; a wounded man leaned against the wheel of a prisoner transport van, and twisted metal, shattered lumber, and broken glass were all that remained of the pedestrian access control house.

			Baronov’s Tigr and the one directly in front of it raced down the gravel road through the snow towards the confinement wing, and Baronov tried for the fifth time to reach Captain Alexeyev.

			“Roma? Come in, Roma?”

			Finally, he heard a response.

			“Go for Alexeyev.”

			“What’s the situation?”

			The man sounded under extreme stress. “I’ve got over a dozen dead. The reinforcements have arrived, I have them on the north and east sides of the building, there is shooting coming from the south side, and I don’t know if they have armor-penetrating rockets so we’ve spread out into squads and are hitting the building and the open land to the south all the way to the wall on foot.”

			“What about air attacks?” Baronov asked. He knew his own greatest personal danger would be an armor-penetrating drone slamming into his vehicle.

			“Nothing’s hit us for the past five minutes.”

			“Okay, I have the last twelve Alpha Group with me in two vehicles. You can have ten of them. Where do you want them?”

			Alexeyev now spoke directly to his men in the two Tigrs that had arrived with Baronov. “Park the vehicles near the west side of the confinement wing. Everyone but the drivers dismount and go around to the south, but check your fire, we’re coming from the east.”

			The squad leader of the small contingent here with Baronov rogered up, and soon the colonel’s Tigr skidded to a stop behind the lead vehicle.

			Soon ten Alpha Group personnel were out in the snow, running with weapon lights shining in front of them in the darkness, heading to the south side of the building. Baronov sat alone in back of his Tigr, the driver behind the wheel with his gun up and his ballistic window rolled down, his weapon scanning for threats to the north.

			Ahead of him, the other driver did the same in his black armored truck.

			

			•   •   •

			Four hundred twenty-five miles to the southwest in Kharkiv, Ukraine, Matthew Hanley had just been standing there, looking at the monitor that showed a top-down thermal view of IK-2 Yavas.

			He’d had a phone to his ear for the past three minutes, waiting on hold for Watkins, and Watkins’s administrative assistant said he was in the bathroom but would be back shortly.

			The screen on the wall showed that, apparently, at least four or five rebels had tried to escape back towards the breach in the wall, and here they’d turned back around and opened fire on the trucks in front of the confinement wing. Almost all of the rebels had been cut down in the snow, but one made it back into the building. Moreover, a trio of minivans had pulled up onto the road nearby, parking next to a delivery truck, and several more individuals—Hanley thought they were rebels, as well—had also gone to the massive breach in the wall and begun firing into the compound.

			The enemy in the armored vehicles had disgorged dozens of troops; they bounded carefully towards both the front entrance of the confinement wing and the southern side of the building where the rebels had gone.

			Additionally, two more APCs that looked like they belonged to the same unit had pulled up on the western side of the long narrow building, and another ten or so personnel had left from them, also heading around to the south.

			Violator had just reached out to him, telling him he had both packages in tow and asking for an update on what was happening outside. Hanley had relayed all this information, along with more bad news.

			The last of the patrolling drones above had been shot down, either by prison guards or the FSB.

			Hanley knew Court was still in the building, and the building was effectively surrounded now.

			When he was about to hang up and call the office of the deputy director of the CIA back, the scratchy satellite connection with Langley clicked.

			“Mr. Hanley, I’m putting you through to the DDO.”

			It took a few more seconds; Hanley watched a rebel firing through the breach go down, tumble into the snow, and lie still.

			“What’s going on, Matt?” Watkins’s voice sounded annoyed.

			Hanley said, “We’ve got a time-critical situation, Trey. I need you to personally speak with General Oleksander and okay the temporary and limited use of F-16s over the Russian border. They don’t need to penetrate far, just far enough to free up UAF fighter aircraft to go east and make some strike runs till both of our raiding parties are clear.”

			“For the love of God, Matt! You know that would require presidential authority!”

			Hanley squeezed the phone hard. “Violator and his team are about to be wiped out. Roughly fifty members of some previously undetected Spetsnaz unit are folding around their position as we speak. The enemy has armored vehicles, and Violator and his people have no way to combat them.”

			“Why doesn’t the UAF just send aircraft to Mordovia now?”

			“They have to keep enough planes in the air to fight off Russian MiGs approaching from the north. They have a dozen F-16s on this side of the border that could cross into Russia sixty seconds after your okay.”

			“I’m not the president!”

			“You’re the DDO. Tell the general that the president approved it.”

			“Are you fucking kidding?”

			“You know POTUS wants this to succeed, and you know that if you were the one who caused it to fail because you hesitated, he’d have your ass.”

			“And if I start World War Three?”

			“You’re not going to start a war, Trey. You’re going to help win one.”

			The line was quiet a moment, and then Watkins said, “I…I don’t know.”

			Hanley shouted over him. “What do you want?”

			This seemed to take Watkins aback. “What do you mean, what do I want?”

			“What do you want? What would get you to tell Ukrainians you have POTUS approval?”

			It was silent on the line a moment. Then Watkins said, “What are you offering?”

			“Carte blanche. Whatever you want, I’ll make it happen.”

			Watkins did not respond, at first. Finally, he said, “Let me think about it.”

			“No!” Hanley shouted back. His eyes were on the monitor showing IK-17 Orzenyi now. Zack’s V-22 aircraft were circling the prison, firing on armored trucks just outside. Men lay dead all around the prison grounds, as well as out front, and it looked like most of the dead were resistance fighters. Others lay in the snow firing, the thermal flashes of the guns looking like black smoke on the screen.

			Hanley said, “You have to decide now! This is how leadership works, Trey. You don’t get to ruminate on a time-critical issue like our assets’ lives.”

