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      He would die today.

      In twenty-two minutes, to be exact.

      Each day billions of humans walked the earth with no sure knowledge of the moment the haunting specter of death would open wide its jaws and swallow them whole. Many would wake up, make their way to school or work or play, only to be unexpectedly T-boned by a semi-truck, ravished by a cardiac embolism, or taken out by the occasional crazy with a gun in his hand and fury in his heart. And just like that, they would be gone. No advance notice, no solicitous call from the other side of the void.

      And yet Yuri Gladkov had been given a precise time.

      Twenty-one minutes.

      He sat on the end of his bed, elbows on his knees, palms slowly rubbing together, thinking over the span of thirty-five years that had been his life. The bare concrete beneath his feet was rough, cracked in places, stained with a grimy fusion of dirt, sweat, blood, and urine, formed over slow decades by previous inmates. The bare walls and the solid metal door at the front of his cell were hardly better. Cheboksary Prison was the oldest working prison in Russia, founded in the sixteenth century by the order of Tsar Ivan the Terrible. It sat on the banks of the Volga River, over 500 kilometers west of Moscow. No one had ever managed a successful escape.

      Twenty minutes.

      Had things gone differently, had he been one of the lucky to live into old age and die a natural death, he calculated that he was probably not even halfway through his life. His genes were strong: a paternal grandfather that had lived to ninety-five and a father who was still as strong at seventy-two as he was at fifty-two. And both were heavy drinkers and smokers.

      The empty plate and cup sat beside him on the threadbare sheet. For his final meal, he had requested sate padang, a classic Indonesian meal that he had come to love over a decade ago. The beef, however, had been overcooked, the spices bland, and the ketupat—compressed rice cake—was soggy. He had also asked for a bottle of Stolichnaya but was refused. They gave him tepid water instead.

      Nineteen minutes.

      Yuri stood up and stepped over to the stainless-steel toilet in the corner of his cell. He lowered the zipper on the front of his pants and paused. In less than half an hour, the noose would be lowered over his head and tightened around his neck, and he would hang like a sack of potatoes until he was dead. He wouldn’t even get the dignity of a trap door beneath his feet and a counterweight. They weren’t interested in sending him on a quick and painless road out of town. He would not get the grace of a snapped neck. Just the merciless grip of the rope, the slow agonizing burn in his lungs, and the burst capillaries in his eyes that would come as he suffocated to death. When his body finally gave up and shut down, his bladder, along with his bowels, would evacuate. Looking down at the toilet now, he decided not to help them by diminishing the potential mess. He raised the zipper and returned to the bed.

      Eighteen minutes.

      Yuri, standing as he was now on the threshold of death, felt nothing. No anxiety, no regret, not even a twinge of fear over being strangled to death or the uncertain knowledge of what may or may not lay on the other side. His fifteen years of training had sewn a long thread of steel through the entire fabric of his person. He was a stoic at heart. Emotions would not change his current predicament, so why bother with them? He could remember crying only twice in his adult life: when his younger sister was killed in a freak skiing accident, and then a decade later as he watched a man die right before him, choking on his own blood. The first were tears of grief, the second unanticipated tears of joy as Yuri watched the man for whom he had searched for over six months finally succumb to the wounds Yuri had inflicted upon him.

      Seventeen minutes.

      Never mind that Russia had an explicit moratorium on capital punishment. Never mind that no one had been formally executed here since 1996. Yuri’s imminent execution would be off the books. There would be no reporters, no mention of it in the papers. He had succeeded in turning the wrong people into his enemies, and now he was to suffer the ultimate consequence. They could easily have decided to poison him. They could have selected to have him shanked in the showers or shot during a yard brawl. But instead, they chose to stage a formal execution, wanting him to experience the full extent of their control and malice while sending a clear message to anyone else who might wish to overstep them.

      The tiny clock mounted near the ceiling continued ticking off seconds and minutes.

      Sixteen… fifteen… fourteen.

      The narrow hatch in the lower half of the cell door slid back with a hard, metallic thud. “It’s time,” the guard called out. Yuri thought he could detect a hint of disquiet in his voice. The guard’s name was Alexei Popov, and over the last five months of his incarceration, Yuri had gotten to know him well. He was young, fresh-faced, and had a wife and a two-year-old daughter. He was ambitious, with aspirations to one day be a warden of one of Russia’s seven hundred prisons. Yuri liked him but thought that he would be disappointed eventually. Alexei was too nice. He did not possess the hardened resilience that it took to be a warden. He cared too much, something that would tear you to pieces in the correctional system. Yuri thought Alexei was more suited to a grocer or maybe a therapist.

