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The Story

 

Max Thorne is a Russian covert operative ... or is he?

 

Demoted FSB Agent Max Thorne, struggling with a troubled, unknown past and aimless future, accepts a near-impossible assignment: bring a traitor who is hiding in the United States back home to Russia.

Max has never lost any of the high-value detainees he transports, and this mission could prove his allegiance to the agency. But he’d be working in hostile territory, with an untested new team, and his career and life are on the line.

 

As the Russian team is ambushed while descending on Washington, DC, Max discovers that his fate is inescapably linked to that of the “traitor.” Now there is even more at stake … his mysterious past may tie him to the CIA.

 

With no time to determine whom to trust, will he find the courage to stand between the Russian service and an innocent man? And in doing so, will Max be deemed a traitor himself?
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Prologue

 

 

East Berlin, German Democratic Republic

November 1989

 

The man cocked his Makarov 9mm pistol and walked to the window. He held the gun equipped with a noise suppressor close to his face as he stole a glance through the blinds. The night was dark, and a gentle drizzle was pitter-pattering on the window’s glass. The crooked back alley was empty. Everything was quiet, but he knew that wasn’t going to last long. He turned to the woman kneeling by the wood-burning stove and said, “We’ve got to go. Now, or we’ll never cross the border.”

She heaved a big sigh and tipped her head toward the large heaps of manila folders stacked on the carpet. She grabbed two handfuls, crumpled the folders as much as she could, and fed them into the mouth of the stove. “We have to burn them, Georgy. Otherwise, all these agents, all these people and their families, they’ll all be killed.”

Georgy nodded. The CIA operative was right. The Berlin wall might have started to come down, and the East German government might have lost some of its control over the people. But the Staatssicherheitsdienst, or Stasi, as everyone called the feared State Security Service, wasn’t giving up without a fierce fight. A wounded, cornered beast, the hated intelligence agency was willing to do everything it could to prolong its life, even if only for a short time. Now that their safehouse was discovered, it was only a matter of minutes before Stasi agents would break down the door.

Georgy brushed back his black hair with his free hand. He glanced at his wristwatch, then looked through the window. Dim headlights glowed through the low-hanging haze. He peered and recognized the box-shaped car they were expecting. “Our ride’s here.” He walked over to the woman. “We need to leave.”

The woman straightened her body and looked at Georgy. She rubbed her hand over her bulging belly and drew in a deep breath. A weary expression spread across her oval face.

“What is it?” Georgy asked. “You’re in pain?”

“No, the baby kicked.”

“Again?”

“Yes.” The woman smiled. “He’ll be a football player.”

“Grow up and play for the Dolphins?”

“No, the 49ers. They’re the greatest.”

“Come on, now.” Georgy offered the woman his arm.

She shook her head. “We can’t—”

The fire crackled, then popped. A couple of sparks shot out of the open door, landing on the carpet, inches away from the woman’s legs.

She took one of the folders and swatted the sparks, although they had already burned out. A couple of black spots, however, appeared on the grayish worn-out carpet.

That gave Georgy the idea. “Maria, stay back.”

“Why? What—”

“We don’t have time for this. Away from the stove.”

She took Georgy’s hand. When she was on her feet, she stepped away and gave him a curious look. “What are you going to do?”

Georgy used the tip of his boot to push the stove toward the heaps of folders containing classified intelligence. The heavy metal stove did not budge, so he repeated the motion. This time, he shoved the stove harder and for longer. The stove tipped and rolled over. Some of the half-burned papers came out, and coal and wood embers spilled over the documents and the carpet. The smoke pipe became detached from the rear of the stove.

Maria nodded at Georgy and began to toss the folders over the fire that had started to spread around the area. Gray smoke climbed toward the ceiling. Maria said, “That should do it…”

“Soon enough the whole place will be smoldering … No one will ever use those files.”

Maria pulled out her Heckler & Koch P7 PSP 9mm pistol. She always carried it chambered, as the gun was the safest in the world, because of its squeeze cocking action. If one tapped the trigger, nothing happened, unless the cocker was also engaged, and that took a lot of pressure. Without any safety or slide releases, the compact pistol was trim, making it easy to conceal. Georgy preferred the Russian-made Makarov, but she couldn’t blame him for being biased about something made in his homeland. That was his way of being patriotic.

“Let’s go.” Georgy gestured toward the door.

Maria coughed as the billowing smoke filled the room. She hurried in front of him into the hall and grabbed the gray coat by the door. Their small apartment was on the second floor and, in a few seconds, they were out in the back alley. She swiveled her head left and right, covering all the angles. Maria tried to take a series of deep breaths to calm herself. I should have taken that transfer … When the doctor said I needed rest … I should have listened… She ran her hand over the front of her coat, then held the hand over where she thought she felt another kick from the baby. She smiled. Yes, you’ll be a great man one day.

She looked to her left, in the direction of the approaching car. It was a silver Volvo station wagon. Maria frowned and blinked the rain out of her eyes. She rubbed them, then flicked some of her long bangs to the side of her face. She stepped closer to Georgy and said, “I thought he was driving a Lada.”

“Change of plans.”

“Why?”

“Don’t know. My contact couldn’t make it tonight. Too dangerous. Couldn’t get him to help even if I promised him the world,” he said in a dry voice full of disappointment.

“Can we trust this guy?”

“Somewhat.”

“What does that mean?”

“He comes highly recommended, and he hasn’t betrayed us.”

“Not yet.”

“There’s always a first time. Be careful.”

“As always.”

The Volvo came to a rolling stop a couple of yards away from them. The driver turned off the headlights, and the alley sank into a dim glow, lit only by a faint streetlight right above the station wagon. The driver rolled down the window and peered at Georgy for a couple of seconds, then put the car in reverse.

Georgy must have expected the reaction because he had already pointed his Makarov pistol at the driver. “Don’t make me kill you,” he shouted to the driver in German.

The Volvo slowed down, then stopped. The driver stuck his head outside. He was a blond young man, around twenty-five years old, with a mullet and the matching moustache. “I was told a friend needed safe passage. They didn’t tell me it was the freaking KGB.”

“I don’t work for the KGB,” Georgy said in a calm voice and kept the pistol trained at the driver’s head.

“When did you quit?”

“Do you want your money or not?”

“Do you think I have nothing better to do at 2:30 in the morning?”

Georgy shook his head. “I don’t know your routine, but if you want your money, you’d better open the doors.”

The driver hesitated for a moment. “Is she coming too?” He tipped his head toward Maria.

“Spoken like a true gentleman.” Georgy waved at her. “Come on. Front seat.”

She kept her pistol to the side and away from the driver’s attentive eyes as she took a couple of careful steps toward the Volvo.

The driver said, “For two people, that’s double.”

“Fine.” Georgy shrugged.

“In advance.”

“You greedy little…” He reached for the side pocket of his jacket and pulled out his wallet. He tossed it to the driver. “It’s all there.”

The driver opened the wallet with his shaky hands and counted the deutschmarks. 

Maria thought she heard police sirens in the distance. She wasn’t sure if Stasi operatives would seek the assistance of local police. If they’re truly desperate, they’ll use any measure in their arsenal…

The driver pocketed the wallet and unlocked the doors. “Get in, quick.”

“Oh, now you’re in a hurry,” Georgy said.

Maria sat heavily in the small seat and struggled with the seatbelt buckle.

The driver put the car into gear, and backed out of the alley before she had finished fastening the seatbelt. She glanced through the window, but all she could see was haze and darkness. Once in a while, distant headlights flickered softly. The police siren had disappeared, and no one seemed to be following them. But Maria couldn’t breathe easier. Not until they had crossed into the other side and had entered the territory of the Federal Republic of Germany. 

She looked at Georgy, who was sitting close to the middle of the backseat. His Makarov was pointed at the side of the driver. Georgy smiled at Maria and said, “Ten minutes. This will only take ten minutes—”

“Not quite,” said the driver.

“Why?” Maria said.

“Checkpoints. The police and Stasi are checking the old crossing points. I know of a couple of new ones that just opened last night.”

Georgy frowned. “That wasn’t the plan…”

The driver shrugged. “It doesn’t matter to me. I can take you to the old spot, and you’ll get caught. It’s up to you.”

Georgy glanced at Maria.

She said, “It’s your call.”

Georgy nodded. “We’ll stick with the old plan.”

The driver shrugged. “You’re making a mistake, but it’s your neck on the line.”

“We’ll take our chances…”

The driver shrugged again, and this time said nothing. 

He kept driving through back alleys and narrow streets. Maria recognized perhaps the most famous landmark of East Berlin, the Brandenburg Gate, where a few days ago, on November 9, Berliners on both sides of the divided city scaled the wall, killing their fears. This area was still crawling with soldiers and Stasi agents. So, Maria’s and Georgy’s initial escape plan was to cross through a breach in the wall south of Leipziger Strasse. Although no one really guarded the wall any more, there had been rumors of rogue agents and resentful vigilantes taking shots at people trying to cross onto West Berlin.

Maria drew in a deep breath and glanced over her shoulder.

Georgy was also looking intently at a set of headlights glimmering about thirty yards behind them.

Maria said, “Are they following us?”

“Don’t know. They just appeared, maybe—”

A bullet pierced the rear window shattering the glass.

Georgy shouted, “Down, get down.” He aimed his pistol at the headlights.

Before he could fire, Maria said, “Georgy, watch out.”

He lowered his head, and she squeezed off a couple of rounds. She thought she hit the car’s windshield but not the driver, since the car kept coming at them.

Georgy leaned against the door as he turned into his seat. His ears were ringing because of Maria’s gunshots, as if he had stood too close to a church bell. He fired a quick burst, and one of the headlights went dark.

The car didn’t stop.

“Faster, faster,” Maria shouted at their driver.

Another bullet lifted sparks from the Volvo’s trunk and a couple more struck the side of the car as the driver made a left turn. He was quite fast, and the car began to fishtail. It climbed onto the sidewalk and went straight for the wall.

“Turn, turn,” Maria shouted.

She shook the driver, but his head flopped against the bullet-pierced window.

The back of the Volvo crashed against the wall.

Maria was thrown against the door. “Ah,” she moaned as a sharp pain shot through her side. “The baby…” She looked at the driver’s lifeless eyes. A trickle of blood oozed out of his mouth and more spurted from a wound in his neck.

Georgy cursed the turn of events and stepped outside the Volvo. Thankfully, they were beyond the shooters’ direct line of sight. But that was going to change at any second.

He opened the driver’s door and dragged the body outside. “How are you?” he asked Maria.

She replied with a loud moan.

“Hold on,” Georgy said. “Things are about to get worse.”

He buckled his seatbelt and steered the Volvo back onto the street.

More bullets pounded the back of the car. Georgy yanked the wheel left, then right, making the car a harder target. He stepped on the gas, and the Volvo barreled down the empty Leipziger Strasse. They were heading deeper into East Berlin but driving parallel to the wall.

“Where are we going?” Maria said.

“We need to lose them and find another breach in the wall.” He gestured to his right.

Maria picked up her pistol, which had fallen onto the floor. She opened up, squeezing off round after round. She doubted she hit anyone in the pursuing car, but sparks came from its hood. When she heard the hollow click of the empty gun, she tossed it onto the floor.

Georgy handed her his Makarov. “Here, use this one.”

Maria gripped the pistol in her hand and aimed it.

She didn’t get a chance to use it. A round must have hit the Volvo’s right tire. The car sank on that side. Georgy turned the wheel, maneuvering to keep the car straight. Then a bullet drilled through the window and into his left arm.

Georgy cursed and lost control of the car.

It was but for a second, but that was a second too long.

The Volvo flipped over and rolled once. Then another time. It was going to keep rolling, but it hit a streetlight and rested on its roof.

Georgy glanced at Maria. Blood was coming from a deep cut in the left side of her face. Her eyes were closed, but she was still breathing. “Maria, Maria, no, don’t die on me.”

He groped for the pistol and found it next to his head. He unhooked the seatbelt and dropped onto the ceiling of the upside-down Volvo. He landed hard on his back, and a sharp metal piece stabbed him between the shoulder blades. Georgy bit his lips, stretched his hand toward the nearing car, and double-tapped the Makarov.

Perhaps it was divine intervention, but his bullets must have found the mark. The car veered to the left for a moment, then to the right, before turning again to the left and flipping over, as if it had hit an invisible ramp. It shot upwards and sideways and came crashing down hard. It rolled once, then a second time.

Fuel spilled out of the mangled car. Georgy wasn’t sure if he was imagining it, or if it was real, but he kept firing at the sliding car. One of the bullets struck the fuel tank, and the car exploded into a large fireball. Tall orange flames leapt up at the sky, while fiery fragments hailed down over a large area. A couple of the metal pieces struck against the Volvo, but none entered the car.

Georgy drew in a deep breath, then glanced at Maria. Her eyes were still shut, and she showed no sign of life. He reached with his hand and touched her carotid artery, feeling for a pulse. It was weak, but still there. “Stay with me, Maria. Come on.”

He slid his body out of the Volvo, clenching his teeth and ignoring the pain searing through his body. A group of three young men appeared to his right, perhaps thirty yards away. Georgy didn’t know who they were, or how much they had seen, but he needed them. “Help me, help me, hey…” he shouted at them in German.

They hesitated for a moment, then hurried their pace toward the upside-down car.

He leaned closer to Maria and waited for the first man to arrive. “Let’s get her out, but slowly and carefully.”

“She’s with child,” one of the men said.

“Yes, so we need a doctor, right away.”

“There’s one just across the wall, three blocks away,” the second man said and gestured behind them.

“So, let’s take her there. You,” Georgy pointed at the third man, the youngest of all, “Run up ahead. Let the doctor know we’re coming.”

The man nodded and bolted toward the next building, then around the corner.

Georgy looked at the old man. “Do you have access to a car?”

“No, not at such short notice.”

“All right, then. We’ve got to transport her ourselves. Hold her now.”

He unbuckled her seat belt, then the three men lowered Maria’s unresponsive body to the ground. They pulled her gently out of the car, then lifted her up into Georgy’s stretched arms. The first man held Maria’s head, while the other looked out for any wall watchers. He disappeared ahead of them, in the same direction the youngest one had gone before.

Georgy and the man walked at a hurried pace and tried not to shake her too much. She moaned at one point and seemed to stir, and Georgy didn’t know if that was a good or a bad sign. They came to the corner of the building, and one of the young men emerged from the darkness. “This way. It’s safe. There’s no one around.”

He helped them carry Maria and led them down the dark alley. Georgy now saw the large breach in the wall, wide enough for a car to pass through, although the still-standing foundation and the jagged edges would make such an attempt quite difficult. They crossed the distance between the mouth of the alley and the wall without any problems. Georgy drew in a hesitant breath of relief as they stepped into the “death strip” stretching between the two concrete walls. This last section was going to be the most dangerous part of the crossing.

He had covered over half the distance, when a bullet struck him in the shoulder. 

The force of the impact pushed him forward. He tripped but was able to stay on his feet and hold Maria up in his strong arms. A car was parked about thirty yards to his left and away from the breach in the wall. Two men were standing next to it, and Georgy recognized one of them as the youngest of the men sent to fetch a doctor. “Hold her,” he said to the men helping him. “And take her to the car.”

Other bullets whizzed over their heads.

When he was confident that they were able to carry her without him, Georgy let go. He rolled onto the ground and aimed his Makarov at the shooters. Muzzle flashes came from two positions near the front and the back of a car on the East German side. Georgy double-tapped his pistol, and one of the muzzle flashes went dark. He turned his aim to the second shooter and fired a few rounds.

There was no return fire.

He lay there on his stomach waiting for the shooter to appear.

He never did.

Instead, the car turned around, its tires screeching.

Georgy squeezed off a few more rounds, but they didn’t stop the shooter. The car rounded the nearest corner and disappeared into the night.

Only now did Georgy feel the pain zipping from the top of his shoulder. He tried to move his left arm, but it was almost impossible. Not without his letting out a string of expletives. The agony was excruciating. He climbed slowly to his feet and checked the Makarov. Three more bullets left. I hope there will be no need for them.

He shuffled toward the car. A middle-aged man, who Georgy assumed was the doctor, was working on Maria lying in the backseat. “How is she?” Georgy asked.

“Very weak. We’ve got to take her to a hospital. But…” The doctor shook his head.

“And the baby?”

“We’ll do the best to save him. But the loss of blood and the trauma…”

“They can’t die. Don’t let them die,” Georgy shouted.

“I’ll do the impossible.”

The doctor’s firm voice gave Georgy the reassurance he needed. “Thank you, to all of you,” he said to the men surrounding the car. “Without you, we’d all be dead.”

One of the men said, “May God bless you and save her.”

Georgy nodded. “Yes, you too.”

He climbed into the driver’s seat. The doctor took another moment, then slid into the front seat. “The hospital is this way.” He gestured with his hand toward the left.

Georgy nodded and stepped on the gas pedal. “Stay with me, Maria, stay with me.”


 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter One

 

 

Twenty miles off the coast of Nice

Southern France

Present Day

 

Georgy Azarov rested his arm on the starboard gunwale as the speedboat climbed atop the tall waves. The Mediterranean Sea was quite choppy, unusual for the early May day. The morning had promised to be a delight, with the temperature in the mid-sixties, with bright and warm sunrays. But the weather had turned sour around eleven, shortly before their departure. Ratimir Tupolev always liked to eat his meals at noontime. No delays, ever. As a self-made oligarch, he could afford to buy people who could cater to his habits. Punctuality was one of them.

Georgy winced as a light pain burned through his left shoulder, then ran down the side of his body. The Berlin gunshot wound refused to heal. Perhaps it was because he didn’t attend to it right away, or perhaps the German doctors botched the surgery. Whatever it was, he never regained his left arm’s full range of motion. 

There was little room in the KGB for a covert operative who couldn’t be one hundred percent reliable in the field. Georgy was pushed to a desk job, reviewing and rubber-stamping after-action reports. The thought of providing for his wife and daughters helped him survive the soul-sucking tasks day after day. He retired five years ago and led a quiet life in his dacha, a cottage about sixty miles north of Moscow. Well, as quiet as life could be for a former KGB operative stationed in West Berlin during the Cold War.

He drew in a deep breath, and the salty smell of the sea filled his nostrils. A big wave splashed against the hull, sending sprays of water over his face and arms. Georgy brushed back his grayish-black curls. Even at sixty-five, he had a full head of hair. He closed his brown eyes and wiped the water with the back of his hands. When he opened them, he looked at the white-and-blue yacht in the distance. They were now maybe a hundred yards or so away and approaching fast.

“We’re almost there,” said the guard sitting across from Georgy.

The young man standing behind the speedboat’s old-style wooden steering wheel said, “Two minutes. Get ready.”

Georgy refused to call the young man “captain,” although he was the one giving the orders. He was more of a punk, brandishing his silver-plated Sig Sauer pistol for everyone to see. At the pier, he had been rude and obnoxious to some of the passersby, who had shown curiosity about the boat. He had shown respect to Georgy, but he suspected it was only because the punk had been ordered to do so.

Georgy shrugged. In a twisted sort of way, he missed the Cold War. Yes, there was enmity between the West and the East, and the threat of all-out war, even nuclear. That hadn’t changed. The world wasn’t safer with only one superpower. And Russia was hard at work balancing the scales. A couple of years, five at the most, and we’ll be back to the glorious days, where the world had respect for Russia. That was what Georgy missed the most about the end of the Cold War. The respect he and his compatriots deserved and received with accolades.

That and the certainty. Within and abroad. Russians used to be patriotic, supporting their country, giving everything they had for the motherland. And now … Now, it was every man for himself, whoever could pillage the motherland the most and transfer the riches abroad, to Europe and America, and buy luxurious houses, cars, and yachts.

His shoulder pained him again. It did so every once in a while, mostly when he was stressed. 

Like today.

He didn’t want to come to France and meet with the steel industry billionaire aboard his yacht. But Georgy didn’t have much of a choice. The oligarch was paying him handsomely for a couple of days’ work. Tupolev had been very polite and accommodating when they had talked on the phone last week. He was seeking advice about a deal, and he wanted the “wise opinion” of a “hero.” Georgy had inquired about the value he could bring to a kingpin like Tupolev, and he had been told that the man ran his empire like a security intelligence service, so he wanted the “expert advice” of someone who had experience in the field. Reluctantly, Georgy had agreed to meet, but he knew that he was rolling the dice.

The punk eased off the speedboat's throttle and brought the speedboat close to the stern of the two-story-high, hundred-and-fifty-foot-long yacht named Prekrasnaya, The Beautiful. Two guards in gray suits were standing at the yacht’s lower deck, holding AK rifles at the ready. Another two men dressed in what resembled white uniforms were waiting near the swim platform. The guard from the speedboat tossed a thick rope, and one of the white uniforms caught it and tied it to the nearest cleat on the side of the platform.

The punk left the speedboat’s engine idling and gestured toward Georgy. “Watch your step, old man…”

Georgy didn’t like the way the punk said the last words and thought about teaching him a lesson. Perhaps I should feint stumbling and push him into the water. Georgy shook his head. That will just make him wet, but nothing will get to his thick head…

Georgy held onto the speedboat’s metal rail as he made his way to the stern. The vessel was bouncing over the splashing waves. He hopped over the gap and stepped onto the platform.

“Welcome aboard The Beautiful,” said one of the uniforms with a bow.

He gestured with his hand for Georgy to follow him. The ex-KGB agent climbed the stairs and nodded slowly when he passed the guards. None of them returned the nod, but they walked behind him as they continued along the side of the luxurious yacht. It was brand new and very clean, with polished stainless-steel handrails and large windows. Georgy looked through the glass of the salon at what resembled a large sitting area, with cream-colored armchairs and a sofa set in a semi-circle pattern around a large oval-shaped table.

He must have slowed down his pace, because one of the gray suits almost bumped into him. “This way,” he said in a firm voice with an unmistakable hint of a threat. “Up the stairs.”

Georgy didn’t move. “What’s that?” He pointed at the window.

“Oh, that’s the lounge,” the white uniform replied. “But you’re meeting Mr. Tupolev on the upper level, on the deck, near the bow. Just follow me.”

Georgy nodded and shuffled forward.

He climbed a set of stairs, feeling a nice breeze on his face.

When he reached the deck, he noticed it was smaller than what he had expected, considering the size of the super yacht. It was an area perhaps thirty by thirty, at the most, with six white armchairs and a couple of glass-topped coffee tables. A black leather briefcase was on the floor by one of the armchairs, and a large hot tub was to the left side. A bottle of vodka, four glasses, and a lidded ice bucket were set on one of the tables.

Mr. Tupolev was standing at the far end, the breeze toying with his long curly hair. He was dressed in white pants and a blue short-sleeved shirt and had a glass in his hand. He turned around and gave Georgy a big toothy smile. “My friend, welcome to my humble home … well, when I’m away from home.” He spread his arms around, then walked to Georgy and shook his hand.

The handshake was strong, and Georgy was surprised. He had seen pictures of the oligarch but had never met him in person. He looked younger than his age of forty-five, although a couple of lines had started to form on his broad forehead and along his thin lips. Tupolev’s salt-and-pepper hair matched his full beard.

“How was the boat ride?” He pointed toward the armchairs and walked over to the one with the briefcase.

“It was good.”

“Any problems? Concerns?”

Georgy shook his head. “Everything is okay.”

“Good, that’s good.”

Tupolev sat on the armchair and leaned toward the table. “Vodka?”

“Sure.” Georgy sat across from him. “With some ice.”

“On the rocks, as our American and British friends would say.” Tupolev reached for the ice tongs next to the bucket.

“I wouldn’t know. I don’t have any American or British friends.”

Tupolev dropped a couple of ice cubes into one of the glasses, then poured three fingers of vodka. He handed it to Georgy and said, “Yes, you’re a Cold War man. America, Great Britain, the Western world, they’re all our enemies.”

Georgy shrugged. “Your father thought the same way…”

“Yes, my father. He served in the army, a colonel with the 901st Air Assault Battalion out of Kirovabad. Did you ever meet him?”

“No, but I’ve only heard good things about him.”

“I don’t disagree with you or his sentiment about the Cold War and our enemies. I’ll explain how I feel but first a toast: To a peaceful future.”

They clanked glasses, and Georgy sipped the vodka. He tasted a hint of cereal, but the drink was crisp on the palate. It had a good finish, and it was strong, the way he liked his vodka. He sipped it again, then smiled at Tupolev. “This is excellent. What brand is it?” He glanced at the bottle but didn’t recognize the label, a heart pierced by a sword.

Tupolev returned the smile. “It’s a small Norwegian company that I’m considering buying and rebranding. Something Russian, perhaps to honor the fallen in our great wars … I don’t have a name yet.”

“How about The Patriot?”

Tupolev nodded. “The Patriot … Yes, good choice, obvious, but strong.” He finished the last of his drink, then refilled his glass. He leaned back in his armchair. “I was saying about the strong feeling you and my father held about our country’s relationship with the rest of the world. One of the great things about the Cold War was its clear lines. The East on this side, and the West there.” Tupolev gestured with his glass-holding hand. “If you were with us, you were against them, and the other way around. Everyone knew and played their role.”

“For the most part.”

“Of course, of course. There were traitors, and there was punishment for their betrayal. Now … Well, now things are different. The waters are muddied. We can’t ever know who’s on our side and who is playing for the enemy, or who even the enemy is. Countries and governments are here one day and gone the next. Instability … insecurity … irregularity … these are all bad for business.” Tupolev sipped his vodka.

Georgy nodded and brought his glass to his lips. He wasn’t clear where the billionaire was going with his line of reasoning.

“I’m a businessman, Mr. Azarov, and I like to avoid uncertainty. I came to where I am, to have what I have,” he waved his arms around him, “because I show the utmost care in detecting and avoiding such uncertainty. And this brings us to the purpose of our meeting.”

Georgy nodded. I’m glad it does.

Tupolev reached for the briefcase. He typed a code into the electronic keypad on the front, and the lid popped open. He retrieved a two-inch-thick folder and spread it across his lap.

Georgy glanced at the old-looking documents, but from his angle, he couldn’t see the contents.

Tupolev browsed through the materials, then found what he was looking for. “Here, I wanted to show you this. Tell me what you think it is.”

Georgy felt his heart drumming faster as he picked up the brown folder. It was discolored with the passing of time and some of the stamps on the top had faded. The writing was still clear. Georgy recognized the cover of the folder used for only the most classified materials of the KGB. This should have never left the archive room, let alone the KGB headquarters. What is it doing here?

His hands began to tremble as he flipped through the dog-eared pages. They were authentic; he had no doubt about it. The handwriting, the ink used, the language, the words. They were all real. Then he turned the page, and his heart almost stopped when he read the title of the report. It said: Operation Codename: The Faithful. 

Georgy needed to read no further. He knew the details of the report and not only because he had seen it before. He had been there, when the operation had taken place in Berlin. He closed the folder with all the calm he could muster, then looked at Tupolev, “How did this end up in your hands?”

Tupolev did not reply but sat back in his seat, “Your tone makes it sound like I’ve committed a crime…”

Georgy caught himself before saying something he might regret. “It’s unlawful to remove top secret material from the KGB archives—”

Tupolev stopped him with a raised hand. “You’ll have to take it up with the man who handed me this. But you’re telling me this is real?”

“It is.”

“A true original, unaltered by forgeries?”

Georgy shrugged. “I’m not an expert in authenticating Cold War documents, and I’ve only spent a few seconds—”

“Well, take your time, Mr. Azarov. There’s no rush, as we have a few more minutes until lunch.” Tupolev glanced at the gold-plated Rolex sparkling on his wrist.

Georgy kept his hands together over the closed folder. “I thought you brought me here because you wanted some business advice, not—”

“Then you were mistaken. I called you because I want your expert advice, because you worked in the field. Were you stationed in Berlin at the time of this operation?”

Georgy nodded. There was no point in lying about obvious information that was in the file.

Tupolev said, “What can you tell me about The Faithful?”

Georgy didn’t respond for a long time. “The Faithful” was the codename of Maria Walker, one of the CIA operatives that were stationed in East Berlin back in 1988. It fit with her name, and her strong religious beliefs. Until she had decided to switch sides and work for the KGB. The codename, however, had stuck. “What do you want to know?”

“What’s not in the file.”

“I don’t know what’s—”

“Of course you do. You’ve read the report. Your signature is at the end, page ten. But even more importantly, you were there. You were The Faithful’s handler. I want to know what didn’t make it into the file. What happened after you and the American spy crossed into West Berlin.”

Georgy tried to hide the betraying frown that was furrowing his brow. “I fail to understand how this operation will help your business, Mr. Tupolev … How will what happened more than thirty years ago have any bearings on your … enterprise … today?” Georgy spread his arms.

“Oh, that’s why you’re reluctant, because you don’t understand.” Tupolev grinned and nursed his drink. “Well, let me explain that. A vital part of my business is anticipating my customers’ needs, assessing and determining what they are willing to pay. Especially for intelligence.”

“This … this intel and our past is not for sale.”

“Of course, of course. I wouldn’t buy or sell the KGB’s secrets. I love my motherland just as much as you do, Mr. Azarov. I’m only trying to protect intelligence from falling into the wrong hands.” He leaned forward and placed his glass on the table. “You see, the man who gave me that file, which is so dear to you, he said he has a second report, which has some secrets that even the KGB might have not known … at least not fully.”

“I’m sorry, Mr. Tupolev, but you’re not making it any clearer.”

“I’ll be as frank as I can, Mr. Azarov. There is a former KGB agent who’s offering me that second report. Before I pay the outrageous amount of money for the supposedly accurate intelligence, I want you to help me verify some of what I already know, confirm a few facts.”

“About what?”

“Like I said, about what happened after you and the CIA woman reached the other side of the wall. About what happened at the hospital, and more importantly, what happened to the baby.”

“I told everything I know to my superiors at that time, and it’s all in here.” Georgy tapped the file.

Tupolev offered a mischievous smile and glanced at his wristwatch. “Why don’t you think about it? Perhaps something might come to mind … Then, we can discuss it after lunch. Or after supper. Once you’ve made your decision.”

“I’m leaving right after lunch, as per our agreement.”

Tupolev waved a dismissive hand. “Agreements change all the time. And you’re not going anywhere.”

Georgy cocked his head. “Are you going to keep me aboard the yacht by force?”

Tupolev returned a look as if the former KGB agent had insulted his mother. “Oh, no, Mr. Azarov, why would I stoop so low as to do that? You are going to stay here by your own will, because of love…”

“Love?”

“Yes, your deep and unending love for your wife and your two daughters, Masha and Melania, and their little children, the adorable Vera and Simeon. How sad, how very sad and broken you’d be if an accident happened to one of them…”

Georgy jumped to his feet and leaned over the table. “If you touched a single hair of—”

An armed man materialized at the right side of the deck. His submachine gun was pointed at Georgy’s head.

Tupolev raised his hand toward the armed man. “Relax. My friend is very passionate when it comes to his family. It’s obvious he loves them very much, as we all do.” Tupolev shrugged, then glanced at Georgy. “Look, we both know that Russian drivers aren’t good at all. I wouldn’t rule out the sad event of your daughters being killed on their way to work…”

Georgy’s hands tightened into fists. He shot a fiery glance at Tupolev, then looked at the armed man. His gun remained trained on Georgy. “If you ever—”

Tupolev jumped to his feet and slapped Georgy across the face. “If I ever what? Huh, what are you going to do? You’ve tested my patience enough. If you don’t do as I say, every single thing that I demand of you, I will … listen to me… I will kill every single member of your family.” Tupolev spaced the last words evenly. “You got it?”

Georgy lifted up his head and wiped the trickle of blood oozing from his split lip. He nodded, but the killing look remained in his eyes.

Tupolev nodded back. “Good. And that evil smirk will get you nowhere. The only way you’re making it back to your dear family in one piece is if you tell me everything. Start with The Faithful pregnant … and tell me all about the baby boy who didn’t die at the hospital…”


 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Two

 

 

Russia’s Internal Intelligence Agency Headquarters

Lubyanka Building, Moscow, Russia

A Week Later

 

Maximillian Thornichinovich refreshed the screen of his office computer, but no new emails appeared on his inbox. He glanced at his wristwatch. It was only 8:15, and he doubted anyone at the SVR, or the Russian foreign intelligence service would have started to do serious work so early in the morning. But Maxim, as all his friends called him, wanted, no, he needed the SVR to accept his job transfer application. It had been over a week, and today was the deadline for replies.

Maxim was not a prayerful man, yet he bowed his head, put his hands together, and muttered a short prayer, asking God to provide him a positive answer to his application. When he looked up, he realized his reading glasses had slid to the tip of his nose, so he pushed them back up. Maxim had a nose that belonged to a Rembrandt painting, the one that showed Jesus with long flowing hair and a long narrow nose. Unlike Jesus, though, Maximillian had short, clean-cut brown hair. 

He ran his hands through his hair and looked at the stacks of folders piled up on his desk. His workload for today, and tomorrow, and the rest of this week, and the one after that, and the next … Instead of being out in the field and doing the job he was trained for, the job he loved, the operative was chained to his office desk, condemned to plow through reviews of intelligence reports that had already been combed through by teams skilled in this type of analysis. Maxim was doomed to the boring, repetitious tasks because of the Moscow’s Sheremetyevo International Airport incident.

He sighed as his mind went back to the events of that fateful day. Along with his teammate, Maxim had arrived at the airport in plenty of time to pick up the high-value detainee. Maxim had worked for the FSB, or Russia’s internal intelligence agency, for the last three years as a “transporter,” a transport and escort agent for high-risk operations. He remembered everything vividly, as if it were yesterday, although it had been over two months ago. 

He had joked with his teammate Sasha about having eighteen minutes to transfer the banker arriving from London to the safehouse on the outskirts of Moscow. It was going to be plenty of time, but then things went the way they went did … And now Max was blamed for the airport mess and its devastating consequences.

Maxim sighed and glanced at his left-arm gunshot wound he had suffered during the incident. The bullet had left a two-inch-long scar. He shrugged. It goes well with the scar on my face. He ran his fingers along the side of his jawline, then touched his left cheekbone. As they say, women like scars.

He shook his head. Scars or no scars, he hadn’t been very successful in attracting women’s attention. He had dated when he was in high school and university while pursuing his degree in business management, but those relationships were shallow and had ended in disappointment. Once he had started to work for the FSB, his attention had shifted. He was immersed in the never-ending workload, and his assignments made for an unpredictable lifestyle. The FSB had given him not only the badge of status, the symbol of authority and power that it represented, but also a sense of purpose, belonging, and direction, which he deeply needed at that point in his life. Despite the constant repetition from his adoptive mother that he was a “star ready to shine and brighten someone’s world,” Maxim doubted that would ever come true. What he had gained in work prowess and confidence, he had lost in the matters of the heart. While he didn’t think twice about walking into any prison and escorting the worst terrorist for his day in court, he just couldn’t find the words to talk to a member of the opposite sex.

Like Helena, or Lena as he imagined calling her, the analyst working on his floor of the building. Lena was about twenty-five, a petite blonde with a gorgeous smile and great taste in clothes and hairstyles. Her hair flowed down her neck one day, was turned into stunning curls the next, and was arranged in a bun the day after that. Maxim had worked with Lena on a few assignments when he had needed analysis about buildings, routes, or people assigned to the detainees’ transport. She was smart, resourceful, and kind. Maxim had never built up the courage to ask her out. She’s way out of my league, he kept telling himself, afraid of her rejection. So he was content to only steal glances whenever they’d pass one another in the halls. One of these days, one of these days… But the day hadn’t arrived yet. 

He thought about the true reasons why he thought Lena wouldn’t like him. Is it because I’m letting what others think about me affect the way I think about myself? It was true that FSB operatives, especially covert agents—the ones who liked to call themselves “true spies”—despised transporters, considering them not really agents. But what did Lena think about it? What do I think about it?

Maxim glanced at the windowless walls of his office. When he had been reassigned, he had lost his office with the window overlooking Lubyanka Square. It was given to another operative, who had also taken to driving a brown-gray metallic UAZ Patriot SUV, the agency-issued vehicle. Now Maxim had to drive his battered 2014 Lada, or take the bus when the car refused to start during subpolar mornings. Maxim could fix pretty much any vehicle, and he had repaired the Lada a thousand times. It was time for a new car.

He used his finger to push a small toy car sitting on his desk, a gift from Sasha. It was the replica of the UAZ Patriot SUV he used to drive until days ago. Maxim “drove” the toy car across the desk, then flicked it with his finger. The car raced toward the tower of folders, bumped against it, and flipped to one side. Maxim sighed. Like my whole life, turned upside down.

He returned the car to its place and shook his head. He thought about the cryptic meeting he had had a few days ago with a man who claimed to work as a cultural advisor for the American embassy in Moscow. However, the man had told Maxim, in no uncertain terms, that he actually worked for the CIA. Moreover, the man had offered Maxim help, in the form of compromising material about FSB Director Izhutin of Internal Investigations. He had led the inquiry team that had investigated the airport incident and had proposed Maxim’s demotion. The intelligence, the CIA man had said, would convince Izhutin to change his mind, and Maxim could have his job back.

Maxim had long contemplated calling the number he had received from the CIA agent. But he hadn’t taken the fateful step. He knew that if he did, there was no turning back. His life might change in ways he couldn’t imagine. He knew that no one played with fire without getting burned. He felt the same way about dealing with the CIA. 

The CIA handler had said that the intelligence came with no strings attached, since it was from a friend. But Maxim had no friends that would come up with such an offer. This had to be a trap. Maybe it’s Izhutin trying to set me up. Or the CIA simply trying to recruit me, luring me into making a mistake, so they can use that against me. No. If the CIA really has compromising material on Izhutin, it would bring about his downfall, sooner or later. But it will be in someone else’s hands. The CIA will try to recruit someone else, a fool that would take their bait…

Maxim shrugged. He still hadn’t reported the encounter with the CIA agent to his boss, concerned that he might interpret and use it against Maxim. Even before the demotion, Maxim hadn’t been on good terms with his boss and didn’t want to make the situation worse.

He shook his head again, drew in a deep sigh, and decided to stop feeling sorry for himself. This situation won’t last forever. It can’t; it won’t. He picked up the top folder and began to read the two-hundred-page-long report about potential terrorist threats and the security situation in and around St. Petersburg. Soon, he was immersed in details, highlighting names, data, or figures to double-check against the summary at the end. He detested his job, but that didn’t mean he wasn’t going to give it his best. They will see me excel at anything they throw at me. That will make them change their minds.

He hadn’t noticed the passing of time or anything else around him—giggles or whispers coming from the hall, the droning of the central heating system, or the repetitious noises of copy machines and printers—so the ringing of the phone on the desk startled him. He glanced at the caller ID screen, and his heart began to pump faster. A three-letter word appeared on the screen: SVR. Is … is this about my application?

Maxim jumped to his feet, shut the door of his office, and cleared his throat. He picked up the receiver, just as the phone rang a second time. “Good morning, this is Agent Maximillian Thornichinovich, FSB,” he said in a firm tone, but his voice didn’t ring with the confidence he wanted.

“Mr. Thornichinovich, my name is Oleg Blokhin. I’m Deputy Director of SVR’s Special Operations Division. When can you meet me?”

Maxim’s heart almost stopped beating. He had submitted his application to the SPD, the innocuous name for the SVR section in charge of espionage and intelligence gathering in Europe and North America. “I can meet you right away, sir. Where?”

“At the SVR’s HQ. Can you do 10:30?”