			“Don’t get on a high horse, Matt. You’ve led plenty of assets to their deaths.”

			“Don’t follow in my footsteps!” Hanley implored. “Make the right decision, right fucking now!”

			There was another pause, but Hanley felt hopeful. He stormed across the TOC towards the general in charge. Oleksander knew Watkins well; they’d met many times over the past few years, even before Watkins was DDO.

			Just as the general turned to Hanley, Watkins said, “Let me talk to him.”

			Hanley put the call on speaker.

			And then, in just seconds, it was done. Watkins promised presidential approval on the use of U.S.-provided F-16s, flown by Ukrainian pilots, to be sent over the Russian border.

			Hanley hung up on Watkins, the UAF commander called across the room, and someone responded.

			Matt looked on expectantly as the general turned to him.

			“All the F-16s are heading into the corridor. Our fighters to the northeast will continue deeper, I’ll send a flight of two to each prison, and they’ll do what they can for your people on the ground. Understand, Matt, that they will not be able to fire unless they are sure of their targets.”

			“Understood. How long till they’re on station?”

			The general called back to the man at a computer who acknowledged his earlier order.

			To Hanley, he said, “Approximately fifteen minutes.”

			Hanley looked back to both screens on the wall, saw the dire need in both locations. Softly, he said, “Shit.”
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			Colonel Baronov had moved to the bench directly behind the driver of the Tigr, and through the front windshield he could see Alpha Group troops entering a door on the northern side of the confinement wing.

			Heavy fire came from the southern side of the building, but he couldn’t see anything in that direction because the western portion of the structure was blocking his view.

			The FSB paramilitary officer raised his weapon at something to the north, suddenly, then shined his light. To Baronov, he said, “I’ve got three people coming this way. Wearing prison guard coats.”

			“From the north?”

			“Yes.”

			“Hold your fire. Let me look.”

			Baronov leaned forward between the front seats, and through the light from his driver’s rifle he could make out the bloodied face of Albert Maximov, warden of the prison. Along with him were two male guards, both armed.

			The colonel said, “It’s the warden. Hold fire.”

			Baronov climbed out of the rear hatch of the Tigr, making sure to stand with the armored vehicle between himself and the building where the enemy was last sighted. Automatic fire crackled still, but it was hundreds of meters away on the other side.

			Maximov made it up to the FSB colonel, and his two guards spread out a little, held their weapons up in case of a threat.

			Baronov said, “Are you hearing from anyone inside Confinement Wing?”

			“No one,” Maximov said, his raging face red even behind the splattered blood there. “I’ve got buildings on fire! Dead everywhere! The warehouse took a direct hit; we have twenty thousand full uniform sets stored there to ship out tomorrow!”

			The colonel could tell the warden was worried about the financial impact of tonight, and he dismissed him with a wave of his hand. “Go rescue all your insulated underwear, then. We have work to finish here.”

			Maximov began to say something else, but then another group of armed guards came out of the darkness and around the back of the Tigr. The two men with Maximov lowered their weapons slightly, but then one of the newly arriving men lifted his AK and shot the guard, then shot the other armed man standing there.

			Baronov spun to the sound and stared in horror as three figures held their rifles high, pointed right at him. They wore the camo coats of the guard force here, but he saw the purple trousers on one of them, and he realized it was a female prisoner.

			The woman shouted, “Ne strelya!”

			The colonel recognized the voice of Zoya Zakharova. She switched into English. “We need him, he’s FSB.”

			Just then, a short burst of an automatic rifle inside the Tigr turned heads, but then the driver’s-side door opened, the FSB man behind the wheel fell out dead into the snow, and a man climbed behind the wheel.

			Baronov and Maximov raised their hands, and the man behind the wheel now said, “Hurry, let’s go.”

			A man with an American accent wore a guard’s uniform. He asked Zoya, “Which one’s FSB?”

			Zoya fired her AK and Warden Maximov spun away, clutching his chest, and then he fell down, face-first, on bloodstained snow.

			Zoya spoke English again. “Not that one.”

			Baronov looked to Zakharova, to Maximov, and to the American, and he realized he was now face-to-face with the Gray Man.

			Gentry rushed Baronov, grabbed him by the lapel, and began yanking him towards the open rear of the Tigr.

			

			•   •   •

			Court pushed the middle-aged man in civilian attire into the back of the truck, then took Nadia Yarovaya’s hand and helped her in. He had just started to pull Zoya up, but automatic gunfire from the south boomed, and bullets began impacting the truck and the snow behind it.

			Denis and Sasha dropped to their knees and returned fire; Court pushed Zoya in, found some cover behind one of the open armored doors, and pointed his rifle around it.

			He saw a pair of enemy move to cover behind a corrugated metal tractor barn fifty yards away, so he called for the Legion fighters to get in while he kept the holographic weapons sight of his rifle on the area of danger.

			Behind him, he heard Sasha yell out. “Denis!”

			Court looked over his shoulder. Denis was down on his back in the snow, his face and right shoulder crimson, and more blood had splattered behind him. Sasha hoisted him up and helped him into the truck, and Court fired an entire magazine at the equipment shed, mostly in anger.

			When his gun ran dry and the two Freedom of Russia Legion members were inside, Court himself reached for the door to climb in and pull it closed. As he did so, another burst of fire, coming from directly to the south, sparkled off the door. He felt rounds impact his chest plate and then a sting of pain on his left hip.

			He yanked the doors shut, locked them, then fell back into the Tigr as Dima gunned the big truck forward.

			Once they were moving, Dima said, “Out the front gate?”