      Yuri pressed off the bed and approached the door. He turned around and fed his hands through the open hatch. The handcuffs clattered against the door, and he felt the coldness of the steel as they tightened around his wrists.

      “Okay,” Alexei said.

      Yuri moved away from the door and turned to face it. A metallic thud echoed through the small room as the magnetic locks disengaged. A key scraped into the lock, and the heavy bolt switched back. The door opened to reveal Alexei offering a tentative smile.

      “Alexei,” Yuri said. “How is your boy? His birthday was yesterday, correct?”

      Alexei’s smile grew larger. “Yes. Vitaly is well. His mother and I gave him a rocking horse for his birthday.”

      “Very nice,” Yuri offered. “You are a good father, Alexei. Your boy is lucky to have you as such.”

      “Thank you,” Alexei said. He paused, frowned, and said, “Yuri. This is not right. They should not be doing this to you. One day, when I am a warden, I will—”

      “It is all right, Alexei. It is my time. Nothing can change that.”

      “It’s just that... it is wrong. It is against the law.”

      Yuri gave an interior smile at the young guard’s naivete. “The law never stopped those in charge, Alexei. They are above it. The law is their servant, not their master.”

      Alexei sighed, then nodded sadly.

      “Do your job, Alexei. My death is not on your hands.”

      Alexei nodded again and gently took hold of Yuri’s upper arm. He led him from the cell and down the naked hallway before turning down a wide corridor with walls slicked with slimy runoff from a leaky roof. Yuri’s sense of calm did not deviate, as though he were being escorted to a top floor suite at a five-star hotel and not to the noose that would end his life.

      Alexei reached the door at the end. His free hand trembled as he took his key in hand and slipped it into the lock. The door squealed in protest as he pulled it open and led Yuri into a small, empty room that smelled of dirt and mildew. The door slammed shut behind them. A cockroach skittered into a corner and froze.

      Alexei let go of Yuri’s arm. He looked up at his prisoner, who was a full head taller than he. The young guard’s face was a worried nest of confusion and guilt. “Someone will come to get you in a moment,” he said and motioned to the door opposite the one they had just entered. “I… I am sorry.” He hung his head.

      “Do not take this home with you tonight, Alexei. Things like this are the way of the world. You go home tonight and kiss your wife and your baby and take them on a walk. Do not be saddled with my fate.”

      Alexei could not bring himself to look up. Yuri knew he was fighting back tears. “Yes. Okay.”

      Then Alexei stepped past Yuri and quickly exited the door from which they had entered. When the reverberations from the slamming door faded, Yuri was left alone with nothing but his thoughts.

      Nine minutes.

      There was no clock in here, but Yuri’s internal sense of time had been honed to perfection throughout the course of his training and then his distinguished career. It wasn’t even a vague sense of time, a generalized estimate. It was a precise calibration, the ability for the unconscious elements of his mind to keep pace with the seconds as they ticked away, consolidating into minutes and hours.

      Eight minutes.

      Yuri’s ingrained stoicism prompted him to welcome death. It was simply a return to nature. Why should he fear the inevitable, whether it came today or in forty years? Death was natural; the Reaper’s sickle left no soul untouched.

      Seven Minutes.

      The second door opened, and a self-assured man Yuri recognized as the warden stepped into the room. His features were worn, as though years of running interference between Russian bureaucracies and prisoners had consolidated into his face. His gray eyes were weary, his cheeks sagged loosely off his jaws, and his hair was white as snow. Knowing what he did about forced retirements, Yuri guessed the man to be in his early sixties, although he appeared twenty years older. The warden crossed his arms and locked eyes with Yuri. Both men were expressionless. Yuri could smell the foul stench of cheap cigarette smoke drifting from the old man’s clothes. Looking into his impassive eyes, Yuri thought that perhaps Death itself had come to greet him and lead him to the noose.

      The warden uncrossed his arms and stepped behind Yuri. The handcuffs’ links jingled as the key was inserted and the cuffs removed, first the right and then the left. They clattered to the floor, and Yuri let his hands rest at his sides. Without a word, the warden walked past him, passed through the doorway, and into the next room.

      Yuri followed.

      It was an office: drab carpet and wood-paneled walls, a worn couch, and an ordinary oak desk. The warden’s office. And it too smelled of stale cigarette smoke. A guard Yuri did not recognize stood in front of a wooden door across the small room. The warden stepped behind his desk but did not sit. He reached into the center drawer and withdrew a pack of cigarettes, shook one out, set it between his thin lips, and lit it with a lighter he had slipped from his pocket. He took a long, slow drag and looked his prisoner up and down, his face finally twisting into an expression of outright disgust. Yuri was prepared for the old man to recite the extra-legal details of his fate, informing him what the next five minutes of his life would entail and reminding him why he had been constrained to this off-the-books execution. But instead, the warden growled to himself, shook his head, and then motioned to the guard. “Follow him,” he said to Yuri. Then he sat and, without looking up again, began to rifle through a short stack of paperwork sitting before him.