Maxim glanced at the wristwatch. It was almost 9:30. The SVR’s headquarters was located in the Yasenevo district in the southern part of Moscow. Considering the distance from the Lubyanka Building, the time of day and the traffic, it would take at least an hour and twenty minutes at normal speed. But Maxim was nothing like the normal driver. “I can sure do that, sir.” This time, his voice echoed with the determination he desired.

“Great. See you at that time.”

“Thank you, sir.”

Blokhin hung up, but Maxim held the phone in his hand for another few seconds. Did this just happen? This has to do with my transfer. Why else would an SVR deputy director call a lowly FSB operative like me?

Maxim muttered a brief prayer as he jumped to his feet and dashed through the hall. He almost crashed into Lena, who was coming out of the kitchen carrying a cup of coffee. “Sorry, sorry,” he mumbled and gave her a shy smile.

Lena returned the smile. “Where are you—”

But Maxim had rounded the corner. He flew down the staircase, jumping the stairs by threes and fours. He prayed his Lada would start without any hiccups. His prayer was answered, and he zoomed out of the parking lot like a bat out of hell. He turned onto Bolshaya Lubyanka, then drove as fast as he could without causing a car accident or running into pedestrians. Then he merged onto Sadovaya-Sukharevskaya, hoping it was going to be the fastest route to the SVR headquarters.

It was.

This seemed to be Maxim’s day, as the traffic wasn’t as heavy as he expected. He listened on the radio to the traffic incidents and congestions report and avoided a couple of bottlenecked segments. As he zipped through the Mozhaysky District and got on the Moscow Automobile Ring Road, he knew he was making good time and guessed he’d reach the destination with perhaps five minutes to spare. Maxim thought about calling Sasha and asking if he knew anything about Deputy Director Blokhin that might help during the interview. But he doubted Sasha would know. While he was a higher-level SVR operative—“a special operative in training,” as he liked to refer to himself—than Maxim was in the FSB, Sasha did little more than transfer detainees. Moreover, Maxim worried the phone call might slow him down. I don’t have any time to waste.

He fixed his hair in the rearview mirror, then tightened the knot of his blue tie. He was glad he kept dressing up, regardless of the demotion. My father used to dress up, suit and tie, every single day. I don’t remember any of it, but that’s what they’ve told me. My father … What was he like? He remembered what the adoptive mother had told him, as he never knew his father. He was a great war hero. We know very little about what he did, but he fought to keep our motherland safe, to keep you safe. According to her, Maxim’s father was stationed in West Berlin during the Cold War and was killed the year Maxim was born, in 1989. His job was to secure intelligence and provide it to the KGB, intelligence that, according to Maxim’s mother, first and foremost saved Maxim himself, and many, many others.

A car horn brought him back from his daydreaming. He had slowed down, so he stepped on the gas and waved an apologetic hand to the impatient driver. He peeled off the highway at the next exit and followed the two-lane road leading to the SVR compound. He noticed the high wrought-iron fence that encircled the entire tall-treed area, so the nickname for the SVR compound was les, or the forest. During the Cold War, the SVR was known as the First Chief Directorate of the KGB. Did my father actually work for the KGB, or was he only an asset deployed to collect information from local sources?

He slowed down when he reached the gate and rolled down the window. The armed guard asked for Maxim’s credentials, and he showed him the FSB identification card. The guard waved him through and told Maxim to park in the visitor’s area, then make his way to the main entrance.

Maxim glanced at his wristwatch. A sense of panic had started to sizzle deep in his gut. He had about five minutes to make it to the meeting room. Then it dawned on him. I never asked about the room … Is it at the deputy director’s office? I doubt it. He sighed as he rushed toward the headquarters’ entrance. Someone at the reception desk will know, or can find out.

The clerks at the reception desk double-checked Maxim’s credentials, then gave him skeptical glances when he mentioned he had a meeting with Deputy Director Blokhin, but didn’t have a meeting room. Their disbelief increased when one of them checked the deputy director’s schedule and couldn’t find Maxim’s name or that the SVR senior official had even scheduled a meeting at that time.

Maxim began to grow impatient while the clerks began to grow suspicious. They called a supervisor, who started to ask Maxim the same questions. He glanced at his wristwatch. He only had a couple of minutes and, the way things were going, he would be late.

Then a woman’s voice came from behind, “Why is this man still here?”

Her voice was firm, and she spoke with authority. Maxim turned around and glanced at a beautiful red-haired woman standing behind them. Her sparkling green eyes had an inquisitive look, and her oval face had formed a scolding frown. The woman was wearing a red business pantsuit with a wide, black leather belt and was holding a brown briefcase with her left hand.

“And who are you?” the supervisor said in a voice full of irritation.

“Captain Kasparova, GRU.” The woman held up a wallet with her credentials, which showed that she worked for the Russian military intelligence agency. “And like Mr. Thornichinovich, I’m here for a meeting with Deputy Director Blokhin.”

One of the clerks ran his fingers through the computer monitor, then shook his head. “Sorry, Ms. Kas—”

“Captain Kasparova.” The woman stepped closer to the reception desk, then reached for her phone. “While you figure this out, I’m calling Blokhin to let him know you’re delaying us.”

Maxim gave her a look of admiration.

The captain speed-dialed a number. They all heard the ringing, as she had activated the speakerphone mode. Someone picked up after the second ring, then a strong man’s voice said, “Deputy Director Blokhin…”

“This is Captain Kasparova. We’re running late, because,” she looked at the supervisor, then her eyes went to the clerks, “there seems to be a problem. We’re not scheduled.” She smiled at Maxim.

“What? They’re not letting you in?”

“It appears that way. But why don’t I let you talk to the man in charge?” She grinned and handed the phone to the supervisor.

He took it with a shaky hand and said in a trembling voice, “Mr. Blokhin. We … eh, we don’t have their names on our—”

“Let them through,” Blokhin said tersely.

“But, sir, we—”

“I don’t like to repeat myself, or waste time. Let them come up. Now!”

“Yes, right away, sir.”

He returned the phone to the captain. “I’m sorry about the delay.” He gave her a sheepish look. “You know where to go?”

“Yes, I’ve been here before. Thank you, gentlemen,” she said and walked gracefully to Maxim, who was only a few steps away. “Mr. Thornichinovich, glad to finally meet you.”

She extended her hand.

Maxim knew it was going to be a firm handshake even before he touched her soft skin. He glanced into her eyes and felt she was reading him. Maxim held her look for another long moment, then asked, “How have you heard about me?”

“The director will explain everything, but I’ve read your file.” She walked in front of him. “For now, I can tell you that I’m very impressed.”

Maxim flinched. He had grown suspicious of flattery, especially from people in authority he had just met. “What gave you that impression?” he asked in as calm a voice as he could.

The captain didn’t slow down or look at him. “Your attention to detail, and fearless attitude in the face of failure.”

They had come to the elevators. When the door opened, the captain stepped in and reached for the button to their floor. She looked at him and offered a small smile. Then she stepped closer and whispered, although there was no one else in the elevator, “Director Blokhin will never admit this, but what you did at the airport—the way you handled that situation—that was remarkable.”

Why is she referring to him as “director?” Does she know something, or is it for flattery? Maxim nodded, but said nothing.

The ping of the elevator announced the arrival to their floor. “It’s to the left,” Kasparova said.

She walked in that direction down the hall, her flat shoes making muted clicks on the marbled floor. She headed toward the third door, which led into a small conference room. Through the half-opened blinds, Maxim saw that a man he assumed to be Deputy Director Blokhin was sitting at the head of the black square-shaped table. He was dressed in a black suit and an open-collar shirt. He was reading a report, which he put down, and stood up when he saw Kasparova and Maxim approaching.

Maxim hurried his steps and reached for the door handle.

Kasparova thanked him with a head nod and stepped inside the room.

“I’m sorry about the holdup downstairs. We have some mule-headed people…” He shrugged, but his voice carried not a hint of an apology.

“It’s all right,” Kasparova said. “It gave me a chance to meet Mr. Thornichinovich.”

“Yes, how are you?” Blokhin shook Maxim’s hand.

“I’m alright, sir.” Maxim said and studied the deputy director’s face. He was no older than sixty-five, but he definitely looked much younger. His face radiated good health, with rosy cheeks, no extra fat, and very few wrinkles. He was clean-shaven, and age had spared most of his charcoal hair, which he kept close-cropped. His handshake was firm; his gaze piercing, yet welcoming. His grayish eyes glowed with genuine assuredness.

Maxim wasn’t sure what to make of it. Blokhin was a master spy, who knew how to control his emotions and show only what he wanted seen. But Maxim was on guard, as always. He said, “I’m glad for the—”

“Don’t mention it.” Blokhin gestured toward the table. “Glad you could make it right away. What did you tell your boss?”

Maxim hadn’t said anything to anyone before bolting from the building, but he had sent a secure email during his drive to the SVR headquarters. The short message said that he was taking a couple of personal hours. He was going to visit with his friend Sasha—who worked in the SVR complex, albeit it in another building—and he was planning to do so right after the … well, the job interview, if this was a job interview. Maxim had anticipated the question, as well as the follow-up, so he had called Sasha and had confirmed he was available for lunch. “I’m meeting with a good friend, Sasha Nikonov. He works with the—”

“I know who he is.” Blokhin opened a black folder set in front of him and glanced at Kasparova. She had pulled out a couple of reports from her briefcase and had laid them across from her. Blokhin said, “You’ve met the captain, so no need for introductions. I want to start right away by telling you that this is slightly related to your application.”

Maxim said nothing and kept a neutral look on his face.

Blokhin said, “Let me explain. You’ve applied for an entry-level position with my section. We’ve reviewed your documents carefully, as we always do with all applicants. You have experience, and you come from within the system, the highly-praised FSB.”

Blokhin’s words put Maxim on guard. He was aware of the decades-old rivalry between the two Russian intelligence agencies, SVR and FSB. There’s always a hook hidden amidst the smooth talk, he reminded himself.

Blokhin said, “But there’s something missing, Maxim, and don’t take this the wrong way. The work of a special operative requires initiative, confidence, and determination. Guts, willingness to go to the end, no matter what.” The deputy director tightened his fist and pulled his arm toward him. “Take what you have to, do whatever it takes.”

“I can certainly do that, sir.” Maxim said in a low, but firm voice. He wanted to add that he had already done that, on a regular basis, but he didn’t want to come across as cocky. Most people misunderstood one important element of the work of a transporter: it always required a sharp state of alertness. The transporter was responsible for one or more high-valued detainees, who were targets for many people: some to save them, others to kill them. The transporter had to ensure, at all times, that the “package” was delivered intact.

Blokhin nodded. “Yes, yes, you can and you have. But those operations have been—no disrespect—low-level and inside Russia. While there have been considerable risks, they were nothing like the ones facing a special operative assigned a task in a hostile country, where he’s working alone. He has no backup, no one to trust, with everyone trying to eliminate him, or his detainees.”

“I can do that as well, sir,” Maxim said in a louder, firmer voice.

Captain Kasparova shifted in her seat and leaned closer to the table. “Of course, and you have. The operation at the airport was a prime example of your skills.”

Blokhin gave the captain a glance of displeasure with raised eyebrows, but said nothing.

The captain continued, “But we’d like to see if that was a stroke of luck, or it was your innate skill in taking charge of the situation. In short, we’d like to see if you can do it again.”

“I’m not sure I follow,” Maxim said.

The captain looked at Blokhin, who leaned back in his seat. “We’d like to assign you a transport op, but it’s nothing like what you’ve done before. You’ll be working alone, outside Russia, to bring home an extremely wanted man.” He tipped his head toward the opened folder. “The details are all there.”

Maxim felt conflicted and thought about his answer for a long moment. One part of him wanted to say “yes,” and accept the job right there and then, without asking any questions or raising any objections. The other part, though, the careful one, warned him about finding out more before agreeing to the vague assignment. The second part won, and Maxim said, “Such operations fall within the purview of the SVR. Why is this case so different that you need the FSB?”

Deputy Director Blokhin swallowed hard. “We don’t need the FSB; we want the FSB, since this case is more nuanced than that. Again, the specifics are in the file. But to help you make the right decision, I’ll provide some context. You’re right that the SVR runs these operations, bringing back to Russia those who shouldn’t have left in the first place or who have a debt to pay to our motherland. 

“However, considering what happened at the airport—the incident where you were involved, the one the captain mentioned,” he gestured toward her, “we’re a bit leery of using internal resources for this job. We’re not certain about the connections of two SVR agents to the target, the man we’re trying to bring home. Those were two agents that you killed.” Blokhin’s voice turned razor-sharp when he said the last word.

Maxim decided to let it slide, but made a mental note of it. While the SVR might need his services, they hadn’t forgotten and were not willing to sweep under the rug what he had done. Perhaps completing this assignment successfully will change their mind. “So, who exactly is the target?”

“Does that mean you’re agreeing to take on this mission?”

Maxim had anticipated the question. He nodded. “I’m almost certain that I’ll accept the assignment,” he said in an assertive tone. “But knowing who the target is will give me a better appreciation of who will also want to get to him, so that I can better prepare. And, on the topic of preparation, how does the GRU fit into all this?”

“The captain will explain that.” Blokhin tilted his head toward her.

“Sure.” Captain Kasparova slid one of her reports across the table to Maxim. “This is a list of GRU active operatives. When you’ve made a decision, one of them, the one you’ve chosen, will work with you during the first part of the mission in Washington, DC.”

Maxim was taken aback by her words. “In America? This operation will take me to America?”

The captain nodded. “Correct. That’s where the target is hiding.”

Blokhin said, “But not for long, if we have our way.”

Maxim said, “I thought I was working on this alone.”

The captain gave Maxim a smug smile. “Sorry to disappoint you, Maxim, but you can’t do this mission alone.”

Maxim gave her a sideways glance and gestured toward Blokhin. “The director spoke of operating alone, without any support—”

“He did, and you will do so, but you need these contacts, at least for the first segment.”

Maxim sat back in his leather chair and swiveled in it for a brief moment. “So you trust me, but you don’t trust me?”

The captain shook her head. “That’s a black-and-white assessment, Mr. Thornichinovich, and you know we operate in the gray. We’ve gathered all the intelligence necessary, but our agents are under constant surveillance in America. They can’t risk any exposure at this moment. And without the SVR’s involvement, we need to be absolutely certain that this mission will be executed to perfection. There’s no room for mistakes here, nor second chances.”

There never is. Maxim nodded and said nothing. “Okay, so I’ll work with a GRU operative. Now, who is the man we’re bringing back to Russia?”

The captain looked at Blokhin.

The deputy director leaned forward and looked deep into Maxim’s eyes. “He’s a former KGB agent, who defected to the Americans. He’s a traitor, who deserves to die.”


 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Three

 

 

SVR Headquarters, Yasenevo District

Moscow, Russia

 

Maxim tried to keep as calm a face as he could, but he must have made a poor attempt, because Captain Kasparova said, “You look doubtful, but everything will make sense once you study the file.”

Maxim glanced at the report on the table. The cover page was stamped Of Special Importance. The classification meant the intelligence contained in the report pertained to the utmost secretive category. If such intelligence was leaked, it would cause irreparable damage to the security of the entire country.

Blokhin said, “This traitor, he’s given a treasure trove of secrets to our archenemy. Like the plague, his hunger for money isn’t satisfied. He’s been trying to sell our country’s secrets. Even recently, he’s contacted someone powerful, a millionaire, who’s willing to pay a significant amount for Cold War intelligence.”

“Do we know who? And what intelligence?”

Kasparova shook her head, and her face formed a frown. “No, we have no idea who the man is. We suspect he’s an old contact of the traitor, whose name is Valery Volkov.”

“Volkov?” Maxim shrugged. “I’ve never heard that name.”

“You have no reason to know about him. He was a KGB agent stationed in West Berlin during the Cold War. It was at a time when a dozen or so of our agents disappeared, one after the other, in the winter of 1988 and early 1989. We suspected Volkov, but we never had any proof to convict him.”

Blokhin coughed and leaned closer to the table. “After the wall collapsed, Volkov returned to Moscow and worked for the KGB, then for the GRU, and finally for the SVR. The doubts about his involvement in the betrayal diminished and finally went away. He retired two years ago, then emigrated to America.”

“Is he a US citizen?”

“He is, yes, and that complicated things with this matter of extradition. The Americans will never accept our official request to hand over Volkov. Thus, we have to resort to other, unofficial ways.”

“I understand,” Maxim said.

Blokhin said, “About a year after Volkov’s arrival in America the string of assassinations began.”

Maxim swallowed hard and looked up from the file. “What assassinations?”

“SVR agents stationed or visiting America or the United Kingdom. The killings, or I should say the executions, were always carried out in the same way. Same trademark style. They were lured to a remote location—we believe through a contact, or an asset—then were killed with a single bullet to the back of the head.”

Maxim nodded. Yes, that’s the KGB’s way. “So these people trusted Volkov, and he killed them?”

Blokhin nodded, then gestured toward Kasparova. The captain said, “That was our initial theory. Then, about two months ago, shortly after the last—well, we hope the last, which is the third—execution, one of our agents stumbled upon a woman who turned out to be Volkov’s associate.

“She’s been under tight surveillance, but we still haven’t determined Volkov’s exact location. Once she is captured, which should be within the next twelve to twenty-four hours, she’ll give up the wolf’s lair, and our agents will take him to a safehouse in Washington, DC. From there, we’ll take him to the airport. Diplomatic plane. One-way trip back home. All the details are in the file. Study it, and get ready to head to America.”

“When?”

“As soon as possible, preferably tomorrow morning,” Blokhin said. “That gives you twenty-four hours to become familiar with the file. I’ll inform your director, who will, of course, agree to the SVR’s request.”

Maxim detected a hint of smugness in Blokhin’s voice, a clear sign of his attitude of the SVR’s superiority compared to all other Russian intelligence agencies. Considering Maxim’s situation, however, he was more than pleased to return to the field, especially when working for the SVR, albeit on a temporary assignment. He nodded and closed the folder. “I will not disappoint you.”

Captain Kasparova said, “I’m sure you won’t. We didn’t decide lightly on this operation. You’re one of the best of FSB, and, paired with one of our best agents, this time, we’ll be invincible.”

Maxim nodded.

“Remember that the agent will have the lead in tactical and operational matters when it comes to securing Volkov. Once he’s in the car and ready for transport, then you take over that part of the mission. Is that clear?”

Maxim peered deep into Kasparova’s unflinching eyes. “It’s clear.” He nodded again.

“Good. Very good.”

“One last question,” Maxim said, “What’s Volkov’s endgame?”

“At this point, we suspect he’s seeking payback for perceived or real wrongs done to him.” Blokhin shrugged. “We don’t know for sure. It could be money, a strong motive for betrayal.”

Kasparova said, “From the intelligence we have, we don’t believe he’s under coercion. Was cooperation with the CIA or the FBI a condition in granting him expedited citizenship? We strongly believe so, but, again, we have no evidence.”

“The most troubling aspect of this affair is that Volkov could still be in possession of our list of agents from the time he served in Berlin. Because of his position and his network, he could cause severe damage to our operations not only in America, but all over the world,” Blokhin said.

“I said it was the last question, but your answer made me think of something else: If Volkov was at such a critical juncture in our intelligence system, how come he was allowed to travel to America?”

Blokhin groaned. “I’m not sure how that happened. Knowing who he is and who he knows, it wasn’t as difficult as it seems.” His voice was loaded with frustration. “Money can buy everything these days.” He exhaled, then leaned back in his seat, indicating the meeting was over. “Mr. Thornichinovich, show us that we’ve made the right choice.” He stood up.

“I will do that, sir.” Maxim shook the deputy director’s hand since he had offered it, then did the same with the captain.

Blokhin said, “We need to discuss something else…” and gestured toward the door.

Maxim said, “I can find my way out, and I will be in touch about my GRU partner.”

Kasparova gave him a small smile. He seemed to notice something glinting in her eyes, a look that he couldn’t determine if it was mistrust or something more sinister. He shrugged it off without a second thought. Whatever it is, I will prove to them I’m up for the task. I will excel, and the traitor will be dragged back home, dead or alive.


 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Four

 

 

Washington, DC

United States of America

 

The sleek black Jaguar sedan glided through the darkness as the blonde woman in the driver’s seat turned the steering wheel and rounded the corner, completing the circle. The townhouse was still a few blocks away, but this was standard procedure to detect any surveillance. By this time, any suspicious vehicle would have made its presence known, whether it was the same or a different one. The woman had not seen anyone following her. But Volkov insisted on utmost secrecy, switching routes, changing vehicles, clothes, hairstyles, to throw off anyone who might be tailing her.

There was no one.

Avelina Alexandrova, or Ava, as Volkov and all her friends called her, knew what she was doing. She had served with the SVR for over two years, before being forced to retire with a dishonorable discharge. She had rejected the advances of one of her superiors and had resorted to physical violence when the brute had paid no attention to her words. The refusal had cost Ava her job, but she had left with her dignity.

She sighed and looked in the rearview mirror. As expected, there was no one shadowing her. Still, Ava couldn’t relax, even with the soft smooth jazz playing in the background. She turned the volume up and the soothing saxophone sounds filled the cabin. She leaned back and drew in a deep breath, trying to imagine her life if she had pursued her career as a saxophonist. I definitely wouldn’t be doing this, or carrying this.

Her hand ran over the compact MP-443 Grach 9mm pistol resting in her shoulder holster. She used armor piercing rounds, a 17-round magazine—plus one round in the chamber—and had an extra magazine in the holster’s pouch, just in case. The feeling of the steel and plastic grip of the weapon gave her the calm that the music had failed to deliver.

Usually, she wasn’t anxious, but tonight wasn’t a usual night. That old wolf Volkov had made a change in their tactics. It wasn’t that he was tired of hiding or fighting in his own way of resistance. He had decided to up the game, bring the fight to the opposition.

Ava glanced in the rearview mirror again, and, this time, she noticed the elusive surveillants. A dark bluish van. Really? A van? That’s what goes for unremarkable these days? Ava shrugged and drove toward the townhouse at a normal speed. For Volkov’s plan to work, it would need to appear as if they had no idea the surveillance was there. They had to go about their normal routine, as if nothing had happened.

Until the very last moment.

She rested her itchy hand on the front seat. Ava knew what to do and couldn’t wait to do it. But that wasn’t the plan. The plan was risky, and might even end up killing Volkov, her, or both. But she had to trust Volkov. He hadn’t come so far, reaching his early sixties, fighting against enemies of all stripes and surviving them all, by making mistakes. Volkov made calculations, he bluffed, hedged bets, but he never made mistakes. There’s always a first time, Ava thought, then shook her head. Not for Volkov.

She stayed her course and ignored the van that was behind her. She had to admit they were doing a great job of maintaining the distance and appearing like a neighbor returning home. They’d be able to fool the untrained eye. Not Ava.

She parked in the small driveway and hurried to the entrance. She wasn’t expecting the SVR agents to take shots at her or try to approach her at first sight, but she wasn’t certain about their specific orders. Volkov’s contact inside the SVR had been able to give them only the date when the team was going to carry out the operation. All other details were unclear. 

Ava knew they were going to be unclear until the very last moment. She knew the drill; she had been here before and had carried out such operations over a dozen times. The strike team could hit at any moment; each breath she took could be her last.

So she glanced around as she always did, doing her best not to pay too much attention to the van sliding down the street. She keyed in the code on the electronic lock-pad, and the main door clanged open. She shut it quickly behind her, and, at the same moment, pulled out her pistol. “Volkov, it’s happening.”

“Are they here?” Volkov said from the kitchen near the back of the house.

“Driving outside. Dark blue van.” Ava had already walked to the window and peeked through the blinds. “Rounding the corner. And stopped.”

“How many?”

“Unconfirmed. I’m assuming six.”

“I’ll be disappointed if it’s less than that.”

He appeared from around the corner brandishing his favorite weapon, the dependable AK-74 he had loved when in the field. He flipped the safety lever off and racked the slide. There was now a round in the rifle’s chamber, and twenty-nine in the banana-shaped magazine. “Try not to kill anyone.” His thin lips formed a mischievous grin.

“That’ll be very difficult.”

“I’m sure you can manage it.”

“Two men have jumped out. And a third.”

Volkov stood on the other side of the window. He lowered his thin silver-rimmed glasses and peered at the van. “Maybe they dropped off a pair before driving here. Once they figured out the house’s location…”

“I saw no one.”

“I’ll take the back. Kill no one, unless you’re certain they’re about to kill you.”

“You said they’re not here to kill us, but take us alive.”

“They’re Russians. You never know…” He flashed her an enigmatic smile.

“All right, and be careful with that thing … old man.” She smiled back.

Volkov nodded and turned around. “The old man and the gun…” he said in a firm voice.

Ava drew in a deep breath. She trusted Volkov, her mentor, to death, but she didn’t trust this new breed of SVR operatives. She used to be one of them, stubborn when executing orders, interpreting them in the most convenient way. If the intelligence was true, the team was coming in to detain Volkov alive. He was useless if dead. But how would they handle resistance? In Volkov’s words, their resistance had to appear real, unstaged. They couldn’t let the team suspect that Volkov and Ava knew exactly the moment of the strike. Fragile ground, very fragile.

She ran her hand over her maroon blouse. No bulletproof vest, otherwise the SVR team would put two and two together. Ava smiled to herself. The secret: Don’t get shot.

She peered through the blinds again, this time from the side. Two silhouettes were running toward the house. They were bent at the waist and had their weapons ready. Compact pistols with sound suppressors. The point man had already reached a streetlight post about thirty yards to her left.

The living room light was off, but there was a glow coming from the kitchen. They’d soon see her, whether she was crouched there or standing. Let’s surprise these boys playing men… She stood up and finished screwing the suppressor to her pistol’s muzzle. Then she stepped closer to the door and pushed it wide open with the tip of her boot.

Her move caught the assault team by surprise. They were halfway crossing the street, with no place to hide. She aimed her pistol and double-tapped the trigger. In a normal operation, she would have fired center mass. Her bullets would have pierced the two men, and depending on how they went down, she’d fire a third round at each one’s head.

Since she had aimed low, her bullets cut through the SVR agents’ legs. One was hit in the thigh, but she missed his crotch on purpose. He fell to his side, groaning in pain. The other agent was not so lucky. Ava’s bullets must have shattered one of his knees, judging by his screams. Like a little girl, she thought as the man reeled in pain.

Two bullets struck the door, about a foot above her head. Gunfire erupted from the back of the house—the loud hollow report of the AK rifle.

She flinched and almost instinctively swung her pistol around. The third man was hiding behind the black decorative post. He had made himself a smaller target, but not impossible to hit.

She hesitated for a moment, her heart pounding hard in her chest. What if he fires and kills me? She had heard stories that at life’s end, moments from your memories flash in front of your eyes. But she saw nothing but the man keeping his gun pointed at her. Perhaps it’s not my time…

“Drop the pistol, Avelina Alexandrova. Make this easy on yourself—”

“On you and the other pigs…”

“Drop it, and I won’t kill you.”

She said nothing for a moment.

“I won’t ask again…”

She swallowed hard. I have to go through with this. “Do I have your word?”

“You do. Throw it away, and you’ll live.”

I hope so. She shrugged and uncocked the weapon. She tossed it away on the street, and the gun made a clunking sound as it hit the asphalt. Ava stepped forward with her arms up in the air and to the sides. “There … I’m unarmed now. Don’t shoot.”

The man stepped around the post. “On your knees, then put your face on the grass…”

Ava nodded. “I’m doing it. Don’t shoot.”

She did as the man demanded and soon enough felt his rough hands cuffing her. He twisted her arms unnecessarily hard, but she bit her lip and made no sound. She wasn’t going to give him the satisfaction of making her cry in pain. He pulled her up to her knees, then one of the other two men—the one she had shot near the crotch—who had limped to them, grabbed her forcefully, dragging her to her feet. I should have finished them both. 

She sighed as the men hauled her to their van, which the driver had brought as close to the house as he could. As she was thrown into the third row of seats, a fourth man placed a crude blindfold—a black pillowcase—over her head. 

“Don’t make a sound, or I’ll blow your brains out,” someone said.

Ava wondered about how Volkov had faired, but only for a few seconds. Someone was tossed in the backseat next to her. “Volkov,” she whispered.

“Yes, how are you?”

His voice was warm and calm, although she noticed a tinge of impatience, as if he couldn’t wait until this entire ordeal was over.

Ava breathed easier—well, as easy as the blindfold would allow her. Volkov’s voice gave her all the reassurance she needed at this moment. “I’m better, now.”

“Hey, what did I say about keeping your mouth shut?” said the gruff voice.

Ava felt a blunt object pressed against the top of her head. Even through the pillowcase fabric she knew it was the muzzle of a gun.

“You’ll regret doing that,” Volkov said in a firm voice.

“Why? What will you do, old man?”

A crack followed like the sound of a snapping twig.

Ava felt Volkov’s body lunge forward, then a couple of elbows hit her side. Volkov was scuffling with the gunman. She leaned forward, but the blindfold veiled everything. The only thing visible was a small blinking light.

Ava had just lifted her body off the seat when something hard struck her face. She fell backwards and to the side. Her head hit the glass, and she felt blood dripping down from her forehead.

Then everything around her went black—deep dark black.


 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Five

 

 

Maxim’s Apartment, Sokol District

Moscow, Russia

 

Maxim spent most of the evening poring over the classified files he had received from the SVR. The bottom of each page was stamped Of Special Importance. He felt the significance of this operation weighing on his shoulders. He had to bring in the traitor and end the killings of fellow operatives and the leak of sensitive intelligence. But what is causing this man to do this?

He stared at the picture of Valery Volkov for a long time. The file noted the man’s age as sixty-two, but he looked younger by perhaps ten years. The receding hairline had stopped near the top of his head, and only a few wrinkles creased his broad face. Volkov’s small brown eyes seemed to study Maxim and inquire why he was paying so much attention to the former spy. The man’s nose was crooked, a sign that it had been broken one too many times. He had thin lips, and small lines were formed around their corners. Volkov’s clean-shaven face had a stern yet magnetic look that held Maxim’s interest. 

“Why?” He found himself asking the question out loud.

He was dissatisfied with Blokhin’s and the captain’s explanations. In Maxim’s experience, senior officials rushed to interpret everything as treason, from the very first suspicion. Maybe there’s another angle to this story. What if Volkov had a personal reason? What if he’s seeking revenge for some reason still unknown to us? He can’t get to someone in a high position of power, so he’s eliminating the lower rungs? Or perhaps he’s trying to send a message? But to whom?

Maxim sighed and stood up. He walked out of his small living room and into the even smaller kitchen. Half of his supper lay on the counter, untouched. He smiled as he looked at the solyanka his mother had made. She was the best cook, and she loved making solyanka, and Maxim loved eating it. The thick soup had pork sausages and beef, as well as cabbage, potatoes, and carrots. Maxim’s mother had made so much soup, and, regardless of Maxim’s objections, she had insisted that he couldn’t leave her home until he took the entire pot with him. Maxim had eaten solyanka for the last two days, and there were at least two more servings. He shrugged. A mom’s got to do what a mom’s got to do.

He put the bowl in the microwave to warm it up. Then he walked to the window and thought about the GRU crew. He was undecided between two men. One of them was about Maxim’s age, and he was turning thirty in a few months. The agent was experienced, but he had operated in America for less than three weeks. He was skilled with weapons and evasive techniques and was great at orienteering. All valuable capabilities for a remote operation, more fit for the deserts of Syria or Iraq.

The second agent was older, in his forties. He had been stationed in Canada for over six months, then had been transferred to America about two months ago. Maxim wasn’t sure how instrumental this second agent had been in finding Volkov’s female associate. Her name wasn’t in the file Maxim had received, and he wondered about her identity and the secrecy around it. Even if this agent had nothing to do with the discovery, he’ll be a better asset. He spoke English fluently, like Maxim, but unlike Maxim, the agent was a better marksman. That will come in handy. But will he be a good fit?

Maxim looked at his reflection in the dark window. Almost certainly the GRU agent would try to assert his supremacy in this operation. Because of his familiarity with the operation, his seniority in the GRU and his age, the operative would want to be the team leader. Maxim shook his head. That’s not going to happen. I’ll have to show everyone that it’s my time; this is my operation; this is my detainee. He nodded. Yes, I’ll pick this one, Mr. Feliks Katin.

The constant annoying beep of the microwave interrupted his thoughts. Maxim took another moment to look at the constant stream of people heading toward the Sokol subway station on Leningradsky Avenue. The city had enjoyed a break from the thick snow that had blanketed everything last week. Now, only small sections of snow remained near the edges of the sidewalk or where city workers or store owners had piled up the snow in small mounds. Maxim shrugged. What’s the weather like in Washington, DC?

He took his bowl and returned to his desk. The soup was too hot, so he found Captain Kasparova’s number. He hesitated for a moment before dialing it. Should I tell her about my thoughts on whether Volkov is playing a personal game? He thought about it for a long moment, then shook his head. No, if they had considered it, they would have told me. Maybe they looked at it and found nothing. But I’ll do my own digging.

He didn’t know anyone in the GRU to whom he could reach out for assistance. But he wasn’t going to give up that easily. Volkov had served in the KGB and SVR. Sasha might be able to secure some of the old files. Maybe Maxim could find something, anything that might give him a hint on whether Volkov had a personal motive for what looked like revenge killings.

Maxim smiled but decided to shelve that thought for the moment. Let’s deal with the captain first. Sasha, I can call him at any time. He dialed her office number, and the captain answered after the second ring. “Captain Kasparova talking…”

“Good evening, Captain, this is Maximillian Thornichinovich. How are you doing?”

“I’m doing quite well, Agent Thornichinovich. How about yourself?”

“Things are okay. I’m reviewing the operation’s files, and I’ve made a decision about my GRU partner.”

“Who will that be?”

“Feliks Katin.”

“Katin, he’s a great choice. I’ll inform him, so that he can get ready for your arrival.”

“Good.” Maxim sat back in his chair. “Now, is Agent Katin aware that he’s not going to be in charge of this operation?”

The captain didn’t respond right away. “Katin knows he’ll provide support to accomplish this task. It’s up to you to decide who leads the team and how it operates, Agent Thornichinovich.”

Maxim flinched. Her voice rang with a defiant tone, as if she was daring him to challenge Katin’s and the GRU’s supremacy. Maxim shook his head. That’s not what they told me at the meeting, and I won’t let anyone push me around. “I will do exactly that, Captain.”

“Wonderful, that’s why we picked you.”

Maxim grinned. “Again, I appreciate your confidence. Anything else I need to know before heading out?”

“What are your travel plans?”

“Leaving in four hours. Direct flight to Washington, landing at Dulles International Airport around 8:00 in the morning.”

“Perfect. Katin will meet you at the airport, and you’ll go straight to the safehouse. Now, Volkov and his associate have been detained.”

Her words caught Maxim by surprise. “When did that happen?”

“About three hours ago. There was a gunfight, and the police are investigating the shooting. Two team members suffered minor wounds, but they’re recovering well. We have a doctor there.”

Why didn’t she inform me about it? What else isn’t she telling me? Maxim shook his head. “Where are Volkov and the team now?”

“At a safehouse in Washington, waiting extraction.”

“Okay, I’ll leave as planned.”

“That’s all then—unless you have any questions?”

“No, it’s all clear.”

“Good. We’re counting on you to do this right.”

“I will, I certainly will.”

“Good luck.”

“Thank you. Have a good evening.”

Captain Kasparova ended the call, and Maxim gazed at the phone for a long time. He couldn’t shake the feeling that she hadn’t told him everything. Why is she keeping me in the dark, if this is a joint op? Doesn’t she want me to succeed and bring Volkov back to Russia alive? But if the GRU wants him dead, they could have killed him during the op, couldn’t they? He shrugged and dialed Sasha’s number. Once he gets me something about Volkov’s background, things might become clearer… 


 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Six

 

 

Outside Dulles International Airport

Virginia, United States of America

 

Maxim raised his hand to shelter his eyes from the bright sun that hit him as soon as he stepped out of the airport’s sliding doors. He thought Feliks would be waiting for him with the rest of the people crowded just outside the arrivals door. But, as he was walking toward the Customs and Immigration area, he received a short text message from Feliks: Meet me outside Arrival Door 7. Silver Land Rover. Maxim shrugged. The location didn’t matter to him.

He had gone through customs without too much trouble. The sleepy-eyed clerk behind the counter almost jumped to attention when he saw Maxim’s maroon-colored Russian passport. He seemed to be surprised, although over half of the passengers were Russian citizens. After all, the Aeroflot SU 104 flight came non-stop from Moscow. Maxim did his best to respond calmly and without any sign of irritation to the dumb questions the clerk was firing at him. It had been proven time after time that the screening at this point was completely useless. Unless the wannabe terrorist was such a total moron as to reveal himself, the entire process was a waste of time. People like Maxim had been superbly trained to know, anticipate, and respond to all questions and probing by customs and immigration clerks.

After his passport was handed back, Maxim retrieved his luggage—a large traveler’s backpack with four days’ change of clothes, toiletries, and other personal belongings to give the impression he was, indeed, coming to the United States for a short vacation—and made his way to the meeting point with his GRU partner. He walked down the long hall paying no particular attention to anyone, but observing and registering everything. The nearest exit, the closest security guard, who might be a real threat or a potential ally. He didn’t expect the FBI or any other law enforcement agency to be following him, at least not so soon after his arrival. He had never been in the country, and there was nothing suspicious about him.

Or at least so he thought.

He saw Feliks’s Land Rover through the glass windows. He had parked near a series of four modular concrete barriers set along the sidewalk to stop any vehicle from attempting to drive into the airport through the doors. They also call them Jersey barriers. How far is New Jersey from here? He tried some mental calculations, but couldn’t remember the exact distance. Maxim was familiar with most things American, the pop culture, the idioms, and the society, both from the cultural impact of movies, media, and the Internet, but also because of his studies during the FSB training. America was Russia’s archenemy. Most citizens of both countries might believe that the Cold War was over, and they might be right, at least in part. But Maxim knew better. A new Cold War was brewing, and, if anything went wrong, the new war would turn out to be much more horrible than the old one.

As soon as he stepped through the doors, Feliks started the SUV. Maxim blinked because of the sunrays. The air was cold, but thick with smoke from vehicles parked around them and a few people smoking while waiting to be picked up. He hurried his pace and slipped into the front seat. “Good morning.” He offered his hand to Feliks. “I’m Maxim.”

“Feliks. Good to meet you.” He had a vise-like grip of a handshake. “How was the flight?”

“Long. Boring. We were delayed when leaving, delayed when arriving.”

Feliks rubbed his goatee beard, then ran his hand through his black wavy hair. He put on his square-shaped sunglasses, then looked at Maxim. “What happened?” He turned the steering wheel and stepped on the gas.

“Not enough baggage handlers.”

“You’ve got to be kidding. With so much unemployment and so many homeless, they can’t find enough people to do that job?

“Apparently so.”

“This country is so messed up.” Feliks cursed out loud.

Maxim shrugged. “What’s new?”

“About what?”

“Our operation…” What else?

“It’s status quo. Volkov and his associate are at the safehouse. We pick them up and take them to BWI. Once our plane is ready, we take off.”

Maxim nodded. The plan sounded simple enough, but nothing was ever that simple. He knew BWI was the Baltimore/Washington International Thurgood Marshall Airport. The team was going to use a private jet “borrowed” from a Polish businessman with strong ties to Moscow’s political echelon and Russia’s intelligence services. “Who’s Volkov’s associate?”

Feliks slammed the horn as a tourist bus cut in front of him, then stepped on the brakes. “Watch it, you idiot.” Then he gave Maxim a look of disbelief. “Haven’t you read the most recent file?”