			“Yeah,” Court said, and then he turned to Zoya. “We’ve got to get to Orzenyi. It’s a fifteen-minute drive.”

			“They’re going to chase us,” she said, then moved over to Denis. Sasha was taking off Denis’s body armor to access whatever wound he had that was causing him to lose blood, but Zoya took over and asked him to frisk their prisoner, instead.

			While he was doing so, the FSB man shouted out, “You’re right! They’ll chase you. And if you go to Orzenyi, it won’t even matter if they catch you, because half a company of Alpha Group are there right now.”

			Court looked at the man, then looked at Zoya. “Who is this motherfucker?”

			“An FSB major colonel.”

			“No shit?”

			She noticed the blood on his left hip and leg now. “You’ve been shot?”

			Court pulled up his coat under his body armor. “Looks like a ricochet. In and out. I’ll be fine. Check Denis.” He pointed to the wounded man on the floor.

			Dima interrupted from the front. “Hang on!”

			The Tigr crashed into something, then turned hard to the left.

			Denis’s voice was weak, but he transmitted over the radio to his team at the southern wall. “We’re out of the prison! Head for Orzenyi in all three vehicles. We’ll be two minutes behind you.”

			Nadia Yarovaya now said, “Is my husband safe?”

			Sasha frisked the colonel, then climbed off him, kneeing him in the stomach as he did so.

			Court looked to Nadia after a moment and said, “Hang on.”

			Quickly he took his headset off and spoke into his earbud. “Hey, Matt. Are you receiving?”

			“I’m getting you intermittently, Violator. Romantic has the package and is trying to exfil to his V-22. There is heavy fire there. I’ve got aircraft inbound to support you both, but it’s going to be another twelve mikes.”

			“Roger, we’re en route to Orzenyi. If it’s bad there, ask Zack if he can get in the air and head east a few kilometers, that would sure help us out.”

			“Understood.”

			Court disconnected, then looked up to Nadia. “We have your husband.”

			She broke down in tears while Sasha moved to her, checking her over for any injuries.

			

			•   •   •

			Ten kilometers away at IK-17 Orzenyi, Zack Hightower ran with the surviving members of his team towards the V-22 on the deck in the parade ground at the center of the prison. He was last in line; he’d passed Yarovoy off to others so he could dump two magazines into targets inside the solitary wing of the prison, and now it was just about putting distance between a seemingly never-ending supply of assholes shooting guns at him and himself.

			He raced into the blinding, swirling snow near the aircraft, and as he dropped his magazine to reload another, he lost his footing and crashed to the ground, then rolled twice before ending up on his back.

			What the fuck?

			It wasn’t until he rolled back over and started to push himself back to his feet that he realized he’d been shot. An AK round had slammed him high in his left thigh, and the veteran paramilitary operator knew in an instant that this could be very bad news.

			Blood squirted across the snow.

			Without hesitating he yanked a pre-staged Combat Application Tourniquet off the med pouch on his chest rig and lifted his wounded leg into it, hiked the circular fabric and metal device all the way up to his crotch, pulled it as tight as he could, then Velcroed it shut.

			Then, as gunfire came again from the building, he drew his pistol with his right hand and began firing at flashes, while with his left hand he turned the windlass on the tourniquet, tightening it even more.

			The pain began to kick in immediately, both from the wound and the cinching tourniquet, and he screamed out while he emptied his gun.

			He was still probably thirty meters or so from the aircraft, and he knew no one onboard could see him or his predicament through the near blizzard conditions.

			Shouting over the sounds of the engine, he called to his interpreter.

			“Pavel! I’m hit. Send two guys straight off the ramp! They’ll find me. Advise them I’m taking fire.”

			He felt himself weakening, either from pain, blood loss, or both, and it occurred to him that he could not die here. If a former CIA officer’s body was found in the middle of all this carnage in Russia, the entire world would condemn the United States, and the diplomatic fallout would be a disaster.

			Zack dropped his pistol and began reloading his rifle, but he was still in the process of doing so when he caught a glimpse of a man in black body armor taking aim on him through the doorway.

			Fuck, he said to himself, and then a long burst of gunfire erupted right over his head, and Zack lurched back, dropping his rifle.

			He thought he’d been shot again; there was no way the man in front of him could have missed, but quickly he realized he’d misunderstood what was going on. A Russian resistance fighter held him by the drag handle on the back of his body armor, while a second stood over him, his weapon pointed in the direction of the threat and his gun dumping round after round.

			The two men dragged him across the parade ground. Zack realized they were men who had not been in the prison assault but were rather operators on Sova Squad who had missed the chance to fast-rope onto the building.

			They moved slowly, the pair concentrating on firing their weapons while also dragging a wounded man, but then a third figure appeared in the whiteout conditions, grabbed Zack’s left arm, and helped pull him through the snow faster.

			Zack looked up at this man and realized it was Pavel himself.

			As one of the Russians continued firing, they arrived at the ramp, and then the crew chief began pouring machine gun fire into the abyss beyond them while they got Zack aboard.

			Once he was lying on his back in the V-22, the American looked around him and saw Natan Yarovoy on a gurney up near the bulkhead, just visible in the darkened red-lit interior.

			Several fighters, half of them wounded, were onboard, as well.

			The crew chief, still manning the machine gun that looked out the ramp, turned to him, and the American gave him a thumbs-up.

			The crew chief shouted into his headset mic, and the Osprey’s Rolls-Royce engines changed pitch and the aircraft lurched into the air.

			Pavel knelt over him now. “Are you okay?”

			Zack pointed down at his leg. The tourniquet was wound so tight it had torn into his pants and, likely, his flesh.

			“Here’s hoping you guys have good trauma surgeons in Ukraine.”