      The guard opened the door, stepped back, and nodded to the adjoining hallway. Yuri crossed the room, stepped into the hall, and paused to allow the guard to go ahead of him. By the time they had passed through two more doors and down three corridors, Yuri was beginning to get the sense that something was askew. Why had they taken the handcuffs off? Why had the warden dismissed him with such disdain, without even a word of explanation?

      When the next door opened, he was blinded by the brightness of the midday sun. Instinctively, he squinted and raised a hand to block out some of the glare. He was led down a flight of concrete steps and across a length of cracked asphalt before coming to a stop at a chain link fence crowned with concertina wire. A keypad was mounted on a fence pole. The guard punched in a six-digit code, and the gate slid back, leaving absolutely nothing between Yuri and the outside of the prison. No walls, no heavy doors, no bars.

      Yuri looked quizzically at the guard. “What is this?” he asked.

      The guard moved stiffly, clicking his heels together as he gave a slight dip to his head and extended a stiff arm toward the near-empty parking lot thirty yards away. Yuri locked eyes with him and, reading nothing besides a curt and professional silence, gave a mystified grin. “They’re letting me go?”

      The guard remained frozen in position.

      Yuri shrugged and tentatively moved from one side of the fence to the other. As soon as he had cleared the gate, the guard fingered the keypad again, the gate slid back into place, and the guard left.

      This made no sense. The men he had angered, the men who had put him in here in the first place, would never have allowed him to just walk out. Not after what Yuri had done to them. They were relishing in his death and had probably planned an after party to celebrate the news.

      Perhaps, Yuri thought, they were altering the narrative to suit their purposes. Perhaps they changed their minds and wanted it to look like he had escaped. Another ten steps and the prison’s alarms would go off and he would be shot in the back by a guard keeping watch up in the nearest tower.

      No matter. At least he was able to see the sun one final time, allowed to feel its warmth on his face. But ten steps later, he was still moving away from the prison, not bleeding out on the wide walkway. Another ten steps, and then another. The alarms never sounded. The expected bullet did not come. He reached the edge of the parking lot, turned around, and had a momentary sensation of disorientation. The prison’s white brick walls loomed high as though they were now fully invested in keeping him out, not ensuring his captivity.

      What was this? Surely they were not letting him go? The men he had crossed would certainly not have that. And Yuri had no friends in high places. In reality, he hardly had any friends at all. No family member or lawyer had been on the outside appealing his imprisonment. No rich acquaintance who would have bought his freedom at the final hour. One minute ago, he should have finished gyrating at the end of his rope. And yet here he was, standing outside the prison.

      Yuri took a deep breath and reoriented himself to this unexpected turn of events. He had no phone. And even if he did, he had no one to call. The eastern edge of Cheboksary was just beyond a thicket of trees on the north end of the parking lot. Making his way there seemed the only reasonable course of action. He had no money and was still wearing the dark gray jumpsuit of a prisoner. That would have to go as quickly as possible. But getting to town was the first thing. He could decide his next course of action from there.

      Yuri stepped off the crumbling curb, started across the cracked parking lot, and kept to a leisurely pace along the grassy verge as he followed the road’s curve toward the city.

      Up ahead, the sun winked brightly off the windshield of an approaching car. Yuri angled closer to the tree line in an effort to remain as inconspicuous as possible. A man still wearing a prisoner’s uniform and moving in the opposite direction of the prison was sure to draw the wrong kind of attention. The car—a shiny black sedan—slowed and drew up beside him, coming to a complete stop. The driver opened his door and looked across the car’s roof at Yuri.

      “Mr. Gladkov?”

      Yuri eyed him suspiciously. “Yes.”

      The driver, a middle-aged man with tufts of gray protruding from the brim of his driver’s cap, said, “My sincerest apologies. There was an accident on Nikolskaya Street. I intended to be here half an hour ago.” He scurried around the car, grabbed the handle to the rear passenger door, and stepped back as he tugged it open. “Please. Do get in.”

      Yuri did not move. “Who sent you?”

      The driver hesitated. “I am not at liberty to say. But I am to tell you that what awaits you is a change of clothes and a proper meal.” His eyes silently pleaded with Yuri to do what he was asked.

      Yuri considered his options. He could continue his course into town, lift someone’s wallet, and then purchase a change of clothes. Then he could disappear, melt away into the slurry of society and leave his past behind. He could start over somewhere, perhaps out west in Brask or Irkutsk. He was good at hiding.