“Of course, I read the file.” Maxim tried to keep his voice neutral. “The woman’s name wasn’t there.”

“It wasn’t?”

“No, why would I say otherwise?”

Feliks shrugged. “I don’t know. Maybe you missed it.”

“I didn’t miss it. It wasn’t there. So give it to me…”

“Her name is Avelina Alexandrova.”

“Do you have a picture of her?”

“Not on me. You’ll see her when we get to the safehouse.”

“Who else is there?”

“What do you mean?”

“Our team. How many are there?”

“Four, that’s sufficient.”

Maxim nodded. “Yes, but once we reach the safehouse, we won’t need that much security. We’ve got to fly low. So we’ll take Volkov and Alexandrova and—”

“Wait a moment. She’s not authorized to fly with us.”

“What will happen to her when she’s left behind?”

Feliks lowered his sunglasses and glanced at Maxim with his large blue eyes. “I don’t know, and I couldn’t care less—”

“But I care. The orders are clear. We can’t have bodies turn up around Washington, DC or anywhere else in the States for that matter.”

“I was never informed of that.”

“Well, consider yourself informed. There are no other options for her. She can’t be eliminated here, and we can’t hold her indefinitely.”

“Of course we can.”

“Even if we could, it wouldn’t be wise. Sooner or later, we’ll have to deal with her permanently. It’s riskier to have her transferred through Canada or Mexico. We have a plan and a plane. So, she comes with us.”

“I don’t think that’s such a good—”

Maxim cut Feliks off. “It’s decided.” He made a dismissive gesture as if his words were not clear.

“Are you authorized to make such decisions?”

Maxim shifted in his seat. He was growing annoyed at Feliks’s constant defiance. “Stop the SUV.”

“What? Why?”

“Just stop. Right there.” Maxim pointed with his hand at the side of the road.

Feliks threw up his hands for a moment and turned on the signal light. He slowed down, then brought the Land Rover to a stop.

Maxim said, “Look, Feliks, I don’t know you, and you don’t know me. But there’s no need to act like a tough guy. I’m in charge of this op, whether you like it or not. And I am authorized to make all necessary decisions. If you can’t take that, get out of the SUV now.”

Feliks removed his sunglasses and locked eyes with Maxim. “You can’t throw me off like that…”

“I don’t want to, but I will, if you force me. We can’t fight among ourselves when we have a job to do. Is that clear?”

Feliks didn’t reply, and his eyes never left Maxim’s face.

A tense silence continued for another long moment, then Feliks nodded and looked away. “All right, the woman comes with us.” His voice sounded like it was his decision, but Maxim did not press any further. He needed Feliks, his experience, and the intelligence that he knew, considering the incomplete information in the GRU files and reports that Maxim had received.

Feliks started the car, and they drove in an uneasy silence for the next few minutes. Then, Maxim, wanting to thaw the ice-cold situation, said, “You’ve followed this case closely for the last few weeks, and you know the files front and back. Did you ever see anything to give you the impression Volkov might have a personal grudge?”

Feliks seemed to chew on his reply for a few moments. “Why do you ask?”

Isn’t it obvious? “Maybe that angle can help us understand why Volkov targeted those men.”

“Was there anything specific in the files?”

Maxim shook his head. He had studied some of the reports that Sasha had been able to secure in such short notice, but had found nothing to indicate Volkov was acting based on a personal vendetta. “I didn’t see anything.”

“Neither have I. There’s nothing personal about Volkov’s actions. He was a small cog in a large machine, which doesn’t function any longer in the manner and with the results to Volkov’s liking. So he’s taken upon himself to make things right. And they were GRU covert operatives, those brave agents you referred to as ‘those men.’”

“I meant no disrespect.”

Feliks shrugged. “It doesn’t matter what you meant. We know for certain that Volkov is actively engaged in damaging our agency, its reputation and its people, along with the security of our country. For those reasons alone, he’ll be taken back to Russia to face punishment.”

“You sound very certain.”

“And you don’t…”

“I was just given this case, twenty-four hours ago—”

“Then you should listen to those who’re experienced, who know the files front and back…”

Feliks’s sarcasm burned, but Maxim decided to ignore it. He looked out the window at hotels and businesses along the highway, flashing by at a high speed. He glanced at Feliks, then at the speedometer. He was doing eighty miles an hour. Maxim smiled. At least, he’s got the speed right.

They drove for a little longer on the Dulles Access Road, then Feliks began to slow down as they came near Exit 828 leading to Weihle Avenue. He turned the steering wheel to the right and switched lanes.

Maxim said, “I thought we were staying on this road for most of the trip…”

“We’re meeting an asset, at a diner, just across from Lake Thoreau. Will not take long.”

Maxim sat up straighter in the seat as they drove past the Metro station. “What asset? For what reason?”

“Nothing to worry. He’s a detective we’ve turned. He’ll report to us about the police investigation.”

“This detour also wasn’t in the file.”

“You must have missed it.”

“It wasn’t there.” Maxim bit his lip, slightly regretting the rise in his voice.

“Are you receiving incomplete files?”

“Yes, that’s obvious, and it has to stop. Who is this man?”

“One of the officers investigating the shooting outside Volkov’s house. It has become very suspicious, considering neighbors reported gunfire, and the police found blood and cartridges, but no wounded people. And the residents of Volkov’s townhouse have disappeared without a trace.”

“How much can we trust this detective?”

“He hasn’t lied to us and has incriminated himself by divulging classified police information.”

“Could this be a trap?”

“Of course. Everything could be a trap. You could be working for the FBI.”

Maxim didn’t like the dirty look Feliks gave him when he said the last words. Maxim arched his brow, just like Feliks had done, then said, “So could you.”

“Right. So we’ve got to trust each other. I know this man. I’ve worked with him. I trust him.”

Maxim held Feliks’s gaze for another few seconds. Maybe you do trust him. The problem is … I don’t trust you…


 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Seven

 

 

Lakeside Café, Lake Thoreau, Reston

Virginia, United States of America

 

The diner resembled the ones Maxim had seen in movies depicting life back in the fifties and sixties. It had a black-and-white tiled floor, white plastic tables, and red chairs and booths. The dim lighting came from fluorescent lights mounted on the low ceiling. The diner was almost empty, with only three old men and a couple of burly construction workers in blue overalls with reflective yellow bands around their sleeves and backs sitting at the other end, near the counter. A single black man dressed in a grayish suit drinking coffee and finishing up his breakfast—bacon, eggs, and toast—was sitting two tables away from the door, in a booth. 

Maxim guessed the detective was perhaps in his late forties, but no older than fifty, or fifty-two at the most. The detective, who Feliks said was named William Wright, gave them a disinterested look, as if they were going to ask him for spare change. How did the GRU get him to cooperate? Blackmailed him, most likely, Maxim thought.

Feliks slid into the booth without saying a word to Wright. Maxim did the same, but he offered a small nod. Wright studied Maxim’s face and slurped the last of his coffee. Before he could say anything, a young waitress appeared tableside. “A refill for Will?” she said in a bubbly voice.

“Sure, honey,” Wright replied in a booming voice. “Feliks, breakfast?”

“Sure, whatever you’re having.”

“Good choice,” the waitress said. “How about you, sir?”

“Coffee, black. Thanks.”

“Anything else?”

Maxim shook his head. “No, thanks.”

Wright studied Maxim’s face. The detective had gray bushy eyebrows that matched his thick mustache. His grayish eyes were bloodshot, and he looked pale and unwell. Wright had broad shoulders and a spare-tire belly, and Maxim wondered how he could even fit in the tight booth.

“Your friend doesn’t say much,” Wright said to Feliks.

Maxim leaned closer and spoke in a soft whisper. “My name’s Maximillian Thornichinovich—”

“Thorn-a-what now?” Wright interrupted Maxim with a headshake. “No, no, no. That’s too long of a name. Ain’t nobody got time for that, son. How about we call you Max? That’s a good name. And for last name, Thorne.”

Feliks nodded. “Max Thorne. That’s a good name.”

Maxim smiled.

“Did I say something funny?” Wright’s voice sounded gruff, leaving no doubt that he wasn’t amused.

Maxim shook his head. “No, no. Your words reminded me of a friend, from back home. He said that if I ever came to America, people would shorten my name to Max Thorne. I like that. It has a good ring to it.”

“Well, it’s settled, then.” A smile appeared on his large face. He picked up half of a slice of toasted bread and used it to mop up the last crumbs of egg and bacon. He wiped his lips with his napkin, then said, “So, Agent Thorne, what can I do for you?”

Max glanced around. The nearest patrons were beyond earshot, but still he didn’t like Wright’s tone. His booming voice sounded much louder than it needed to be. “First, let’s keep our voices down—”

“They can’t hear nothing…”

Before Max could say another word, the waitress walked toward them. “Your coffee’s right here.” She set the cup on the table.

“Thanks,” Max said. He waited until the waitress had returned to the counter, then said, “Let’s be careful, very careful. Second, what’s the update on the investigation?”

“Yes, about that.” Wright lowered his voice to merely a whisper. “Detectives are still combing the area for witnesses and clues. Now they’re looking at security cameras that might have caught something. A license plate, someone’s face that can help with an ID.”

“Ballistics report?” Max asked.

“Too early for that. DC police doesn’t rush unless there’s a dead body. And there have been three homicides since this incident. Those take priority.”

Max nodded. The GRU crew were professionals, and they would have used clean weapons. Volkov and Alexandrova were pros too, but he couldn’t be certain. He had worked on cases when agents had been careless, or people had used a traceable weapon so as to leave clues on purpose.

Wright continued, “Nothing suspicious was found at the house. The residents are not there, but that doesn’t make this a missing person’s case. Detectives are checking some phone numbers and addresses, but they shouldn’t bring up something serious, or should they?”

Feliks shook his head. “They shouldn’t.”

“But if they do, you have the right guy on the job.”

Max offered a polite smile. “Glad to have you working with us. Now, how do we bury this?”

“Your friend here has done enough.” Wright cocked his head toward Feliks. “And I’m doing the rest. I’ve offered my help to the investigation team, and they took me up on it. I’ll make sure this case grows cold.”

The tone of self-satisfaction in Wright’s voice didn’t sit right with Max, but he wasn’t about to complain. The detective sounded credible, but Max needed more proof. “We’d like to see the police records. Everything they have on this case—”

“Feliks said you might ask for them…” The detective leaned back and reached for his briefcase.

The waitress had just stepped around the counter and was bringing Feliks’s breakfast.

Max picked up his cup and glanced through the window. The blinds were half drawn, but his vigilant eyes caught a glimpse of two men bent at the waist rushing toward the rear entrance. They had their pistols drawn. He couldn’t be sure they were police officers, but he knew they were bad news.

When his eyes returned to Detective Wright, Max was looking straight at the muzzle of a pistol.


 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Eight

 

 

Lakeside Café, Lake Thoreau, Reston

Virginia, United States of America

 

Max had no time to react, because Feliks leapt like a leopard across the table. His arms and body pushed the pistol away from Max’s head, but not before Wright was able to fire a shot.

The pistol rang out like a cannon, inches away from Max’s head, and he felt his brain hurt. He was disoriented for a moment, then the waitress’s screams jolted him back to reality. She had collapsed to the floor and was cowering behind a table. He glanced at Feliks, who was exchanging blows with Wright. They were both rolling on the floor, and Wright’s fingers were still clenched around the pistol’s grip. Feliks was trying to pry it away with his left hand locked around Wright’s wrist.

Max turned his attention to the gunmen outside, but they had disappeared. Before he could breathe a sigh of relief, one of the construction workers shouted, “DC Police, freeze.” He pointed a shotgun at Max. “Or I blow you to pieces.”

Max didn’t even flinch at the ominous sight. He knew the officer was shouting empty threats. A gunshot blast at such range would certainly kill or at the very least wound Wright, perhaps even fatally. And Max knew about the American police rules of engagements: He and Feliks were unarmed, at least as far as the police could tell, and posed no immediate threat. He’s not going to open fire.

Max leaned over the two men still fighting on the floor. He kicked Wright in the side of the head, but he was still relentless. Then Max put his boot on Wright’s thick throat, and leaned on him. The detective gasped for breath and dropped his pistol.

Feliks grabbed it and started to turn around.

“No, don’t,” Max shouted.

He took the chair nearest to the booth and flung it toward the police officers, then dove into the next booth right after Feliks.

The gunshot blast erupted. The pellets ripped a hole through the top of the booth’s hardwood frame, sending slivers all over them. A few pricked Max’s face, but overall the blast left him intact. No pellets had hit him. The officer must have aimed high, and the shot column had spread in all directions. Max glanced at Feliks’s bleeding arm. “Give me the gun…”

“Kill them all.”

Max had no such intentions, but he also had to stop the officer’s volley. So he fired a round that shattered the window’s glass. “Get out and bring the car around. I’ll hold them back.”

Feliks crawled through the window as Max fired in the air in the direction of the officers. He tried to hit a couple of the fluorescent lights. Suppressive fire to slow them down.

It didn’t work.

A second gunshot blast tore apart half of the booth’s back and frame. Chunks of wood struck Max’s head, but his left arm shielded his eyes and most of his face. A couple of slivers stung his neck but without causing major damage.

He sighed. I didn’t want it to come to this.

He slid onto the floor and over Wright, still struggling to catch his breath. Max pointed his pistol at the two officers. The first one had just reloaded his shotgun when Max planted a bullet in the officer’s left thigh. He fell to the side.

The second officer aimed his pistol at Max, who slid back, flattening himself next to Wright. As expected, the officer didn’t fire, worried he might hit the detective. Max took advantage of the situation and squeezed the trigger. He double-tapped the second officer in the arm, causing him to drop the pistol.

Max was surprised at the accuracy. He didn’t consider himself a great marksman, but the distance—no more than twenty yards—and the adrenaline rush had made things easier. He shouted at the officers, “Stay down. I don’t want to kill you.”

He jumped to his feet and rolled through the window and onto the grass on the other side.

Gunfire erupted from his left, and bullets whizzed overhead. He turned the pistol in that direction and fired blindly and high. He dashed toward the Land Rover that Feliks had driven very close to the shattered window. When he flung open the door, Max zipped toward it, firing a few more rounds. “Go, go, go,” he shouted at Feliks.

The GRU agent yanked at the steering wheel. Although Max knew the maneuver was coming, he was unprepared for it. The swift turn threw him against the glass, but his shoulder cushioned the hit, and his head didn’t strike the glass.

A couple of rounds thumped against the back of the SUV, but didn’t hit the tires or the glass. Feliks pulled the wheel again, and the Land Rover rocketed out of the parking lot and out of sight of the police officers. “They’ll give chase,” he said and cursed out loud.

“Maybe not. They’ll need to take care of the wounded.”

“Did you kill anyone?”

“No, we’re not here to kill policemen. Did you?”

“I tried. Got one, but he had body armor.”

Max looked at Feliks’s gaping wound on his left forearm. “That’ll need stitches.”

“At the safehouse. We have a doctor.”

“What just happened there?” Max tipped his head toward the café as the Land Rover barreled through South Lakes Drive and turned onto Sunrise Valley Drive.

“Betrayal happened, what do you think?”

“I gathered that, but how did that happen? How?”

Feliks shrugged and looked in the rearview mirror. “I don’t know.”

Max turned around. No one was behind them, but the situation could change in a heartbeat.

“He sold us out.” He wanted to add that Feliks said he could trust Wright, but, instead, Max bit his lip.

“Maybe the FBI got close to him … or someone at the station, the precinct, whatever they call it.”

“Did you blackmail Wright?”

“Yes, compromising material.”

Max shook his head. Blackmailing someone into submission and turning them into a double agent was the surest way to have it all backfire. There were easier ways, and bribery, although expensive, was the first go-to for most agents. Bribery, however, didn’t work with some people. Blackmail did. While not everyone wanted to gain something, everyone had something to lose. “We’ve got to let the safehouse team know.”

“Why? The police aren’t going there…”

“They’ve seen our faces and know who we are. Your man back there probably had told everything to the police…”

Feliks cursed Detective Wright and his poor mother. “We should have killed that dirty traitor.”

“We have better things to do, like find a new vehicle. Turn here.” Max gestured to the right at a side street that led to a large parking lot full of cars, SUVs, and a few vans and trucks. A series of office buildings rose from all sides.

“Something old, but strong.”

“As long as it keeps us off their radar.”

Feliks took a couple of turns, then drove slowly by the entrance to a glass building and studied the vehicles parked around them. “There,” he pointed at a silver Chevrolet Impala near the farther end. “That’s an easy pick.” His face formed a small smile.

One of the early skills every covert operative learned was how to survive on the run when everything went sideways. Finding a new, safe vehicle topped the list. Older models, like this sedan, made it almost effortless for a pair of trained hands with the right tools to get into any vehicle within a matter of seconds.

Feliks had no tools and no time, but he had determination.

He glanced around the empty parking lot, then pulled out the pistol. He hit the driver’s side window, and smashed the glass. As expected, no alarm went off. Even if it had, Feliks knew how to disable it within a matter of seconds. Car alarms didn’t really protect cars as much as owners liked to believe. Most of the time, when someone heard a car alarm, their mind would automatically think someone pushed the wrong button on the keypad.

He slid into the driver’s seat, while Max stood watch. He thought he heard police sirens shrilling through the air, but maybe that was his worried imagination. He looked at Max while still fumbling with hot-wiring the car, and a moment later, the engine rumbled to life.

“We’re good,” Feliks said.

He got out and helped Max carry everything they needed from the Land Rover.

In less than thirty seconds, they were out of the parking lot and heading toward the safehouse in the northeast part of Washington, DC.


 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Nine

 

 

Michigan Park

Washington, DC, United States of America

 

The safehouse was in a nondescript red brick two-story apartment building on Taylor Street. Max and Feliks had informed the GRU team about the estimated time of their arrival and their skirmish with the police. Volkov and Alexandrova were to be ready for the transfer handover, and a doctor was to be on site to tend to Feliks’s wounds.

Feliks parked a couple of blocks away from the safehouse. During their hour and a half drive, they hadn’t noticed anyone following them, and they didn’t expect anyone would, because of the vehicle switch. However, one could never be too careful, considering their assignment and the hostile environment in which they were operating.

Max walked a couple of steps in front of Feliks, to make it clear who was in charge. After the shooting, Feliks’s attitude had improved, but only slightly. He still harbored a certain amount of resentment that this was not his operation. Max shrugged. I’ve treated him fairly.

When he came around the corner, a black Cadillac Escalade was parked very close to the back entrance to the apartment building. The transport vehicle. According to Max’s specifications—as per the standard FSB transportation protocol of highly valuable detainees—the Escalade was to be armored, with run-flat tires, bullet-resistant windows, doors, and engine compartment. He stopped and ran his hand over the hood of the black beauty, admiring its flawless design. The powerful SUV boasted a 6.2L V8 engine that produced 420 horsepower.

“You can’t wait,” Feliks said.

Max smiled. “You’re right.”

He was still walking to the back door of the apartment building, when it opened and a blond man stepped outside. He was wearing a black-and-orange leather bomber jacket. He nodded at Max and said, “Morning. My name’s Rustem Khasilik.”

“Maximillian Thornichinovich, well, Max Thorne, as Americans like to call me…” Max shook the GRU team leader’s hand.

Khasilik gave Max a sideways glance.

Max said, “Long story.”

“Well, come in.”

He entered the narrow hall, followed by Khasilik, who took Feliks to one of the bedrooms. The doctor had already arrived and was waiting to treat Feliks’s wounds. Max made his way to the kitchen. He nodded at a couple of GRU operatives, then his eyes rested on Volkov, who was sitting on a couch and reading a newspaper. The man hadn’t noticed Max, so he turned his head toward the blonde woman standing by the window. He thought he had recognized her from somewhere, but couldn’t be certain because he could only see a part of her profile. A white butterfly bandage covered parts of a dark bruise on the side of her forehead.

As she turned around, it dawned on him. She was the woman who had been at the Sheremetyevo International Airport when the incident had taken place. Afterwards, no one had been able to locate her … But there she was, Avelina Alexandrova, the associate of the traitor…

The woman gave Max a knowing smile, then said to Volkov, “Our man is here…”

Volkov looked up right away. His eyes also flickered with warmth and recognition, and Max thought he noticed a hint of déjà vu. Have we ever met? Perhaps a meeting, or a training session. He racked his brain but came up empty. Volkov put his paper away and stood up. “Mr. Thornichinovich, I assume?” He stepped forward for a handshake.

“Sit down, old man,” someone shouted from the kitchen.

Max shook Volkov’s hand, but said nothing.

“Are you here to take me home?” Volkov’s voice rang sincere with a certain amount of eagerness.

“You sound like you’re going on a vacation.” Khasilik walked into the living room. “You’re going to jail, then you’ll be shot.”

Volkov ignored Khasilik’s outburst and kept his eyes on Max’s face. Max said, “Yes, you’re going back to Russia with me and my partner.”

Volkov glanced to Max’s right side. “Him?”

Max shook his head. “No, Khasilik’s job is done.”

“Not yet. Not until he gets into the transport vehicle,” the GRU team leader said.

“Yes. And that will be in fifteen minutes. My partner needs some medical attention.”

“What happened?” Volkov’s voice rang with genuine concern.

“Nothing that involves you,” Khasilik said.

Max shrugged. “We had some complications, but things have cleared up.”

“The police,” said Volkov’s associate. “You ran into the police…”

Max nodded. “You’re right, Ms. Alexandrova.”

“Call me Ava.”

Khasilik said, “No one asked you anything, did we?”

Ava gave him an irritated smile. “I wasn’t talking to you.”

Khasilik stepped forward, but Max reached for his arm. “I’ve got this.”

The GRU operative pushed Max’s arm away. He eyed Ava for a long moment, but she returned a defiant glare. “Watch your mouth, or I’ll take you to the basement. And you won’t like it.”

“I’ve got this,” Max said again.

Khasilik nodded, but remained in his place, just four feet away from Ava.

Max said, “Let’s just all take a seat. We have to wait. Is there any coffee?”

“No,” one of the agents replied from the kitchen.

Max shrugged. “We’ll get some at the airport.” He looked at Khasilik, who was still standing, while Volkov had returned to his couch with Ava sitting next to him. “Get me the action report and the rest of the files.”

Khasilik nodded and gestured to the men in the kitchen. One of them made his way into the hall and returned shortly with a few manila folders. He handed them to Max, who began to browse through the pages. He studied them for about a minute, then looked at Volkov. The man had returned to his paper, seemingly without a care in the world. His calm had begun to unnerve Max. He had escorted dozens of people to prisons, courthouses, safehouses. The detainees were never this calm and peaceful, unless they had a backup plan. 

A plan that involved an escape. 

Max had a stellar record. No one had ever escaped while in his custody. Things aren’t about to change now. Neither Volkov nor Ava are escaping on my watch.

He flipped through the report’s pages, looking to learn something new and useful. He was searching in particular for something that could support his theory that Volkov was fighting a private war. Max just couldn’t shrug off his deep premonition that something personal had happened to drive Volkov into starting the series of assassinations. Max trusted his hunches. They had never been wrong.

There was nothing in the report.

He sighed and looked up, just as Feliks came into the kitchen. His entire left forearm was bandaged. Feliks met Max’s worried eyes and said, “Looks worse than it is. The doctor insisted on strapping the entire wrist and elbow, to avoid any reopening of the wound. But it’s all good.” Feliks wiggled his fingers.

“All right. Then we should go.” Max closed the folder. “I’ll hold on to these.”

Khasilik shrugged. “Just make sure they don’t fall into the wrong hands.”

“They won’t.”

Volkov and Ava stood up at about the same time.

“Feliks,” Max said.

His GRU partner pulled out a couple of metal handcuffs from one of his jacket pockets. “Ladies first.” He walked over to Ava.

She put her hands in front of her.

When it was Volkov’s turn, Khasilik walked over from the kitchen. “Allow me the pleasure.”

He twisted the man’s arms so hard behind his back that a cry escaped his lips. He winced in pain and leaned forward as the cuffs clasped his hands together. “There,” Khasilik said, “Now he’s ready to see our motherland again. For the last time…”

Volkov offered Khasilik a scowl. “I think we’ll meet again. At that time, I won’t be this polite.”

Khasilik grinned. “Dream on, old man, dream on.”

“I’ll take it from here.” Max held the detainee’s right arm gently, eager to end his humiliation. “Gentlemen, thank you for your hospitality.” He tried to keep his voice as neutral as possible while his words carried the sting.

Khasilik said nothing, but the evil grin never left his face. His eyes spoke louder and clearer than anything he could have said. The obvious message was: This isn’t over.


 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Ten

 

 

Maryland State Route 200

Montgomery County, Maryland

United States of America

 

By now, their faces would have been splashed on all “be-on-the-lookout-for” police alerts from Virginia to Maryland and beyond. So Max was extremely careful. He avoided most of the major roads and large intersections, the obvious locations where the police, or the FBI, if they were involved, would set up checkpoints. Max obeyed all traffic laws and signs, never driving over the speed limit or doing anything to put their operation at risk. He drove east of Silver Spring in Maryland, but still within the Capital Beltway. They made their way around Wheaton Regional Park, further north in Maryland, and turned toward Colesville, Montgomery County.

The detour and the law-abiding driving added a considerable amount to their schedule, but delays were the least of their worries. Time was not of the essence, since the team would be taking a private jet. The airplane would be ready whenever the package arrived.

They spent most of the time in silence. Max had tried to strike up a conversation with Volkov, but after the first few exchanges, the discussion inevitably turned to the situation at hand. Volkov had vehemently denied the charges of treason and engaging in any subversive activity against Russia. “I love our country; I love our motherland,” he said more than once. Max wanted to ask him specifically about the murders of the GRU operatives, but he doubted Volkov would tell the truth in front of his associate and Feliks.

At some point, Max turned on the radio, wondering if the Lakeside Café shooting had made the local news. He switched on from one channel to the other, but there was nothing. Feliks went online on his tablet and found a few Twitter posts that covered the incident—pictures of the aftermath showing the shattered glass windows and the area cordoned off with yellow tape. Considering no one had been killed in the gunfire exchange and that the perpetrators were still on the run, it made sense the police would be tight-lipped about the investigation.

Max glanced at the rearview mirror as he had done every couple of minutes or so ever since they left the safehouse. There had been nothing there but regular drivers minding their own business. Max let most of them pass him, and they did so without as much as a second glance at the Escalade. But he wouldn’t relax, not until the airplane’s wheels touched the Moscow airport runway. And even then, he’d still be on high alert, just as he was at this very moment.

This fevered state had heightened Max’s senses. That’s how—out of the corner of his eye—he detected a large dump truck switching lanes and speeding toward them. It had been hidden at the rear of a tractor trailer, which had followed the black Escalade for the last couple of minutes. Max sat up straighter in the seat and glanced at Feliks. “We’ve got company.”

Feliks nodded. He had noticed the zooming truck, so he pulled his MP-443 Grach 9mm pistol from his shoulder holster. He cocked it, then glanced at Max. “Ready to say ‘Hello’.”

Max reached inside his shirt and pulled out a thin silver necklace with a small angular cross for a pendant that was hanging around his neck. He ran his fingers along the cross, almost instinctively, as he did most times when he found himself squeezed into a tight corner. The necklace gave him peace, helped him think and make important decisions that could mean the difference between life and death.

The truck was gaining on them. Max moved further to the right of the three-lane divided highway. With shoulders on both sides, there was plenty of room for sudden, last-moment maneuvering.

Feliks looked at Volkov. “Are these your people?”

Ava shook her head. “No, they’re not.”

Volkov said, “If these were my people, you’d be dead already.” His voice was calm, matter-of-fact, without any pretense.

He wasn’t scared, and that fact worried Max. Either he’s insanely brave, or a stone-faced liar.

Max’s eyes went to the side mirror. The grille of the dump truck was getting larger and larger. He tried to look through the truck’s windshield, but the sunlight caused a glare. He couldn’t make out the face of the driver or of any passengers in the large cabin. There was a slight, very slight chance that the truck driver was just trying to pass them, annoyed at being stuck behind a tractor trailer for so long. Considering Max’s line of business, he knew this wasn’t coincidence.

As if he needed confirmation, the truck’s window on the passenger side began to come down. The barrel of a submachine gun appeared. The gunman began to point it at their Escalade.

“Gun, gun!” Max shouted.

He pulled at the steering wheel just as bullets hammered the side and the back of the SUV. The vehicle could sustain endless volleys of the small-caliber bullets fired by the gunman. They were not armored-piercing rounds, as no bullets had penetrated the Escalade’s shields. They wouldn’t use such bullets. Whoever wants Volkov, wants him alive.

Max straightened the wheel and moved into the next lane. He switched gears and flattened the gas pedal. The SUV began to pull away from the heavy dump truck. They were still within a pistol’s maximum firing range, so Feliks slid half his body out of the window and aimed his pistol at the truck.

The driver had taken notice and swung the steering wheel.

Not fast enough.

Feliks’s quick burst struck the windshield. To his surprise, the bullets formed a spiderweb crack, but didn’t shatter the glass. “Bulletproof glass,” he shouted.

“I use armor piercing rounds,” Ava said.

“Would you be quiet now?” Max said.

Feliks cursed as more rounds pounded against the rear of the Escalade. Max swerved around the vehicle in front of him—a grayish sedan—then switched lanes again, weaving his way into traffic. He had to step on the brakes to avoid a collision with a slow-moving van, then accelerated and forced himself into a gap between a sedan and a Jeep.

The gap was too small.

The right corner of the Escalade crushed into the rear of the sedan. The force of the impact spun the sedan around. The driver lost control, and the car swerved into the next lane. A white truck crashed into its side and sent the sedan rolling across the lanes.

“Good job,” said Volkov.

Max detected no trace of sarcasm in the man’s voice, but the maneuver wasn’t his best job. However, it had bought them some time, and they had increased the distance from the dump truck.

Not by much.

Max looked at the side mirror as the dump truck veered around the crash site by driving into the shoulder. The driver returned onto the center lane, and the truck began to pick up speed.

Feliks had pulled his AK-105 5.45×39mm carbine from a black duffel bag set by his feet. Before leaving the safehouse, the team had significantly increased its firepower. Max had anticipated trouble, as he always did, and was seldom wrong. Feliks racked the slide, then switched the rifle to fully automatic. He returned to his position, but it was hard to wield the rifle. Max tried to keep the Escalade steady and drive in a straight line, but that made them an easier target. Bullets must be striking all around Feliks, considering his string of curses.

He fell back into his seat. Blood had appeared over his torn jacket.

“You’re hit,” Max said.

“A scratch.” Feliks shrugged. “The earlier wound also burst open.”

Max checked the side mirror. All three lanes around them were clear of traffic but for the monster breathing down their neck. He reached for the gear shift. “Hold on, everyone.”

He threw the car into reverse and kept going for a few moments in a straight line. Then he lifted his foot off the gas. He yanked hard at the wheel, turning it a hundred and eighty degrees, keeping his left hand down. The maneuver threw him against the door as the SUV began to spin around. “Get ready,” he said to Feliks.

About halfway through the maneuver, Max threw the gear shift forward. He turned the steering wheel up and accelerated, as the Escalade shot forward.

Feliks was ready for the right moment. He fired at the truck driver as the two vehicles kept going toward a head-on collision. Feliks’s bullets stitched a ribbon along the windshield. He concentrated his firepower to the driver’s side, hoping at least one, if not more, of the bullets would be able to pierce the glass. It was possible, especially if he fired two or three times at the same exact spot.

The dump truck kept barreling toward the SUV.

Max gently turned the steering wheel to the left and began to switch lanes.

The truck driver tried to block the escape. In doing so, he exposed his side. 

Feliks aimed his rifle fire at the driver’s window, letting out a long volley. The bullets shattered the window and a couple struck the driver. He fell backwards, then his head dropped onto the steering wheel. The truck began to veer to the right.

Max stepped on the gas pedal, and the Escalade zipped out of the path of the dump truck, missing the right corner of the large hood by mere inches.

The truck swerved across the lanes like a wounded snake. Then the driver—if he were still alive—or the passenger regained control of the truck, but only for a moment. The truck swerved another time, then flipped onto the driver’s side. It slid forward for a few yards, scraping the asphalt and lifting sparks. Then the hopper fell off.

The next moment, a gigantic explosion engulfed the truck in bright yellow flames. Black smoke began to curl up from the scorched wreckage.

Max looked at Feliks. “How goes it?”

Feliks shrugged. “It goes. They’re not doing so well.”

Max nodded, then turned his head. “How are you doing?”

Ava gave him a small smile. “I’m okay.”

She didn’t look a bit shaken by the ordeal, but then Max wasn’t expecting her to be.

Volkov nodded. “You did pretty well. I’m impressed.”

Ava said, “And that doesn’t happen often.”

Max nodded. “We can’t identify them now or hang around. We’ve got to go.”

He was beginning to turn the SUV around from the shoulder where he had parked when he noticed a silver Jeep gaining on them. He wanted to think that the driver was an impatient man, in such a hurry to something so important that he wouldn’t let a burning truck stop him.

But Max knew better.

All traffic in the three lanes had come to a stop. No one was going anywhere—except for the silver Jeep. Max looked at Feliks and said, “Silver Jeep. Driving up the shoulder.”

Feliks nodded. “Let’s get ready for them.”


 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Eleven

 

 

Maryland State Route 200

Montgomery County, Maryland

United States of America

 

“Who are these people, and how did they find us?” Volkov asked in a voice full of frustration.

“I should ask you that question,” Max replied.

“They don’t work for me. They’re shooting at all of us.”

Max floored the engine as they swerved around the smoke-billowing wreckage. “They want to kill us, so you can escape.”

Volkov shook his head. “It’s not that.”

Ava said, “You have a traitor in your team.”

The thought had occurred to Max before she said the words. He and Feliks had been extremely careful and vigilant. No one had been following them since they left the safehouse. The only other possibility was that someone had planted a tracking device in the Escalade. Max didn’t have the tools, the training, or the time to find the bug that was transmitting their location to whoever wanted Volkov. Max said, “So you have nothing to do with this?”

“None whatsoever.” Volkov’s voice was firm. “This isn’t my style.”

Feliks said, “We don’t want to know what that is.”

Ava said, “If you give us guns, we’ll show you.”

“Over my dead body,” Feliks said.

Max ignored her words and looked at the side mirror. The Jeep was still there, drawing closer. There was no traffic up ahead, so Max kept his foot on the gas pedal. But he knew this wasn’t sustainable. Sooner or later, they’d hit traffic, and the Jeep would catch up to them. Their flight would soon be over, and they’d have to fight.

Max glanced at Feliks to inform him of the decision, but as Max turned his head, he noticed another vehicle appearing in the rearview mirror. A white pickup truck. Max bit his lip. It was now clear he wouldn’t be able to evade both pursuers. But would they be able to fight them both?

Feliks said, “More bad guys.”

“Yeah. You ready?”

Feliks slammed a new magazine into his AK-105 carbine, then loaded another AK rifle for Max. “Let’s put an end to this.” He picked a couple of smoke grenades from the duffel bag. “Plan B?”

“B plus.”

Feliks took two fragmentation grenades. “We’re good now.” 

“Hold on.”

Max tapped the brakes, then drove the Escalade onto the shoulder near the median. When he stopped, Feliks handed him the rifle and the duffle bag. Max stepped outside and threw the duffle bag over his shoulders. “Don’t go anywhere,” he said to Volkov and Ava, and for good measure, removed the car keys from the ignition.

“Don’t get killed,” Ava said.

Max grinned. “Not planning on it.”

He left the door open and ran toward the sloping median. He lay flat on his stomach, put the duffel bag next to him, and used the metal guardrail for cover. Max aimed his rifle at the Jeep, which was now about seventy yards away. The Jeep was most likely armored, and his bullets would do little to stop the attackers. But the volley would slow them down, hopefully enough for Feliks to get to a good position and use the grenades.

He laid a heavy curtain of fire, concentrating his rounds on the Jeep’s tires and the hood. Some of the rounds struck the windshield, which, as expected, didn’t shatter. The driver swerved left and right, but kept advancing, albeit at a slower speed.

Max’s eyes found Feliks moving forward through the grassy patch next to the tree line. There was a fence separating the forested area from the grassland, but overhanging branches still offered a certain amount of protection. Feliks stopped for a moment and fired a quick burst.

The Jeep stopped.

It was the moment they had been waiting for.

Max unzipped the duffel bag and pulled out one of the smoke grenades. It was of the canister type, silver-colored, about eight inches long and two inches thick. Once it had exploded, it would serve to effectively screen Feliks’s movements from the enemy.

He pulled the grenade’s ring and threw the grenade as hard as he could. It shot upward in a large arc and fell a few feet away from the Jeep. White smoke erupted, veiling the vehicle from sight.

Max reached into the duffel bag and took a fragmentation grenade. Unlike the first, this one was designed to pepper the enemy with deadly shrapnel on impact. Depending on the armor level protection of the Jeep, the grenade’s metal fragments could be completely useless, or cut through the vehicle like a drill gun through drywall.

Max repeated the same gesture. The grenade shot through the thickening smoke wall. The explosion came maybe two seconds later along with a bright orange flash.

Uncertain of their tactics’ success, Max turned his head toward Feliks, but didn’t see him. Max waited for a few seconds, but Feliks was nowhere to be found. Is he crawling, and that’s why I can’t see him? He glanced back at the Escalade. Volkov’s head was not visible through the tinted window.

A string of bullets kicked up dirt next to Max. He slid further down the median, moving fast and away from where the bullets had landed. The shooters might be firing blindly, but stray bullets killed the same as those aimed at the target.

He advanced about ten yards and readied another fragmentation grenade. Sporadic gunfire from the Jeep, or the truck—Max couldn’t be certain, as the smoke curtain had stretched across the highway—came from at least two locations. Then a long volley came from the other side. That has to be Feliks. Kill them all, whoever they are.

He pulled the grenade’s ring and threw it at the stopped Jeep. Before the explosion, Max fired the rest of his magazine. He dropped to a knee and reloaded the rifle. Then he looked across the highway and into the grass, looking for Feliks, but he wasn’t there. Come on, Feliks. Where are you?

Max listened for a moment.

No gunfire.

Max looked at the Escalade and could barely believe his eyes. Ava was dashing toward Feliks’s location. What is she doing? Where is Volkov? “Hey, stop, stop. Get back—”

A couple of gunshots whizzed dangerously close to his head. His voice had betrayed his position. He rolled onto the grass, then moved to the right, closer to the Jeep, making as little noise as possible. His plan was to flank the vehicle and come up behind it.

When he had advanced about six or seven yards, he fired a couple of quick bursts. Gaps had formed in the thinning veil of smoke, and the Jeep’s outlines were visible. Max thought he noticed at least one body sprawled onto the asphalt. He put a few bullets into that body.

Single shots came from the other side. “Feliks, hey, Feliks?” he shouted as loud as he could.

Before anyone could answer, the white pickup truck turned sharply, almost ending up in the median. Max aimed his rifle at the truck, but its driver had no intention of staying in the firefight. He sped in the other direction.

Max turned his attention to the Jeep’s occupants. As he walked around the back, he noticed a second body stretched near the rear wheel. The body was face down, so Max couldn’t identify him. But the black-and-orange leather bomber jacket did all the talking. The dead, or wounded, man was the GRU team leader, Khasilik.

Max began to seethe, but his rage was replaced by shock as his eyes returned to the grassland. Instead of Feliks, he found Ava. She was standing tall, was no longer handcuffed, and was holding a rifle aimed at the Jeep.
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“Put it down. Slowly,” Max shouted as he turned his rifle upon Ava.