			Pavel cocked his head at him. “Is that a joke? We have the best trauma surgeons on Earth.”

			Zack patted the younger man’s arm. “That’s what I wanted to hear.” He said, “Hey, what about the group from Yavas?”

			“We’ve been instructed to land in a marsh about five kilometers east of here. The other raiding party will meet us, but they have multiple forces in pursuit.”

			Zack rolled his eyes. “Long night, eh, kid? How many did we lose at the prison?”

			“I…I don’t know. A lot. All four aircraft are still flying, but two of them are damaged.”

			Zack nodded. He’d personally seen several of his men die, but the force of Russian rebels, with Zack’s help, had held the attackers back long enough to extract their precious cargo.

			Zack adjusted his headset now, and he made a call on his sat phone to Hanley.

			The aircraft flew low, he could tell this by the incredible buffeting, and sporadically the mini gun fired, telling him the gunner sitting at the monitor against the wall could still ID threats on the ground.

			Hanley answered the call; Zack had to strain to hear him and shout to be heard.

			“You guys in the air with the package?” Hanley asked.

			“Yeah,” Zack said. “The package is in very bad shape. Just malnourished, I think.”

			“Roger that. How ’bout the rest of you?”

			“Unknown on casualties. I got hit in the leg but I won’t bleed out before we get back. Understand we’re heading to Violator now.”

			“That’s affirmative. I’ve got a pair of MiG-29s about eight minutes out from you now. Two Su-25s just behind them. Violator reports he’s got a lot of enemy vics in close pursuit.”

			“Armored cars, like here?”

			“Affirmative. FSB Alpha is what Anthem is saying. Violator picked up an FSB colonel along the way.”

			“We taking him, or are we smoking him?”

			“Taking him, for sure. I ran his name. Believe me, the Agency would like a word.”

			“Understood. Look, Matt, I gotta go, I need to crawl down to the ramp to be ready for whatever’s coming.”

			“Good luck.”

			

			•   •   •

			Denis Maskaev, though shot through the right collarbone and in incredible pain, had remained in constant communications with the Legion vehicles a few kilometers ahead on the wooded road. The delivery van full of Semtex had pulled over to the side a kilometer in front of them, the occupants had gotten out, and now they were in the back of the rear minivan, racing towards what appeared to be an open field on the map.

			Behind Denis and his Tigr truck, seven more Tigrs, with dozens of FSB operators inside, were in hot pursuit. Just a few hundred meters back, surely they would know which direction the Legion members were heading, because the action at IK-17 Orzenyi would have tipped them off.

			Dima had made an attempt at negotiation, picking up the radio handset next to the driver’s seat and asking to speak to the FSB Alpha commander in charge. A guy named Captain Alexeyev had spoken up; Dima said he had Baronov with him and he wanted the pursuing trucks to back off, and then the Alpha Group man told him to go fuck himself.

			When Court heard the exchange, he got the distinct impression that Colonel Baronov wasn’t much more popular outside this vehicle than he was inside.

			Court knew there was no way they could arrive at the landing zone, unload all the vehicles, including the injured, board an aircraft, and get back into the air to safety before those behind were on top of them.

			But they did have a couple tricks up their sleeve.

			They raced past the parked delivery truck; it had been almost invisible in the snowfall until they were right up on it.

			Thirty seconds later, the delivery truck blew up behind them, a flash of light in the night, illuminating the trees on both sides of the road.

			This would slow down the pursuit, but not for long, so he came up with another plan on the fly. Calling to the rear minivan, Denis said, “Tatyana, you reading me?”

			“I read.”

			“Can you get everyone into one of those two minivans?”

			“We’ve lost five people fighting the FSB. We can definitely all get in the same minivan.”

			“Pull over and do that. We are three minutes behind you. Leave one van by the side of the road.”

			“We don’t have any explosives to—”

			“When the enemy sees the minivan, they’re not going to pass it without blasting it first. It will buy us another minute.”

			Tatyana understood now. “Yes, we can do it!”

			Denis explained to the others in back what was going on.

			Baronov began to say something about them all being tortured to death for their treason, but Sasha lifted a boot into the air and drove it down into the man’s face, and then the colonel seemed to either have nothing left to say or no capability to do so.

			

			•   •   •

			Captain Roma Alexeyev could not believe how this night was going. He’d lost somewhere in the neighborhood of forty men, a third of his company killed or wounded, both at Yavas and at Orzenyi, and he imagined he’d just lost another eight Alpha Group operators when a roadside bomb blew their Tigr to bits right in front of him. His enemy was getting away, and at the moment, Alexeyev wasn’t even in pursuit.

			His vehicle sat parked on the road in the snow, waiting for a man to fire a machine gun out a roof turret into a suspicious-looking minivan on the side of the road.

			The operator put over one hundred rounds through it before the gas tank ignited and started to burn, but the vehicle did not explode.

			The captain finally clicked on the radio. “Fuck it! It’s a trick. Roll out!”

			The vehicles went back into gear, lumbered forward, and then passed by the burning vehicle as quickly as they could, but Alexeyev knew he’d just wasted a full minute falling for the ruse.
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			It occurred to Zack Hightower that, more than anything in the world, right now he wanted three things: a dose of morphine, a double shot of Kentucky bourbon, and a shower.

			Then he shook his head to clear it and reminded himself that actually what he wanted was to save Court and Zoya, rescue the Yarovoys, kidnap a top-level FSB slimeball, and get the fuck out of Russia.

			He looked out into the darkness as his aircraft hovered over a field, then lowered, bobbing left and right as it did so. The pilot was a brave man, he was diligent, but Zack knew the poor bastard hadn’t known what he was signing up for when accepting tonight’s mission.