      Yuri recalled the disgusted look on the warden’s face as he was waved out of the old man’s office. The warden, cruel and sadistic that he was, had been eagerly awaiting his opportunity to carry out Yuri’s secret execution. But with the appearance of this car and the polite, albeit urgent request of the driver, it was now clear enough that someone had indeed secured his release. Yuri’s past actions had troubled some incredibly powerful people, men who walked the most sacred halls of the Kremlin.

      They were not the forgiving type.

      Whoever had sent this man to pick him up must have paid a hefty sum or cashed in a significant political favor. They would not be content with Yuri simply telling the driver no, continuing into town, and then disappearing from their radar. He would be able to hide for a while: one, two, even five years, perhaps. But eventually, they would find him.

      “Mr. Gladkov?” the driver said again. “Please, would you get in?”

      Yuri looked through the open car door. The backseat was empty. “Very well,” he said with a sigh. He stepped onto the road and ducked his head as he got into the rear seat. The driver shut the door and walked back around to the front. He returned to his place behind the wheel, maneuvered the vehicle through a tight three-point turn, and proceeded into the city.

      Yuri watched old brick and plaster buildings roll by as he continued processing this new reality. He was still alive, and on top of that, he was riding in the back of a luxury car that with every second put more space between him and the prison. The local market passed by on their left. “Where are we going?” he asked the driver.

      “We will arrive at our destination in approximately two hours.”

      Soon enough they were in the country, with towering trees and fields of free-roaming goats rolling by. Yuri continued to fight an urge to force the driver to pull over so he could get out, flee into the woods, and disappear. But nothing was free in this life. This driver’s boss needed something. And for some reason, he had pegged Yuri as the person to do it for him. He might be out of prison, but for now, at least, he knew he was not free. Whoever had purchased his escape from the noose owned him now.

      The driver slowed for an approaching stop sign and turned left onto a country road before merging with a regional highway several minutes later. Yuri, tired of looking out the window, laid his head back, closed his eyes, and slept.
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      The water was cool against his skin, a refreshing reprieve against the thick, oppressive heat of late summer. He closed his eyes and kicked hard as he descended beneath the surface. Pressure built in his ears as he continued down into the dark waters of the five-hectare private lake, diving to the muddy bottom fifteen feet below the surface. When his hand brushed the slimy edge of a leafy plant, he stopped kicking and positioned himself upright, sinking the final feet to the bottom where he sat among the algae-covered vegetation. A frigid stream of water brushed by and then swelled over the top of his head, swaddling him in a blanket of cold that flowed from an underground spring feeding the small lake with a lazy current of icy water.

      Mikhail Ivanov sat as calm as a statue for three minutes, relishing the chill against his skin and the sensation of the cold moving further into his muscles. When his lungs began to use up the last of their remaining oxygen, he uncrossed his legs, planted his feet into the soft, muddy bottom, and gently pushed off. He rose slowly and took in a deep breath of fresh, piney air as he broke the surface.

      Lying on his back, he gently paddled his arms through the water and looked into the clear, cyan blue sky. On the other side of the lake, a hawk uttered a hoarse, screeching kee-eeeee-arr from high up in a tree. The cry echoed across the lake before it was absorbed by the surrounding woods. Then it was absolutely quiet again.

      Mikhail stayed in the water for another ten minutes, savoring the serene quiet that was so utterly foreign to his daily lifestyle in the city. Finding that he was finally feeling refreshed, he swam back to the grassy bank and strode out of the lake, water cascading off his broad shoulders and sturdy muscles. At the edge of a dirt path, a towel lay draped across a fallen log. Mikhail reached for it and scrubbed it over his hair, which over the last two decades had slowly transitioned from a deep brown to almost completely gray.

      He followed the narrow path through the woods, squirrels and the occasional dove scattering nervously as he wound his way back to his dacha. A light breeze stirred the canopy of trees high above him. He really loved it here. He felt less weighty than when he had walked this path to the lake half an hour earlier. There was something about being among the untouched elements of nature that seemed to absorb whatever tensions and concerns you brought with you.

      The path curved around a mossy boulder and the trees fell away to reveal a log dacha sitting in the center of a grassy clearing. Mikhail had inherited the property from his grandfather, who had built it with his own two hands over half a century before. Several years ago, Mikhail completely remodeled the interior, expanding the back portion and adding two bedrooms, a full bath, as well as a steam room and a sauna.

      He reached the back door, brushed his feet on the outdoor rug, and slid the door back. As he stepped inside, he immediately detected a new scent in the air. It smelled of honeysuckle and lavender, mingling with the musky oak that was natural to the place. He would know that perfume anywhere. His wife used to wear it.