“Feliks needs help. He’s wounded.” Ava tossed the rifle into the grass and dropped to her knees.

“What?” Max rushed toward her.

“He’s shot in the chest. That’s why I rushed out of the Escalade.”

Max leaned over Feliks. His face had turned pale, and he was barely breathing. Blood was gushing from at least two wounds. Max slowly opened Feliks’s jacket and glanced at the larger wound. It was just under the last rib on the right side. The wound was deep and looked bad.

Max sighed. He had seen this before. He wanted to say something encouraging to his partner, but he also didn’t want the last words that Feliks heard to be lies. He knelt next to Feliks and lifted his head. “Brother, you fought well. You … you did all you could.”

Feliks let out a weak cough, and a trickle of blood came out of the corner of his lips.

Max wiped it with his hand.

It seemed like Feliks was trying to speak, so Max leaned closer to the dying man. There was a gasp, a very low gasp, then a feeble whisper, “Max … I’m sorry…”

“No, no, no, don’t be sorry. You’re the best, Feliks. You fought like a lion.”

Now he was looking at the lifeless eyes of Feliks, who had given up his spirit.

Max swallowed hard and sniffled back tears welling up in his eyes. He gently ran his hand over Feliks’s face and closed his eyes. Then he exhaled hard and cursed the way things had turned. He looked at Ava, who gave him a truly heart-felt look. “I wish I could have helped him…”

Max nodded and stood up. “I’ll bring the SUV around.”

“Give me the keys, and I’ll do it.”

“I don’t think so.”

“Do you think we’ll escape?”

“I do.” Max picked up Feliks’s rifle, which Ava had tossed a few feet away. “You betrayed our country.”

Ava stepped closer to Max. “I love Russia. I didn’t betray my motherland.”

“The evidence shows otherwise.”

“Once you talk to Volkov, you might change your mind.”

“I doubt it. Let’s go.” He gestured for her to walk in front of him. “How did you remove the handcuffs?”

Ava shrugged. “Bobby pin. He left them too loose…”

When they reached the Escalade, Volkov was still there. He gave Max a sad and tired look and said, “How’s Feliks?”

“He’s gone.” Max put the rifles on the front passenger seat, then found a pair of white plastic flex cuffs in the glove compartment and turned to Ava. She put her hands behind her back, and he handcuffed Ava, before she sat next to Volkov.

Before he could close the rear door, Volkov said, “I’m sorry about Feliks. I know you were good friends.”

“All this happened because of you…”

“Your partner just died—”

“He didn’t die. He was killed, by people who wanted to save your worthless life.”

“Max, I know how you must be feeling—”

Max brought up his rifle and pointed it at Volkov’s head. “What do you know about my feelings?”

Volkov drew in a deep breath. “I’ve had men and women die on my watch. You feel furious, hurt, depressed, and powerless, all at the same time. I’m saying that I understand what you must be going through.” He cocked his head toward the rifle. “Now, get that thing out of my face…”

Ava said, “One of the dead bodies there was Khasilik, the GRU chief.”

“What?” Volkov shifted in his seat.

“That doesn’t change anything.” Max slammed shut the door.

When he climbed into the driver’s seat, Volkov said, “That doesn’t change anything? That changes everything. You know you can’t trust GRU anymore.”

Max yanked the wheel and turned the Escalade around. “I don’t work for GRU.”

“But you work with them.”

“Khasilik’s dead, and his team is gone. That doesn’t mean I can’t trust all of the agency.”

“Deep down you know your faith is shattered. Can you trust the next GRU team?”

Max didn’t answer. Volkov was right, but Max wasn’t about to admit it. He stopped the SUV next to Feliks’s body and picked him up. Max laid him gently in the Escalade’s third row of seats, then cast a sweeping glance at the scene. It looked like a war zone, the air thick with the burning smell of rubber. The smoke had mostly dispersed, and a dead body was visible in the driver’s seat of the shredded Jeep.

Max glanced across the highway. A number of drivers had stopped on the shoulder and were curiously looking at the unusual scene unfolding in front of their eyes. Thankfully, no one was recording or taking pictures of the carnage. Max retrieved the duffel bag and returned to the driver’s seat. He hit the gas, and the Escalade jerked forward.

“What’s the plan now?” Volkov asked.

Max said nothing. He had no plan, not yet, but his mind was on overdrive, pondering his options. He thought about Khasilik and his betrayal. What was the motive? Money? Did Volkov pay the GRU chief so that he could arrange for his escape? Was this an attempt by the GRU to eliminate Volkov as payback for his killings of the GRU operatives? If that’s the case, why didn’t they get rid of him while he was in their custody? Max shook his head. It’s easier to execute the hit while en route, and blame it on Volkov’s attempting to escape.

A new thought crossed his mind and darkened his face. What if … what if they’re trying to put this on me? Help Volkov escape, or kill him, and blame me for either. He clenched his teeth. That’s not going to happen. I’m not going to betray my country like Khasilik or Volkov. Never.

He found Volkov’s face in the rearview mirror. “How much did you promise them?”

Volkov shook his head. “I told you this is not me. I’m not doing any of this.”

Ava nodded. “He’s telling the truth. If we were planning to escape, we wouldn’t have been caught.”

Max blinked. “Are you saying you wanted to be caught?”

Before Volkov or Ava could answer him, Max’s phone rang. He glanced at the screen, but the caller’s number was identified only as “Private.” He hesitated for a moment, and the phone rang again. Max picked it up. “Yes…”

“I’d like to talk to Mr. Thornichinovich,” said a strong voice in Russian. His words sounded like a demand, rather than a simple request.

“And who is this?” Max tried to give his voice a thicker tone than usual.

“This is Ratimir Tupolev. Perhaps you’ve heard of me?”

“I haven’t…”

“It doesn’t matter. Now you have. You have something of mine, and I want it back.”

Max looked at the rearview mirror. Volkov’s face showed no emotions. Max said, “What might that be?”

“Who. I want Valery Volkov. My sources tell me that he’s still in your custody. Is that correct?”

Max didn’t reply right away.

Tupolev said, “I’ll take your silence as a ‘yes,’ and that’s good.”

“You might be mistaken.”

“I don’t think so. But even if I am, my proposal will change your mind.” Tupolev sounded truly convinced, as if the deed was already concluded. “A million dollars, US dollars, for Mr. Volkov. His assistant … you can keep her, do with her whatever pleases you.”

“Do you think he’s for sale?”

“Of course he is. Is my price not to your liking? Because, if that’s the case, I’m willing to double it…”

“Mr. Tupolev, even if Volkov is for sale, I’m not…”

“Mr. Thornichinovich, you’ve been in the intelligence business long enough to know that everything is for sale…”

“Not everything. Not me.”

“I’d like you to reconsider. And let me give you an incentive: another million. Now the price for Volkov is three million dollars.”

Max shook his head. “We seem to have a problem in communication. Are you having trouble hearing me?”

“No, I hear you very well.”

“Then you must not understand. I will not, I repeat, I will not, under any circumstances, hand over Volkov or Alexandrova.”

He looked at the rearview mirror, regretting speaking so clearly. Volkov seemed to be smiling. Shouldn’t he be upset about my refusal? Ava’s thin eyebrows were arched and her suspicious eyes clearly showed her surprise.

A moment of tense silence, then Tupolev said, “You’re making a rash and wrong decision, but I understand you need some time to think. You have one hour. One hour to reassess the situation.”

“There’s nothing to—”

“I’m not finished, so don’t interrupt me.” Tupolev’s voice turned into an irritated shout. “Listen to the last incentive: your life. If you hand over Volkov, I will spare your life.”

“You make it sound like it’s yours…”

“It is, Mr. Thornichinovich. It’s mine to take. Think about it, then call this number.”

“I wouldn’t wait by the phone.”

“My men missed the first time, but they won’t miss again.”

“They’re all dead, and if you send more, they’ll meet the same fate.”

“Your cockiness will get you killed. Remember, one hour.”

Max shrugged and ended the call. He let out a deep sigh, then glanced at Volkov. “There’s an offer on your head. Three million dollars. As you heard, I said ‘No’.”

“I would have taken it,” Ava said.

Max looked at her. Ava was grinning in such a way that he couldn’t determine if she was serious or not. 

Max said, “You’re extremely valuable to a certain Mr. Tupolev.”

Volkov’s face twisted into an ugly scowl. He leaned forward and cursed Tupolev. “That traitor wants me dead.”

“He’s paying three million dollars to kill you?”

Volkov nodded. “Yes, after he’s extracted every secret out of me.”

Max eased off on the gas and thought about the briefing session with the GRU Captain Kasparova and the SVR Deputy Director Blokhin. They had mentioned that Volkov was working with a powerful millionaire who was buying Cold War secrets. So Max said, “You’ve already sold intelligence to Tupolev.”

The angry glare remained on Volkov’s face. “Whatever they’ve told you, I haven’t given Tupolev a single piece of information, regardless of his offers or threats…”

“Did you meet with him?”

“I did meet him, yes. Aboard his yacht, somewhere in the Mediterranean. He promised me five million dollars for information about my time in the KGB. I refused, of course, just like you.” A small smile flashed on Volkov’s face for a brief moment.

Max nodded. “What happened when he refused?”

“Tupolev asked me to reconsider. I said I would, to bide time and avoid bloodshed. Ava was ready to kill them all.”

“You should have let me,” Ava’s voice rang with true regret. “There were only five of them.”

“Perhaps I should have, and we wouldn’t have been in this predicament. But, here we are.” 

Max tried to process all this new information. He wasn’t prepared for this turn of events. But then, nothing could have ever prepared someone for such a situation. “I’ve got to think about this and decide…”

“We can help,” Volkov said.

“Of course you can, in exchange for your freedom,” Max said.

“No, I’m tired of running. I don’t want to escape.”

“I don’t believe you.”

Ava leaned forward. “Before Tupolev’s call, we were telling you about how if we desired to escape, we would have not been caught in the first place.”

Max studied her face for a quick moment, then returned his eyes to the highway. Traffic had become heavier, so Max had to tap the brake pedal. “Why did you want to get caught?”

Volkov smiled. “The smartest thing you’ve said so far. I’ll answer that, and tell you everything you want to know, once we’re somewhere safe.”

“We are safe.”

Volkov shook his head. “The GRU team killed your friend and tracked this vehicle. As far as we know, there might be a recorder hidden somewhere here. They might be listening to every word…”

Max bit his lip. The thought hadn’t occurred to him, as he’d been busy with trying to keep himself and the rest of his team alive. Even if Volkov was wrong, they needed a new vehicle. Something clean and safe. The police were already looking for Max and Feliks even before the highway shootings. They could drive only so far in a bullet-riddled Escalade…

He thought about his answer for a long moment as they came to one of the signs announcing the next exit. Max turned the steering wheel and peeled off the highway. “We’ll find new transport and a hotel. Then, you’ll tell me everything.”

Volkov nodded. “Sounds like a good plan, Max.”

Max thought about asking Ava about the last time he had seen her, at the Sheremetyevo International Airport, and her involvement in what had taken place. But Volkov’s words echoed in his mind. If there was a recording device in the Escalade, Max didn’t want it to have every single word of their conversation. He shook his head. I’ll wait until we find a safe place. Then, she’ll tell me everything.
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Max avoided the main routes leading onto Fairland and instead made a series of turns, going around most intersections and driving through backstreets and behind buildings whenever it was possible. When he noticed an Enterprise Rent-A-Car, he parked the Escalade at the half-empty parking lot of a McDonald’s, a few blocks away from the rental company. He turned off the engine and removed the keys. Then he moved Volkov to the driver’s seat and cuffed his hands to the steering wheel. “Needless to say, don’t try to leave the SUV.”

Volkov nodded.

“Needless to say,” Ava said.

Max put both rifles and Feliks’s Grach pistol into the duffel bag and locked the bag in a special compartment at the rear of the Escalade. He slid his pistol back into his holster and headed toward the fast food restaurant. In the bathroom, he cleaned himself as much as he could. A large bloodstain had marked the side of his black jacket. Feliks’s blood. Max clenched his teeth, thinking of his partner’s body getting cold in the back of the SUV. Although his killers had been eliminated, Max still felt revenge sizzling in his entire being. I won’t stop until Tupolev has paid for taking Feliks’s life.

Max drew in a series of deep breaths and studied his face in the mirror. His eyes had turned into small slits, and his facial muscles were tight. He tried to relax, so that he wouldn’t come across as intimidating or suspicious to the car rental clerk, or draw the wrong kind of attention.

He didn’t leave the bathroom until he felt confident that he looked presentable. As he marched toward the car rental building, he looked at the Escalade. Its doors were closed, and Volkov and Ava were still inside. He felt uneasy leaving them, especially after what had happened the last time. But she had rushed to assist Feliks. Or at least that’s what she said. During their conversation, both Volkov and Ava had made it clear that they had no intention of escaping. Are they trying to mess with my mind? Max shrugged. I have to secure new transport. Then, I won’t let them out of sight.

He presented a fake driver’s license and credit card at the car rental agency. Business seemed to be slow, and the clerk was eager to rent Max whatever vehicle he wanted. Max chose a white Ford Expedition full-size SUV. While the clerk prepared the paperwork, he searched for a hotel and booked a room at a Hampton Inn & Suites about eleven miles north. Then he picked up the SUV and returned to the McDonald’s parking lot. 

As expected, the detainees were both there, and Max breathed easier when he saw them. He studied the rest of the parking lot and the surrounding area, but no one was paying attention to them. Max had turned the Escalade at such an angle that most of the bullet holes and cracked glass were not visible unless someone walked up to the SUV. “Let’s go,” Max told Volkov and Ava.

“Did you have any trouble at the rental agency?” Volkov said.

“No. We should now be clear.”

He moved Feliks’s body and everything he needed from the Escalade, then escorted Volkov and Ava into the Ford. Two minutes later, they were on Columbia Pike, heading north toward Burtonsville.

Volkov asked, “What’s the plan now?”

Max pulled out his phone. “We have a hotel a few minutes away from here. But first, I need to make another call.”

“I hope you’re not calling the GRU…”

“Did I ask for advice?”

“No, but I’m giving it anyway.”

Max shook his head. “Are you always this patronizing?”

Ava said, “Most of the time.”

Volkov shook his head. “It’s experience.”

Max said nothing. He wasn’t planning to talk to anyone from the GRU. And one needed no experience to conclude that it wasn’t a good idea to call the agency whose operatives had just betrayed them. It mattered little if they were acting under direct or indirect orders or entirely on their own. Max had neither the time nor the inclination to find out the truth. Not if SVR Deputy Director Blokhin could provide the necessary assistance. His personal cellphone number was not in the files that were handed to Max, but he had leveraged his network of contacts to secure those important digits to use only in extreme situations, like this one.

He stopped on the side of the road and stepped out of the SUV without a word to either Volkov or Ava. He entered Blokhin’s number while making some mental calculations about the time difference. Moscow was seven hours ahead of Maryland. Yes, Blokhin is awake and will answer.

He did, but not until after the fifth ring. “SVR Deputy Director Blokhin. Who is calling?”

Max was using his personal phone, registered under a fake name that Blokhin wouldn’t recognize. Max said, “This is FSB Agent Thornichinovich. I have some bad news.”

“Is the detainee dead?”

“No, both Volkov and Alexandrova are all right.”

“Oh, that’s good,” Blokhin said, but Max thought he noticed a hint of disappointment in the SVR official’s voice. “So, what is the bad news?”

“Agent Khasilik attacked me and Agent Feliks Katin.”

“What? Why?”

“I don’t know, but I can come to only one conclusion—”

“They wanted to free Volkov.”

“Yes. Now they’re both dead.”

“Dead … Tell me how it all happened,” Blokhin said in a somber tone.

Max gave him a brief account of the events, starting with his and Feliks’s arrival at the safehouse in Washington, DC. Blokhin asked a series of clarifying questions, then, when Max was finished, asked, “Have you talked to Captain Kasparova?”

“Once, just as we were leaving the safehouse. I confirmed we picked up the detainees.”

“Good. Don’t call her under any circumstances, and also don’t take her calls.”

Max flinched at the sharp tone of Blokhin’s voice and the strictness of his order. “Do you think the captain is involved in the attempted escape?”

“No, I wouldn’t make such accusations without absolute proof. However, until we get such proof, or we find out the captain had nothing to do with this, it’s better if you don’t communicate with her.”

“Does that mean you will inform her?”

“Yes, I’ll tell her about what happened and ask her to investigate. We’re also going to look into this,” he said more as an afterthought.

Max nodded and said nothing.

“Where are you now?”

“En route to the airport, but I’m stopping at a hotel on the way there.”

“Which one?”

“Hampton Inn & Suites in southeast Columbia, Maryland.”

“Why there?”

“I didn’t want to stay any closer to Fairland. By now, the police probably have found the Escalade…”

“Good thinking. I’ll send a backup team from the airport. Three men. One will take the body; the rest will assist you to get the detainees to the airport.”

Max wasn’t sure what to say. He certainly could use support, but whether he needed it or not, that was another question. Blokhin had given Max no reason to be suspicious. The SVR deputy director had been the one who had handpicked Max for this assignment. Still, Max was ill at ease about giving Blokhin the hotel’s location.

Blokhin said, “Are you still there?”

“Yes, I’m here.”

“Thirty minutes. The team will be at the hotel in thirty minutes. What room is it?”

Max gave Blokhin the suite number.

“Good. Wait there, and, like I said, don’t call the captain or anyone else for that matter.”

“I won’t.”

“Hold in there. You’ve done a great job so far. With a bit of help, you’ll finish it without a flaw.”

“I hope so.”

“You will. I have no doubts you will.”

Blokhin ended the call, and Max returned to the Ford. When he got in the driver’s seat, Volkov said, “Did you ask for help?”

Max didn’t reply.

Volkov said, “It was a bad idea.”

Max shook his head. “No, considering who’s after you and what we’ve been through, it was the right decision. As much as I hate to admit it, I can’t do this by myself…”

“No shame in knowing your limitations, but it’s prideful not to accept help.”

“I have people coming…”

“I mean not accepting help from me and Ava.”

“What? Why would you help me, and what makes you think I’ll accept it?”

“Because we want the same thing.”

“You want to return to Moscow and get shot in the back of your head?”

Volkov grinned. “Far from it. I just want to return to Moscow and have a chat with a friend.”

“What friend?”

“I can’t tell you right now. All you need to know is that he’s very powerful and can get us both out of this situation.”

Max shrugged. “All you need to know is that I have this situation covered. At the hotel, you’ll tell me everything, in clear terms. No riddles. Don’t hide behind excuses that it’s not the right time. If you want to convince me, you have to come clean. You’ve got to tell me everything I need to know.”

Volkov nodded. “Why wait until the hotel?”

“Because I’ve got to concentrate on this mission and get you safely to the hotel. The police can’t be far behind. Once they find the Escalade, the next logical stop is the rental place. Then, they’ll be looking for a white Ford.”

Ava said, “We should have stopped someone and taken their car.”

“No. Then we’d have a new set of problems…”

Ava shrugged. “The police would have never found the bodies…”

Max shook his head.

“Trust me. I’ve done this before.”

“I’m sure you have. But there’s this little matter of trust…”

“You’re a difficult man, Max.”

“No, not really.”

“I showed you I have no intention of killing you or Feliks.”

“What if you were trying to win my trust?”

“What if you were wrong?”

Max shrugged. “I can live with that.”

“I hope you can live.”

Max didn’t like the sound of Ava’s last word but decided against arguing. Instead, he focused on driving and studying every single vehicle in the lanes around them.

Thankfully, they reached Columbia without running into any police or highway patrols. Max drove through the southeast part of the city, following the Old Columbia Road. They crossed the Patuxent Freeway and made their way to the hotel. Max parked as far away as he could from the door, then scanned the Hampton parking lot. There were about twenty vehicles parked around the hotel and about a dozen or so near the Marriott Hotel on the right. Max wondered if the SVR team had already arrived. Blokhin had said thirty minutes, and the Baltimore Airport was only twenty minutes away. Max smiled. He’d do it in fifteen, ten if needed.

“We’re here,” he said to Volkov. “I’ll uncuff you now—”

“We’ll behave,” Ava said.

Volkov nodded. “We have no intention of escaping.”

They walked in front of him across the parking lot and through the main doors. At the front desk area, Max showed his ID to the clerk, filled out the required form, and received the key to their suite. Then they walked around the corner and took the stairs to the third floor.

Max used the magnetic card to open the door and said, “It’s the only room they had.”

“I like it,” Ava said. “Spacious.”

Volkov walked to the kitchenette and uncapped a water bottle. He filled a glass for himself and a second for Ava. “Here you go.”

She drank it in one long swig, then tossed a water bottle to Max, who had finished looking through the blue curtains. He caught it and drank a couple of sips.

“Now what?” Ava sat at the edge of the king-size bed across from a long dark wooden desk.

“You have ten minutes before the team arrives.” Max looked at Volkov and gestured toward the couch on the other side of the desk. “You said you’re tired of running and would gladly go back to Moscow. Why?”

Volkov refilled his glass and sat on the couch. “I’m not glad to go to Moscow, as the outcome is uncertain. But you’re right: I’m tired of running. I’m not sure how much they’ve told you about me…”

Max remained standing by the window almost in between Ava and Volkov. “Give me what’s relevant for this op…”

Volkov nodded and sipped his glass. Then he placed it on a corner table by the couch. “You know about my background and my work. I came to the US two years ago, to be with my daughter, who had moved to New York about seven years before that.

“At first, everything was great. No problems, just enjoying life, being close to the ones I loved.”

“Then you started to get cozy with the CIA…”

Volkov grinned. “Cozy … that’s an unusual term. Did I have contacts with the CIA and the FBI? Of course I did. I had contacts even before arriving in America. They did help process my paperwork at record speed. I won’t deny that. It pays to know people. But I’ll strongly deny that I gave any secrets, or anything else for that matter, in return.”

“So they were just being nice to you?”

“I guess so. Now, I know they wanted intel in return; no doubt about it. So they paid it forward. But I gave them nothing. I would never sell out my country; not for money, not for citizenship, which isn’t worth much to me.” Volkov shrugged.

“Citizenship ensures no extradition,” Max said.

“I have no need for that.”

“You would, if you betrayed Russia.”

Volkov waived a dismissive hand. “Like I said, I never did, nor plan to do. But, as you may know, the killings started.”

“The assassinations of the SVR agents?”

“Yes, a year after I arrived in New York. If that was my work, why would I wait a year?”

Max shrugged. “For the right moment. Lying low at first, until people got bored and stopped watching you.”

“No.” Volkov shook his head. “That wasn’t my work. First, that’s not my style. It looks too much like the KGB.”

“It does.”

“Yes, so why would I draw attention to myself, by making it so obvious?”

“Maybe you were trying to send a message?”

“Like signing my own death warrant? That’s way too stupid. Second, I wouldn’t leave the bodies lying around. That draws too much attention.”

Max shrugged. “What if you were going for attention?”

“I’m not, but once these started to happen, I couldn’t just sit still. I knew this would come back to me.”

Max frowned. “So what you’re telling me is that you had nothing to do with these assassinations, you’ve never betrayed our homeland, and someone else is trying to frame you?”

Volkov nodded. “Exactly.”

“Very convenient.”

“And true,” Ava said.

Max thought about his next words. “It will be very difficult to prove the negative; that you were not involved at all…”

Volkov nodded. “Right. But I’ve put everything together, documents, intel reports, to clear my name.”

“And that’s why you want to return to Moscow—”

“Yes, to save my life. The people who want me dead, they won’t stop until they bury me.”

“But back in Russia you’ll be safe?” Max’s voice took on a doubtful tone.

Volkov grinned. “I know what you mean. But yes, in Russia, I have connections, people who can protect me, who can do things that can’t be done here.”

“Okay, say I believe your story. Who is the one framing you?”

“I still have to confirm a couple of things, but it seems he’s someone I worked with in Berlin, back during the Cold War.”

“And maybe this person is working with Tupolev?”

“I think so.” Volkov nodded and reached for his water glass.

Max glanced at Ava, who gave him a small smile and a reassuring nod. “For all it’s worth, he’s telling the truth.”

Max tried to make sense of the new developments. The new intelligence made sense but cast too much of a good light on Volkov. Does he really have nothing to do with this situation? That’s a hundred-and-eighty-degree turn, going from traitor to completely innocent and being made a scapegoat?

Before he could say anything, a sharp knock came at the door.

Max drew his pistol and cocked it. “Who is it?” he said in English.

“Friends you’ve been expecting,” a strong man’s voice said in Russian.

Volkov shook his head. “Don’t open the door.”

“It’s my backup team.”

Ava said, “This is going to end badly.”

Max stepped toward the door. “Maybe for you.”


 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Fourteen

 

 

Hampton Inn & Suites

Columbia, Maryland 

United States of America

 

The first agent from the SVR backup team eyed Volkov like a hungry owl would look at a fat rat scurrying through the field. The agent marched toward Volkov, but Max grabbed the agent’s arm. “Hold on. I’ve got him.”

The agent nodded and stopped, but stared at Volkov.

The other two men walked around Max. One of them stood next to Ava, while the third headed toward the bathroom.

Max turned his head toward the third man. “What’s going on?”

“I need to use the facilities. Is that alright?”

Max didn’t like the agent’s tone or the look on his bearded face. Max said nothing, and the agent went into the bathroom, locking the door behind.

Max turned his attention to the first agent, who was dressed in a black suit. He grinned at Ava, then said to Max, “How about we cuff them?”

“That’s not necessary. We outnumber them, and they’re not going anywhere.”

“Is that what they told you?” said the second agent, who was wearing a gray sport’s jacket.

“That’s what they always say,” the black-suited man said.

Max shrugged. “This time, I believe them. So no need to cuff them.”

The gray jacket man grinned. “You’re the chief. But if they try to escape…”

The man in the black suit made a pistol gesture with his hand and pointed it at Volkov. “Bang, bang.” He turned his hand to Ava and repeated the words in a loud throaty voice.

Max said nothing. “As soon as your friend comes out, we can leave.”

He stepped closer to the bed. The bathroom door was now to his left.

The man in the gray jacket walked across the room and got to Ava’s left side. He was now standing by the window, Max’s spot until he had opened the door.

A couple of moments of tense silence, then Max heard the bathroom door open with a low creak. No flushing? That man must be really disgusting… He looked at the small mirror hanging on the wall across from the bathroom door … and saw the agent coming out holding a pistol in his left hand.

“Down, down,” Max shouted at Volkov and Ava.

The agent turned his gun toward Max, but he grabbed the agent’s wrist with the left hand and, at the same time, punched the agent in the head with the right one. The pistol still went off, the bullet whizzing inches from Ava’s head. 

As if awoken by the close call with death, she pounced on the gray jacket man. He had already pulled his pistol, but Ava drove her shoulder into the agent’s midriff, throwing him against the wall. She threw a quick jab at the agent’s jaw, followed by an uppercut. The agent dropped to his side but still held the pistol in his hand.

Volkov had better luck with the man in the black suit. Max’s warning—or perhaps Volkov’s instincts—had him jumping to his feet before the agent could pull out his weapon. Volkov struck the man in the face, then in the stomach. The man, who was about half Volkov’s age, returned a swinging blow, but he stepped back, and the man caught only air. Volkov threw his knee at the man, knocking the air out of him. The man lowered his head, and Volkov hit him hard with an uppercut, sending him flying against the door.

Max was still fighting with the agent, trying to wrestle the pistol out of his hands. They collapsed on the floor and exchanged blows. Max was on top of the agent for a couple of moments, but the agent hit him with a hard elbow that caught Max above his right eye. Blood came gushing, blinding him for a moment.

The agent took advantage of the situation, flipping on top of Max. He tried to throw him off, but he couldn’t. The agent head-butted Max, and he felt blood come out from another cut. Max pushed the agent’s hand away, but he was stronger. He was turning the pistol toward Max’s body. No matter how hard he tried, he couldn’t seem to stop the inevitable…

A gunshot rang out.

The agent’s hand fell back, as if someone pulled a string. He then dropped to the side, against the bedframe.

Max drew in a deep breath and looked at Volkov standing over him. The man was holding a pistol in his hand, and it was now pointed at Max.

He sighed, resigned to his fate. “Make it quick,” he said, expecting those to be his last words.

“Get up. We’ve got to go,” Volkov replied in a warm tone.

Max blinked back his surprise. “What? You … you’re not going to shoot me?”

Volkov smiled and shook his head. “Max, I’d never do that.”

“But why?” Max shook his head.

“Max, look, no time to explain now. But … I’m your father.”

Max couldn’t believe his ears. “What? What did you say?”

“We should go.” Ava walked away from the window. “The police are here.”

Volkov offered Max a hand. “Get up.”

When he was on his feet, he noticed the gray jacket man’s neck was twisted at an unnatural angle. He didn’t seem to be breathing. The man in the black suit wasn’t faring any better. He was bleeding from his mouth and was slumped against the wall by the door.

Ava went through the agents’ holsters and pockets and collected their weapons, wallets, phones, and keys. “Now we’re good.” She headed toward the door.

“Those are traceable,” Max said.

“We’ll disable them,” Ava said.

“And we’ll gather intel.” Volkov gestured for Max to follow them.

He hesitated for a moment.

Volkov said, “Would you rather stay here and explain this to the police?” He waved his hand around the room.

Max shook his head.

Volkov said, “Look, Max. The GRU betrayed you. The SVR set you up. You have two options: You can run alone, or you can come with us. And three seconds to decide.”

Max looked deep into his eyes and saw the same warmth as when they had first met at the safehouse. “Are you really my father?”

“Yes, and I’ll explain that in the car. If you’re coming with us…”

Max hesitated for another moment, then nodded.

Volkov smiled.

Ava said, “Made the right decision.” She handed Max one of the pistols.

He found the gesture strange. They trust me already? I mean, if Volkov is really my father? But … how can that be?

Ava said, “Clean yourself up. Hurry.”

Max used one of the facecloths to wipe as much blood as he could from his face. He dabbed at the wounds and joined the other two.

Ava led them through the hall and away from the elevators. She saw a red fire alarm lever and pulled it. The ear-piercing siren wailed through the hall. Doors opened, and people began to fill the hall. 

“This way,” Ava said when they reached the staircase.

They joined the rest of the people, then peeled away from the crowd. Volkov walked by himself, slower than usually, feigning he was a tired old man. A police officer passed by Volkov without giving him a second glance.

Max looked at the police cruiser parked at the curb. No one was inside.

“They drove a Jeep and a Dodge,” Ava whispered and tossed Max the keys to the Dodge. “Whoever finds it first, drives it.”

“There’s the Jeep.” Max tipped his head to their left.

“You should have looked for the Dodge.”

They reached the Jeep at about the same time as Volkov. “I’ll drive.” He took the keys from a displeased Ava.

“I’ll sit in the back; let you boys have the front seats for your chat.”

Max glanced back at the police cruiser and climbed inside the Jeep. Volkov drove slowly around the people scattering throughout the parking lot.

Max said, “What if there are microphones in the Jeep?”

Volkov shook his head. “No need. These are run-of-the-mill operatives, expendables. This vehicle was never meant to transport detainees. Plus, I don’t really care if anyone’s listening.”

Max shifted in the seat to face Volkov. “So, is it true what you said in the hotel room?”

“A hundred percent true. I wouldn’t play with such heavy truth. I’m your father.”

“But … how’s that possible?”

“I met your mother during my assignment years in Berlin. She was working there at the time. We … we had plans, dreams … But it was wartime. And things went the way they went.”

Volkov drew in a deep breath and paused, seemingly to collect his thoughts.

Max could take the silence no longer. “That’s it? You tell me you’re my father, give me a couple of sentences in a nostalgic voice, and I’m supposed to believe that?”

“Of course not. You need evidence, just like me—”

“I’m nothing like you—”

Volkov cut him off with a dismissive hand. “The evidence. Look at the pendant around your neck, the cross you have on your silver necklace.”

“What?” Max’s hand went instinctively to his shirt. He ran his fingers along the shape of the cross over the fabric. “How do you know about that?”

“It was a gift to your mother when … when we knew we’d have a child. It has her initials … and mine on the back. And the year, 1989. And space for your initials.”

Max flinched. He had always wondered about the V.V. inscription on the back of the cross. “This could be coincidence … Many people know about my cross…” He said the words in an unconvinced tone.

“You know I’m telling the truth, Maximillian. That’s what your mother always wanted to call you.”

Max sighed and lay back on his seat. He shook his head, thoroughly confused at the revelation. Volkov was his father. This … this can’t be. Why? What am I going to do now? What are we going to do now?


 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Fifteen

 

 

Columbia, Maryland 

United States of America

 

When they came to the edge of Columbia, the team flagged a taxi to take them to Ellicott City, about nine miles northeast. Max wasn’t sure this was the right course of action, but he had refrained from expressing his doubts. His mind was still overburdened because of the revelation. If Volkov is truly my father, then he knows a lot about my mother… Everything Max had heard about his mother had come from people who knew about her, but none of them had met her in person. Pieces of information here and there and a few photographs; that was all that he had. Volkov can change all that. But I’m not fully convinced. No, he has to give me more.

Ava gave the taxi driver the address to the Residence Inn in Ellicott City. She pretended to be the only one who spoke English, doing so fluently with an Italian accent and claimed that she, her father, and her brother were going to visit their aunt who’d come to pick them up at the hotel. The taxi driver seemed to buy the story and didn’t ask too many questions.

As Volkov had explained when they were still in the Jeep, they had no intention of staying at the Residence Inn or any other hotel nearby or in Ellicott City. Taxis would be one of the first places the police would check, along with hotels in a wide circle around Columbia. The plan was to “borrow” a car in Ellicott City. Ava was assigned that task, and she promised not to kill the gullible driver who’d give her a ride because her car had broken down.

A tense silence reigned during the taxi ride. The team couldn’t discuss anything about what had happened or their plans. Max’s phone rang a couple of times, and the caller ID told him it was SVR Deputy Director Blokhin. It took all Max’s strength to overcome the urge to answer the phone and unload on Blokhin. Volkov rested a reassuring hand on Max’s shoulder, and that gesture seemed to do the trick. Max supposed that if Volkov wasn’t his father, this tale was the greatest lie ever told…

Ava paid the taxi driver and gave him a good tip, not outrageously generous, but certainly didn’t shortchange him so that he wouldn’t remember them when the police called him. Then she walked across the parking lot in search of an unsuspecting victim.

Volkov glanced at Max, who was pacing alongside the hotel, staying away from the security cameras’ wide angles, and walked up to him. “It’s time you asked me everything you want…”

“I want evidence. Pictures, letters, mementos…”

Volkov nodded. “I’ll give you everything I have.”

“What was my mother like?”

Volkov smiled. “She was a wonderful woman. So gentle, and kind, and big-hearted. Not made for this kind of life.”

“This kind of life?”

Volkov peered deep into Max’s eyes. “You don’t know, do you?”

“Tell me who she was.”

“Your mother, Maria, she was a CIA operative stationed in Berlin.”

Max’s eyes turned into small slits. “CIA? She was an American spy?”

“Technically speaking. She worked in logistics but had access to intelligence. That made her a target.”

“For elimination?”

“No, for turning her against her country.”

“A double agent.”

Volkov nodded.

“And that was you?”

“No. I was good, but not that good. That was someone else, one of the best agents in the field. Your mother was a tough woman. We thought it was incredible when she turned.”

“But she did.”

“Eventually, and that’s when I started to work with her. She didn’t report to me, but we had … we formed this relationship. One thing led to the other … you know how it is.”

Max studied Volkov’s face. “What were your intentions?”

Volkov shrugged. “I don’t know, Max. I really don’t know. I was young and in love. I had dreams and hopes that things would change, could change, and Maria and I could be together.” He shook his head and dropped his eyes to the ground. “It wasn’t meant to be.”

Max felt dizzy and had to lean against the wall.

Volkov stepped closer. “You alright?”

“Yes, just light-headed.”

“Do you need to sit?”

“No, I’m okay. I’ll be okay. Then what happened?”

“Well, the Berlin Wall crumbled, and that was the beginning of the end. Some of our intelligence fell into the wrong hands, and your mother’s situation became very dangerous. I tried to get her out, but…”

Max peered deep into Volkov’s eyes. “What happened?”

“You don’t know that either, do you?”

“Tell me. Tell me everything.”

Volkov shrugged. “I think I’ve told you enough for now. Plus, Ava’s here.” He gestured with his hand toward the parking lot.

She pulled up in a red convertible Mustang. She looked at Max and said, “Before you say anything, the owner is okay. Well, he’ll be okay when he wakes up in a couple of hours.”

Volkov whistled in admiration. “This will be extremely discreet.”

“Sorry, there were no Ferraris,” Ava said.

Volkov took the front seat. “Like the Americans say, ‘Age before … handsomeness’.” He grinned.

Max groaned. The backseat was so small that his long legs almost touched his chest.

“You good?” Ava said.

“Eh, as good as it gets.”

Ava drove slowly through the parking lot, then turned onto Maryland State Route 100. Max felt the warm sun hit his face, and the cool wind was playing with his hair. “Now, where to?”

“You should probably take care of those calls,” Volkov said. “Not that I’m telling you what to do…”

Max shook his head. “I’m not ready to deal with it.”

“Then get ready. Better to call your boss on your own terms.”

“He’s no longer my boss. Come to think about it, he never was.”

“You can tell him that.”

Ava said, “Tupolev also needs an answer.”

“I already gave him the answer,” Max said.

“Your answer may have changed, since your situation has changed,” Volkov said in a semi-conspiratorial tone.

“Speak frankly if you have something to say,” Max said in an annoyed voice.

“You’re handing me over to Tupolev. That’s how we’re taking him down.”

“What? No, we can’t do that.”

“Sure we can,” Ava said.

“We don’t know where he is, or how many men he has. And it’s only the three of us.”

Volkov said, “You don’t know where Tupolev is. I’ve been tracking that man since the first day I learned he wanted me killed. We know where he is, and the security he has.”

“Still, it’s just us.”

“We’ll get help. I know a few people.”

Max sighed. “Of course you do.”

“Look, son—”

“Stop, stop, don’t do that.”

“What?”

“Don’t use that word.”

“Right, not ready for it … Look, Max, this is a different game now. We’re no longer the prey; we’re the predators. Tupolev, the GRU, the SVR, the local police, or the FBI and the CIA … none of them are going to stop until they’ve found us. As you saw, they’re not going to be kind to any of us, including you,” Volkov said in a warm, almost fatherly tone.

Max nodded. He knew Volkov was right. The initial operation had gone so sideways, there was no way he could correct it. Well, maybe not all was lost, if Volkov would truly agree to return to Moscow. However, if he was determined to go after Tupolev, Max wouldn’t be able to change the man’s mind.

He was still contemplating his reply when the phone rang. It was SVR Deputy Director Blokhin. Max flinched as if the call had smacked him across the face.

“Pull over,” Volkov said to Ava.

“No, it’s all right. I don’t care if you hear this…”

Max answered the call. “Why did you do that?”

A brief pause, then Blokhin said, “What? Tell me what … what happened, Maxim,” he stammered.

“Oh, come on. You know very well what happened.”

“I … no, I don’t.”

“You sent the team to kill me and the detainee.”

“No, no, no, of course not. Is that what took place?”

Max groaned. “They tried, and they’re all dead. The detainee is still alive.”

Another tense pause, then Blokhin said, “Look, Maxim, whatever happened, things got out of hand.” He had regained his composure, his voice firm and calm. “It must have been some mistake, and I had nothing—”

“You didn’t authorize the hit?”