			The wheels touched down on the frozen marsh, the horizontal propellers shot snow in all directions, including inside the cabin, and Zack was helped to his feet by Pavel and then both men moved together down the ramp.

			As he turned on the light at the end of his weapon, another Russian resistance fighter took his arm around his shoulder and helped him move onto the snow.

			Soon a minivan appeared on a road just thirty yards from the Osprey’s LZ. A lone person climbed out, then ran towards him.

			He pointed the light at the approaching person and saw that it was a woman, and her hands were empty and above her head.

			The girl heading this way fell to the ground in the snow once, then climbed back to her feet. She saw that Zack had his gun pointed at her, so she raised her hands higher, then finally made it over to him.

			She shouted over the engines.

			Pavel, in turn, shouted into Zack’s ear. “She says she’s Tatyana Kurilo.”

			Zack shrugged. The pain in his leg was obscene now. He fought a wave of nausea and said, “So?”

			Pavel translated this to her, and then she spoke again. He said, “She says she’s with the Legion. We are supposed to take her back to Ukraine.”

			Zack shrugged again. “If you say so. Nobody tells the American anything. Ask her about the others in the minivan.”

			Pavel did so, then said, “There are four more people. She says if they stay they will be killed.”

			“No shit,” Zack said. “Get them all onboard, then.”

			Pavel and Tatyana began waving the others to the aircraft.

			At Zack’s direction, Pavel ordered three of the eight still-ambulatory fighters to frisk the small group before letting them onboard.

			Less than a minute later a black FSB truck raced into view. Zack and all the others aimed in on it. They’d been told the good guys were driving one of these Tigrs, but so were the bad guys, so no one knew what, exactly, they were up against.

			The vehicle pulled off the road onto the snowy field, and it parked just twenty-five meters away from the V-22. Figures appeared out of the back; Zack flashed a light on them but they remained unidentifiable in the falling snow. Zack saw guns, a lot of them, but just as he was about to dive into the snow and flip off his safety, Matt Hanley came over his headset. “Confirmed, that’s Violator! Don’t shoot! Get them onboard, the enemy is less than two mikes out.” Zack passed the word through Pavel, and soon the group neared.

			He counted seven in all, but they were moving too slowly for his liking. They had a prisoner, the snow was knee-deep in some places, and two of the figures looked like they were either injured or too exhausted to move quickly.

			“Fuck this,” Zack said. “Everybody, go help them! We’ve gotta roll!”

			Pavel translated, and several Russian resistance fighters rushed through the snow, finally getting to the group.

			Just as they all neared the ramp, however, gunfire pierced the air, audible over the whining engines above them.

			Zack saw the origin of fire, just three hundred meters away on the road. The crew chief in the Osprey began firing his machine gun at the same location, so Zack aimed in and fired round after round at the area.

			Pavel leaned in his ear. “Crew chief says it’s armored cars. He can’t penetrate them. They’re firing out of their turrets.

			Zack knew the big, thin-skinned aircraft behind him was a sitting duck now, but would become an even easier target when it took off.

			Impossible to miss.

			Just then, Court Gentry appeared in the approaching group, walking backwards, firing his own rifle at the targets while the others climbed up the ramp.

			But this was not going to work, Zack knew without a doubt. The fire from the road increased as more vehicles appeared.

			Zack staggered a few labored steps forward while he reloaded, preparing to empty his little rifle into an armored car and then to die at Court Gentry’s side.

			No one heard the flight of two Ukrainian MiGs as they passed overhead; the Osprey’s engines were too loud, the fast-movers too swift, but a half second later when the first jet opened up with its cannons, firing eighty 30-millimeter explosive-tipped rounds into the row of armored vehicles on the road, everyone heard that.

			The second MiG passed from the same direction, directly overhead the rescue party, four seconds after the first, and it dumped over one hundred more rounds into the FSB quick reaction force.

			Many of the trucks were destroyed, the occupants dead. Many operators survived, but none of the operators remained focused on the V-22 in the frozen marsh three hundred meters ahead now. No, they leapt out of their Tigrs, ran into the trees, and dove flat into the snow.

			Court Gentry and Zack Hightower were the last two up the V-22, with Pavel and Court both helping Zack up the ramp, and the pilot had his aircraft in the air, picking up speed when it was just meters over the accumulated snowfall, racing away, back to the southwest.

			Behind it, the MiGs did not run a second cannon pass at the vehicles on the road, deciding it would not be necessary, and they needed to conserve fuel so they, along with the pair of Su-25s that just strafed the Tigr trucks approaching from Orzenyi, could protect the four slower moving tilt-rotor aircraft for the six-hundred-kilometer journey back through the air corridor to Ukraine.

			

			•   •   •

			Court Gentry knelt at the ramp of the Osprey, his gun to his shoulder scanning for threats in the near pitch-black darkness, watching the forest below him recede until he could see it no more. The ramp began to close, so he rose and limped towards Zoya at the far end of the cabin at the bulkhead.

			Halfway to her he realized she was kneeling over Zack, who lay on his back on the floor.

			As he made it to them, he saw Denis sitting upright on a bench against the fuselage; Sasha, Tatyana, and a couple more Freedom of Russia Legion members knelt around him treating his wound.

			He stopped, knelt, and put a hand on Denis’s shoulder.

			“You okay?”

			Denis looked up at him. He said nothing about the ragged hole in his right collarbone area. Instead, he said, “I wasn’t supposed to be on this aircraft.”

			“It was my call. You’d be dead, otherwise.”

			“But…my family.”

			“As long as nobody knows you were in the Legion, then no one will harass them. No offense, but if a grocery store clerk goes missing, I doubt Moscow’s going to try too hard to find out what happened to him.”