      Shutting the back door, Mikhail walked across the wood plank floors and into the kitchen. He grabbed a bottle of water from the refri51r2gerator, then made his way to his bedroom, where he donned a fresh pair of shorts and a T-shirt. He tossed his wet swim shorts over a rack to dry, strode through the living room to the back of the dacha, and stopped in the doorway of his office.

      A young, leggy blonde was sitting in his leather easy chair. Her head was turned down, her attention fully given to an open leather-bound book resting on her lap. He caught another subtle whiff of her perfume and, for a moment, would have sworn that he was looking at his wife as she had been nearly thirty years before.

      Mikhail padded across a bear rug—he had shot the magnificent beast in Astrakhan Oblast just last year—and took a seat in a wide armchair across from her. He took note of the book’s title: The Brothers Karamazov. She turned a page, read for a while longer, and then, after mumbling something to herself, she shut the book, placed it on the side table, and smiled fondly at her father. He thought she looked tired. This was unusual for her. She was always rested, always went to bed at a decent hour.

      “I don’t know why everyone loves Alyosha so much,” she said. “He is soft. It’s pitiful, really.”

      “Some would say that his love for others was actually his great power. When did you arrive?”

      She shrugged. “Twenty minutes ago.” Her eyes were a bright and penetrating green, her hair cut into a short but stylish bob. She possessed a natural beauty that furnished her with an unassuming appearance, belying the reality that she was one of the most capable female agents the Russian government had ever produced.

      “You know, your mother preferred Tolstoy to Dostoevsky. She was too easily enthralled by his flamboyant prose.” Mikhail’s gaze turned to the built-in bookshelves behind his desk, at a picture on the third shelf. His wife was sitting in the grass looking out over the lake. It was the last good picture they got of her before the chemo took her hair and the cancer her life. “It was one of the few things we disagreed on,” he continued. “Dostoevsky saw the world for what it is: dark and malicious. So he filled his novels with an entire cast of sordid characters. He may not have been the better writer, but he most certainly understood the depravity of human nature.”

      “Yes, I suppose you’re right.” She nodded to a double-barrel shotgun standing in the corner. Typically, her father kept his guns in a safe near the front of the dacha. “Did you hunt?”

      “Not yet. I took that one out so I could clean it later today. Pavel will bring his dogs here tonight, and we will hunt woodcock tomorrow.”

      “Woodcock? But the season doesn’t open for another five weeks.”

      Mikhail chuckled. “The season exists so people such as myself can have something to hunt the rest of the year.”

      Her lips formed a coy smile. “Has there ever been a time in your life when you kept the rules, Father?”

      “The rules exist for the sheep, to keep them in line. You don’t rise to my station in life by coloring inside the lines, Karina. You of all people know that.”

      “Yes, I suppose I do.” She folded her legs and tucked her bare feet beneath her. “And speaking of coloring outside the lines, how are you planning to remedy the fallout from the Florin debacle? I just came from Moscow, you know. Your name—our name—is not a favorite topic at the moment.”

      He tapped his index finger on the arm of his chair. “I am working on it, sweetheart. I have had to strategize the manner in which I move my pawns and knights across the board—an unexpected change in tactics. But I assure you, we will come out on top when all of this is over.”

      Karina shook her head, and a disgusted look spread across her well-defined features. “You should have broken ties with that man a long time ago. It was inevitable that he would make a false move. There was always something off with him, like he was missing a circuit somewhere. I still don’t understand why you didn’t bring me in on it.”

      Mikhail was currently recovering from the greatest professional setback of his life. Not only should he have seen it coming, but he also should have informed Karina from the very beginning. But he hadn’t. For the first time in decades, he had allowed greed to blind him to the inherent risks, and because he knew Karina would have objected on a hundred different grounds, he had not discussed it with her.

      And the salt in the now gaping wound was that he had almost pulled it off.

      Almost.

      Mikhail had met Florin Gronozav nearly thirty years ago, just as the iron curtain was crashing down all over Eastern Europe. Mikhail was working as a carryover from the KGB, serving as a mid-level officer in Russia’s new Federal Security Service, the FSB. Romania had recently pulled off a successful revolution, executing the Communist dictator Nicolae Ceaușescu and quickly undertaking a program of free market reform after implementing a democratic constitution.

      Mikhail was put on the FSB’s Romanian desk, which meant that, because of his rank and experience, he was the head spy in charge of gathering intel on the newly emancipated country. His cover was that of a successful oil broker, a businessman with international connections who could help supply the newly shaped Romanian military with energy for their growing arsenal. But his real mission was recruitment. He needed someone on the inside. Someone whose moral scruples were low, someone who liked extra money and wasn’t intimidated by the idea of becoming a double agent.