“No, certainly not. Why—”

“Because you want Volkov dead, and you wanted me to be your fall guy.”

“Maxim, you’re mistaken—”

“No, it’s you who made a grave mistake. But listen, no matter what you try to do, it will fail. I will bring Volkov back to Russia, and no one, GRU, or SVR, or any combination, will stop me.”

“Maxim, you’re taking this out of—”

“No, I’m calling it as it is, Blokhin. You sent your men to kill me. Don’t try that again, or—”

“Or what? What will you do? You were sent to America with a mission, a mission that now you’re refusing to—”

“I’m not refusing my assignment, but I refuse to die at your henchmen’s hands…”

“Maxim, think about what you’re saying and doing…”

“Good advice, Blokhin. How about you do the same?”

Blokhin coughed, then let out a small snicker. “Maxim, I’ve heard enough. Here’s a direct order: Bring Volkov alive straight to the airport as per your original assignment.”

“Or?”

“You don’t want to find out.”

“Tell me, Blokhin.”

“If you disobey the order, you’ll be punished in the most severe way.”

“You will try again to kill me?”

“Maxim, if you threaten my agency’s operation, if you get in the way, you will be removed, like any other obstacle.”

Max shook his head and clenched his teeth. He looked at Volkov’s stoic face. I wish I could be as calm as he is. Max sighed and said, “Blokhin, if you try to kill me or my detainee, I’ll consider you a threat to this op—”

“Who gives you the right—”

Max pressed a button and ended the call. He cursed Blokhin, then glanced at Volkov, who gave him a measured nod. “It was tough, but the right decision.”

Ava said, “You were very polite with him. I admire that in a man.” She gave him a reassuring smile.

Max shrugged. “I’m still taking you to Moscow.”

Volkov nodded. “Of course you are. But after we’ve gotten rid of Tupolev.”

“How?”

“Still working on a plan. I should have something concrete by the time we get there.”

“Where is ‘there’?”

“Where else other than New York?”


 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Sixteen

 

 

US Route 29, Northwest of Ellicott City

Columbia, Maryland

United States of America

 

Volkov and Max rehearsed the conversation he was going to have with Tupolev, then Max dialed Tupolev’s number. The millionaire didn’t answer, and Max decided against leaving a message. The one-hour deadline had passed, and Max thought their window of opportunity had closed.

Then his phone rang. The screen identified the caller as “Private,” but Max knew who was calling. “Mr. Tupolev, you’re a hard man to find…”

“You missed your deadline…”

“But I have what you want, if you still want it.”

“It?”

“Volkov. Three million, and it’s yours.” Max tried to give his voice a detached tone.

“Oh, is he for sale now?”

“He is.”

“Why the change of heart?”

“He tried to kill me, so I thought I’d return the favor.”

“Oh, is that so?”

“It is. His friends tried to free him.”

“And your mission?

“What about my mission?”

“It will fail.”

“I’m okay with that. The odds were impossible; I was only one man. I’m wounded. The opposition overwhelmed me. I’m lucky to be alive.”

“You’re a good storyteller, Mr. Thornichinovich.”

“Call me Max.”

“Max. Is that your American name?”

“It is. So do we have a deal or not?”

Tupolev hesitated for a moment, then said, “Yes, we have a deal, but I’d like to talk to Volkov, if that’s possible…”

“Certainly, but why? Do you distrust me, Mr. Tupolev?”

“Yes, I distrust you very much, Max, because you remind me of myself: a maverick of a man…”

“I don’t deserve the honor. Here’s Volkov.” Max handed the phone to Volkov.

He had parked along the highway, and had turned off the Mustang’s loud engine. “You viper of a man,” Volkov said in a voice dripping with hate. “You’ve stooped to a new low now, betraying your own country—”

“Volkov, I will not be lectured by a traitor—”

“I’ll show you who’s the traitor, when I meet you—”

“All right, all right,” Max cut in and retrieved the phone. “Is that good enough proof?” he said to Tupolev.

“Yes, Volkov is as hateful as usual.”

“He shares the same sentiment. Now, about our deal?”

“Yes, it will be according to my rules. Where are you?”

Max snickered. “No, I’m not stupid. I’ll bring Volkov to you.” In New York, he wanted to add, but Volkov had advised against it. No point in playing your hand, he had said.

“Good. There’s a yacht club on Long Beach Island. It’s called Brant Beach. Do you know where it is?”

“I’ll find it.”

“When will you be there?”

“This afternoon.”

“Call this number when you’re there.”

“Don’t forget the money.”

“Yes, about the money. It will take some time to put together all that cash.”

“Do we need to call off the deal?”

“No, but I might not have all the money on time—”

“Then, I might not have Volkov…”

“Max, you’re playing hard—”

“Are you backing out of our deal?”

“No, but—”

“No money, no Volkov.”

Max glanced at Ava, who gave him two thumbs up. 

Volkov offered a big bright smile.

Tupolev cursed out loud, then said, “You’ll have the money, Max. But if Volkov isn’t there, or you’re playing a game, you’ll meet a very ugly end, slow, and very painful.”

There was something in Tupolev’s razor-sharp and calm voice that gave Max the chills. He drew in a deep breath and said, “I’ll be there with the package.”

“Good doing business with you, Max.”

He ended the call and looked at Volkov, who said, “Quite convincing. Now I’m worried you’ll really take me to the yacht club.”

Ava said, “Good diversion. Some of his thugs will be at the meeting place, so he’ll have less security.”

“A dozen or so people,” Volkov said.

“And how many do we have?”

“Three so far, and we might get another two, three at the most.”

Max shook his head. “I don’t like the odds…”

“Me neither, but we’ll have the advantage of surprise.”

“And we’ll have better weapons.” Ava grinned.

“Where is Tupolev?”

“He’s renting a house on Long Island, as he does twice a year for a week. It belongs to some dead celebrity, who is more famous now than when she was alive. Tupolev arrived four days ago.”

Max peered at Volkov’s face as the thought just dawned on him. “You’ve been planning this all along, haven’t you?”

Volkov didn’t answer, but his grin said it all.

“It wasn’t coincidence,” Ava said.

“You triggered it all. Escaping surveillance time and again until the right moment…”

Ava nodded. “Very risky, but worth it.”

“What if it didn’t work? What if they discovered or captured you ahead of time?”

“Then we’d abort,” Volkov said.

“Didn’t happen.” Ava shook her head.

Volkov said, “Plus, we had one more piece that needed to fall in place.” He glanced deep into Max’s eyes.

Max’s jaw almost fell open as he realized what Volkov was saying. “Me? I was the last piece?”

Volkov smiled. “I couldn’t trust anyone in the GRU or the SVR. As the turn of events has shown, my suspicions were well-founded. I needed someone on whom I could rely when things got rough … Plus, you’re my son.”

Max kept shaking his head in disbelief. “But I didn’t work for any of those agencies…”

“It didn’t matter. I knew where you were in the FSB. Demoted, depressed. Once you submitted your transfer request to the SVR, that was my window of opportunity.”

“You really think I can believe you kept such a close eye on me and my moves?”

“You can believe whatever you want, Max. But I know exactly what happened at Sheremetyevo Airport. I have an eyewitness.” He tipped his head toward Ava.

“Did you have anything to do with that operation?”

“No, but I would have caused something to make you want to apply to the SVR. I could have used Sasha, your best friend. Or perhaps Helena—”

“Leave her out of this.” Max’s voice rose up with anger.

Ava said, “You should ask her out. I’m sure she’ll say ‘yes.’”

Volkov said, “Once you applied to the SVR, I just called in a couple of favors. Old contacts who still care. It was easy to shuffle papers around, so that your request reached the right hands. Blokhin and Kasparova, the old scoundrels.”

“Still, it was a long shot to assume that they’d assign me to this case…”

“I know how they operate. They’d do everything to fatten their pockets. This hasn’t been the first time they’ve accepted bribes to turn a blind eye.”

Max sighed, unable to make sense of Volkov’s explanation and follow the trail. “So, what was their game?”

“You were inexperienced, especially in such transfers on foreign soil. This is your first assignment outside Russia. In the slight chance that you’d figure things out, Feliks was there to balance the scales. And if he failed, there was the rest of the GRU team.”

“But the GRU could have handed you to Tupolev as soon as they captured you.”

Volkov shook his head. “Too much exposure, even for those two crooks. They needed to make it look like someone came to my rescue. And the transport agents—you and potentially Feliks—either cooperated with the detainees and disappeared, or were killed, while the detainees vanished. They could have played it either way.”

Max nodded. The GRU had made two attempts to get to Volkov. Max wasn’t sure that Feliks was a part of the set-up, considering how well he had fought against the GRU assault team. “Feliks had nothing to do with these dirty games.”

“That’s why I said ‘potentially’. But it doesn’t matter anymore. They failed. In a few hours, we’ll take care of Tupolev. Then, we can go home.”

“You’re forgetting something…”

“No, I’m not. I’ll hand you everything I have about … Berlin, before the assault on Tupolev’s house. In case something happens during the operation … I want you to be fully convinced about what I told you … about our relationship.”

Max held Volkov’s weary eyes for a long moment. A melancholic glimmer flickered in them. “That would be useful, so I know for sure.”

“You will know for certain that I’ve told you nothing but the truth.” Volkov paused for a long moment, then added as an afterthought, “And, if everything goes well, perhaps, who knows, maybe there’s a chance we can … we can give this … this relationship another shot?”

Max shrugged. He really didn’t know what to say, so he said nothing.

Volkov drew in a deep breath, then exhaled. “Let’s think about it no more. We’ve got things to do in New York.”


 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Seventeen

 

 

The Bronx, New York City

United States of America

 

Volkov parked the Mustang at the curb in front of the house with red brick walls and small white windows. The house looked old, but it was well-kept. He gestured with his hand and said, “This is it. Stefan lives here. He’ll help us gather everything we need.”

Volkov had already called Stefan on a new phone they had bought at a convenience store in a highway rest stop. If Max’s personal phone was being tracked, their sensitive conversation wouldn’t be intercepted and monitored. Max and Ava had already disabled his SVR-issued phone and the phones they had collected from the SVR team at the hotel.

Max stepped out of the car and looked around. The crescent was quiet and very peaceful. The old neighborhood had large trees, and their branches met one another, forming a canopy dome covering the street. Max wondered how much Stefan made to afford to live in such an area. In New York, even rundown houses cost half a million dollars or more.

Volkov gestured for Ava to walk in front of him. When they climbed the stairs and came to the brown, wood panel door, it opened before she could knock. A gray-haired man wearing a blue track suit with white stripes along the sleeves and across the chest smiled at them. “My dear Ava.” He kissed both her cheeks. “You look gorgeous.”

Ava shook her head. “No, I don’t.”

Stefan gave Volkov a tight hug. “My friend, so good to see you.”

“Every time I see you, you look younger and younger.”

Stefan shrugged. “It’s the drugs my son gives me.”

Volkov laughed out loud. “Can he get me some?”

Stefan joined in the laugh.

Volkov turned to Max. “Don’t get any wrong ideas. His son is a pharmacist. Everything’s legit.”

Stefan lowered his black-framed glasses to the tip of his thick nose and gave Max a measuring glance. “He kind of looks like you, Volkov.”

Max flinched and almost opened his mouth to object. But he looked at Volkov and noticed a slight resemblance. He had the same eyes as Volkov, not because of the color or the size, but the same intense look, and the same hair color.

Volkov shrugged. “This is Stefan, the best friend I’ve ever had.”

Max offered his hand, but Stefan gave him a big bear hug. “Come this way.” He led them through the hall and into the living room that had a large Persian rug with a medallion design and four brown fabric armchairs set around a fireplace. A large winter landscape painting took almost half of a wall. Pictures of Stefan and his family were on the other wall and above the fireplace.

“Make yourself at home.” Stefan gestured toward the armchairs. “I’ll prepare some coffee.”

Max remained standing until Volkov had sat with his back to the window, then Max sat across from him and looked at Ava. She said, “Oh, I’ll help Stefan in the kitchen. You boys needs some time to talk.”

Volkov called out to Stefan. “Where have you put my briefcase?”

“In the guest bedroom. In the closet.”

“I’ll bring it,” Ava said.

She returned in a minute and handed Volkov a black leather briefcase. He snapped it open, then lifted the lid slightly. He picked up a brown leather-bound, rustic-looking photo album that had a wrap tie closure. “Your mother found this at an antique store in Berlin, and I bought it for her. She liked to scrapbook,” Volkov said in a wavering voice and ran his hand over the album’s top.

He held it in his hands a moment longer, then leaned forward and handed it to Max.

He hesitated for a moment, uncertain of what he’d find when he opened it.

“Go ahead,” Volkov said. “You want to know, right?”

Max nodded slowly and unhooked the tie. He opened the album and looked at a portrait of his mother. He had never seen that picture before. Max had only seven pictures of his mother, given to him by his adoptive family. The inscription on the other page read, “To Maria with love from Valery. March 89.” A small heart with his mother’s and Volkov’s initials was stamped near the bottom.

Max ran his hand over the faded portrait, fighting back tears. He looked up and away, through the window.

“I’m sorry,” Volkov said.

Max shrugged and didn’t look at his father. “About what?”

“Everything. I wish things were different, that none of this had happened, that I and your mother … we had been like any regular family.”

Max put the album down. “After she died, you could have come back. If she went away against her will, you made a choice to leave me…”

Volkov shook his head. “No, Max, that’s not how things went. I never left you.”

“What? I never saw you. I never heard from you. No letters. No one to tell me something, anything about you. Only a few hours ago I learned you’re my … father…”

“You might have not seen me, Max, but I was there.”

“Where?”

“When you were adopted, I made sure you went to a good family, and that your new family had enough money to care for you. When you got sick, when you were twelve, and needed that eye surgery in Vienna, in 2001, remember that?”

Max blinked back his surprise. “I was there; I remember.”

“It cost twenty-five thousand dollars. Guess who paid for that?”

Max hesitated for a moment. “The least you could have done…”

“Right, and I’m not claiming otherwise. But I want you to know that I didn’t leave you; I didn’t abandon you. I was there, a ghost, watching over you from the shadows, from a safe distance.”

“Safe for you.”

“To the contrary. Safe for you and your new … parents. Your adoptive father died when you were still two, but I couldn’t help that. Heart attack. Now, think about it: Once my enemies knew I had a son, what would have happened to you?”

“Still, you should have cared more, done more…”

Volkov drew in a deep breath. “Max, I don’t expect you to understand, or to forgive … or love. I don’t expect anything. I don’t deserve anything. I simply wanted you to know.”

Before Max could reply, Stefan coughed and stepped closer to them. He was holding a phone and handed it to Volkov. “Pardon my intrusion, but Evgeniy needs to talk to you, right away.”

“We were finished here anyway,” Max said.

Volkov stood up. “I’ll take this in the other room. Come with me,” he said to Stefan.

When they left, Ava handed Max a cup of coffee. She sat on the armchair next to him and said, “How are you feeling?”

Max shrugged. “I don’t know. How would you feel if you were in my situation?”

“Terrible. Overwhelmed. But I’m here for you … if you want to talk. I might not be of much help, but I’ll listen.”

Max smiled. “I appreciate that.”

Ava said, “My father was there, but he wasn’t … Always busy, always working. I saw more of my grandfather than my dad…”

He sipped his coffee. “I’ll be okay. Once we’ve taken down Tupolev … maybe Volkov and me … maybe we’ll have some time, make some time…”

“I hope so. You might disagree, but he’s a good man.” Ava brought her cup to her mouth.

“What can you tell me about the plan?”

Ava grinned. “That wasn’t the talk I meant when I offered, but I can tell you some of what I know. Tupolev is in the steel business; that’s how he made his fortune. He owns a small mill in New Jersey, so he can say that his steel is made in America. Every time he comes here, he visits the mill, then goes to New York Harbor, to look at the facility and some of the products as they’re being loaded. It’s more of a show, you know, shake hands, take pictures, mingle with local politicians, announce new investments. Political currency goes a long way both here and in Moscow.”

Max nodded. “So, where are we hitting him?”

“Volkov is still deciding. The mill and the harbor are both targets, but difficult ones. Plenty of people around, both witnesses and Tupolev’s men.”

“What about the house? That should be easier.”

“That’s what I thought, but Volkov isn’t sure. Tupolev knows that’s his vulnerable point.”

“Which one do you think he’ll choose?”

“It will depend on the intelligence we’ll receive and how much support we can get.”

“Which is?”

“The intel or the support?”

“Both.”

Ava took a long sip of her coffee. “Intel’s coming from one of Tupolev’s men, so that’s pretty solid. The support…” She shrugged. “I’m wary of people until I’ve seen their work in person. Sometimes, reputations don’t match up with the reality. As you know, no two missions are alike.”

“That’s so true.”

“But I have no problems working with you.” Ava smiled. “I know what you can do.”

Max returned the smile. “And I’ve seen what you’re made of…”

Volkov walked into the living room. “Evgeniy, that’s my associate, has found us three people. So, it will be six of us.”

“It could have been seven,” Stefan said in a somber tone as he walked behind Volkov. “But Volkov is stubborn like a mule.”

Volkov smiled at Stefan. “If you came, it would have been eight, or nine, as you’re a great fighter. But if something happened to you, Svetka would kill me.”

“Volkov, if something happens to you, I will kill you.”

Volkov laughed and looked at Max. “Are you ready to go?”

Max stood up. “We’re hitting him at the house?”

“Yes, it’s less protected. My intel places only ten guards on the property. I like those odds.”

“Who’s in Evgeniy’s crew?” Ava had finished the last of her coffee and had also gotten to her feet.

“No one we know or we’ve worked with before. I know: not the best scenario, but we’ll make it work.”

“At least you won’t be outgunned.” Stefan gestured with his head toward the door. “The truck’s full of everything you need.”

“Did you find RPGs?” Volkov asked.

“Do you have any idea how expensive they were?”

“I don’t want to know. How many do we have?”

“Six. That’s all I could find.”

Max shook his head. Stefan had been able to secure them six rocket-propelled grenades. Max wondered who Stefan knew in the dark underworld of crime to procure such devastating weapons. 

“Do we get a PKM?” Ava said.

“Of course…” Stefan smiled.

“You’re the best, Stefan.”

Max nodded. The PKM machine gun would definitely give them the upper hand. The weapon fired 7.62 x54R cartridges, at a rate of 650 rounds per minute, and was effective at over a thousand yards.

Volkov said, “Well, that should give us an advantage. That and the surprise, and maybe that dog Tupolev will meet his end today.”


 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Eighteen

 

 

Long Island, New York

United States of America

 

Mansion was a better term for Tupolev’s residence. It was surrounded by a grayish, twelve-foot-high wall, crowned by two coils of concertina wire and cameras every twenty yards or so. A small glass-and-steel guards’ shack stood near the large black wrought-iron gate, and a guard was sitting inside the shack. He gave no second glance to the white Dodge utility van that Volkov was driving. The guard would have a clear view of everything from two rotating cameras mounted on the wall on both sides of the gate. Besides, the lettering on the side of the van read Complete Housekeeping & Landscaping, along with a bogus address and a phone number.

Volkov was wearing a blue New York Mets cap and silver aviator shades, so even if the cameras had caught his image, his face wouldn’t be recognizable. As they rounded the corner and left the mansion behind, he said to Evgeniy sitting on the front seat, “Looks good.”

“Surveillance tells us the target’s still inside.”

Volkov nodded. He had been following the live feed from the surveillance camera set inside a small grove across from the gated entrance. About fifteen minutes ago, six of Tupolev’s guards had been dispatched to pick up Volkov, as per Max’s phone call, at the yacht club on Long Beach. This opened the window of opportunity for Volkov’s team.

He turned his head slightly and looked at the two men sitting in the back of the van, next to the PKM machine gun set on a tripod. “You boys ready for action?”

“Whenever you say so, sir,” one of the men replied. He had a buzz haircut and was dressed in a forest camouflage jacket and pants.

“Ava, how about you?” Volkov said into the radio.

“As our American friends like to say, ‘locked and loaded.’”

Ava and Max were bringing up the rear. She was driving a white Ford F-150 truck. In the back, under the black tonneau cover, there was a rocket-propelled grenade launcher with the warhead screwed to the front. Once the van breached the front gate, it was Max’s task to eliminate the next line of defense.

“Let’s see if we can get Tupolev alive. But if not, dead’s good too,” Volkov said.

“With pleasure,” Ava said.

“Good. Let’s go for it,” Volkov said.

“We’ve got maybe ten minutes…” Evgeniy said more to himself than anyone else.

“More than enough,” Volkov said. “Once we’re in, they’ll try to escape. That’s when we’ll cut them down.” He turned his head and looked at the machine gun. One of the men was holding the long ammunition belt loaded with one hundred cartridges. He had linked another belt to it, and there were eight more belts in a metal box next to the weapon.

Volkov made a sharp, three-point turn, then looked at Evgeniy, who readied his SIG Sauer P320 9mm semi-automatic pistol. He had loaded it with armor-piercing rounds. Uncertain whether the glass of the shack was bullet-resistant, Evgeniy was taking no chances. He cocked the weapon and held it near the door, so that it would be out of the guard’s line of sight.

Ava copied Volkov’s maneuver and looked at Max. He smiled at her, then said, “Have you ever done this?”

“Dozens of times.”

“No, I mean run an unauthorized op, driven by revenge?”

“You meant to say ‘justice’?”

Max shrugged. “One man’s revenge is another man’s justice.”

Ava returned the shrug. “We have no time or inclination toward philosophy, Max. But if it helps, this op will make sure these people won’t come to kill us.”

“I don’t need any help. Just wondering if you had gone rogue before…”

Ava didn’t respond right away. “I have. And … there’s no going back.”

Max nodded. “I’ve already gone too far down the road of no return…”

“Thirty seconds,” Volkov’s voice came over the radio.

Ava pulled out her MP-443 Grach 9mm, and Max did the same. He gave Ava a reassuring glance, then looked at the van as it pulled into the small road leading to Tupolev’s mansion. The van slowed down, and Evgeniy rolled down the front passenger window. He started to talk to the guard, who had drawn closer to the shack’s window, then Evgeniy raised his pistol. He fired a couple of rounds that pierced, but didn’t shatter, the glass. The guard fell backwards, obviously hit by the bullets, but Evgeniy kept shooting.

Ava picked up the radio. “What’s going on?”

“The guard’s fighting back,” Volkov said. “Got to go.”

He stepped out of the van and so did Evgeniy. He reached the guards’ shack and began to push the glass backwards. It didn’t budge. Evgeniy tried again, harder, but the glass was still standing. Then he stepped back and squeezed the pistol’s trigger.

Gunfire erupted from somewhere inside the yard. Bullets lifted sparks off the front of the van, and a couple shattered the driver’s glass.

“They’ve seen us,” Ava said and cursed.

“The cameras,” Max said.

“We’ve got to do something.”

She had parked behind the van, but alongside the wall.

Max said, “Blow up the gate.”

“Right. I’ll get them to stay back.”

They stepped out, and Max lifted the truck’s cover. He pulled out the grenade launcher and checked that the warhead was properly affixed to the weapon’s muzzle. He dropped to one knee and shouldered the launcher.

Ava had already run to Volkov and Evgeniy and was bringing them back and away from the line of fire.

Max aligned the weapon with the concrete pillar at the edge of the gate and pulled the trigger. The warhead cut through the air and slammed into the pillar. A mushroom cloud of gray smoke engulfed him, so Max stepped to the side and closer to the truck. The hit had pulverized the pillar and had twisted the metal gate. However, it was still there, and the gap formed was not large enough to allow the van to go through.

“Plan B,” Volkov shouted as more bullets struck the front of the van.

He ran behind it and made his way into the driver’s seat ignoring the rounds flying overhead. He drove the van a few feet away, turning it sideways. The door swung open, and the PKM machine gun began to thunder. Max wasn’t sure if this was suppressive fire, or if the gunner could see the targets. It didn’t really matter, as long as they could gain entrance into the yard.

Evgeniy and Ava were still behind the wall next to the half blown-up shack.

Max returned to the truck and reloaded his grenade launcher.

The machine gun reports stopped for a moment, and Evgeniy and Ava dashed toward the gate. They picked it up and hauled it to the side. A man stepped out of the van and fired a rifle at targets Max couldn’t see. As Evgeniy and Ava began their retreat, the man hopped back inside the van.

Volkov drove the van in reverse, then inside the mansion’s yard.

Ava ran toward the truck. “Get in, quick,” she said to Max.

The machine gun volley resumed before Evgeniy had a chance to climb into the van. He stepped cautiously inside the yard, then nodded at Max and Ava as they passed alongside him and down the long, curved driveway.

The red brick mansion came up on their right. Two gunmen were firing from a couple of positions next to white columns by the front entrance. Their bullets struck the van, and one of the men in it fell outside through the open door. His body rolled onto the cobblestone driveway, then he stopped moving.

As the truck came near the man, Max looked out the window. The man was on his back, bleeding from his chest and his head. If he wasn’t dead already, he’d be in a matter of minutes.

“We can’t stop for him,” Ava said.

Max nodded.

The van was still a few yards up ahead and drawing closer to the main entrance. Volkov was turning the steering wheel so that the gunner would still be able to fire at the shooters hammering the van with their automatic rifles. The machine gun volley tore chunks from the columns, then a couple of bullets struck one of the shooters, killing him instantly. The gunner realigned his weapon, concentrating the firepower on the second shooter. In a matter of moments, that one also dropped to the side, dead.

Volkov stopped the van and got out. He was carrying a rifle that Max recognized as one of the AK-105 carbines they had loaded into the van. Volkov nodded at them, then made a hand gesture, indicating he was going inside the mansion.

Max said, “That wasn’t the plan.”

Ava shrugged. “Volkov’s unpredictable.”

Gunfire erupted from a second-story window, and bullets battered the side of the truck. Ava swerved, to make them a harder target. Max squeezed off a few rounds from his pistol. The incoming fire stopped, so he turned his attention toward a window on the first floor. A rifle barrel had just appeared there, and Max fired a quick burst. Whoever was holding the rifle vanished inside the house.

Ava stopped the truck. “I’ve got the launcher. Go find Volkov.”

A shooter popped up at the same window where Max had aimed his rounds. He fired at the truck, then at the van.

The second man inside the van unleashed the machine gun. Its volley shredded to pieces the shooter’s window. The gunner turned his attention to the rest of the windows on the first floor.

Max made his way around the van and toward the front entrance. He was halfway there, when a couple of gunmen burst out of the door. Max raised his pistol and opened fire. His bullets struck the first gunman in the chest. He dropped to the side.

As Max turned his weapon on the second gunman, Volkov stepped out through the entrance. A gunman was walking very close behind Volkov, with a pistol pressed against the man’s head. “Drop your pistol,” the gunman shouted.

“Run, run, run!” Volkov said.

The other gunman raised his rifle, but Max was faster on the trigger. He fired a single round that caught the gunman in the right side of his chest, near the top of the shoulder. His arm flapped, and the rifle flew out of his hands.

“Run!” Volkov shouted.

Max shook his head. “I won’t let them take you.”

“You should have listened,” an angry shout came from behind Volkov and the gunman using Volkov as a shield.

Even before Max could see the man speaking those words, he recognized the voice. It was Tupolev. He appeared at the door, holding a rifle in his hands. He was partially covered by Volkov and the guard.

Max said, “His life for yours.”

Tupolev laughed. “A fair trade, but I can do better.”

He aimed the rifle at Max, but he had already stepped out of the line of fire. Bullets whizzed to the side, and Max ran toward the van, a few yards behind him. A bullet struck his left arm, a couple of inches above the elbow. A second bullet grazed the back of his left calf. He stumbled and fell onto the driveway.

The fall saved his life.

A volley erupted behind him and bullets flew above his head. If he had still been standing, they would have mowed him down.

Max crawled toward the van to his left.

Ava opened fire from her position near the hood of the truck to cover Max’s advance. “Come on, Max. Come on.”

“Yes, crawl like a worm,” Tupolev shouted over the sounds of the receding gunfire.

Max slid behind the van as a couple of rounds struck the hood. He reloaded his pistol and held it near his face. He glanced at Ava, then gestured with his hand that she should attack. She shook her head.

Tupolev shouted, “You tried to trick me. We had a deal, but you broke it. Now you’ll die like a worm.”

Max listened for their movements and heard a metallic clang against the driveway, followed by a rolling noise. He knew what it was. “Grenade,” he shouted at Ava.

Max jumped back as far as he could toward the back of the van.

The grenade exploded, sending shrapnel all over him. The metal pieces sliced through the van, and a painful groan came from the gunner. Max clenched his teeth as pain shot through his body. Shrapnel must have cut through his left leg. 

He looked inside the van through one of the bullet holes. The gunner’s head was tilted back, and he was not breathing. Blood was oozing from two large wounds in his neck and chest. Max stole a glance from around the other corner of the van. A couple of bullets almost blew his head off. He fell back again, then got up to his feet, using the back of the van for support. Through a bullet hole, he saw Tupolev, Volkov, and two gunmen get into a black Mercedes-Benz SUV. The driver gunned the engine, and the SUV rocketed down the driveway.

Max aimed his pistol, but before he could open up, gunfire rang from the mansion. Bullets whizzed overhead, forcing him to flatten himself to the ground, then slide around the front of the van.

Ava returned fire to the shooter at a second-story window.

Max turned toward the speeding Mercedes-Benz and let off a quick burst. Most of his bullets missed their mark, but a couple struck the back of the SUV. Still, it was not enough to stop it or slow it down. The SUV rounded the curved driveway and disappeared from sight.

Max listened for a moment, but there were no gunshots. “Ava, you okay?” he shouted.

“Yes, I’m alright. You?”

“I’ll be okay. Where’s Evgeniy?”

“He’s gone, Max. A bullet to the head; two to the chest.”

“The gunner’s dead too. Get in the truck.”

“Truck’s useless, Max. Engine’s all shot up.”

“Let’s get one of those cars.” He pointed at a couple of sedans and a Jeep further to the left. “And give chase.”

“Then what, Max? Tupolev has your father and his gunmen. By now, he’s calling others. We can’t fight them all.”

“So, we do nothing?”

“Let’s clear the house, and think about it. We’ve got to be smart about this.”

Max nodded and stood up slowly. He studied the front door and the windows, but no one was moving. He checked his pistol’s magazine. Seven rounds left. Enough to reach the entrance. “Cover me,” he shouted at Ava.

She fired at the nearest windows to the entrance as Max bolted toward it. He came to the body of one of the dead guards and retrieved his AK rifle. Max checked it to make sure it was in working order, then peered inside the house. The large entrance hall and the living room to the right side were all shot up. The bodies of two gunmen were sprawled on the hardwood floor amid expensive furniture that had been reduced to debris. Max checked them to confirm they were dead, then shouted to Ava, “Front is clear.”

He saw her move toward the entrance and enter inside the house. He gestured to her to take the kitchen to the left, while he moved through the large hall and toward a circular staircase. He came to two more bodies as he reached the staircase. One of them had a bullet wound in the side of his head and was dead. The other one was slumped against the wall, bleeding from two chest wounds, but was still alive.

Ava said, “Kitchen is clear.”

“I’ve got one alive here, by the staircase.”

She stepped closer to Max and lifted the wounded gunman’s head with the barrel of her pistol. His eyes were half-closed and blood trickled from the side of his mouth. Ava crouched next to him and said to Max, “I’ve got him. Finish clearing the house.”

Max nodded and climbed the staircase.

Ava leaned closer to the wounded gunman. “Where did they go?”

The gunman said nothing.

“Where did your boss, Tupolev, go?” Ava said again.

The gunman shook his head and groaned. “You … you’ll never catch them.”

Ava grinned. “I know that, and that’s why I’m asking you.”

“I … I won’t tell you,” the gunman said in a throaty voice.

Ava took a moment to examine his wounds. “You’ll die in ten minutes, unless we call you an ambulance.” She pulled out her phone and waved it in front of the gunman’s face. “Three numbers, 9-1-1, and you can save your life. All your teammates are dead. Tupolev left you behind like garbage, but you still want to protect him?”

The gunman gave Ava a tired head nod.

“Okay, then. You’ll have it your way. Your last ten minutes will be the most painful of your entire life.” She picked up the gunman’s left hand by the tip of his fingers, placed the muzzle of her pistol on his palm, and pulled the trigger. The bullet blew a hole through the gunman’s hand. He howled in pain as his entire body jerked violently. The arm fell next to his body like a withered branch, dripping blood and tissue.

He began to curse Ava, but she rammed her pistol’s barrel into his mouth. “Shhhh … not another word. I will do the same with your other hand, and your feet, then move up your legs. Blowing up your crotch … that will be extremely painful, but lots and lots of fun.”

The gunman shook his head, but Ava kept her pistol in his mouth. She said, “You can end all this self-inflicted pain if you tell me where they went. I can make a call, and the ambulance will come and save your pathetic life. You tell the police you have no idea who attacked the house, and, if you ever talk to Tupolev or your teammates, you tell them that you played dead, and we didn’t see you.”

The gunman struggled to breathe, so she pulled back her pistol. “What do you say?”

The gunman coughed up blood, and Ava was glad she had moved back, away from the filthy spray. He drew in a series of quick, shallow breaths, but hesitated to talk.

Ava said, “You’re not convinced. Let me motivate you to talk.”

She picked up his right hand. The gunman tried to fight her off, but there was no strength left in him. As Ava placed her pistol against the palm of his hand, the gunman said, “No, no, I’ll … I’ll talk.”

“Talk then.”

“They’re going to the terminal … the IMTT terminal.”

“Are you sure?”

“Yes, yes, that’s … that’s what I heard them saying seconds before they left.”

“Not lying to me?”

“No, no, I swear … I swear on my mother’s grave.”

Ava nodded. “Where’s this terminal?”

“New Jersey. I think the name is Byonne or Byron, something like that.”

“What’s Tupolev doing there?”

The guard hesitated for a moment, but Ava kept her pistol pressed against his hand. “Talk.”

“He has a hideout there, for situations like these…”

Ava nodded again and lowered her pistol. The gunman’s hand fell to the floor with a thump.

Max appeared atop the staircase. “The house is clear.”

“Good, I’ll finish him off, then we can go.” She rammed the Grach pistol into the gunman’s forehead.

“No, no.” The gunman tried to move his head, but Ava had pinned him against the wall. “I talked, I told you where you can find Tupolev.”

“Did he?” Max asked as he bolted down the stairs.

“Yes, he’s at an oil terminal in Bayonne, New Jersey.”

“Yes, yes, you can find him there, or catch him on the way…”

Max said, “Did you promise to let him live?”

“Yes, but—”

“Then let him live.”

Ava looked deep into Max’s eyes, which showed his determination. “This man would have killed both of us, if our bullets hadn’t stopped him. He could be the one who killed Evgeniy, or our other teammates. And now we should let this scum live?”

“It pains me, but you promised. All we have is our honor. Otherwise, we’re no better than these thugs.” He nodded toward the wounded gunman.

Ava said, “You’re making a mistake, Max.”

He nodded. “I’ll live with it. Now, let’s get in the car and go find Volkov.”

Ava shook her head and looked at the gunman. “It’s your lucky day, because he has a heart…”

Max crouched so he could be at the gunman’s eye level. “It’s your second chance … Don’t waste it, but do something good.”

The gunman hesitated for a moment, then gave Max a small head nod.

Ava said, “We still need to tie him up, so he doesn’t call and warn Tupolev…”

“Good idea. But let’s call 911 for an ambulance for him…”

“Do we have to?”

“Yes, otherwise he’ll die. And we promised him.”

Ava nodded and made the call.

Max searched the bodies of the dead men and found a pair of handcuffs. He took it, along with their phones and a set of car keys. Ava dragged the gunman to one of the bedrooms and cuffed him to one of the heavy wrought-iron headboards, then she helped Max collect the rifles and pistols scattered on the floor.

When they got outside, Max said, “Let’s take the BMW.” He waved the keys at her. “Found them on one of the bodies. I’ll drive.”

Ava said, “Let’s take everything we can from the truck, the RPGs especially.”

“Get them ready. I’ll bring the car around.”

“They have a ten-minute lead on us.”

“We’ll make that up in no time.”

“And I’ve got to patch your wounds.”

Max shrugged. “They look worse than they are, just scratches…”

“Yes, tough guy … just scratches. You’ll bleed to death…”

“I won’t—”

“It will only take five minutes.”

“The bullet went through and through…”

“Don’t argue now.” Her firm voice told Max the argument was over.


 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Nineteen

 

 

Long Island, New York

United States of America

 

It was imperative for Max and Ava to reach the IMTT terminals before Tupolev and his security detail arrived and received reinforcements, or boarded one of the ships. The International-Matex Tank Terminals were loading and unloading facilities mostly for petroleum products, chemicals, and other types of fuel. Located ten miles south of Manhattan, the complex covered six hundred acres, full of reservoirs, railcars, warehouses, office buildings and trailers, so searching them would take a long time and manpower, which the team didn’t have. Their only hope was to be in position and lying in wait as Tupolev’s crew pulled into the terminal.

Max kept his foot on the gas pedal for pretty much most of the drive. Their white BMW was a 2013 Series 3 model of the 335i variant. Not the fastest car on the road, but it still put out 300 horsepower. Max drove about ten miles over the speed limit, but went faster when he came to straight stretches that had little traffic. He calculated the minutes and the seconds, wondering if they were already too late to save his father. His eyes searched the nearby vehicles for Tupolev’s Mercedes SUV. They weren’t sure if he had switched vehicles, or if he had taken this route, which was the shorter one of the two that connected Long Island to New Jersey. But they had to keep looking.

When they were close to the Bayonne Bridge, Ava glanced at Max. “Don’t worry. We’ll find them. Tupolev needs intel from Volkov. That will keep your father alive.”

“For how long?”

“Until we can free him. Do you have a plan?”

Max nodded. “Kind of. We need to slip inside the yard undetected, then find Tupolev’s office complex and wait for him there.”

Ava glanced at one of the phones they had taken from the dead gunmen. It had a picture of a couple of trailers that served as Tupolev’s office headquarters when he came to the terminals. His company’s logo—a large black “T” inside a golden circle—was stenciled on the side of the trailers. “At least we have a location,” she said in a calm tone.

“But we don’t know if he’s there.”

“Let’s get to the trailers. Either Tupolev will show up, or we’ll grab someone who will tell us where we can find him.”

Maxim nodded. “Then we rescue my … dad.”

He hesitated for a moment before saying the last word. It sounded strange, almost foreign, to say that word about Volkov.

“Yes. We’ll do everything we can to save him.”

Max nodded and drove fast through the bridge. In a matter of minutes, they were on the New Jersey 400 Highway, heading toward the west entrance to the terminals.

Ava said, “We’ll draw the wrong kind of attention if we pull onto the yard in the BMW…”

“I was thinking the same. How about that one?” He pointed at a semi-truck parked on the side of the road coupled to two huge fuel tankers. They were white and yellow and the word Shell was painted on the side.

“You know how to drive that?”

Max nodded. “I had to learn soon after I joined the FSB, but I didn’t drive much.”

“I’ve heard it’s quite difficult…”

“It takes some time to get used to it, but once you got it, you never forget.”

They drove around the semi-truck, but the driver was not in the cab. 

Ava said, “Maybe he’s at the gas station.” She pointed at a QuickChek across from where the semi-truck was parked.

“Or the Burger King.”

“I’ll check.”

“No, I’ve got it.”