			Denis nodded a little, and Court leaned close to Sasha. “How is he?”

			“His shoulder is fucked up. He needs surgery.”

			“He’ll get it,” Court said. He patted the man on the other shoulder, and then he moved gingerly on to Zoya and Zack.

			He knelt down next to her, saw she was treating a wound to the back of Zack’s leg, and asked what he could do to help.

			She was in the process of putting a compression bandage tight around the man’s thick thigh. She said, “I have to keep the tourniquet on till we get him to a hospital, but I don’t think it hit his femoral. Still…the bullet’s in there, no exit wound. He doesn’t need to move, and he needs surgery.”

			Court reached into his medical pouch and pulled out an intramuscular pen injector. “Can I dose him?”

			“Sure,” she said. “But first…” She leaned down to the facedown man. Sweat covered the side of his forehead that she could see. “Thank you,” she said, and she kissed him there.

			Zack was weak, grimacing with pain. But he managed to shrug. “For what, Z? I just got a free trip to visit your lovely country.”

			Zoya sniffed. “If you really like it here, you can stay.”

			“Yeah, I was a little underwhelmed, to tell you the truth.” He rolled over onto his back, and Zoya continued working on the bandage, bending his leg up to reach it.

			Court leaned down to speak over the engine’s roar. The two men clasped hands. “Good job.”

			Zack smiled. “Same, brother. Now let’s hope we don’t get our asses blown out of the sky in the next hour and a half.”

			“Fingers crossed.” Court held up the pen now. “You ready for night-night time?” The injector held ten milligrams of morphine, and Zack was more than familiar with the effects of the drug.

			He nodded. Then said, “Don’t let them amputate my leg, bro.”

			Zoya heard this and leaned forward. “You’re such a drama queen. It’s not bad. Really.”

			The older man looked at them both, winced with pain as she tightened off the bandage, and then, to Court, he said, “Hit me with your best shot.”

			Court plunged the injector into Zack’s good leg, and the big man gave them a thumbs-up and closed his eyes.

			Court knelt on his kneepads now, facing Zoya. She was tiny in the camo prison guard coat, her hair was dark and cut short, and a little blood, probably Zack’s, was smeared on her right cheek. Looking into her eyes, though, he recognized a sadness that he did not understand.

			He put his gloved hands on her shoulders. “How are you?”

			Her voice was weak. “I am so sorry.”

			“Sorry? For what?”

			“For what?” she asked in surprise. “I talked. I told the FSB about you.”

			Now he put his hands on her face. “It doesn’t matter.”

			“I was drugged at Lefortovo. I don’t remember anything, but Baronov says I told him about you. Told him you would come to get me. He leaked my location here at Yavas to the CIA so you would come, he watched you travel across Central Europe, and he’s been chasing you since Saint Petersburg.”

			Court looked down at the man seated on a bench just feet away, his hands zip-tied behind his back and Dima sitting next to him with a pistol in his hand. Baronov looked back at him, a gaze of bewilderment on his face.

			Court rose, pulled a knife off his chest rig, approached the colonel, and put the blade to the man’s neck. Shouting with a fury that surprised even himself, he said, “Did you fucking touch her?”

			Zoya rushed up, took him by his arms, and tried to pull him back. “No! He wanted you, not me.” She added, “I wasn’t physically tortured by anyone.” When Court did not lower the knife, she said, “I swear.”

			Court stood there a long moment. Baronov did not say a word; he just stared up at the American whom he himself had enticed to Russia.

			Court lowered the knife, turned away, and resheathed it. He walked with Zoya across the little confines of the Osprey, they sat on a bench, and he took her in his arms.

			He wasn’t sure he understood. “All this…it was because he wanted me?”

			“Not exactly. He wanted to prop up the FSB with a high-level success, while at the same time tarnishing the GRU and SVR for their incompetence.”

			Court shook his head in wonderment. “These fuckers hate each other as much as they hate us.”

			Zoya did not respond to this. Instead, she said, “I betrayed you.”

			“No, you didn’t. The drugs did.” He waved a hand in the air. “And it doesn’t matter. We did it. We all did our jobs. You, me, Zack, these Russians…” He looked to the cockpit. “Whoever the fuck is flying this plane. Now all we can do is hope we make it back over the border.”

			“Then what?” she asked. Court noticed Zoya looked exhausted, and she also looked almost as bewildered as Baronov.

			He said, “And then you are going to get whatever medical treatment you need, and after that we are going to go somewhere.”

			She looked hard at him now. “And talk?”

			He shrugged. “If you want to, I guess. Personally, I’d go for just eating some food and staring at the sky.”

			She did not understand his passivity about what she’d done. “But…but the Russians know about you. They know your name!”

			Court said, “I honestly don’t give a shit. The CIA knew my name and they couldn’t catch me.” He nodded towards the colonel. “What makes you think those assholes will do any better?” He laughed at this, and she smiled a little.

			The two embraced, and he felt her bony, weak body melt into his, right there in front of twenty others who suddenly did not matter.

			She kissed him, he kissed her, and then Hanley came through his earpiece.

			“Violator? What’s your status? I can’t raise Romantic.”

			Court sighed, then pointed to the earpiece. “Romantic is unconscious. Shot in the leg. I gave him some morphine. We’re going to need a lot of medical waiting on us when we land.”

			“You’ll have it. And the others?”

			“Baronov is zip-tied against the fuselage, the Yarovoys are getting reacquainted across from me, and Anthem is right here. She looks great.”

			She did not look great, but Court knew better than to say that out loud in front of her.

			Still, she made a face at him like she knew he was full of shit.