      After months of research, he found the perfect human resource. Florin Gronozav was working a drab job in a drab office for Romania’s Foreign Intelligence Service. He fit the profile to a T. So, Mikhail made sure the two of them were introduced one evening at a dinner party at Russia’s Embassy in Bucharest. The evening was perfectly ordinary—just a typical assembly of intelligence officers, politicians, and administrators. Attendees joked about how things had been before the Iron Curtain came down, Romania’s president made a speech, praising the blossoming relationship between his country and Russia, and alcohol was plentiful and free-flowing.

      The next day Mikhail had stepped into Florin’s office unannounced and uninvited. He had reached into the inside pocket of his blazer, brought out an envelope, and set it on the desk. Florin had eyed it, looked back at Mikhail, and then asked the Russian for his request. The response had been precise and undiluted: access to the Deputy of the Interior’s personal call logs and banking records. To Mikhail’s mild surprise, Florin had taken only seconds to make his decision. In fact, the Romanian hadn’t even blinked. With nearly the snap of a finger, Florin had snatched up the envelope and told his new handler that he would have the information within three days. It was almost like he had been dreaming of such an opportunity. To Mikhail’s knowledge, Florin had not even balked when the Deputy of the Interior was mysteriously found dead at a villa in the Alps, not a month later.

      Thereafter, Florin became Mikhail’s primary intelligence source for any and all workings within Romania, functioning as his domestic informant for nearly fifteen years. If Russia needed something—anything—and Florin could get his hands on it, then Russia always got it. Over the years, he received many more envelopes filled with cash and payments substantial enough to warrant a healthy deposit into an untraceable bank account in the Caribbean.

      Eventually, Mikhail took his leave of the FSB and entered the private sector, specializing in back-channel deals and black market industrial trade. Within a decade, he had risen to the unofficial level of oligarch, one of the exceptionally wealthy who pulled the nation’s levers behind its vast array of curtains. Over time, Mikhail nearly forgot all about Florin Gronozav. That is, until one bright summer day when his phone rang.

      Florin wanted to let his former handler know that Tanzania, in a move intended to offset a portion of their sovereign debt burden, was making plans to devalue its currency. The information came straight out of Africa and was known to no one else outside of the highest officials in Tanzania. There were no whispers of it in any of the global financial markets. Florin presented the details to Mikhail, who, after commissioning the research, confirmed the accuracy of the inside information. Mikhail gathered a small group of trusted billionaires, and together they shorted the currency. Florin did not want a finders fee. Rather, he wanted to give Mikhail every bit of savings he possessed so that he could garner a sizable position of his own. When the dust settled, Florin was a very wealthy man, and Mikhail, already affluent in his own right, was far richer. The deal had served as the fulcrum Florin needed to pry himself away from government work. He stepped out into a life of newfound wealth and, following Mikhail’s lead, utilized his extensive network of political connections to increase his net worth many times over. He purchased vast holdings of real estate in Dubai and London, black market oil contracts in Libya, and cornered the shadow gambling economy in Singapore. As it turned out, the Romanian intelligence officer possessed a great deal of business acumen that had lain dormant during his years with the FIS.

      Once again, Mikhail’s business interests eventually diverged from Florin’s. The two men spoke only on rare occasions and then, only when they needed something that would help leverage a deal or an introduction in their favor. But last year Florin approached Mikhail with yet another appealing and unorthodox investment.

      Russia’s State Atomic Energy Corporation had been conducting groundbreaking research in the field of nuclear and biochemical energy. The nuclear science was so advanced that only one man in all of Russia, the lead research scientist, understood the length and breadth of it. His name was Simon Luganov, and as it turned out, Simon Luganov had a conscience. He was deeply concerned about the potential applications of his research and the damage it could cause, the millions of lives it could take if it fell into the wrong politician’s hands. So, as the program was coming to a successful head and the technology entered beta stage development, Luganov, while attending a peer conference in Brussels, walked into the United States Embassy and defected.

      In his absence, his research could not advance meaningfully without him. He left behind a scientific legacy that virtually no one in Russia could fully interpret. Luganov was absolutely brilliant, and only two other scientists, a Canadian and a German, were said to be capable of turning his research into marketable technology. Russia was not willing to hand off such science to just anyone. They kept it back from the international scientific community and continued to push their own scientists to attempt to finish what Luganov had begun.

      Florin’s foray into it all came when a Romanian scientist approached him with an offer. He’d heard that Florin liked to invest in forward-thinking projects. This man’s proposal was simple but bold: if Florin could get copies of all of Luganov’s research, the scientist could fill in the gaps. Perhaps not as quickly as Luganov could, but he could do it. Florin could turn around and work the science into marketable technology for which second and third world governments would happily pay tens of billions of dollars.