Max stepped outside and hurried toward the gas station’s convenience store. He studied the faces of a few men smoking outside the door, but was not convinced any one of them was the truck driver. Then he entered the store and walked up and down the aisles. There were a couple of old ladies, but he doubted one of them would be the truck driver. Their faux fur coats weren’t the right clothes for the job. Lastly, he searched the men’s bathroom. Only one of the stalls was occupied, and the man inside was wearing a pair of brown loafers. Again, the shoes didn’t fit the truck driver profile. Still, he washed his hands and waited until the man came out. He was in his late teens, wearing a leather jacket and a bandana. Max doubted someone would trust the teen with a hundred-thousand-dollar truck and flammable liquid cargo.

So Max sighed and stepped outside, thinking the driver might be at the Burger King. Max glanced at the BMW, but Ava was gone. He stopped and looked around. What happened? Where did she go? He returned his eyes to the fast food joint. Ava came out of the side door carrying a blue jacket with yellow reflective stripes on the back. When they locked eyes, she smiled at Max.

He shook his head. “I told you I’ve got it.”

“Yes, but he was just coming out, and we’d miss our chance.” She showed him the truck keys.

“How did you get them?”

Ava grinned. “The promise of a kiss…”

“Really? He was that gullible?”

“Aren’t all men?”

“No, not all.”

“Well, he was. Now, he’s out cold in the ladies’ bathroom…”

“Good job, Ava.”

She handed him the keys and the vest. Max waited until they had gotten behind the semi-truck, then put on the jacket. He zipped it halfway and said to Ava, “All right, I’m the driver, Wayne Lockhart.” He pulled out the fake driver’s license he had used to rent the Ford SUV in Maryland. “And you are?”

“Jenny, the apprentice.”

“And where’s your gear?”

“Maybe the guard won’t ask that.”

“What if he does?”

Ava shrugged. “I haven’t earned it yet … Or even better, I’m your supervisor, doing some checks, inspections along the way.”

“All right, that should work.”

“Let’s do it.”

They took two large duffel bags with their weapons from the BMW’s trunk and walked to the semi-truck. Max unlocked the door, and a couple of empty beer bottles came flying out. He caught one before it landed on his chest. The cab reeked of garlic and olives. A couple of pizza boxes were on the passenger seat.

“Napolitano?” Ava offered him one of the boxes that had a single slice.

“Get that stinking thing out of my face.”

Ava tossed it behind her, in the sleeper-cab, along with a few empty soda cans. She finished wiping her seat, then took some papers from the glove compartment. “Here’s the shipping order and everything we need to get inside.”

Max drove slowly and turned left as they came to the entrance, which was only a few yards away. A white van with the letters IMTT – BAYONNE SECURITY was parked to the right side, next to a large puddle of muddy water. A series of orange pylons were set up to block one of the lanes leading inside the terminal. Max smiled and waved at the clerk to his left, who just stepped out of the trailer serving as his office. “What’s up, my man?” he said in a cheerful voice to the old man sporting a red cap and a mullet.

“Really?” Ava whispered and shook her head.

“Who are you?”

“Name’s Wayne, and we got a delivery.” He looked at the papers in his lap to avoid the clerk’s curious eyes searching Max’s face. “Eighteen thousand gallons of gasoline for—”

“Where’s Butch?”

“He couldn’t make it this time. Something about a sick relative.”

The clerk nodded. “His poor aunt. She’s on her deathbed.”

“Yes, I think that’s what it was…”

“Let me see the papers.”

Max passed them to the clerk, and he gave them a long studious gaze. He returned to his office, typed something on his computer, then came outside and handed the papers back to Max. “Who’s the lady?”

“Good evening,” Ava said in a warm voice and with a big smile.

“She’s my supervisor. I’m the new guy and all…”

“Well, new guy, you can go in.”

“Thanks so much, man.”

The clerk rolled the chain-link gate to the side, and Max drove in slowly. He went straight for a while as they drove past a series of train cars to their right and large oil reservoirs and pipes to their left, then turned right. The information retrieved from the dead guards placed Tupolev’s offices about a hundred yards up ahead and to the left.

Ava said, “Do you think he’s here?”

“I know he’s here. I can smell that dog…”

They went by more oil reservoirs, then came to a blue building that looked like a warehouse. The railroad tracks were now to their left. Work was still ongoing in the well-lit yard, although Max suspected there was less activity than during the day. In a moment, he saw what they had been looking for over the last two hours. The black Mercedes-Benz was parked about sixty yards away, next to a couple of trucks and other vehicles. Tupolev’s trailers were on the other side, and the lights were on in both of them. They were about fifty yards away, set up next to a reddish-brown three-story building. While Tupolev was nowhere in sight, a couple of men were shoving Volkov toward the nearest trailer.

“Get ready,” Max whispered to Ava.

She pulled out her AK rifle from one of the duffel bags. “Ready. Yours is right here.” She nodded at the second rifle by her feet.

As soon as the semi-truck rounded the curb, Max floored the gas. The behemoth barreled toward the two men. One of them clued in to what was taking place and pulled out his pistol.

Ava had already turned her rifle toward the gunman, but her bullets might strike Volkov, so she didn’t fire. The gunman, however, had no such fears. He fired a few rounds that pierced the semi-truck’s windshield, right about the middle. Sharp glass flew all around the cab, but Max didn’t let that stop him. He dropped down on his seat, but kept his foot on the gas, going straight toward the shooter. The man tried to jump away, but it was too late.

The semi-truck squished him like a bug, then Max hit the brakes.

The other gunman had jumped out of the way and was dragging Volkov toward the trailer. He was putting up a good fight, but the younger man had the upper hand. A couple of gunmen barged out of the nearest trailer and opened up against the semi-truck.

Ava had already jumped out of the cab. She stayed low next to the front wheel, then popped around the hood and fired a quick burst. Her bullets hit one of the gunmen, but the other kept pounding the truck with his volley.

Max had slid over the seats and landed next to Ava. He stood up and came to the gap between the semi-truck and the first tanker. He leveled his rifle squarely on the second gunman’s head and fired a couple of rounds. The gunman fell backwards and against the trailer.

Max turned his attention to the gunman still wrestling with Volkov. The older man had dropped onto the ground, and the gunman was trying to drag him toward the trailer. Max aligned the sight of his rifle with the man’s back and fired a single round, followed by a double tap. The man fell face first to the ground.

One more gunman stepped out of the trailer, but Ava cut him to the ground with a short burst. She opened up against the trailer, shattering its panes of glass.

“Cover me,” Max shouted over the deafening gunshots.

Ava nodded.

He slid underneath the first tanker, then bolted toward his father. Volkov was still on the ground, lying on his stomach. Max reached him without anyone firing at them. “Dad, Dad, how are you?”

Volkov groaned and blood trickled out of his mouth. “Eh … I’ll be fine. You?”

“I’m good. Let’s go.”

Max lifted Volkov slowly and gently by his waist, and they hurried toward the semi-truck. Volkov was limping on his left leg and was leaning hard against Max. The younger man felt the wound on his arm split open, and the pain shot through his body. But he hauled Volkov to the semi-truck, and they sat behind the hood.

“Good to see you,” Ava said to Volkov, who smiled.

Bullets thumped against the other side of the hood. Others shattered the glass, and sharp fragments rained over their heads. Max glanced at the trailers through the gap. “Tupolev’s leaving through the back trailer.”

“Go after them. I’ve got your dad.”

“You sure?”

“Yes, go, go.”

“Don’t let them leave,” Volkov said between gasps, blood still trickling from his split lips.

Max gave Volkov a firm nod. “For what they did to you, they’ll die … All of them.”

He fired the last of his magazine at Tupolev and the three gunmen darting out of the trailer. They rounded the trailer and were now running on the rail tracks.

Ava fired at the first trailer. Someone returned fire from inside. Their bullets lifted sparks off the semi-truck’s hood.

“Toss me those RPGs,” Ava said to Max, who had climbed into the semi-truck’s cab. “And let’s change positions.” She gestured at Volkov, then turned her head toward the trucks about five yards to their left.

Volkov crouched and reached the nearest truck. Ava dragged the duffel bag and removed the rocket-propelled grenade launcher. She screwed in one of the warheads, then shouldered the weapon. A moment later, she climbed to her feet, remaining partially covered by the truck. She took a couple of steps to the side and pulled the trigger.

There was a burst of orange light as the warhead left the launcher, followed by gray smoke. Then the warhead pierced the trailer less than fifty yards away. The structure blew up in a hail of fragments. Everyone who was still inside or behind it was either dead or cut to pieces.

Max began to turn the semi-truck around. It took longer than he hoped, because he hadn’t stopped with that goal in mind. Besides, someone was still taking shots at the semi-truck. Max smelled the gasoline and concluded it was his cargo spilling from numerous holes.

When he had straightened the wheels, he glanced at Ava. She was still firing at unseen targets by the second trailer. When Max looked up and further ahead, he saw the bright lights of a locomotive without any cars coupled to it. The locomotive was perhaps half a mile away and coming toward Max slowly. Four silhouettes were running toward it.

That’s Tupolev and his cronies. How did they get that far?

The four men climbed into the locomotive, which began to pick up speed, barreling toward Max.

I won’t let them escape.

He drove the semi-truck onto the train tracks. They were almost flat to the ground, which made Max’s driving less difficult. He almost lost control of the wheel at one point, but only for a moment.

The engine driver blasted the horn, warning Max to get out of the locomotive’s way.

Max stepped so hard on the semi-truck’s gas pedal he thought his foot would go through the floor.

The train engine screamed toward Max’s semi-truck.

He didn’t even flinch but kept going straight ahead. The semi-truck had no chance against the hundred-ton locomotive. This was going to be a David-vs.-Goliath fight, and he didn’t want to be caught in the middle of it.

He wasn’t.

The engine driver punched the horn once again. The ear-busting horn screamed louder and louder as the freight locomotive raced toward Max. The lights were now almost blindingly bright, filling his entire field of vision.

Max’s palms turned sweaty. His heartbeat grew so rapid he thought his heart would explode inside his chest. He held his breath, waiting for the right moment. He reached over the passenger seat and threw the door open. It was easier to jump out of the driver’s door, but the ground on that side was flat. Across the tracks, a tall, grassy mound would cushion his fall. If he could roll onto the other side of the mound, and the train engine didn’t derail in that direction, he might escape with his life.

A big might.

When the semi-truck was about twenty yards away from the now-screaming train engine, Max threw his body across the seat, then leapt as far as he could from the semi-truck. Airborne, he tucked his body into a tight ball, with his arms around his chest and his legs scrunched up. He heard the bone-rattling screech of the engine brakes. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw the semi-truck beginning to veer off to the right, in the wrong direction.

Max couldn’t do anything about it.

He landed almost on the center of his back and flat with the top of the mound as the train engine slammed into one of the gasoline tankers. Gigantic flames burst in all directions. Max barely had time to roll over the mound. He didn’t break the fall with his hands, as that could snap his wrists. Some of the flames leapt toward him, and he smelt burned skin. His hair was singed, and the back of his collar had caught fire. He kept rolling down the mound, fighting to quench the fire.

Deafening metallic banging and clanging came from behind him. Max could only imagine the train engine plowing into the tankers, but fiery shards began to hail all around him. He turned his head, and his worst nightmare became real.

The train engine was rushing toward him. Its front cut through the mound. He raced as fast as he could as the train engine slid behind him, missing Max by a few yards. It slowed down, but still came dangerously close, as metal pieces shot from all directions.

Max didn’t know how he was still alive and running, but he continued his mad dash. He hid behind a truck, just as a new, even greater explosion echoed from behind him. Max flattened himself to the ground as loud clanging came from the front of the truck. Something heavy hit its hood and shattered the windshield. A large, orange fireball erupted and enormous flames leapt at the dark sky, lighting up the area as if it was daytime. Max glanced at the train engine turned into a fiery wreckage, as more flames burst from a series of smaller explosions inside the engine cabin.

Max continued to crawl backwards as he listened for screams of pain from the wreckage. He heard nothing, and there were no more gunshots. 

He ran his hands over his face and chest, checking for blood or other wounds. A few bruises, but nothing major. Searing pain came from his right shoulder. Max had reinjured the wounds on his left arm and leg, and he imagined they’d be bleeding badly. He shrugged. They’ll heal. Everything will heal.

“Max, Max,” Ava’s voice came from behind him. “How are you?”

He tried to turn his head, but his entire body trembled. “I’m … I’m all right.”

She crouched next to him and began to check him.

Volkov squatted on the other side. “Stay, stay there, my son. We’ll take care of you.”

“I’m okay … Dad.” A moment of hesitation before the last word, but Max was getting used to saying it.

“I’ll bring our getaway truck closer.” Ava stood up.

“You did well, my son. I’m so proud of you.”

Max smiled and nodded, and laid his head on his father’s chest. The latter brushed his hair, and Max felt something he’d never felt before in his life.

A moment later, the truck’s bright headlights fell upon them, and Ava jumped out. “We’ve got to go. Security has called the cops, and they’ll be here soon.”

Volkov and Ava pulled Max to his feet, and the three of them slowly made their way to the truck. When Max was lying on the backseats, he said, “Now what?”

“We’ve got to make a quick exit,” Ava said and turned the truck around.

Volkov nodded. “First stop, Atlas Yacht Club Marina, a few blocks away.” He gestured with his left hand. “We take a boat and sail across to New York. We find Stefan, and make our way out of this great USA.”

Ava said, “We’ve overstayed our welcome.”

“And then what?” Max said.

Volkov shrugged. “I think it’s time to go home, Moscow, and settle a few accounts…”

Ava glanced at Volkov. “What about France?”

Volkov returned a mischievous grin. “France is on the way to Moscow…”


 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Twenty

 

 

Richmond Terrace, Staten Island

New York City, United States of America

 

Volkov hadn’t expected Stefan to come in person to meet them at the rendezvous point. But there he was, waiting right outside the Trinity Church Cemetery, in the front passenger seat of a gray windowless utility van. There was no one in the driver’s seat, to give the impression that Stefan was waiting for his driver, who, presumably had gone to one of the automobile repair shops across from the cemetery.

As soon as Ava stepped out of the small thicket behind the Heritage Park along the shore of the Kill Van Kull Strait, two of Stefan’s men came out of the shadows. They were standing next to one of the townhouses across the street. One of them helped Volkov into the front seat of the van as Stefan slid to the driver’s side. The other man slid open the back door and scrutinized the area. His pistol was at the ready, low against his side.

“My friend, you had a rough night.” Stefan smiled at Volkov and gave him a gentle pat on the shoulder.

“What are you doing here?”

“I needed some fresh air.” He turned on the engine and started the van, driving slowly along the snaking Richmond Terrace. “Cops are hovering around like vultures.” He gestured with his hand upwards.

Max lowered his head and glanced through the window. A helicopter was circling over the IMTT terminal, and the powerful searchlight beam was cutting a swath through the dark night, sweeping over the waters.

“And there’s so much chatter about the terminal explosions.” Stefan tipped his head toward the radio mounted on the dashboard.

“What are they saying?” Max asked.

“The terminal security staff reported shots fired, followed by large explosions. They didn’t intervene, but ‘monitored’ the situation from a safe distance, whatever that means,” Stefan said.

“It means they didn’t see anything,” Volkov said.

“And we saw no police, uniformed or not,” Ava said.

Stefan nodded. “That’s good, because this side is teeming with the boys in blue. So much, that I thought we’d need to dress the part for this pick-up.” He grinned. “It’s been a few years since I dressed like a cop, other than on Halloween.”

“You’ve become a true American.”

“Yes, with a capital ‘A’.”

Stefan turned left onto Broadway as police sirens echoed from the distance. He glanced in the rearview mirror, but no police car, or any vehicle for that matter, was driving behind them. “I’m so American I’ve picked up some New York fun facts.” Stefan said in English, faking an accent, making the words sound like “Noo Yawk.” He smiled and added, “Did you know that each of the five boroughs has a street named Broadway? And this one, right here, is the shortest, and I say the beautifullest.”

Volkov groaned. “That’s not a word…”

“It is now, since I just said it…”

“Let’s just stick with Russian, shall we?”

“But of course. It’s our mother tongue.”

The van hit a large pothole. The rear wheel sank, causing a jolt to go through Max’s back. A grunt came out of his mouth almost involuntarily. He leaned forward and said, “Stefan, you were saying about this road being beautiful?”

Stefan grinned. “Smart-aleck. I said ‘beautiful,’ not well-kept.”

Volkov turned on his seat. “How are you, son?”

Max nodded. “All right, I’m all right.”

“We’ll have a surgeon waiting at the house,” Stefan said. “He’s very good.”

Max said, “No doubt about it.”

He lay back onto the seat, trying to avoid resting the injured part of the shoulder against the fabric. His entire back burned with searing pain, but he wasn’t about to complain. Not in front of Stefan and Volkov. My dad. He felt awkward even thinking about who Volkov truly was. It was going to take a while to get used to the idea.

Max shrugged. Not tonight. His eyelids weighed a ton, and he closed his eyes. He put his head against the seat rest and fell into a deep sleep.

 

* * *

 

Max dozed off for a few minutes while Stefan drove to his house. He took back roads and back alleys and avoided the largest intersections. When they came to Red Hook in Brooklyn, they stopped behind an abandoned warehouse and changed vehicles, switching the van for a Lexus SUV with tinted windows.

At Stefan’s house, the surgeon had already turned one of the guest rooms into an improvised operating theatre. He worked on Volkov first, because of Max’s insistence. Volkov had only minor bruises and cuts and perhaps a fractured middle rib, as a result of being manhandled by Tupolev’s guards. The surgeon suspected that because of the bruising and swelling around the injury, as well as pain in the chest when taking a deep breath. He also thought Volkov might have internal bleeding, as the fractured rib might be pressing on the lungs or other organs. The surgeon gave Volkov painkillers and told him he’d have to go to the surgeon’s private medical clinic at once, for X-rays and further tests.

Max’s condition was more straightforward, but his wounds were more difficult to treat. The surgeon cleaned and stitched the bullet wound on his left arm. The bullet had torn through flesh, but had missed the bone. The back of his calf had also been pierced through, and the bullet had sliced through two muscles of the superficial layer, the gastrocnemius and the soleus, as the surgeon called them. Max would have to avoid overexerting the leg, and take it easy for the next two to three days. Especially since grenade shrapnel had cut through the upper part of the same leg. That wound was superficial, but still had caused Max to lose a large amount of blood and had weakened him.

Max’s shoulders and back had fared better. The surgeon concluded that Max hadn’t dislocated his shoulder or injured his back to such an extent that a surgical intervention was necessary. The grass atop the mound had cushioned Max’s fall, he had been lucky. Max wanted to attribute the almost flawless leap from the semi-truck to his training and execution, but he knew he shouldn’t be cocky.

He sighed as the surgeon finished with the wounds, then helped him out of the room. Ava, who was standing in the hall, hurried to him. “How are you?”

“I’ll live, right?” He smiled and tipped his head toward the surgeon.

The man nodded his silver-haired head. “Yes, but you’ll need rest, a lot of rest. Where did my other patient go?”

“I’m here,” Volkov said from the living room

He stood up and checked on Max, who walked slowly through the hall. “You’ll be fine,” Volkov said and patted Max on the back.

“And so will you.”

“We have to go,” the surgeon said.

“This shouldn’t take long,” Volkov said to Max. “Get some sleep now, and we’ll talk tomorrow.”

Max nodded. “Hope it goes well.”

Volkov said, “Of course it will. I’m in very good hands, right?” He looked at the surgeon, then at Stefan, who was standing further back in the hall.

“The best in the Bronx, probably in the whole of New York,” Stefan replied.

The surgeon shrugged. “Not really, but I get the job done. Rest and get better,” he said to Max, then headed toward the door.

Max hesitated for a moment, then leaned forward and gave Volkov a hug. It felt strange at first, but the more he held onto his father, the more he didn’t want to let go. After what seemed like a very long time, but was only a few moments, he broke the embrace. “Go now.” He cocked his head toward the door.

“I’ll see you back here soon.” Volkov’s voice had a hint of sadness as if this was the last time that he’d see his son.

Max watched until everyone had left and Volkov closed the door behind him, then looked at Ava. She said, “You heard the doctor. Rest time.”

“I’m not really sleepy.”

“I know. I could hear you snoring in the van.”

“I don’t snore.”

Ava smiled. “Oh, you do snore. And, at some point, you rested your head on my shoulder.”

“I’m sorry.”

Ava stepped closer to him. “Don’t be sorry. You needed to, otherwise you’d have a kink in your neck. Plus, it felt nice, having … feeling a human touch.”

She rubbed his arm as she stood very close to him. Max felt her warm breath on his face and looked at her eyes full of desire. Ava was very beautiful, even after a long day and night of car chases and gunfighting. He leaned in for a kiss, and did not close his eyes, unafraid of the potential rejection. He knew Ava wanted him to kiss her, and he wanted it even more.

Their lips locked in a long, passionate kiss. Ava’s hands danced across his back while he held her tight against him. He felt her body warmth against his and longed to rip her clothes off and have her. But he stopped his hands. They were in Stefan’s house, and this wasn’t the right moment. He stepped back slowly, so that Ava wouldn’t misunderstand him. “This … this isn’t what the doctor ordered…”

“But it’s better. It will help you heal … faster.”

Max smiled, then shook his head. “We have time. I … I’m not going anywhere, and neither are you.”

Ava gave him a sideways look. “Are you sure, Max?” She said his name in an inviting tone, with a playful purr.

It took all the willpower Max could gather to say, “Yes. Let’s … let’s take things slowly.”

“Sure.” Ava planted a quick kiss on his lips and stepped back. She looked away for a moment, then down at the floor, as she shifted her body weight from one leg to the other. She shrugged and said, “The spare room is this way…” She headed to the left and opened a door.

The room was small, with a twin bed and a couple of closets. Ava pulled back the beige blankets, and Max sat at the edge of the bed. He placed one of the pillows against the wooden headboard and slid his body slowly toward it, but did not lie down.

Ava said, “I thought you wanted to rest…”

“No, not yet. Stay, I want to chat.”

“About what just happened in the hall?” Ava sat on a chair across from the bed.

“No, about something else that happened a long time ago. Back in Moscow, at the Sheremetyevo airport. You were there, in the black Jaguar, weren’t you?”

Ava nodded slowly, and a frown began to spread across her face. “I’m not going to deny it. I was there. And I saw everything. In case you never found out, the AP security was called in by the banker. He wanted to escape at any cost, and he thought that was his way out. We’re not sure if someone in the SVR tipped them off, or how they were able to obtain the information about the banker’s arrival. But, there they were…”

“Yes, and they almost killed you…”

“Right, and you saved my life.”

“Were you working for the GRU?”

“No.”

“Have you ever worked for them?”

“No.”

“You disappeared after the shooting, and the FSB couldn’t find you. You told me you were there to observe the detainee’s transfer, but that’s not true. How were you involved with the incident?”

Ava shrugged with a certain amount of hesitation. “I … I don’t know how much I should tell you. How about you discuss this with your father?”

“What does he have to do with it? Is he connected to the banker?”

“No, no, he had nothing to do with the banker.”

“But he sent you there, didn’t he?”

Ava sighed. “Come on, Max. Enough with these questions…”

“No, I need to know what happened and why you disappeared.”

“You know what happened. The banker tried to escape, but he had made some miscalculations. Your appearance brought a new, unexpected variable to his escape equation.”

“And what was your role there? Why did Volkov send you?”

“My assignment had me act purely as an observer.”

“And that is why you didn’t intervene?”

Ava nodded. “Correct. Plus, you had a good handle on the situation and didn’t need any assistance.”

“And what if that hadn’t been the case?”

“Then my objective would have changed. I would have made sure you weren’t hurt.”

Max gave her a cockeyed glance. “I was hurt…”

Ava smiled. “You got a couple of scratches, but you had everything under control at all times. Frankly, I didn’t think I needed to be there at all and … you know, babysit.”

“Thanks for your confidence. But Volkov thought otherwise?”

Ava shook her head. “I’ve said enough, Max. You’ll have to ask your father about that. Now, since I was at the airport, I decided to observe until the end. Once you dropped me around the office building, I stayed there, ready to intervene, if there was a need. As things turned out, that wasn’t necessary.”

Max nodded, but held Ava’s look for a long moment. “The FBS launched an internal investigation, which blamed me for everything that happened. I was demoted, lost everything I had invested in my job for the last three years…”

Ava stood up and sat on the bed next to Max. She rubbed his arm, then gave him a saddened smile. “Sorry about that, but I couldn’t just show up. I had no business being at that place, at that time. My presence wouldn’t have helped you; it would have made matters worse.”

“Probably, but you should have tried to help—”

“Trust me, I did.” Ava sighed. “But it doesn’t always depend on me.”

“Volkov—”

“That’s all I have to say, Max. But let me ask you a question: How did you decide to join the FSB?”

Max shrugged. “Nowhere else to go, I guess.”

Ava smiled. “Come on now, Max. I’m sure it’s not that simple.”

“It wasn’t really a conscious choice, if that’s what you’re looking for. I wasn’t someone who was told—or who decided on his own—that he was destined for great things, or who thought he could do better than others, or was more patriotic than the rest of the people.” Max sighed. “I was just a grunt, trying to eke out a living working for a bank in Moscow. My best friend Sasha—I’m sure you know about him; we’ve been friends since we were kids. We grew up together, in the same neighborhood. Then we were together at Lomonosov University—Sasha was accepted to the FSB. He knew I was in a rut, and he encouraged me to think about something different, and give the FSB a try.” Max smiled. “They accepted me.”

“You sound surprised.”

“I was, and I still am. I mean, I have a business degree, and I’ve taken some auto mechanics courses. But, what are the odds?”

“Pretty good, I’d say. You got in, and the FSB selection is tough, Max. You must have done something great to impress them.”

Max shrugged. “I just drive—”

“You do more than just drive, and you shouldn’t be so hard on yourself. Others will do that for you very well. You pick up your package and ensure that you deliver it safely. You’ve never lost anyone. You deserve to take the credit for that.”

“You’re right.”

“Where did you learn how to drive like a maniac?”

Max smiled. “You know the answer to that…”

Ava returned the smile. “Let’s say I don’t. But even if I do, I want to hear it from you…”

“I started when I was sixteen, just to make some money on the side. I had a couple of friends, great car thieves. They could break into virtually any vehicle, no matter the brand or the year, within two minutes. But they couldn’t drive to save their lives.”

“They needed a driver.”

“And I needed the money. But not a record. So I did that for about seven months, until I got caught by the Moscow police. We were actually set up, by one of the thieves, who turned on his buddy and on me. Otherwise, I would have never gotten caught. Thankfully, I was still a minor, and this was my first time, so the judge went easy on me. My mom cried her eyes out, and that helped. I got off easy, with no record. I had to stay away from driving cars for six months.”

Ava smiled. “I’m sure you did.”

“I’m not saying anything incriminating.” Max shook his head. “But I turned my life around. Stopped driving stolen vehicles. Went to school, got my degree, found a job.”

“But you kept driving fast…”

“On weekends, amateur rallies, the occasional race, all legit.”

“Mostly legit.”

Max shrugged. “Legit is a fluid concept.”

“You’re right about that.” Ava stood up. “Now, try to get some sleep, or at least relax. Don’t fret over it. Okay?”

Max said nothing.

Ava leaned over Max and gave him a quick kiss on the lips.

Max hesitated for a moment, then kissed her back.

“I’ll be in the guest room upstairs, if you need anything.”

“Good night, Ava.”

“Good night, Max.”

He looked at his arm wrapped in a gauze bandage, then his eyes moved down to his leg also covered in the white sterile casing. He sighed, and his mind went to the fateful events of that day back at the Sheremetyevo Airport in Moscow. How would things have turned out had Ava intervened? Why did Volkov send her? And why didn’t he allow her to assist me when things went sideways? He shrugged and, in an instant, felt completely exhausted. The grueling events of the day had finally caught up to him. He was dead asleep before he had pulled the blanket up to his chin.


 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Twenty-one

 

 

The Bronx, New York City

United States of America

 

Max woke up because of a blaring horn that seemed to be just outside the window. He reached for his pistol under his pillow, then sat up in the bed. He listened for a moment, then stood up, trying to put very little weight on his injured left leg. 

When he reached the window, he peered through the blinds. A short, Asian-looking man was arguing with a large, black cab driver. They were both in the middle of the street, next to a yellow taxi and a silver truck. It seemed the truck driver had cut in front of the taxi. Road rage?

Max lowered the pistol and slid the safety switch to the off position. He couldn’t hear the words, only muted sounds, but their argument didn’t seem to have anything to do with him or Stefan. Still, Max observed the exchange for another few moments. The fearless, tiny Asian man was in the black man’s face, gesturing at the taxi, then at the truck, and then at the black man. After a while, the black man threw both his arms in the air, shook his large head, and returned to the truck. He drove away, tires screeching as he went. The Asian man shrugged, then pulled out his phone and began to yell at someone, judging by his animated gestures.

There was a knock on the door, then Ava said, “Max, you awake?”

“Yes, come in.”

She was dressed in green jeans and a matching green t-shirt. Her blond hair was pulled in a tight, long ponytail. “What are you doing there with that gun?”

Max shrugged. “I … The ruckus woke me up, and I wasn’t sure what it was…”

“Welcome to the Bronx. Thank God it wasn’t a drive-by shooting…”

“Are you serious?”

“Very. It happens more often than you’d expect for a stable, democratic, free country…”

“There’s no such thing.”

“So why pretend, then? Why claim this place is better—no, the best country in the world, when it’s simply not true?”

Max shrugged again. “I don’t. I just got here yesterday.”

Ava nodded. “Volkov is up as well. He doesn’t sleep much.”

“And Stefan?”

“He’s making coffee.”

“I need some clothes.”

“I heard Volkov bought some. Maybe he got you something.”

“All right. I’ll see you in the kitchen.”

“You want coffee?”

“Sure.”

Five minutes later, Max joined them at the table. “What did the doc say?” he asked Volkov.

“Bruised rib, contused lung, normal stuff.”

Max scoffed. “Completely normal.”

Stefan said, “He’s seen much worse.”

“How did you sleep?” Volkov said to Max.

“Broken sleep, but I feel better.” He took a sip from the coffee mug in front of him.

“There are some clothes there.” Volkov pointed toward a chair behind them in the living room. “They should fit.”

Max looked over Volkov’s shoulder. Blue jeans and a black hooded sweatshirt, along with a couple of other clothing items. “What’s the plan now?”

Volkov said, “The police are looking all over the city for us. They know what we all look like.” He gestured at Max and Ava, who were sitting next to one another. “Security cameras at the terminal entrance, plus the clerk’s testimony.”

Stefan nodded. “So it’s getting harder to move you out of the country. And more expensive, but not impossible. It looks like I’m stuck with you for a few more days.”

Volkov said, “We’ll take this time to plan our next steps. And you need some time to recover.”

“I’m good to go right now.”

“Of course you are.” Volkov nodded. “But I’m not. I’m an old man, who might get pneumonia at any time. At least, that’s what the doctor said. And he knows what he’s talking about…”

Max shrugged, but didn’t argue. He sipped his coffee, then said, “I’m going to go change.” He stood up.

“When you come back, I’ll take you for breakfast,” Volkov said.

“I thought we weren’t supposed to go out,” Max said.

Stefan nodded. “I told your father, but he doesn’t listen.”

“The neighborhood is safe. There’s a Russian bakery a few blocks away. The owner is a good friend, from Saint Petersburg. Cops never go there, unless they want to start a war, or collect their paycheck.”

Max nodded. “I’d love a couple of vatrushkas.”

“Yes, they have buns, bagels, eggs, bacon, and, of course, desserts. Kirill will make everything for you on the spot. He’s such a great cook. Then we can talk.” Volkov’s voice turned sharper, with a sense of urgency and importance.

Max had suspected this was not just a father-son bonding time. “Sure.”

He returned to the kitchen in a matter of minutes and finished his now-cold coffee. He had already strapped his pistol to his side, but the bulge was somewhat visible underneath the sweatshirt.

Stefan pointed at the gun. “You look just like one of the neighborhood punks…”

“I’ll get you a jacket.” Volkov was already standing up. “Otherwise, someone might mistake you for a thug and shoot you.”

Ava smiled at Max. He asked her, “You want anything from the bakery?”

“No, I’m good, but thanks.”

“We’ll bring you dessert,” Volkov said. “One can never have too much dessert, not when it’s Ptichye Moloko.”

Max blinked in disbelief. “You know how long it has been since I’ve had Bird’s Milk?”

“No, but you’ll love it.”

Max thought about the dessert, a chocolate-glazed light marshmallow slice, and found himself salivating.

Volkov walked down the hall, followed by Max. At the door, they put on jackets and stepped outside. When they had just turned the corner, Volkov said, “Max, don’t break her heart.”

“What?”

“Ava. I saw how she looks at you.”

Max shrugged. “I don’t know what you’re talking about…”

“My eyes don’t deceive me. Ava has this tender look of affection every time she sees you. I know it. It was the same look your mother used to give to me.”

Max was caught off guard by the comparison. “Yes, we … we need to talk about her.”

“Not right now. Let’s have some breakfast and talk about what we’re going to do. Tupolev is dead, but this story is not over.”

They crossed the intersection, then Volkov led Max through a back alley. They came to a rundown, two-story building and walked around piles of debris on the pot-holed asphalt. “Doesn’t look like much, but the food is delicious,” Volkov said.

He knocked twice on a black metal door and nodded at the small dome camera mounted above the door. They waited for a few seconds, then the door opened. A young woman wearing a black leather jacket and dark pants gave them a curious glance. She rested her right hand on the door handle, while her left hand was behind her back, holding something. Max doubted it was a cooking utensil.

“Who are you looking for?” she asked in a raspy, curt voice.

“Kirill, my friend Kirill.”

“Let them in, Galina. They’re good friends,” an old man’s voice boomed from inside.

Galina took a step back and waved them in with her pistol.

Volkov walked through the dimly lit hall and found Kirill in the kitchen. He was wearing an apron stained with grease and flour and was bringing out a tray of buns from the large stove. “Volkov, I wasn’t expecting you for another half an hour or so. We’re not open yet…”

“I’m hungry, Kirill, and your vatrushkas are the best in the city.”

He shook hands with the potbellied Kirill. “What’s with the extra security?”

“A series of robberies in the area. Potheads who don’t know what they’re doing, but still dangerous. Who’s your friend?”

“His name is Max.”

Max almost expected to be introduced as Volkov’s son, but as he thought about it, Max realized it wasn’t prudent for Volkov to inform everyone about their relationship. Kirill might be a friend, but there were still boundaries in place even for friends, especially for some kind of friends.

Kirill and Max shook hands. “How are you doing, Max?”

“Very good. And you?”

“Oh, much better now that I see my good old friend … But you said you were hungry, so this way, let’s go this way.” Kirill led them to the left, through a small hall that opened into a dining area with just eight square tables. The chairs were placed on all of them and Kirill removed two of the chairs. Max and Volkov sat across from one another.

“The usual?” Kirill asked.

“Yes, but add some bits of bacon.” Volkov looked up at Max. “You like bacon, right?”

Max nodded. “Bacon is fine.”

“Bring four vatrushkas as well. And some coffee. Black.”

“Five minutes, but Galina will bring you the coffee right away. Just brewed it.”

Volkov nodded at Kirill. When he had left, Volkov looked through the small window that overlooked the back alley and a part of the intersection. A convenience store and a money mart were kitty-corner from Kirill’s bakery. They were both closed. He moved his chair closer to the table and glanced toward the kitchen. Both Kirill and Galina were beyond earshot, so Volkov said, “Once Stefan can get us out of the country, we’ll head to France. As we discussed last night, Tupolev was only the brute. We need to get to the brain behind the operation.”

“Do you have more intel on him?”

“Not yet. But I have a very good idea. I suspect he’s someone from my past, from my days in Berlin. I made a lot of enemies there. Someone is coming to exact revenge, and they’re using Tupolev as their tool.”

“When I talked to Tupolev, he said he wanted you…”

Volkov nodded. “Because of what I know, of all the years I’ve spent in the KGB. I know many, many secrets that can bury powerful men, some of whom are now heading companies or in powerful political positions…”

He let his voice trail off as Galina brought their coffees. The butt of her pistol was visible in her shoulder holster. “Nice Sig.” Volkov tipped his head toward the gun.

Galina’s face was emotionless. “Let me know if you need cream or sugar,” she said in a lackluster tone.

“We’re good,” Volkov said.

When she had returned to the counter, Volkov said, “When I met Tupolev, on his yacht, off the coast of France, he offered me five million dollars. When I refused, he asked that I reconsider, but he also told me that I was not indispensable.” 

Volkov shook his head and sipped his coffee. “No, he didn’t mean he was going to kill me, not at that time, anyway. But he indicated that he could get that intel from others.”

“Other KGB agents?”

“Yes. Of course, I wasn’t the only agent stationed in Berlin or in East or West Germany. So, I started to dig deeper and narrowed it down to two potentials. Considering the specifics of the information Tupolev was after, there were only two men who could provide him those secrets. One of them is dead, so it’s unlikely that it’s the dead man.”

Max took a sip of his coffee. “Who’s the second man?”

Volkov didn’t reply right away. A glint of fury flashed in his eyes, like Max had never seen before. “His name is Georgy Azarov. He operated in Berlin and in Germany at the same time when I was there. We worked together on a number of missions. That man had the intelligence or access to the intelligence that Tupolev was seeking.”

“But does this Georgy character have the motive?”

Again, Volkov didn’t reply right away. He took another sip of coffee and said, “Well, money is always the best motivator. But, in this case, Georgy has one more reason to betray me and his country. Your mother.”

Max gave Volkov a look of confusion. “What does she have to do with this?”

“Georgy liked her a lot. But Maria … your mother … she didn’t have any feelings for him.”

“So your thinking is that Georgy is retaliating for a slight that happened over thirty years ago?”

Volkov shrugged. “I don’t know, but this was more than just a slight. Georgy took it very personally, especially since we both had to work with your mother on a regular basis. He just couldn’t handle seeing her, but not being with her. And some people, they know how to hold grudges forever.”

Max nodded. “I know what you mean. And you believe that’s what’s going on here?”

“Only one way to find out. We’ll find Georgy and ask him.” Volkov grinned when he mentioned the word “ask.”

“Do you know where he is?”

“No, but knowing Tupolev, I have a very good idea. If he wanted me, he probably has Georgy.”

“Where?”

“Not sure, but most likely on his yacht. Easy to move around and hide, and almost impossible to escape.”

“Where is the yacht?”

“Somewhere off the coast of France. Tupolev didn’t like to move it much. Maybe go as far as the coast of Tortosa and Palma in Spain. But we’ll find it.”

“And you have a plan, I imagine?”

“You imagine right, but you had a few other questions. I’m assuming it’s about what happened back in Moscow, at the airport…”

Max gave Volkov a sideways glance. “Did Ava talk to you about it?”

“Maybe she did; maybe she didn’t. But it’s not difficult for me to come to that conclusion…”

“Right. So, why did you send Ava to the airport?”

Before Volkov could reply, Galina appeared tableside with their food. The cheese-filled buns were still steaming, and the aroma filled the hall. Volkov drew in a deep breath. “Oh, this is delicious. You’ll love it.”

Max picked up the closest bun, but Volkov gave him a small headshake. “We give thanks first…”

“What?”

“We thank God for the food.”

“Really? After what we’ve done, all the people we’ve killed, the lies we’ve told?”

“We killed no one who didn’t come for our life, or who didn’t deserve it. But we still thank God for our food and our life. Since you’re new at this, let me show you…”

“Is this one of those father-son bonding moments?” Max didn’t hide the tinge of mockery creeping into his voice.