			Hanley said, “We’re watching the corridor. Everything looks quiet at the moment. The UAF has lost a lot of aircraft tonight, but the Russians don’t look like they are in a position to throw up much else before you make it back. You’ve got an escort of nearly a dozen fighters, so I think you’ll be fine.”

			“Here’s hoping,” Court said. He looked up at Zoya, saw tears of relief running down her dirty face. “Hey, Matt. I’ve got to run. Call me back if we’re about to blow up. Cool?”

			“Cool.”

			Court disconnected the call, then held Zoya again, and again, nothing else mattered now, not even the Russian Air Force.
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			Matt Hanley sat on the sofa, trying to gauge the mood of the man across from him. CIA Deputy Director for Operations Trey Watkins eyed him from over his mug of coffee, seated on the edge of his leather wingback as if he might lunge out of it at any time.

			Matt had his own coffee, drinking the black liquid to keep himself awake for a meeting with a man he considered his boss’s boss’s boss’s boss. Hanley had been on three different aircraft in the last twenty-four hours, had arrived in D.C. at three a.m., and had only had a couple hours at the Hilton before getting picked up to come to this morning’s eight a.m. meeting.

			Matt knew many things had gone right in his operation, but a thing or two had gone wrong, and he really hoped that Watkins was in the mood to look at the positives this morning.

			The DDO broke the staring contest. “Despite my explicit instructions, Zack Hightower infiltrated Russia.”

			Nope, Hanley said to himself, but he did not respond to Watkins.

			“That’s a problem, Matt. The Ukrainians, the Russian resistance. They’re going to be talking about the American who led the way. That’s going to get to Moscow, that’s going to get to the UN, that’s going to get on the news.”

			Hanley said nothing, so Watkins continued. “Was that your call, or did Hightower do that on his own?”

			Hanley could have let Hightower swing in the wind on this one. But instead, he lied.

			“The assault team lost their LT at the last minute. I told Hightower to put on the LT’s gear and lead the raiding party.”

			Watkins nodded slowly, took a sip of coffee. It was quiet for a long moment, and then Watkins said, “That’s a lie, Matt. But it’s a lie I’m willing to overlook. Mikhail Sorkin said you knew nothing about Hightower going on the mission, and at this point in time, I’m inclined to believe him over you.”

			He added, “I appreciate you trying to take the fall for your man.”

			Hanley remained guarded about where this confirmation was going. Still, he said, “Thanks.”

			“Where is Hightower now?”

			“He spent a day in a hospital in Kyiv, and now he’s in Warsaw at a hospital there. His leg wound is a mess.”

			Hanley added, “Trey, he’s been through a lot. Six months in confinement, the mission in Central Europe, the recovery operation in Russia, a bullet in his leg. I really think you should consider letting him off easy for—”

			Watkins interrupted. “Zack’s fine. The op was a success, nobody can prove he was there. He pulled it off.”

			The DDO added, “He’s officially off my shit list.”

			Hanley’s eyes widened. He was surprised, to say the least. And suddenly he felt a little optimistic about where things were going.

			“Next question,” Watkins said. “Violator. Where is he?”

			Hanley hesitated, and Watkins leaned closer. “Don’t just fucking lie to me about everything, Matt.”

			“Violator is stateside now. I brought him with me. He’s going to spend the next two days with Anthem at the Ritz Carlton in Pentagon City. It’s going to show up on my expense report. The station chief in Colombia is going to blow his top.” With a shrug, Hanley said, “Maybe you can talk to him.”

			“This isn’t the time to be cute.”

			“Sorry.”

			Watkins took another sip. “Anyway…Violator did one hell of a job. He’s off my shit list, too.” With a shrug he added, “Until the next stunt he pulls.”

			Hanley was ebullient, so much so that he took another chance at levity. “Does that make me the last name on your shit list?”

			Watkins did not smile, but he did answer. “Yes, Matt, and your name is etched in stone.”

			Shit.

			“You told me you’d do anything I wanted if I helped get your men out of Russia. You remember that?”

			“I do.”

			“At the time I thought, ‘What the fuck does Matthew Hanley have that I need?’ I mean, it was a weird thing for you to say, considering the power dynamic between us.”

			Hanley masked a long, frustrated sigh, blowing the air out silently.

			Watkins said, “But then I realized what you were offering. You were offering your…special services.”

			To this, Hanley just nodded.

			“Things are going to change dramatically for you now.” The DDO said it with nonchalance.

			“Meaning?”

			“You are no longer deputy station chief in Bogotá. You kind of sucked at that post, anyway, to be honest.”

			Hanley blinked once but made no remark.

			“You are going to leave the CIA, effective immediately.”

			Hanley uncrossed his legs, put his cup down, and leaned forward. “You’re fucking firing me, Trey?”

			“Yes, but there’s an upside. I’m going to finance your new venture.”

			“My…venture?”

			“You’ll set up a private firm. You’ll have an office here, somewhere in NoVa.”

			“Why do I need an office in Northern Virginia?”

			“Because you are working sub rosa now.”

			“Sub rosa?”

			“I feel quite certain you are familiar with the term. I want you out there, doing what you do. Using your deniable assets for the benefit of the United States of America.”

			Hanley cocked his head. “Who are my deniable assets?”

			“First, I’m not talking about Anthem. She gets a year of R&R, on the government’s dime. Whatever she needs. We’ve got a place outside Charlottesville; a few of the guys who watched over Hightower will watch over her.” He added, “After all she’s been through, her fight is over, at least for now.”

			Hanley appreciated this, and he let Watkins know so.