      That was when Florin called Mikhail. With Mikhail’s underground connections throughout Russia and his above-ground connections in the Kremlin, he would have little trouble acquiring the research that Luganov left behind. They had it within three weeks. Florin quickly put it in the hands of his Romanian scientist, who, for the next two years, worked tirelessly with a team Florin placed around him. He was making tremendous strides, and international patents were on the horizon. Florin and Mikhail expanded their profit potential by bringing in over one hundred private investors. An IPO for their new company was but months away. They all stood to make incredible sums of money.

      And then, just three weeks before the IPO was to launch, the unthinkable happened. Their scientist experienced a massive stroke while leaning over a microscope in his lab and died hours later. Everything they had built, all the money invested, had been dependent on that one man. Now he was gone, and technology was not yet complete. Their investors began to call back their money and the hope for a multi-billion dollar payday quickly began to look like a pipe dream.

      Mikhail left the burden of finding an adequate solution on Florin’s shoulders. After all, this entire enterprise had been his idea. Everything was looking quite dim until, on a string of luck, Florin bumped into one of only three people on the planet who knew the whereabouts of Simon Luganov.

      Kathleen Rose had been the CIA’s Chief of Station in Brussels. She had been the lead, not only on Luganov’s defection but on his relocation as well. Florin’s solution was to kidnap her and to force her, by whatever means necessary, to reveal Luganov’s location. After that, the plan was simple: Luganov would be brought in and forced to begin afresh on the project he had abandoned two years earlier.

      Ms. Rose, who was now the director of Homeland Security’s Federal Intelligence Directorate, finally gave in to the threat of harm directed toward her adopted daughter. She gave up Luganov, and they grabbed the Russian scientist at his chalet in the Austrian Alps.

      From the very beginning, the plan had been full of risk. But when it was all said and done, Florin had surprisingly come out on top. Everything had gone according to plan. They got exactly what they wanted.

      And yet there was one small detail that Florin had considered but hadn’t seen coming. One of Ms. Rose’s agents had been relentless in his efforts to locate her. The agent and a team of U.S. Delta Force operatives conducted a raid on the Greek mansion where she was being held and rescued her. The next day Florin was arrested on his yacht during a celebratory party with their investors. Simon Luganov was recovered as well, permanently abolishing any hopes of Mikhail getting his science to translate into profits.

      Now, Florin sat awaiting trial in a maximum-security prison in the United States. Mikhail, because he had aligned himself so closely to a man who had kidnapped the director of a United States federal agency, was doing everything in his power to distance himself from the entire ordeal.

      From the very beginning, when Florin called him with the opportunity to profit from such groundbreaking technology, Mikhail’s gut had told him it was too good to be true. But the profits were too shiny and represented too much power. He could not in his right mind say no to something like that. And yet that inner voice of wisdom wouldn’t be silenced completely, the one telling him to walk away from it all, the voice that generally agreed with Karina’s. So he had decided not to tell her.

      The only silver lining was that Florin alone had put his fingerprints on the kidnapping of Ms. Rose and Luganov. Mikhail was only associated with it in a tangential manner. There was no empirical proof to tie him to the debacle.

      “You know why I didn’t tell you,” he said to his daughter. “You would have told me not to go forward with it. And I thought it too good to pass up. If it makes you feel any better, I wish now that I had listened to what you would have said had I given you the opportunity.” He winked at her.

      “You are one of the smartest men that I know, Father. Wiser than a fox. But if you don’t find a way to make this up to your friends in Moscow, you will forever be on the outside. There will be no chance of you ever finding a cabinet appointment at the Kremlin. They had your word, and it cost them all a great deal of money. You told me you had been working on a plan. But where is it?”

      Finding himself so closely associated with Florin’s actions and downfall turned out to be only half of Mikhail’s problem. The other half concerned the many, many millions that over a dozen of his friends had invested in the venture. And these were no ordinary friends. Some of them held high positions at the Kremlin, the military, and some were among Russia’s most wealthy.

      Upon Florin’s arrest, all investments were seized and confiscated. None of them would be getting a single ruble back. For their losses, his investors turned to him for restitution. It had been under Mikhail’s insistence that they buy in. He alone had shown them Luganov’s research and made them believe the entire thing was a sure bet. Even though, at their station in life, they all knew that there was no such thing as a sure bet. Still, they laid the ruins at Mikhail’s feet, holding him responsible for their losses.

      He had to find a way to make it up to them. He had to find a way to fill their pockets again, to recuperate their losses, and then some.

      Mikhail gave his daughter a confident smile. “I have been working on a plan. But the exposure became too great. So it was… terminated. I have already made arrangements to set something else in motion.”