Volkov either didn’t notice, or he chose to ignore it. “Only if you want it to be.” He bowed his head and said, “Our Father in Heaven, honored be Your name. May Your Kingdom come into the hearts of everyone, especially those truly seeking You. Thank you for giving us our daily bread and saving our lives from our enemies. Yours be the glory forever. Amen.”

Max hesitated for a moment, then said in a low voice, “Amen.”

“Next time, it’s your turn.” Volkov cut into the fried eggs, which Kirill had cooked with the yolks unbroken. So they resembled two large yellow eyes, which gave the meal its name, glazunya, from glaz, meaning eye.

Max was still working on his bun. The cheese was sweet and melting against the warm, crusty bread, with a heavenly taste.

Volkov enjoyed a couple more bites, then said, “Your question, about why Ava came to Moscow? I had heard about you, and your talent, and capabilities, but I needed some personal assurances. No offence, Max, but it’s different when you’ve experienced something firsthand … And since I couldn’t be there, Ava was the next best thing.”

“Is that the whole reason?” Max said.

Volkov grinned. “I won’t hide it from you: I had some doubts. I wanted to be absolutely sure that you could do this job, and the one at the Moscow airport. I knew you could do it, but just in case things got a bit more difficult than even you could handle, Ava was there, in case you needed a hand.”

“I didn’t need a hand.”

“Like I said, just in case. I was planning my escape at the time, so I had to know whether I needed more manpower, or whether you and Ava would suffice.” He scooped up another forkful of eggs and bacon. “This operation was like setting an explosive charge … You don’t want to use too much or too little; just the right amount.”

Max nodded.

“Does that make sense?”

“It does.”

“And it convinces you?”

“Not quite.”

“What else do you need?”

“Nothing right now.” He tasted the eggs and found them quite delightful. He broke the second vatrushka in two pieces and dipped one of them into the yolks and chewed slowly. The bacon pieces were crispy and crunchy, and he enjoyed them a lot.

Volkov said, “Now, what did you want to know about your mother?”

“Everything.”

“Sure, we have nothing but time…”

Max couldn’t tell if Volkov was serious or not, so he asked, “Start at the beginning.”

“How we met? Sure, it was a dark and stormy night … Cliché, I know, but it was true. The dark, because it was night, almost midnight, and we had blown up one of the local transformers, cutting off the lights to a small section in West Berlin, to make the rendezvous easier. And stormy because it was November in Berlin. We were lucky it wasn’t snowing, but the rain was coming down hard. I could barely see a few feet away.

“Then I saw her. Your mother … she was so pretty, even with her hair sticking to her forehead and the sides of her face…” Volkov sighed. “She had come for an intelligence exchange. Contrary to what people believe about the Cold War, we often worked together with the CIA and other security agencies, especially when this resulted in mutual benefits.”

Max stopped chewing. “Mutual?”

“Yes. In this case, the CIA had a rogue agent, who had started to become a problem. He had threatened to bomb one of the KGB stations in East Berlin. That attack could become the catalyst to kindle an all-out war. Things were very volatile at that time, and even a small spark could light up a massive fire. No one wanted that.

“Your mother was the liaison. We had a short meeting and hit it off right away. I liked her resolve. She never gave up, even when the odds were impossible. She made it happen.”

“But she switched sides, began to spy for the KGB against her country?”

Volkov nodded. “Yes, it happened slowly, and unexpectedly. It wasn’t the money, or the ideology. At the risk of sounding trite, I’d say it was love.”

Max held Volkov’s nostalgic gaze for a long moment.

The older man shrugged and returned to his breakfast. “But, we’ll talk about her recruitment another time. The eggs are getting cold, and Kirill would be upset if he saw us…” He looked over Max’s shoulder, toward the counter.

Max could see that Volkov was getting upset because of the memories the story was bringing back to his mind. He decided not to press the matter any further. Like Volkov had said, now they had nothing but time.


 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Twenty-two

 

 

The Bronx, New York City

United States of America

 

It took Stefan five days to prepare the necessary forged travel documents and to bribe enough US Customs and Border Protection officials and American Airlines personnel to secure a safe passage for Volkov, Max, and Ava. At Philadelphia International Airport, they boarded an overnight, non-stop flight to Charles de Gaulle Airport in Paris, France. The Airbus A330 of Flight AA754 landed around 11:00 in the morning, and the trio passed through passport control and immigration without any trouble. The French officials cast only a cursory glance at the team’s Canadian passports, navy-blue with a gold-colored crest.

After collecting their luggage, Volkov guided them through the public arrivals area. He had activated a few contacts in France, but had chosen not to ask them to meet the team at the airport. Fetching a taxi would attract much less attention, on the slim chance someone was watching. In broken French, Max gave the taxi driver a hotel address in the outskirts of Paris. Max spoke passable French, but the trick would force the driver to keep the conversation at a minimum.

During the forty-five-minute drive covering the seventeen miles separating the airport from the city, Max kept checking over his shoulder, while he talked to Volkov. The traffic was mostly congested and someone following them would be difficult to spot, especially if the surveillance was using more than one vehicle, as was often the case. The recent turn of events had made Max very suspicious. Combined with the KGB-bred paranoia of Volkov, they were both scouring the area behind them as if their lives depended on it, which might well be so.

Thankfully, they noticed nothing strange, so when they arrived at the hotel, Volkov gestured at the two men waiting in a blue Peugeot just across from the building’s entrance. They waited until the taxi had disappeared around the corner, then pulled in to pick up the team. “Good to see you, boss,” said the driver, while the front passenger stepped out.

The driver exchanged a fist bump with Ava, who was dressed in a white and black fall dress, along with a dark gray heavy-knitted cardigan, since the wind had turned sharp. It was one of the few times she could wear a dress, and the clothes fit very nicely around her hourglass curves and fell just above her knee. Max caught himself looking at her a couple of times. He still couldn’t believe he had kissed this gorgeous woman, and she was now his girlfriend.

“Are you coming, Max?”

Ava’s soft voice brought him out of his daydreaming. He smiled at her. “Yes, of course.”

The plan would have them take the long nine-hour drive to Cannes. Of course, they could have flown from Paris or another city, but Max didn’t want the additional scrutiny of their identification documents. Besides, they were not going to spring into action until after midnight, after they had climbed into the small speedboat that was going to take them to Tupolev’s yacht, Prekrasnaya, The Beautiful.

Max could hardly wait.

 

* * *

 

Ten miles off the coast of Nice

Southern France

 

Ava kissed him so passionately that Max almost forgot it was part of the play. He held her close to his chest, feeling her body press tightly against his. They were both leaning against the starboard gunwale of the speedboat, whose engine Max had turned off only moments ago. The cold waves splashed them, but he ignored the shivers going through his body even though he was wearing a black windbreaker. The night had grown cold, but Ava’s touches had started to warm him up.

He broke the kiss for a moment and glanced to his right. The waves were guiding the speedboat toward Tupolev’s yacht, which was about a hundred yards away. Then he looked near the stern of the speedboat, where Volkov was hiding behind a few plastic boxes and underneath a sheet of black tarpaulin. Only his eyes were visible in the complete darkness that had enveloped everything. Max only spotted them because he knew where to look. He hoped the yacht’s guards would miss him—at least for a few seconds—to give Volkov and their team the advantage of the surprise.

“Max, I’m waiting here,” Ava whispered in an annoyed tone.

He smiled at her and returned to kissing her like he had never kissed a woman in his life. But his zeal was cut short by one long warning blast on the yacht's horn. Then a strong searchlight fell upon the speedboat. Its beam was so strong that Max had to protect his eyes with the back of his hand and turn his head in the other direction.

“It’s on,” Ava said.

Max nodded. His hand hovered over the pistol in his ankle holster. The Heckler & Koch HK45 Tactical pistol was locked and loaded.

Ava switched the safety lever on her HK45 pistol to the off position. Her hand was around his back, so anyone watching them from the yacht’s decks wouldn’t notice the weapon.

“Wait,” Max whispered. “We’re trying to go in quietly…” He cocked his head toward the water on the starboard side of the boat.

“I’m waiting. But in case things go bad, I’m ready.”

Before Max could reply, a strong voice came in English through a loudspeaker. “Turn around. The couple on the speedboat, turn around.”

Max waved with both arms. They were about fifty yards away, and he needed to get closer, at least another forty yards. “We need help. Help. Please, please, help us. We need help.”

He noticed a couple of silhouettes standing by the searchlight. Its beam was too strong for Max to determine whether they were armed or not.

A moment of silence, then the ear-splitting screech of the loudspeaker, followed by the angry voice, “Go back. Turn around. Last warning.”

“This is not good,” Ava whispered and moved the pistol along his back.

“Let me handle it.” He stood up and waved his arms again, keeping them up in the air. “We’re out of fuel. We’re lost. Please help. Help us.”

A gunshot rang out from the yacht.

Max ducked. He knew the guards wouldn’t open fire at him, and no bullet whizzed by his head. It was a warning shot, high up in the air. But he had to give the appearance of being terrified.

Ava had lowered her pistol behind the gunwale, so it wasn’t visible to the gunmen. “It’s time,” she said to Max.

“No.” He shook his head. “We need to get closer.”

“We’re close enough.”

“No, wait.”

“All right. I’ll wait.”

Max waved his arms for another brief moment, then looked at the dark water a couple of feet away from the starboard side. He thought he saw something in the water, something shining—the razor-sharp tip of a double-barbed spear. If I can see it, can the guards see it too?

He had no time to decide, because a spear shot through the water. It pierced one of the guards deep in the chest. He screamed and toppled over the yacht’s port side, falling headfirst into the water.

Volkov jumped out of his hiding place at about the same time the second spear arrowed through the air. It found the head of the second guard, and he dropped onto the yacht’s deck.

“Hurry, hurry, move, move,” Max shouted at the swimmers.

He started the engine, and the speedboat reached the yacht’s stern.

A man in a white uniform appeared near the top of the stairs by the stern. Max couldn’t tell if he was armed or not. It made no difference, since Ava had already squeezed off a couple of rounds. The uniformed man fell against a glass door.

Two gunmen popped up on the upper deck of the yacht.

This time, Volkov opened fire. His bullets cut through the gunmen, but they were able to tap their triggers. Their rounds whizzed over Max’s head and a couple struck the bow. But he was able to bring the vessel all the way to the yacht’s swim platform.

Lights on both of the yacht’s decks began to turn on. A uniformed man appeared behind one of the glass windows of the salon. He aimed his rifle at the speedboat just as a spear cut through the air. It shattered the glass and stabbed the man in the neck.

Max grabbed the knotted end of a thick rope and jumped off the bow. He rolled onto the swim platform, then hooked the rope onto the closest cleat. Footsteps came from behind him, but he was ready. He turned his body and fired his HK pistol. The quick burst sent bullets into the body of a gunman running along the side of the lower deck.

Max dropped to a knee and crawled up the stairs. When he came to the salon’s windows, he stopped and listened. Shouts and gunfire came from the other side. Then a long volley shattered the glass. Max flattened himself to the deck, as the bullets punched holes through the plastic walls of the salon. He crawled further away toward the starboard side and waited for the right moment to return fire.

It came when a gunman barged out of a side door. Max greeted him with a quick burst. At least one of the bullets struck the man, and he crumpled to the deck. Max looked up and noticed two silhouettes just appearing on the upper deck. One of them turned his rifle toward the speedboat and fired a few rounds. Max squeezed off a pistol shot. The gunman disappeared behind the side of the deck.

Max looked behind. Ava was covering the other corner, crouched along the salon’s wall. He waited for a moment, and she turned her head and gave him a smile. He gestured with his hand that he was going to move forward, but before doing that, he searched the platform for Volkov. He was still on the speedboat, helping one of the spearmen who seemed to have been wounded.

Ava stood up and fired a long volley.

Max took that as his cue to advance. He made his way almost halfway to the bow without exchanging fire with anyone. He turned his weapon to all sides, looking inside the salon and covering especially the upper deck, which was his most exposed point. Max came to the body of the gunman who had barged out of the side door. As expected, he was not breathing. Max put away his pistol and picked up the AK rifle lying by the gunman’s feet. Then, he crawled inside the salon.

He moved quickly as he went through the staterooms and the galley. Then he came to the guest cabins without running into any of the gunmen. He cleared the areas and came to a locked door that led to one of the crew cabins. He tried to turn the handle, then kicked it a couple of times, but it wouldn’t open. Is anyone there?

An explosion came from the bow, and Max wondered how Ava and Volkov were doing. He retraced his steps to the side door of the salon and kept looking toward the locked door. When he stepped on the deck, he saw one of the spearmen. He was still wearing his black wetsuit, but had replaced the speargun with a pistol.

Max asked, “Where’s Volkov? And your friend?”

The spearman shook his head. “My buddy is gone. Headwound. Volkov, he’s with Ava, on the other side.”

“Go help them, and bring them here.”

“Is this clear?” He gestured toward the salon.

“Almost. One door’s locked.”

“Who’s inside?”

“Don’t know. That’s why I’m not going with you. Don’t want him to escape.”

The spearman had taken only a few steps when another blast rocked the yacht. Max was thrown against the salon windows and rolled onto the walkway along the yacht’s starboard side. The spearman fared better, since he was four feet behind Max. The explosion knocked him off his feet, and he fell flat on his back. Tall blue and orange flames came from the bow, then Ava appeared running away from the fire.

“What happened?” Max asked.

“They wanted to play catch the grenade.” She shrugged. “They lost. Everyone’s dead.”

“Where’s Volkov?”

“I’m right here.” He came up behind Ava, limping on his left leg.

“What happened?” Max jumped to his feet and dashed toward his father.

“I slipped on one of those bloody stairs.” He shook his head. “I’m getting too old for this.”

“We haven’t found Georgy,” Ava said.

“I think I have him. One of the crew cabins down there.” He gestured toward the salon.

“Did he put up a fight?” Volkov said.

“Door’s locked. Not sure if there’s anyone inside.”

“Let’s check.” Volkov hobbled toward the side door.

“No, I’ve got this.” Max stepped forward and entered the salon.

He led the way to the right. When they reached the door, Ava said, “Careful, Max. Stay back.”

“He would have fired, if he was armed.”

“We don’t even know if there’s anyone there,” said the spearman, who was standing as far away as possible from the door.

“Georgy should be on this yacht. If not here, somewhere else aboard.”

Max placed the muzzle of his pistol within a hairsbreadth of the lock and aimed it downward. He stayed away from the potential trajectory of a ricocheting bullet and pulled the trigger. The bullet blew out the lock and a chunk of the wooden door, sending slivers around Max. He pushed the door open and glanced from behind the sight of his weapon.

A hooded man was tied with his hands behind his back to a chair fastened to the floor.


 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Twenty-three

 

 

Ten miles off the coast of Nice

Southern France

 

Max removed the detainee’s black hood slowly, so that it wouldn’t scratch his face.

The man’s black curls were matted against his sweaty forehead. His face was red, except for a few spots along the square jaw where the skin had turned blue. Bruised blue. The man blinked and glanced at Max with his small brown eyes. He drew in a tired breath and sighed. “You’re too young to be Volkov. But you look … you look just like him…”

“I’m glad to see you, my friend, Georgy.” Volkov stepped inside the small crew cabin that had a twin bed, a desk and a couple of closets. “You don’t look very well…”

“I can’t say you’re doing any better. But Volkov, look, your son. The one I saved back in Berlin—”

“You did what?” Volkov flinched but kept his pistol trained at Georgy’s head.

Max’s eyes flitted back and forth between the two men. “What is he talking about?”

Ava stepped closer to them. “Whatever it is, we can figure it out elsewhere. We’ve got to—”

“No, we’ll take the time to clear this up. Are you saying this to save your skin, because you know what’s waiting for you?”

Georgy shook his head. “Look where I am, Volkov. Does it look like I’m enjoy my stay on Tupolev’s yacht?”

“That’s because you refused to give them the secrets even after getting paid—”

“I didn’t get paid, and whatever they know, they extracted it out of me … You know how this works, Volkov.”

“Yes, I do. Traitors pay in the end.”

“I didn’t betray anyone, let alone you, or my country. Look, Tupolev wanted the names of all KGB operatives who worked as double agents in Berlin. Some of them, and we both know who we’re talking about, are still in power. Tupolev was going to turn that intelligence over to a politician, a strongman who desires to be even stronger.”

“Who is that politician?” Volkov asked.

“I never learned that. But I know who the agent selling Tupolev KGB-era secrets is.”

A dark shadow fell across Volkov’s face. “Don’t tell me it’s—”

“Yes, it’s Zlobin, Matvei Zlobin.”

“It can’t be. You’re lying; you’re trying to trick me.”

Georgy’s face remained unchanged. “I’m not lying to you, Volkov,” he said in a calm voice.

“How can that be? Zlobin died. We shot him. Both of us.”

“Yes, well, I saw him the last night I left East Berlin. He was very much alive.”

“Why didn’t you kill him?”

“I tried. I opened fire, I gave it all I had … But I couldn’t stop him. And I … I wasn’t alone.”

Volkov shook his head. “You’re making all this up, to shift the blame from you to a ghost.”

Georgy grinned. “Volkov, I know you’re a difficult man to convince. So I have the evidence, because I suspected this day was coming. Zlobin is alive. I don’t know where he is now, but I have the evidence he didn’t die in Berlin.” Georgy nodded, his voice rising with excitement. “I knew what happened in Berlin would come to haunt me. So I kept track and saved whatever I could. Files. Documents. His birth certificate.” Georgy looked at Max. “Maria’s death records. And … perhaps more importantly, I know who the CIA rogue agent is.”

Volkov groaned. “A snake like you would say anything to save his life…”

“Why don’t we look at it before we decide?” Max said.

“You don’t know this man like I do. You can’t believe much of what he says.”

“I don’t want to believe.” Max shook his head. “I want to know. I want to see the proof, whatever he has stashed away all these years. What he did in Berlin for me … and my mom…”

Ava said, “We should go. Now. Before the French coast guard arrive…”

Volkov shook his head and lowered his weapon. “You should thank my son. He has a soft heart. If it were up to me, you’d spill your guts in the next five minutes, then become a shark snack…”

Georgy grinned. “There are no sharks in the Mediterranean…”

“I wouldn’t be so sure,” Ava said. “Even if it were so, barracuda bites wouldn’t tickle…”

She untied Georgy’s hands and hauled him to his feet. “Thank you,” he said to her, then looked at Max. “Thank you. You made the right choice.”

“Don’t make me regret it,” Max said.

Ava said, “Take him. I’ll search the cabins for anything useful. Laptops, phones, something that can result in intel. Won’t take long.”

The spearman was already halfway down the length of the yacht. He started the speedboat and turned it around, then helped Volkov and Max hoist Georgy onto the speedboat. His weak, injured legs could barely sustain the weight of his frail body.

Max counted the seconds while they waited for Ava. He searched the horizon for any lights from the coast guard or other boats that might be approaching the yacht. He saw nothing, but he couldn’t sit still.

At the five-minute point, Ava appeared at the platform. She jumped on the speedboat and shouted at the spearman, “Go, go, go! We only have a minute!”

“You always like to cut things short,” Volkov said.

She had set a few explosive charges throughout the yacht.

When she dropped onto the seat next to Max at the stern of the speedboat, he leaned closer and snuck in a quick kiss. “That was great back there.”

Ava nodded. “You weren’t bad yourself either. There might be more than just a talent for driving in there.” She tapped him playfully in the chest.

Max smiled at her. “You’ve seen me before in action.”

“I have, but not like this. You’ve outdone yourself.”

Max thought about Volkov’s words about not breaking Ava’s heart. She’s in love. In love with me. He smiled again, then held her close. He tried to enjoy the moment as the speedboat shot across the choppy seas, flying from the crest of one wave to the next. But his mind went to Georgy’s words, what he had said about Max and his mother. How much of that is true? He shrugged. We’ll find out soon enough.

He glanced as the explosive charges went off, all at the same time. The yacht blew up into a million pieces, the fiery fragments resembling endless bursts of fireworks.

Ava leaned in for another kiss, and Max held her close to his chest. 

 

Rendezvous Hotel, Cannes

Southern France

Two Days Later

 

The sitting area of the hotel suite was small, but cozy. Max held in his hands his birth certificate, yellowed with time, torn at the folded creases and fragile to the touch. He read it yet again, still incredulous at the truth, although it was right in front of his eyes. Stenciled in black, yet faded, ink, almost illegible, in German, but still clear enough to have a significant meaning—his birth certificate, with the date and year of birth and the location, West Berlin. Georgy’s man had delivered the document about an hour ago, as a sign of goodwill and to prove that he was not lying. In exchange for his freedom, Georgy would hand over to Max the records of his mother’s death, along with the name of the rogue CIA agent.

Volkov, who was sitting on the couch across from Max, cleared his throat to get Max’s attention. When he looked up, Volkov said, “What do you think?”

“Had you seen this before?” He waved the document at him.

“No. When I was able to get to you, it was three weeks later. You were in a house in Stahnsdorf, about twenty miles south of Berlin, in the care of a local asset, a Russian woman. She told me someone had dropped you off, and I assumed it was someone Maria trusted to take care of you in case … it happened, what did happen … I inquired about the documents, but she had none. I looked to find the hospital, or the clinic where you were born, but no one knew. I had to take you and disappear, so my search ended at that point.” He shrugged. “To me, paperwork didn’t really matter, since I had you … That’s all I needed.”

Max nodded. “So, is it safe to assume this is genuine?”

“For now. I’ll have it examined to make sure it’s not a forgery, but I don’t think so. Georgy wouldn’t play that trick on us. But it will have to wait until we return to Moscow.”

Max sighed. “Yes, Moscow. There’s a lot to do when we get there.”

“Have you heard from your boss, Yezhov, at the FSB?”

“No. I’ve stayed away from email. Considering what happened with the GRU and the SVR operatives, I can look forward only to trouble when we go back home.”

Volkov gave him a warm look. “Nothing of that sort will happen to you. Now that we have Georgy and the intelligence he’ll give us, any official inquiry will clear you of any wrongdoing. You were acting in self-defense, for the most part, or to protect me, the ‘package.’” He smiled.

“Not when we went after Tupolev, twice.”

“That was in the heat of the moment. Again, you were trying to recover the detainee. That’s part of your job. What were you supposed to do, call reinforcements? The people who tried twice to kill you?”

Max nodded. He glanced out the window at the periwinkle Mediterranean Sea stretching for miles. He wished he could be out there, going for a long stroll, holding Ava’s hand. But they had to keep a low profile. Ava was staying at a different hotel, again so as to not draw attention. Volkov had asked for the team to split up, but Max did not want to leave his new-found father. Max said, “I’ve been in the path of Yezhov’s wrath. Not pleasant. Then, there will be the mess of Internal Investigations.” Max shook his head. “There’s this character, Director Izhutin. He’s the worst … He’ll probably recommend my dismissal from the FSB.”

“We won’t let that happen.” Volkov’s voice turned firm and resolute.

Max thought about the compromising intelligence he had received from the CIA about Izhutin. If Max decided to use it, the result would be uncertain. A cornered animal, Izhutin, might deal a deadly blow to Max, or his family. He thought of his adoptive mother and Arkady, his younger brother, who was going to turn eighteen the next month. Volkov might know what to do with that intel. He shrugged and shook his head. No, I still don’t know if the compromising information is real, or who that “friend” in the CIA is. Volkov might overreact.

“What is it?” Volkov asked.

“Nothing. Just thinking.”

Volkov grinned. “Don’t overthink it. Some things are quite clear.”

“Like what?”

“We’ll have to take care of both Captain Kasparova and Director Blokhin personally, unofficially, and permanently.”

“How will we do that? We have no way of knowing who betrayed me, and I doubt we’ll find out…”

“There’s always a way.”

Max shook his head. “Without torture.”

“Now, you’re taking away most of the fun…”

“We can’t be sure it’s true if we torture them…”

“There’s a way around it, but if you want no torture, I respect that.”

“What’s the other way?”

“King Solomon’s way.”

“I don’t think I know it.”

“In the Bible, Old Testament, there’s this story of Solomon. A beautiful story, and I’m doing it no justice by retelling it and cutting it short.” Volkov sat back on the couch. “Anyhow, two women come before the king, claiming they both are mothers to the same child. The king doesn’t know which one to trust. So he comes up with a genius idea.”

Max nodded. “Oh, that story. Cut the baby in half.”

“Right. King Solomon asks for a sword, to test them. Of course, he’s not going to chop the baby in half. Far from it, he wants to know which one loves the baby; that’s the mother.”

Max thought about it for a brief moment. “I don’t get it: How does this apply to Captain Kasparova and Director Blokhin?”

Volkov grinned. “You’ll see. You’ll be there.”

Max didn’t like the suspense but knew better than to argue with his father. “What will you do about the charges of treason?”

Volkov waved a dismissive hand. “Those lowlifes, they can’t do anything about it. They’re just simple cogs of the complicated state machine. I will have to find out who gave the order.”

“The lowlifes might be able to tell us.”

“I doubt it. But I know some people; I’ll pull some strings. I’ll find out who put me in the crosshairs, and make them regret the decision,” he said in a stern voice.

“What will you do when Georgy gives you my mother’s death records?”

“That will depend on what they show. If she didn’t die in childbirth…” His voice trailed off.

“Then what?”

“Whoever caused her death; they’ll pay for it.” His voice turned low and cold, ice-cold.

Max shivered as if the temperature in the room had dropped ten degrees. “I doubt they’re still alive.”

“We’ll see. Even if they’re dead, they have relatives, families, loved ones…”

“You wouldn’t go after them, would you? Hunting innocent ones?”

“Like I said, we’ll see.” This time, Volkov’s voice rang curt, but kept the earlier determination.

“And what about the rogue agent?”

“The CIA agent?”

“Yes.”

“If the story checks out, the CIA might be interested to know about that…”

“Would you tell them?”

“You mean to ask if I’d exchange intel with the CIA? Of course I would. If they want what I have, I’m more than willing to trade. One day, I might need something … It’s always good to have a friend in the CIA.”

Max gave Volkov a sideways glance. He emphasized the word “friend” perhaps a little more than necessary given the context. Max flinched as a crazy thought zipped through his mind while he connected the dots. The friend … The mutual friend in the CIA … Could that … Is that Volkov?

Volkov’s eyes held a defiant glance as if he was daring Max to ask the burning question. He hesitated for another split second, then said, “It was you. The ‘friend’ who gave the CIA the compromising material on Izhutin. That was you, right?”

Volkov held Max’s gaze. “Say it with conviction.”

“I am saying it—”

“No, you’re asking me. But you know the truth.”

“It was you.”

“It was me. I was looking out for you. Besides, I wanted to see how honorable you’d be.”

“You know I haven’t called the number. I don’t want to get back at Izhutin in that way.”

Volkov nodded. “I know, son, I know … You’re a much better soul than I’ll ever be. But you’ve got to learn that sometimes there’s no other way. You’ll have to choose, or let them make the choice. They have only three options: bribes, blackmail, or bullets.”

“Is there no other way?”

“Not really. Izhutin isn’t going to become your friend, or have compassion, mercy. You know the FSB is not a charity—”

“I know that.”

Volkov nodded.

Max thought about his next question, but Volkov said, “I can handle Izhutin if you—”

“No, that wouldn’t be necessary. Once you’ve explained to me Solomon’s way, I’ll take care of both the captain and the director.” Max’s voice came out louder and stronger than he had anticipated.

“That’s my boy.” Volkov grinned and nodded. “That’s my boy. Then, we still have the unresolved matter of Zlobin and this phantom of a politician pulling the strings … Things will get busy when we return to Moscow…” 

Max nodded. “I can hardly wait.”


 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Twenty-four

 

 

Somewhere in Southwest Russia

Three Days Later

 

It had been extremely difficult for Volkov to find the team a safe way to return to Russia. He was wanted as a traitor and Max as a rogue agent who had killed the members of his own team. However, Volkov had been able to pull it off. Whether it was bribes or blackmail, Max didn’t know. 

He didn’t want to know.

They went through the Bobrowniki Border Crossing between Poland and Belarus without any issues. Officials checked their passports and waved them through. A dark gray Audi was waiting for them in the parking lot. Max found the keys in the console between the seats and drove the four-hour trip to Minsk, the capital of Belarus, where they stopped for lunch. When they restarted their journey, Ava offered to take the wheel, but Max declined her offer. It was a bright sunny day, the car was an old model, but in great shape, and he missed driving.

His wounds were healing well, but once in a while pain shot through the left arm and up his shoulder. Volkov’s recovery was also going according to the doctor’s best-case scenario. His rib was not fractured, but only bruised, and there had been no internal bleeding. I probably get the endurance and a lot of my other traits from him. Max wondered what life would be like after all of this was over. Will things go back to how they were before the airport incident? Do I want things to go back to what they were?

When they came to the border with Russia, Max tensed up. This would be the most difficult moment of the entire journey and the true test of Volkov’s contacts. The border guards studied the team’s passports, but, as Volkov had assured them, they didn’t check the Audi. Even if they did, there was nothing illegal or contraband in the vehicle. But that was the signal that everything was all right. If one of the guards insisted on searching the Audi, the team knew they’d have to escape by using any means necessary.

Still, Max kept glancing over his shoulder until they passed through the village of Krasnaya Gorka, about a mile and a half from the border. Then he became more relaxed, feeling good about being home again. Although there was still a lot they’d have to do, he felt confident they were on the right track.

When they had driven for about fifteen minutes, Volkov decided it was time for him to start making calls. Although he was using burner phones, he was extremely careful, considering the people from whom he was asking favors and especially the opposition.

The first call connected him to an old friend from the KGB times. Volkov hadn’t told the name to Max, but the implication was that the man belonged to the powerful echelon of political powers in Russia. Volkov had called the man from France, when he had asked for the first favor: the name of whoever had given the order branding Volkov as a traitor and had attempted to frame him for the assassinations of GRU agents in the United States. That had been the catalyst of the entire witch-hunt against Volkov.

Now, Volkov informed “the ghost”—as Max decided to nickname him—that a certain Matvei Zlobin was rumored to be still alive, and that Volkov needed some evidence on whether this was true. Volkov had reviewed the documents obtained from Georgy, and they appeared to be genuine. A few of the pictures were grainy, since they were taken from a long distance. Zlobin looked different, and Volkov suspected it was not only because of his age. Some of his facial features had changed, as if a surgeon had worked his scalpel magic on Zlobin’s face. But his piercing eyes had remained, although they were now smaller and blue, rather than gray, as Volkov remembered them.

He knew for a fact that many former operatives of the East Germany security agency had undergone plastic surgery to increase their chances of fading into the safety of obscurity. For a brief time, Volkov himself had considered such an option and had contacted a couple of surgeons in Berlin and Vienna. But he had never taken the step, which had become unnecessary since Volkov had returned to active service after being called back to Moscow.

The man at the other end of the line agreed to examine the pictures along with the copies of passports that Zlobin had allegedly used during his visits to the United States, Canada, and Portugal. According to Georgy’s intelligence, Zlobin’s last known location was Lisbon, the capital of Portugal. That’s where the ghost’s men were going to start their search.

When Volkov was finished, Max looked in the rearview mirror and asked Volkov, “Will the ghost find Zlobin?”

“If he’s still alive, they’ll find him.”

“Do you think he’s alive?”

“Considering the evidence, I’m about seventy percent certain Zlobin is alive. But we still don’t have anything tying him to Tupolev and to his master, whoever that was.”

“Once we find Zlobin, it should be easy to establish the connection,” Ava said in a voice full of conviction.

Volkov shook his head slowly. “I wouldn’t be so fast. The man at the top level who’s pulling the strings would have used a number of expendable envoys. No one runs such an elaborate operation without having such measures in place. When we find Zlobin, the work isn’t over; it has just started.” He handed Max one of the burner phones. “Your turn.”

He sighed as he took the phone. He dreaded the call, not only because he’d have to talk to his loathed boss, Yezhov, but also because Max’s preference was to deal with him in person. That opportunity was unavailable, at least for the moment, and it was necessary to prepare the terrain for their meeting. So Max nodded reluctantly and dialed his boss’s direct office line.

The phone rang four times, before Yezhov answered. “Who is this?” he said in his trademark gruff and impatient voice.

“This is Maximillian Thornichinovich,” Max said in as firm a voice as he could.

“Thornichinovich … You have the guts to call me after all you’ve done?”

Max shrugged. “Sir, I’m not going to argue with you over the phone. What is done, is done. But there were very good reasons—”

“What reasons? What good reasons are there to kill your own team members and to protect a traitor? Do you still have him?”

Max snorted. “One question at a time, shall we? The reasons are clear: They tried to kill me and Volkov. I had to protect him and my mission and—”

“Your mission was not to—”

“Do you mind if I finish?”

“I do mind, if you’re telling me lies…”

“I will send you evidence and testimonies that confirm my words. There are police reports, all over the United States, about the shootings—”

“Shootings that you started, to assist in the traitor’s escape.”

Max sighed. “How about you look at the evidence, before jumping to conclusions?”

“Are you telling me how to do my job, Agent Thornichinovich?”

“No, sir, absolutely not. But I’d like you to take a moment to review the files I’ll be sending you. Then, we can meet, and you can ask all the questions that you want…”

“Do you know what will happen to you as soon as you step foot into Russia?”

Max stopped himself from laughing, but a smile curved the right side of his lips. “Yes, and I’d rather not go to prison while this case is under investigation.”

“You know that doesn’t depend on me…”

“Right, but if you have my back—”

“I can’t have your back, after everything you’ve done, and all the people you’ve killed.”

“Like I said, please consider the evidence before you make up your mind. Would you?”

A moment of tense hesitation, then Yezhov said, “Send everything you have. Now, do you have the traitor?”

“Yes, he is in my custody.”

Max glanced over his shoulder.

Volkov gave him a sideways glance and muttered the word “custody” with an entertained expression on his face.

“Where are you?”

Max said, “Does it matter? Will you send a team to pick me up?” He wanted to add that if he did, they’d meet the same end as the SVR team in Maryland. But Max felt he was making progress with Yezhov and didn’t want to risk everything.

Yezhov didn’t reply right away. He drew a deep breath, then said, “I want to know he will not escape…”

“He will not escape, and the authorities will not find us. When I send the files, there will be something there about Volkov and the false claims that he was a traitor. Once you read them, it will change your mind.”

“Like it changed yours?”

“No, not quite. You will understand why I did what I had to do. Volkov isn’t a traitor. If anything, he’s a patriot.”

Volkov offered Max a small grin, but it was clear he was pleased with his son’s words.

“It’s not up to you to make that decision.”

“Clearly, but it will explain my actions.”

“Okay. When are you sending the files?”

“Right away. You have until tomorrow at this time to make up your mind.”

“Twenty-four hours may not be sufficient…”

“That’s all you get. You have the resources to analyze everything.” Max’s voice rang firm and with conviction. He was surprised at himself. Only a short time ago, he would have barely answered back to Yezhov. Now, he was giving him orders.

Tense silence followed for a long moment, and Max wondered if he had overplayed his hand.

Finally, Yezhov said, “Either way, I’ll call you by the deadline. Will this number be good?”

You wish. “No, I’ll call you. Now, look for the email.”

Max ended the call and let out a sigh of relief.

“You’re a natural at this.” Ava tapped Max on the shoulder.

Volkov said, “You did well. Yezhov will make the right decision.”

“I hope so. It would be nice not to have to fight everyone, for a change.”

“We’ll have our hands full with the captain and the director…” Volkov said.

“Yes, and the captain is next.” Max looked through the windshield at the back of a truck carrying logs. He accelerated, passed the truck, and returned to his lane.

They drove in silence for the next two minutes, then Max dialed Captain Kasparova’s number. The last time he had talked to her was shortly after they’d left the safehouse in Washington, DC, after they had loaded Ava and Volkov in the black Escalade. It had only been a few days, but it felt like ages.

The captain responded right after the first call. When Max identified himself, Captain Kasparova said, “I don’t think I should talk to you, Agent Thornichinovich. Not until you’ve come in, and we’ve clarified your involvement in this affair…”

“Captain, that’s what I’m trying to do, and that’s why I called you. I want to clarify my position, but I don’t want to do that from behind bars…”

“You’ve killed GRU agents—”

“In self-defense. Let me explain, would you?”

“Go ahead.”

Max gave her a detailed account of what had taken place. He told her about the attack en route to the airport, and how Feliks had lost his life. Then Max briefed the captain on how the SVR operatives had attempted to eliminate him and the detainees at the Hampton Inn & Suites in Maryland. Max stressed more than once the fact that Deputy Director Blokhin was the only one who knew about Max’s location. He concluded that there were only two possibilities: Either the SVR agents had operated on their own initiative, or worse, they were following Blokhin’s orders.

Captain Kasparova listened without many interruptions, apart from a couple of times, when she sought more information about the attack at the hotel. She wanted to confirm, “beyond any doubt,” that no one else was aware of Max’s whereabouts. “I only talked to Blokhin,” Max said. “He asked me specifically if I had informed you, and I told him that I hadn’t talked to you. The deputy director asked me, no, he demanded that I shouldn’t call you under any circumstances, and that I also shouldn’t take your calls.”

Volkov and Ava had huddled closer to the phone. Max had thought about putting the captain on speakerphone, but she might be more reluctant to speak if she knew Max was not the only one listening.

Max continued, “So, technically, I’m disobeying his order.”

“Have you talked to him since the hotel … incident?”

“Yes.”

“And what did he say?”

“He denied having anything to do with it, justifying it as some kind of a mistake … Then, he threatened to kill me if I disobeyed his order to bring the detainees to the airport in Baltimore.”

“Wow, he actually said that?”

“He did. He let me know in no uncertain terms that I’d be punished, eliminated.”

A long moment of silence followed. Max could hear the captain’s mental gears at work. Then she said, “I don’t know what to say … I’ve heard one side of the story, and everything you’ve said makes sense.”

“Did you know about what Blokhin was planning?”

“No, of course not. I had no idea.”

Max nodded. The captain sounded genuine in her reply, but he wasn’t about to decide on her innocence based only on those words. He asked, “Is this something he would do?”

“If you mean is Blokhin capable, the answer is ‘yes.’ Everyone is capable of causing great amounts of evil and inflicting immense pain. Although the question is, did Blokhin give the kill order?”

“What do you think?” Max glanced at Volkov. It was the question he had requested that Max ask the captain, the question that would resolve at least a part of the Solomon’s dilemma.

“At this point, I don’t know. I’ll have to see the evidence, talk to Blokhin, hear what he has to say. I can’t pass judgment on the spot.”

Volkov nodded and a small smile appeared on his face. It was the answer he had expected, since he had always suspected Blokhin was the one trying to kill them.

Max returned Volkov’s nod. “All right, Captain. I will send you everything I’ve collected. I have the eyewitness testimony of the detainees, who observed everything. I also have police reports from the scene of the incident and information about someone trying to frame Volkov, making him appear as a traitor, when he’s nothing like that.”

“What? Who’s trying to do that?”

“I’d rather not discuss that on the phone, but I’ll send you all I have.”

“Good, I’ll review everything carefully. How long do I have?”

“Twenty-four hours.”

“That’d be more than sufficient, Thornichinovich. Thanks for contacting me and trusting me with this information.” She hesitated for a moment, then said, “And don’t do anything rash…”

“I won’t.”

He ended the call without another word, then looked at Volkov. “What do you think?”

“She said all the right things.”

“But you’re not convinced.”

Ava said, “He’s not easily convinced. But as expected, she didn’t blame Blokhin.”