			To this, the younger man shrugged. “We helped liberate her. I wasn’t going to just throw her out on her own; the Russians would find her again.” He crossed his arms. “Courtland Gentry and Zachary Hightower will be your two assets. And you will use these assets to promote American foreign policy.”

			Hanley leaned back in his chair. “You want me and the assets to be your new dirty tricks team. Deniable.”

			“Just like the old days. But you work for me now.”

			“For how long?”

			To this, Watkins shrugged, then said, “You might want to plan on ‘forever.’ Look, your pension with the CIA carries over, we’ll set you up on paper, but you’ll still have a channel back into the Agency if this doesn’t work out. I just want you and your boys there for me, the next time the president calls me up and orders me to do the impossible.”

			“Yes. Okay,” Hanley said, his head spinning with questions that he was certain it was not the right time to ask.

			“Understand this, Matt,” Trey said. “I’ve got your nuts in a noose for everything you’ve pulled that I know about already. You are my tool now. You are the ugly, dangerous mousetrap that I am forced to keep in my beautiful home. I can hide you behind a bookshelf, pretend I don’t need you because everything looks so clean and perfect, but I know you’re always there, ready to do the dirty work that I’d much rather pretend was not going on.”

			It was a fucked-up metaphor, but Hanley understood.

			Watkins stood, and then Hanley followed suit. As they faced one another, Hanley raised a finger in the air. “One question. Look, I know where I sit in the pecking order around here, but—”

			“If you did, you wouldn’t still be standing here, Matt.”

			And with that, Hanley lowered his hand, nodded, and walked out the door.

			

			•   •   •

			The black Lincoln Navigator turned off Piney Creek Lane and onto the long driveway that led up to the CIA safe house just west of Charlottesville, Virginia. As soon as it parked at the front, Angela Lacy climbed out alone, headed up to the front door.

			Dave, the leader of the GRS guard force protecting the property, met her there, shook her hand, and escorted her to the office.

			“How’s our guest?” she asked.

			“She got here this morning. The doctor just left, said she looked good, considering. Will take her a while to fully recover, but she’s on the mend already.”

			“How does she seem mentally?”

			To this, he shrugged. “She’s quiet. Hasn’t said much of anything.”

			Angela remained standing in the office, and when Zoya was led in by two beefy guards, she smiled and shook the younger Russian woman’s hand.

			Zoya wore yoga tights and a gray sweater, tennis shoes, and short dark hair.

			“Hi, Angela.”

			“Hi, Zoya.”

			The Russian woman said, “Are you the one I have to thank for all this?”

			“The house? No. It was Watkins’s idea.”

			“No, I mean the fact that I’m out of Russia.”

			She shook her head. “That was principally Violator’s doing.” The CIA officer smiled. “But we tried to help out. We’re glad you’re safe, and we want to keep you that way.”

			Zoya nodded, and Lacy could tell she was guarded. “What does that mean?”

			“We’d like you to stay here. We have a security staff of five, on the property twenty-four-seven, to keep you safe.” Zoya looked around. When she said nothing, Lacy added, “Zoya, you won’t be a prisoner. You would be a resident.”

			The Russian gave Lacy a dubious look, which she easily read. Lacy said, “I will personally give you a key to the front door. You can come and go whenever you want…but we really think it would be safest for you if you stayed here awhile. We don’t know what the Russians know, if they’re looking for you, and if they have the reach to get to you here in the States.”

			Zoya took this in, then said, “What are the house rules?”

			“You’re not in prison anymore, Zoya. You can make the house rules. The GRS guys will give you as much space as you want.”

			“What about visitors?”

			A male voice from behind Zoya called out now. “Absolutely disallowed.”

			Zoya turned and saw Court enter the office from the living room. She’d last seen him the evening before at the hotel, but since then he’d shaved and gotten his hair cut. He wore a leather jacket and a sweater, both new-looking, and jeans that she was pretty sure were the same ones he’d been in for days.

			After a long embrace, Zoya leaned back and looked at him. “What’s wrong?”

			“Nothing’s wrong. I just wanted to come check on you.”

			“Does that mean you can’t stay?” When he did not speak, she turned to Angela.

			“He can’t stay, unfortunately,” Angela confirmed. “I asked him to meet me here so he can say goodbye to you. I have to take him with me.”

			To this, Court said, “But I’ll be back.”

			Zoya nodded. Put her hand on his hip where she knew he’d taken an injury. He winced.

			She turned back to Lacy. “Dammit. He hasn’t even healed up from the last thing.”

			Angela sighed. “Out of my hands. Sorry. I have to take him to the airport from here.”

			“Where is he going?”

			When Lacy did not respond, Zoya turned to Court. “Where are you going?”

			Court said, “Matt called me this morning. Told me I am working for him now. That’s really all I know. I’m getting on a plane. I guess onboard I’ll learn more.”

			“You do realize that you could always tell Hanley no.”

			Court shook his head. “I can’t. Not this time. He had to pay a price to get the operation in Russia resolved.”

			“And you’re the currency he’s paying with?”

			“Me and Zack both, although Zack is going to need some time to recover.”

			“So do you!” she said.

			Court smiled at her. “I’m fine. Look…I’ll do what is asked, and then I’ll come back. Okay?”

			Zoya turned to Angela, still holding on to Court. “This isn’t right. You know that, don’t you? How much can you people ask of him?”

			The CIA officer looked down at her watch and then let out a long sigh. Finally, she said, “Dave told me they have horses here on the property.” She slipped her coat back on. “I grew up with horses in Mississippi. I might go for a little trail ride.”

			When the other two just looked at her, she addressed Court. “I’ll be back in one hour. I need you standing on the driveway and ready to go.”

			Court nodded. “Thanks, Angela.”

			She left the room, and Court shut the door behind her.
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