“Or you,” Volkov said. “And she didn’t rush to conclusions … Still, she might be in this along with Blokhin, and she’s trying to buy some good will…”

“You mean save her life?” Max said.

“Yes, that. Regardless of what she says, she’s not in the clear. But we’ll see what Blokhin says. Then, we’ll have a better idea.”

“But we’re not calling him, right?”

Volkov shook his head. “No, we’ll deal with him in person. He threatened to take your life. We’ll see if he’s really man enough to follow through with his threats.”


 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Twenty-five

 

 

Moscow, Russia

The Next Day

 

SVR Deputy Director Blokhin had never been a patient man. He hated waiting, whether it was in line for a cup of coffee, at his favorite steakhouse, or for a meeting to begin or to end. So he was visibly frustrated when he got out of Mikado, the Japanese restaurant on Zlatoustinskiy Bol’shoy, and didn’t see either of his two guards waiting for him. The black Mercedes-Benz was parked about a dozen or so feet to the left, in front of a three-story yellow building, but there was no one in the driver’s seat. Where did they go? Did something happen?

He remained on the stairs, just outside the restaurant’s entrance. His hand almost instinctively went to the pistol on his waistband. He unbuttoned his black felt coat as he looked around. He saw nothing suspicious, but he couldn’t relax.

The phone in his inside pocket buzzed with the arrival of a call. He retrieved it and glanced at the screen. It was his driver. “Where are you?”

“We … we got a flat tire,” he replied in between heavy breathing.

“Coming right away.” He returned the phone to his pocket and turned toward the Mercedes. He had only taken three steps on the sidewalk, when a slender silhouette stepped from around the corner of a back alley leading to the rear of another restaurant. Blokhin was able to turn only halfway toward the black-clad woman, just as she jammed a pistol into his left side. “Don’t move; don’t make a sound.”

Blokhin nodded slowly and remained perfectly still and calm. He had been in numerous situations where a gun muzzle had been pressed against his forehead or his temple. He was still here; he would be able to work something out. He always had. “What do you want?” he asked the woman in a low, neutral voice.

“This way.” She disarmed Blokhin and shoved him through the back alley toward the black, wrought-iron gate.

He noticed the gate was slightly open. Further in the back, about twenty yards away, he noticed another black silhouette. It was tall and thicker. A man. The woman’s accomplice.

Blokhin slowed his feet and didn’t look around. The pair acted like professionals. They would have overwhelmed his guards, perhaps even dispatched them. He shook his head slowly. No, I don’t think they want to kill me. The woman would have done so, if that was their intention. If they don’t want to kill me, what is their goal? “What do you want?” he asked again.

“I want you to be quiet and walk faster.” The woman kept the pistol thrust into his back.

They crossed the distance separating them from the silhouette, who still had his back toward them. Blokhin’s gray eyes went to the side. His two guards were sitting handcuffed and gagged further back, near a small shed. One of them was bleeding from the left side of his face. The other one had a blackened eye, and his face was twisted in pain. The silhouetted man turned around, and Blokhin recognized him.

It was FSB Operative Thornichinovich.

Blokhin said, “You … How dare you take me at gunpoint, as if I were a common criminal?”

“Shhhhh. Keep it down, or she will shoot you.” Max nodded at Ava. “Or I will shoot you.” He held his pistol down and next to his body. “Blokhin. I’m giving you the courtesy of an opportunity to explain yourself, something that you denied to me.”

All the color left Blokhin’s rosy face. He felt shivers going through his body, recognizing this situation was more severe than he had first read it. He tried to calm himself with the thought that they still wanted to talk. Perhaps I can find a way out of this situation. 

Blokhin hesitated for a moment, then said, “Look, a lot of things happened since you were given your assignment. There were many variables … information coming in, which I … we couldn’t assess right away … or inform you on what was going on…”

Max stepped closer to Blokhin. “I’m asking you now, Blokhin. What was going on?”

He didn’t reply right away, thinking and rethinking his words, knowing that at this point, one single misstep could mean his death. “The situation evolved after you were dispatched to bring in Volkov. The captain … Captain Kasparova, if you remember her … she insisted that we send in a redundancy team, in case something went wrong. I asked … asked her for specifics, but she had nothing concrete. ‘Operating more on a hunch,’ as she’d like to say. Little did I know that she was preparing an ambush…”

“Really? So you’re telling me that this was all Captain Kasparova’s fault?”

“No, not all, I have my blame as well. I should have learned about her tricks and informed you sooner…”

“Her tricks … If I remember correctly, when I called you from Maryland, you threatened to kill me. You said that if I disobeyed your order—which was to bring Volkov alive straight to the airport as per my original assignment—I’d be punished in the most severe way. Now, do you deny saying that?” Max stood inches away from Blokhin’s face and pointed the pistol to his chest.

“No, I did say that, but you know only half the truth…”

“What is the other truth?” Ava said.

Blokhin seemed to struggle for an answer for a brief moment. “I … those were my orders, the captain’s orders—”

“You outrank her. How come you’re taking orders from her?” Max said.

Blokhin shrugged and brushed back his charcoal hair. “Things have changed, at least for this operation. The captain was, still is, in charge. I … I just—”

“You just followed orders…”

“Yes, but I wouldn’t have killed you. I would have never done that.”

“Even though you had orders…”

“I … I would have found a way. Besides, the orders were to frighten you, to force you to return Volkov and … and her.” He turned his head slightly toward Ava, who was still behind him. 

“Is that so?”

“Yes, yes. You have to believe me. I would have never killed you.”

Max nodded slowly, but the suspicious look remained on his stern face. “All right, let’s say we believe you. What about the team that stormed the hotel room? You told them where to find us. You sent them—”

“No, I did not.”

“Are you telling me that they went rogue and acted on their own?”

Blokhin shook his head. “No, I don’t think so. The captain must have somehow convinced them.”

“The captain? I never called her; never gave her the location. How would she know?”

Blokhin dropped his eyes to the ground. Deep wrinkles creased his forehead. “I told her. Shortly after we talked, I called … I informed her. I … I never thought she’d convince the team to eliminate you…”

Max narrowed his eyes. “You truly had no idea?”

Blokhin shook his head vigorously. “No, no, I swear to God. I couldn’t have known…”

Max nodded. Blokhin sounded truthful, but many did when staring at the business end of a gun. “So, what you’re telling me is that this is all the captain’s doing?”

Blokhin hesitated just for an instant. “It must be … It has to be.”

Right, it has to be. He lowered his gun, but kept the safety off. He nodded at Blokhin. “All right. I’m convinced the captain was behind all this, and you had nothing to do with it. Ava, give him back his gun.”

She had been behind Blokhin’s back the entire time. She came to the side and handed the pistol to Blokhin.

He held it in his hand and right away realized the trick. The pistol felt lighter, as if the magazine was empty. She must have emptied the pistol while I was talking to him. They’re setting me up. But I’m smarter than that.

Blokhin nodded and smiled at Max. Then he turned slightly toward Ava and tried to hit her in the face with the back of the pistol. Ava had expected his move, so she stepped to the side. The pistol missed her head by a couple of inches.

Blokhin also seemed to have anticipated her evasive move. He struck her in the chest with his fist, then pulled her pistol from her shoulder holster. Just as he raised it, Max pulled the trigger. His bullet struck Blokhin in the head, and he slumped against the wall. He was dead before his body fell to the ground.

Max looked at Ava, who gave him a small nod. “I … I don’t know how that happened … But thank you.”

“He was quite fast…”

“And now he’s dead.”

“Volkov’s plan worked. The Solomon’s dilemma…”

“Yes, he tried to blame the captain, wishing her death.”

The shrill of a police siren began to fill the air. A vehicle driving along Zlatoustinskiy Bol’shoy slowed down.

Max turned his back toward the street and looked at the two handcuffed guards. “You saw what happened here, right?”

They both nodded, their heads jerking furiously up and down.

“This was self-defense, simple and pure self-defense. Would you agree?”

More nodding.

“Good,” Max said. “This is what happened here: You were mugged by four masked men. They just wanted your wallets, but you refused, so they beat you up. When Blokhin fought back and tried to shoot them, one of the robbers fired at him. You didn’t see their faces, as they wore masks at all times. Is that clear?”

More nodding.

“Then, you can live. If I find out you told someone, anyone, then I’ll find you again, and you will die. Like him.” Max pointed with his gun to Blokhin.

The guards tried to say something, but because of the restraints across their mouths, their voices came out faint and unintelligible.

“I’ll take that as a ‘yes,’” Max said, then looked at Ava. “Let’s go.”

She gave the guards a look full of contempt. She leaned over them and said, “Don’t make us regret we left you alive.”

Both guards nodded at the same time.

The police siren shrieked again, this time much closer. Max and Ava scaled the restaurant’s backyard wall and disappeared in the maze of Moscow’s back alleys.


 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Epilogue

 

 

Gorky Park, Moscow, Russia

Five Days Later

 

It was a bright sunny day, a rare occasion in the depths of the Russian winter. Max had braved the still-chilly weather, with temperatures around ten degrees, and was sitting on a white bench alongside Pushkinskaya Naberezhnaya, which ran parallel to the Moscow River. The air was cool and fresh, and Max kept drawing deep breaths, the air filling his lungs. He glanced at a large chunk of ice floating down the river, then turned his head to the right. Volkov was supposed to arrive from that direction at any time.

Max shrugged and reached inside his black felt coat for his wallet. He removed his right-hand glove and took out a picture from the wallet. It was the one of his mother and Volkov, which he had taken from the photo album Volkov had given him. Max had only gone through a few of the album’s pages. He wanted to learn the story behind the photos, and Volkov had helped him as much as he knew and could remember. This one, Volkov had said, was taken about a week or so before they saw each other for the last time. They both looked happy, hopeful, full of dreams of their future … What really happened to my mother? Will I ever find out?

He sighed, then looked up. Volkov was coming toward him at a hurried pace. He stepped around heaps of snow piled up on the sidewalk, then crossed the street.

Max put the photo and the wallet away, then gave Volkov a hug. It still felt unusual, but he was getting more and more comfortable every time he met his father. However, he hadn’t introduced him yet to his adoptive mother. Max wanted to give Volkov some time and space to get used to the new dynamics. Or maybe it’s me who needs the time and the space…

“Max, good to see you, son.” Volkov’s voice was loud and cheery, which Max found unusual.

“Good news?”

“Mostly. It depends on your point of view.” He sat on the bench and opened his brown leather briefcase. “But first things first.” He offered Max a thin manila folder.

Max opened it and glanced at the Moscow police report. He skimmed the first page, while Volkov said, “As expected, the police don’t have any leads or witnesses about Blokhin’s death. His guards saw nothing, heard nothing, know nothing.”

“I hope they continue to keep their mouths shut.”

“They will, if they want to live. And soon, this case will be closed.”

Max nodded. “Have you heard about the treason charges?”

“Yes, my friend … the one you like to call ‘the ghost’—”

“Because you still haven’t told me his name…”

Volkov grinned. “I wish I could, but that would put both our lives in danger, even more than they already are. Anyway, I was saying that the ghost has been able to see to it that the charges against me for treason have been shelved. It’s unclear who exactly gave the order, although the ghost has his reasonable suspicions.”

“And you?”

“I tend to agree with him. But we’re not taking any action at the moment. We’re…” His voice trailed off.

“What? What are you plotting?”

“I … I don’t want you to get involved—”

“I’m already involved.”

“Be that as it may, I’d rather leave you out of this.”

Max frowned. “You know you’re just making me more curious and determined to find out what’s going on?”

Volkov nodded and gave Max a small hesitant smile. “I know, and I wonder where you get it from … Maybe your dad?”

Max sighed. “At least tell me before you do something. Whatever it is, I’d like to give you a hand…”

“I’ll let you know if that’s the case. But I’ll definitely need you when we look for Zlobin.”

“The man without a face…”

Volkov grinned. “It’s clear you like nicknames … Yes, Zlobin, the KGB agent we all thought was dead, seems to be alive and well and enjoying the beauties of Lisbon and Barcelona.”

“Seems?”

“Ghost’s men couldn’t be absolutely certain, and they couldn’t get close enough for clear shots. But it’s worth taking a closer look. On the ground.”

“Anything new about finding who was using Tupolev to collect compromising intel about politicians?”

“Nothing new, but everything points to Zlobin. Once we find him, we find who he was working for.”

“When are we headed to Lisbon?”

“Not right away. We still have to deal with Yezhov and Izhutin—”

Max sat back on the bench. He sighed and looked at a couple of young men jogging on the concrete trail stretching along the river embankment. “Yezhov is still unconvinced, unwilling to give me my job back. I’m on indefinite, forced leave until he makes up his mind. At least, he decided you were not a traitor, or a threat, but my image is still tarnished.”

“It’s probably Izhutin. We should take care of him.”

Max shifted uncomfortably on the bench. “If by ‘taking care,’ you mean killing him, that’s not going to happen. I want to do this the right way.”

“What is that?”

“I want him to be convinced that I did nothing wrong and that I deserve to have my job back.”

Volkov shrugged. “He will be convinced if you call that number…”

“The CIA number? And use the evidence they have to blackmail him?” Max shook his head. “I don’t think so.”

Volkov sighed. “I wish you’d listen to me on this…”

Max shrugged. “Sorry, not this time.”

Volkov reached for another manila folder in his briefcase. “You’re leaving me no choice, son…” He handed Max the folder.

“What do you mean?” Max began to skim through the typed pages of the report.

“This is the not-so-good news. Remember how Georgy told us that he knew the name of the CIA rogue agent?”

Max nodded. “Where is he, by the way?”

“Some place safe.”

“Safe for who?”

“For everyone. Ava is with him, so we don’t have to worry about anything. She will join us when we deal with this.” Volkov tipped his head toward the folder. “The rogue agent’s name is there, but as I began to look for him something disturbing surfaced…”

“About my mother?”

“Yes. Two things. First, there’s something suspicious about her death records. The same doctor who assisted her in giving birth to you also signed her death certificate. There was no coroner, no second signature.”

Max shrugged. “How unusual is that, considering the place, time, and circumstances around her passing?”

“There should have been a coroner, or an assistant, a second signature for sure. But there isn’t. And, as we can expect, all records are gone.”

Max studied Volkov’s face. “But you’re not convinced, and you’re not giving up?”

“There’s something gnawing at me, this feeling that there’s something here that I still haven’t found…”

Max leaned closer to Volkov. “Do you blame yourself for her death?” His voice turned low and warm.

“No, not anymore. I used to, at first. I spent a lot of time considering the what-ifs. But, no matter how bad I felt about myself, I couldn’t turn back time, or bring her back. But I will not stop until I find exactly what happened to her. It’s the least I can do…”

“The least we can do.”

Volkov nodded. He gave Max a slight smile, then said, “The second one is actually the disturbing one. According to what we know so far, the CIA rogue agent is connected to your mother.”

“Connected? How so?”

“They worked together … and against us.”

“What?” Max looked up from the folder.

Volkov’s face had turned dark with disappointment. “Yes, I thought she had turned and was working for us. But I might have been wrong. If we can trust the intelligence we have, your mother worked for the CIA the entire time, fooling me, and the KGB, convincing us that she was a double agent.”

“She was a double agent, but reporting to the CIA about the KGB’s activities and operations.”

“It appears that way. She pretended to work for us, but always remained a CIA operative.”

Max felt a horrible feeling deep in the pit of his stomach. It was as if he has swallowed poison, the burning sensation spreading throughout his chest and his entire body. “I … I can’t believe this. We’ve got to find out the truth.”

Volkov nodded. “That’s why I said you’re leaving me no choice about that CIA number. I’ll make the call.”

“Why?”

“We’ll make contact, see if we can exchange intel.”

“What intel?”

“The name of the rogue agent for the truth about your mother.”

Max nodded. “That sounds like a fair deal.”

“If they see it that way.”

“If they don’t, we’ll make them.”

Volkov grinned. “That’s my boy. We won’t stop until we find out the truth.”

Max nodded. “I’m ready as I’ll ever be.”
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The Story

 

What price would you pay to learn the truth?

 

Russian FSB Agent Max Thorne, recovering from a daring assignment in the United States that led to shocking discoveries about his mysterious past, begins the search to put together the missing pieces … even if it means facing the darkness that is the Russian secret service, head on.

 

His mission leads him down a spiral of lies, betrayal, and deception. Barely able to stay one step ahead of powerful forces determined to protect these secrets at all costs, Max is determined to do the right thing. 

But what price is Max willing to pay to learn the truth, and can he protect the ones he loves?

 

 

Chapter One

 

Lisbon, Portugal

 

Fear glinted darkly for just a split second in the handcuffed man’s bloodied face, then it vanished just as quickly as it had appeared. The man blinked away a drop of blood that had trickled down from a gash on his forehead. He puffed up his bruised chest and looked at the two thugs looming over him. “Go on. Hit me again. You hit like a girl.”

The taller of the two men, to whom the detainee had shouted, shook his head with true regret. “Now, why don’t you listen? You’re being too hard on yourself, unnecessarily so, if I might add…” He spoke in English with a hint of a British accent, although he was a Russian, born and bred in Moscow. He was about forty years old, with a shaved head and a cobra tattoo slithering across the knuckles of his right hand. The Russian kept his voice calm and neutral, with barely a hint of menace.

The other man—shorter and pudgy, and who worked well with his knife—leaned closer to the detainee and lifted his head with the tip of his nine-inch-long serrated knife. “Look, why do you cause so much pain to yourself, huh?” He spoke in Russian, since both he and the detainee were also Russians. “The man you’re trying to protect, he couldn’t care less about you. He’s out there, enjoying the pleasures of this fabulous city.” The short man pointed toward the window at Lisbon’s city lights flickering in the distance. He walked behind the detainee tied to the wooden chair in the middle of their second-story hotel room and tapped his hand with the blade of the knife. “And you are here, ready to bleed and to die for that man who has forgotten you. I don’t understand this. Do you, Fyodor?”

The tall man named Fyodor shook his head. “I don’t get it, either, but perhaps we’re looking at this from the wrong angle. He’s obviously tough, and I’m afraid we won’t be able to break him. He’d rather die than tell us his boss’s whereabouts. He’s loyal, stupidly loyal, no doubt about it.” Fyodor walked closer to the handcuffed man and crouched, so that he was at the man’s eye level. “But perhaps your wife, maybe she’d know—”

“Leave my wife out of this. She has no business—”

“Of course she does,” Fyodor said. “She drives your Mercedes, uses your money for her shopping in Paris and Barcelona, vacations with you across Europe … If she shares in your pleasures, she must share in your pain… Right, Avros?” he said to the short man.

“It’s only fair,” Avros said.

The detainee shook his head. “No, no, she … she doesn’t know anything. I … I kept her out of my business affairs, precisely to spare her the pain.”

“Well, you’ve done a poor job.”

“Like you’re doing here,” Fyodor said. “Now, before we continue our … our little conversation, here’s something I want you to understand. Whether you talk or not, your boss, Zlobin, will think you sold him out so that you could save your worthless life. Your best option, no, your only option is to tell us, right now, where he’s hiding.”

The detainee seemed to contemplate his answer for a long moment.

Avros tapped his knife blade on his fist. “We’re not getting any younger here…”

The detainee gulped hard and let out a deep sigh. “I’m dead either way…”

Fyodor nodded. “That might be true, but you’ll die a good man, knowing you’re protecting your wife.”

“No, Zlobin will go after her.”

“If you tell us where he is, we can get to him—”

“You can’t. Zlobin is too powerful for thugs like you…”

Fyodor’s lips drew back. “Thugs like us? Why the insult? We’ve been very professional in everything we’ve done so far. We picked you up without any problems. You’ve disappeared for over four hours, and there are no police anywhere near here. Do you hear anything?” he asked Avros.

He shook his head. “No, I don’t, and no one is coming to save him.”

“Right. We’ve been clear in our demands, and we haven’t changed our minds, or our approach. It’s a combination of tactics to make you speak, combining the physical with the psychological…”

“It’s not working.” The detainee grinned.

“Oh, I think it is. I already see a crack in your determination.” Fyodor’s small black eyes gave the detainee a piercing gaze. “What I said earlier about you being tough and unbreakable … I didn’t really mean it. It was a ploy, to make you drop your guard.”

The detainee’s frown creased his forehead, but only for a moment. He shook his head and said, “You’re the fool, if you think I fell for—”

His words were cut off by loud banging on the door. “Police! This is the police. Open up!” a man’s strong voice said in Portuguese, then in English, and more banging followed.

Fyodor pulled his compact MP7 submachine gun from his thigh holster. “Door,” he said to Avros. “I’m getting us out.”

Fyodor flicked the fire selector lever to automatic and turned his body toward the window. He fired a few rounds, and, while the glass was still falling onto the carpet, he jumped through the window.

Avros had also readied his MP7. He turned it toward the door, then aimed higher, at the ceiling, so that he would miss the police officers, before he let off a long burst.

He stepped closer to the detainee. “They’re not going to save you. I will … if you tell me where he is…”

Bullets pierced the door, sending slivers through the room, but Avros and the handcuffed man were not hit.

The detainee began to shake his head. “No—”

With a quick flick of his wrist, Avros sliced the handcuffed man’s throat. His head fell forward, and blood trickled onto the floor.

As more bullets flew around the room, Avros jumped through the window. He landed harder than he had expected on the roof of their black van and felt a sharp pain cut through his right ankle. Fyodor had parked their vehicle underneath the hotel room window in case they needed to make a swift getaway like this.

But the police were waiting for them.

As he rolled onto the windshield, bullets thumped against the side of the windowless van. Fyodor was kneeling near the back and firing at unseen targets. A couple of white-and-blue BMW police sedans with flashing lights were near the parking lot entrance, maybe thirty yards away.

Avros glanced at his ankle and winced in pain as he crouched near the front wheel of the van.

Fyodor didn’t see it, so he said, “Get inside. I’ll cover.”

Avros nodded. He opened the driver’s door, but before he could climb in, a burst of bullets shattered the windshield. A round whizzed so close to Avros’s head that he thought it grazed him. He slid back onto the street. “Can’t get in. Police firing from all directions.”

Fyodor gestured with his hand behind them, toward the alley. “Run.”

Avros leaned against the van to climb to his feet. He bit his lip to quench the pain shooting from the sprained ankle, then bolted as fast as he could through the parking lot. He used the other cars for cover and didn’t fire. That didn’t stop the police officers from taking aim at him. Some of their bullets struck a Jeep to Avros’s left. He ducked and slowed down, because of the excruciating agony.

It was just for a moment, but a moment too long.

A bullet caught him on the right side of his back. It felt like he was hit with a sledgehammer. The power of the bullet spun him around, but he didn’t fall right away. He was able to remain on his feet for a couple of seconds, long enough to see Fyodor rushing toward him.

Other bullets struck the asphalt as Avros’s knees folded underneath his body weight. He groaned as he dropped down hard but managed to not bang his head. The fall made his wound worse, and he began to go into hemorrhagic shock, because of the blood loss. What did the bullet hit? One of the large arteries?

Fyodor leaned over him for just an instant, then he turned his submachine gun and fired a long barrage. He then glanced at Avros, whose mouth was full of blood. Fyodor pulled Avros slowly in between two parked cars and placed his hand on Avros’s carotid artery on the side of his neck. Fyodor held his fingers there for about five seconds, then gave Avros a sad look. “You’re dying…”

Avros took a couple of shallow breaths and began to shake his head. “No, no, I won’t … Help me, take me—”

“I can’t. They’ll catch us both.”

“Don’t leave me here.”

Fyodor placed the MP7 in Avros’s right hand. “You fought well. Now, die well…”

Avros returned a look of pain and disappointment. Blood came out of the corner of his lips as he said, “I will. Go, go, go.”

Fyodor nodded, then gave his teammate a pat on the shoulder. “Sorry, buddy…”

He slid between the vehicles and came to the side of the parking lot. He looked behind, but he saw no silhouettes positioned around or darting among the police cars or from the opposite direction. No muzzle flashes, although he heard a gun blast behind him. Avros’s last stand…

Fyodor dashed along the sidewalk. If he made it around the corner, he could put enough distance between himself and the police officers. Then, he could steal a car, or enter one of the houses, or…

The bullet that slammed into his lower back cut off his thoughts. The impact of the bullet pushed him forward. The submachine gun fell out of his hand as Fyodor leaned for balance against the wall. The corner was just four steps away. He took one step, slowly and painfully, then all power left his body, as if someone had completely drained it out. Fyodor folded against the wall and dropped onto the sidewalk.

Rushed heavy footsteps came toward him, and Fyodor raised his head. It felt heavy, and the hard strain on his neck send jolts of pain throughout his shivering body. He groped for his weapon, but he couldn’t feel it or see it in the dark. So he let out a loud curse and heaved a deep sigh as he glanced at the silhouette of a police officer running toward him.

The helmet-wearing officer raised his night-vision goggles and leaned over Fyodor. “Shhhhh, it’s all right. Breathe, just breathe…” He spoke in Portuguese in a loud voice, to make sure every one of the few men gathered across the street, about thirty yards away, could hear him.

Fyodor’s weary face formed a tiny grin. “I … did nothing wrong. Arrest … arrest me,” he said in a weak voice between shallow breaths.

The officer shook his head. “We’re way past that,” he whispered in Russian as he leaned over Fyodor. “Tell me who sent you, and you will live.”

Fyodor’s eyes doubled in size in horror as he realized the gravity of his situation. “You’re not the Lisbon police?”

The officer grinned. “And you’re not a genius. Last time I’m asking: Who is your boss?”

Fyodor returned the grin. “You’re not going to kill me. You need me.”

“Wrong answer. We don’t. We’ll extract the truth from your friend you left back there to die…”

Fyodor gave the officer a confused look. “What? No, his wound was—”

“Treatable, if he gets to a hospital in ten minutes, which he will.”

Fyodor began to shake his head, but the pain was unbearable.

The officer said, “He will tell us everything we need. We have convincing means, as you well know.” The officer put his hands around Fyodor’s neck. “This is from Zlobin. This will happen to anyone that comes for him.”

“No, no, don’t … I’ll talk … I’ll tell you—”

“Too late.” He clamped his hands tighter around Fyodor’s throat.

He tried to fight back, but there was no strength left in his body. He could barely lift his arms off the sidewalk.

A couple of the men began to run toward the officer, but he shouted at them, “Stay back. I’ve got him. I’m trying to revive him. Call an ambulance.”

Fyodor struggled for breath, feeling his lungs tightening. He could no longer control his arms, but his legs were twitching almost involuntarily. The world began to spin around and turn blurry and dark, and then Fyodor saw nothing at all.


 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Two

 

 

Victoria Tower Gardens

London, United Kingdom

 

FSB operative Maximillian Thornichinovich, or Max Thorne—as everyone had started to call him after the fateful detainee-transfer operation four weeks ago in the United States—glanced through his black aviator shades at the silver Range Rover SUV that parked slowly on the curve, a few feet away from the park’s black wrought-iron gate. He turned slightly to the side, so that he could hide the fact he was talking onto the mike clipped to the side of his collar, and said, “Ava, do you see this?”

“Got visual,” she replied. “Looks like he’s here.”

Ava was sitting on a bench thirty yards away from Max and closer to the gate. She was pretending to read on her phone, while keeping a close eye on their expected guest.

Max drew in a deep breath, then turned his head toward the man sitting on another bench. This one was closer to the Thames River and the stone, square Victoria Tower. This was the tallest tower in the Palace of Westminster—stabbing at the sky at three hundred and twenty-five feet high—and was the namesake of the park. The man was an ex-KGB agent, stationed in East Berlin during the Cold War years. After the collapse of the Soviet Union, the man worked for other Russian intelligence agencies, until he had retired. Then, he had decided to emigrate to the United States, and that’s when trouble had started. For him, as well as for Max, because they were connected. In fact, the ex-KGB agent was Valery Volkov, Max’s father, a fact he had only learned quite recently.

Max felt the adrenaline pumping hard and fast through his body. His senses were on overdrive, and he had started to become more aware of his surroundings. He saw everything around him but paid particular attention to two young black men in their late twenties who had arrived about ten minutes ago and were kicking a soccer ball on the grass.

Another suspect was a red-headed woman in her late thirties, with her hair in a pixie cut, sitting on a bench to his left, about fifty yards away. She was wearing earbuds and was typing on her phone. Max couldn’t help but connect the woman to the men, although he had nothing but a hunch. His three years in the FSB, or the Russian security intelligence agency, as a “transporter,” a transport and escort agent for high-risk operations, had taught Max that there were no coincidences.

He had brought his suspicions to Ava, his associate, who had dismissed them. Max had felt uncomfortable but had accepted her decision. Ava had been working with Volkov for a long time and was more experienced than Max in covert operations.

He turned around and looked at the man they had been expecting. He was Jeremy Taylor, a former operative with the SIS, or the British Secret Intelligence Service. Taylor was an old contact of Volkov, from the good old days when it was clear who the enemy was. Nowadays, in a world filled with shifting alliances, one went to bed with terrorists at night, only to wake up the next morning to be praised as a great peacemaker.

Taylor was dressed in a long black wool coat that came down almost to his knees. He was wearing a black tweed cap and black-rimmed bifocals and had a newspaper in his left hand. A younger man, who was clearly his guard and probably his driver as well, followed a few steps behind. His head turned meticulously and almost mechanically, as if it were on a pivot, as he took in all the surroundings. When Taylor was about ten yards away from Max, the ex-SIS agent made a small hand gesture. The guard stopped and stood next to the nearest bench.

Max made eye contact with Taylor and gave him an almost imperceptible head nod. It was the signal that all was clear, and he could proceed to meet with Volkov.

Taylor moved the newspaper to his other hand. That was his signal that the Range Rover hadn’t been followed, and no one knew about their meeting.

Max followed behind Taylor. Max didn’t like this old-school, smoke-and-mirrors tradecraft. But Volkov was old school, very old school. These tricks had kept him alive for so long, in the face of almost unbeatable odds and despite countless numbers of foes who wanted him dead. He had overcome his enemies, and he was going to do so again, this time with Max’s and Ava’s help.

When Taylor came to the bench, he removed his cap and brushed back his wavy hair. He had something of a comb-over, but it didn’t look too bad. He sat next to Volkov, who turned slightly and offered Taylor his hand. “Good to see you, my friend. You look … fat.” Volkov grinned and wrinkles formed on his bony cheeks.

Taylor shrugged and unbuttoned the top two buttons of his coat. “It’s all these clothes. You’ve gotten older. America didn’t treat you very well.”

“You’re right.”

“I heard about what happened in Washington, DC.”

“A mistake, soon to be corrected. With your help, of course.”

Volkov nodded at Max, who stood near the bench. “This is my son, Maximilian, but everyone calls him Max.”

“Your son? I had no idea…”

Neither did I. Max suppressed the thought.

“You can talk freely in his presence,” Volkov said. “I trust him with my life.”

Taylor nodded, but his face showed his slight displeasure with the unexpected development, while Max sat at the other side of Taylor.

Volkov said, “So, what do you have?”

“Can I see the transfer, first?”

“When did you start distrusting me, Taylor?” Volkov’s voice turned cold, with a hint of sharpness.

“If I didn’t trust you, I wouldn’t be here. But mistakes happen. People forget things and type the wrong numbers … Let’s just make sure that doesn’t happen…”

Volkov reached into the inside pocket of his gray pinstriped suit and pulled out his phone. He typed into it, then swiped to the left, until he found what he was looking for. He showed Taylor his phone, and the man lowered his glasses to the tip of his long thin nose and glanced at it. Satisfied, he nodded and leaned back into the bench. “You haven’t changed, Volkov. Always a man of your word.”

“Why, you were expecting me to deceive you?”

“I wasn’t sure what to expect … It has been ten years since we last met, three since we last spoke on the phone. People change…”

“Life changes people, if they allow it to change them. Now, what do you have?”

Taylor glanced over Volkov’s broad shoulders, then across the river at the city skyline in the distance. It was a bright sunny day, a rare occasion in London in winter, with only a few fluffy white clouds floating across the blue sky. Taylor then returned his gaze to Volkov’s face and said, “Zlobin escaped in Lisbon by the skin of his teeth. You might know that his men caught someone, a man, who seemed to be looking for them…”

Volkov’s face remained unmoved. “What happened?”

Taylor shrugged. “Not sure how everything went down, but it’s easy to imagine what happened after the man was captured. His body was fished out of the Tagus River, just outside Lisbon. He had torture marks all over his body. He gave up whoever was paying him.”

Max nodded, but his face was calm. The dead man had been working for a powerful man positioned high up in Russia’s political class. Max had nicknamed this man “the ghost,” since Volkov had refused to give Max the strongman’s name. He was assisting Volkov and Max in discovering Matvei Zlobin’s whereabouts. Zlobin was an ex-KGB operative, and, according to some preliminary intelligence, it was Zlobin who had tried to set up Volkov, and make it appear as if he was a traitor.

Taylor said, “Was this man working for you?”

“No.” Volkov shook his head. “And Zlobin’s men will never be able to follow whatever pieces of intel they might have gathered. There are many layers, compartments. Impenetrable.”

Taylor shrugged. “I hope that’s the case.”

Max looked over Taylor’s shoulder, trying to find the two black men playing soccer, but they had disappeared. The red-headed woman also wasn’t there.

Taylor sat back on the bench and sighed, “Now, on the CIA front, I was able to secure one of my agency’s, well, former agency’s, files. It’s about the CIA rogue agent.” Taylor reached for something in his coat’s inside pocket.

Max had wanted to pat down Taylor, but Volkov didn’t want to hear it. He considered it an insult, and a sign of distrust toward Taylor. What if he’s trying to set us up? Max had asked. That’s why you and Ava are there, Volkov had replied. So, now, Max kept his right hand in his jacket pocket. His fingers were wrapped around the handle of his MP-443 Grach 9mm pistol, which was pointed at Taylor’s side. At a moment’s notice, Max could pull the trigger, and Taylor would be dead before he realized what hit him…

The ex -SIS agent produced a harmless-looking black USB drive, which he handed to Volkov. “Everything we have since Robinson resurfaced in London three years ago. Our men picked him up at the Heathrow Airport. He said he was retired but had come to Britain for the funeral of a close friend. We checked, and it all matched up.”

Volkov glanced at the USB. “But…”

“Two days later, an ISIS terrorist cell was discovered in central London. We had been looking for them all over Europe, and here they were under our very noses. All five of the cell members were found beheaded.”

“So Robinson hasn’t really retired?”

“We don’t know. He disappeared before we could have a word. We tracked him to Panama, then Columbia, always beyond our reach. Everything is there.” He cocked his head toward the USB drive. “What business do you have with him?”

Volkov smiled at Taylor. “This is excellent. Will be very useful.”

Max nodded. He wasn’t expecting Volkov to tell Taylor about how they were planning to use the intelligence. Robinson was suspected to have connections to a woman that was very dear to both Russians, a woman for whom they’d willingly give their lives.

“Robinson is not in very good health,” Taylor said.

“What’s wrong with him?” Volkov said.

“Bowel cancer.”

Volkov shrugged. “A little cancer never stopped anyone stubborn enough like Robinson.”

“Or like you. The two of you.” Taylor’s eye flitted between Volkov and Max.

Volkov opened his mouth, but Max saw the red-headed woman who had appeared from behind one of the thick trees. She was pointing her pistol at their bench. Max shouted, “Down, down,” as he jumped over Taylor pushing Volkov to the ground.

A bullet thumped against the back of the wooden bench, while another whizzed overhead. Max rolled onto his back and turned his pistol toward the woman.

She had disappeared.

Where did she go?

His eyes searched the area and focused on two other trees nearby thick enough for the woman to hide behind. He didn’t see her, so he glanced at the location where the two black men had been playing soccer. One of them was crouched behind a bench further away and to the side. He held a gun in his hand, and it was pointed toward the park’s entrance. The second man was lying flat on his back and was not moving.

Max looked at Volkov, whose face had an expression of annoyance rather than fear. He had landed on his back and didn’t seem injured by the fall.

Taylor, on the other hand, was lying on his stomach. A purple stain had started to form over his right pants leg. A bullet must have clipped him, Max thought.

“Max, how are you? How’s Volkov?” Ava’s worried voice came into his earpiece.

Max glanced at his father stretched on the ground next to him. “He’s all right. You?”

“Fine, but they know we’re here.”

The armed man fired his weapon.

“Ava? Ava?” Max shouted.

No answer.

He climbed to his knee and double-tapped the Grach. His bullets missed, and the man turned his attention to Max.

Max fired again. This time, the bullet found the target. It slammed into the man’s leg, and he fell backwards.

Gunfire erupted from another location to Max’s right. Taylor’s guard. He couldn’t see the man, but he saw bullets lift slivers from the bench the black man was using for cover. The man turned his pistol toward the right and fired a couple of rounds. Then, his head slumped to the left, and he fell onto his back.

Before Max could fire another round, the red-headed woman appeared from behind the closest tree. She squeezed off a few rounds that zipped dangerously close to Max’s head. A bullet struck so near that it kicked up dirt inches away from his face.

Max returned fire, followed by Volkov, who had pulled out his Makarov 9mm pistol. Their bullets tore slivers off the bark, but the woman managed to disappear behind the tree trunk again.

“Ava? Ava?” Max shouted again.

Instead of a reply, he saw a black Nissan drift through the grass, skirting one of the benches. Ava leaned out the window and fired a quick burst at the black men sprawled behind the bench. Then, she turned the steering wheel, and the Nissan jumped onto the path leading toward Max, Volkov, and Taylor.

One of the rear windows of the Nissan exploded into a spray of fragments. Max noticed the red-headed woman firing from further back, closer to the gate. How did she get that far? He pointed his Grach and let off a quick burst. The woman disappeared behind another tree, then Max noticed a police car pulling close to the park’s entrance. “We’ve got to go,” he said to Volkov.

Ava had already gotten out of the Nissan. She began to help Volkov up, but he shrugged her off. “Get the shooter,” he said and sat up.

Max shook his head. “The police are here. She’ll disappear.”

“So should we,” Ava said.

“Help me with Taylor,” Max said to her.

“Where’s his guard?”

“He was firing from over there.” Max gestured with his hand. “Didn’t see him; only heard the shots.”

“Well, if he can’t make it to the Nissan…” Ava said with a shrug.

Max and Ava lifted Taylor to his feet. He was bleeding badly from the leg wound and had some bruises and scratches to his face and hands, but otherwise, he was fine. “Where’s Micky?” he said as they helped him to the backseat.

“Can’t get to him,” Max said as he slipped into the driver’s seat. He gestured with his head at two police officers taking positions near the park’s entrance.

“Go, go, go,” Volkov said as he strapped the seatbelt across his chest.

Ava slammed a fresh magazine into her pistol and aimed it out the window.

Volkov said, “Don’t kill anyone.”

“That will be hard. Especially if they keep shooting at us,” Ava said.

A couple of bullets thumped against the back of the Nissan.

Max turned the wheel, and the vehicle shot through the grass. He drove fast, avoiding a couple of picnickers who were still sitting on the grass with their headphones on.

Max looked at the sideview mirror, then over his shoulder but couldn’t see the red-headed woman or the police officers. “Did we lose them?”

“Yes, the officers. The woman, she’s still there.”

“Where?”

“Coming from the side.” Ava gestured at a red Jaguar SUV cutting through the grass, about twenty yards behind them. A hand holding a pistol jutted out the driver’s window.

Max jerked at the wheel as bullets struck the back of the Nissan. She’s determined to die before she gives up … Well, if she wants it that way… Max shifted gears and stepped on the gas pedal.
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