      Karina frowned. “Arrangements? What, exactly?”

      At that moment, a hard knock sounded at the front door, echoing across the wood floors and walls of the dacha.

      Mikhail gave her a conspiratorial grin. “Right on time.”

      “Who is that?” she asked.

      “Go. Answer the door. And all will be made plain.”
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      Yuri Gladkov woke to the muffled sound of tires crunching over gravel. When he opened his eyes, a fleeting moment of incomprehension passed over him, until he recalled that he was no longer a prisoner in Cheboksary prison, condemned to imminent death. The sun was lower in the sky now and a glance at the dashboard clock revealed that they had been on the road for nearly two hours. He turned his focus out the window, where tall, sturdy trees slid by as the driver navigated the sedan down a winding dirt lane.

      “Where are we?” Yuri finally asked, but received no answer. The driver kept his attention on the road and navigated the vehicle down a slight decline, eventually curving past an open wrought iron gate and passing into a several-acre clearing, on the back end of which sat a modest dacha. The driver pulled up to the front and came to a stop behind a burgundy Mercedes-Benz G-Class SUV.

      “Mr. Gladkov,” he said. “You may get out and knock on the front door.”

      Yuri wasn’t particularly enjoying the cryptic nature of this whole arrangement. But he kept his opinions to himself. Soon enough, he knew, all would be made clear. Without saying another word, he exited the sedan, passing between it and the Mercedes to the stone steps leading up to a spacious porch. The stones and the porch timber appeared unworn and unsullied, as though they had been part of a recent remodeling effort. A run of bright pink flowers skirted the front apron of the country home. Yuri went up the steps in an unhurried manner and stopped in front of the large wooden door, where a heavy iron knocker was situated directly in its center. He lifted the ring and slapped it against the door three times. Then he waited.

      Behind him, the driver had shut off the car, and other than the solitary chirp of a distant bird, all was perfectly calm and quiet. He could smell the scent of fresh pine coming off the bright, newly milled porch boards. When he had received no answer after a full minute, Yuri sighed to himself and knocked again, and he had hardly brought his hand back to his side when the door swung open.

      Yuri was not easily taken by a woman’s appearance. Over the years, he had had the very best: models, actresses, and heiresses. In the end, they were just pieces of flesh, all of them ripe with vanity, every last one of them convinced that the world rotated around them. Most of them had no brains, wanting nothing else than to sleep in late through the morning, shop in the afternoon, and party late into the night. But they had wanted him and, being in the prime virility of his youth, he had gladly obliged them.

      This lady, too, was stunning, but he could sense immediately that her beauty went far deeper than her skin. It was something in her eyes, two dark pools of understanding, gravitas, and comprehension. This was a lady who understood the world, and, certainly, her place in it. She was slim, clearly fit, and her golden blonde hair was cut at a hard angle just above her neck. She did not bother to introduce herself. After quickly looking him up and down with a surprised smile, she stepped back and, without a word, opened the door farther.

      Yuri stepped across the threshold and into the dacha. She closed the door and led him across the living room and down a short hallway. The dacha’s interior was as unassuming as its exterior. Exposed log walls, knotted pine floors, and leather furniture contributed to a natural, earthy atmosphere. A soft cloud of yellow light spilled from a room on their left. Yuri followed her inside. The office had built-in bookcases on one end with a large but relatively bare desk in front and three chairs at the other end, positioned in front of more bookshelves.

      A gray-haired man sat in one of the armchairs. His shoulders were broad, his jawline well-defined, his skin tanned and leathery. A barrel chest and trimmed midsection indicated a man who had maintained physical self-discipline in his younger years and carried it into the present. One look into his eyes and there was no doubt that the lady was his daughter. Her eyes were dark, his an icy blue, and yet both pairs held that same confident and comprehending disposition. The man did not bother to get up but motioned affably to the second armchair. Yuri took a seat, placed his hands on his knees, and waited.

      “Yuri Gladkov,” the man said, seeming to tease out each syllable of his name. “How was the ride from Cheboksary?”

      “Fine.”

      “A good day not to die, is it not?”

      “Why don’t you just tell me why I am here,” Yuri said blandly. “What is it you want me to do?”

      The man looked toward the lady and grinned. “He gets to the point. I can appreciate that.” Returning his attention to Yuri, he said, “Let us begin with introductions. My name is Mikhail. Mikhail Ivanov. This is my daughter, Karina. And yes, you are correct. I did not purchase your freedom out of the goodness of my heart. Securing your release was quite costly. You crossed some very powerful men who were not easily persuaded to see you walk away from the noose.”

      “They deserved it,” Yuri replied.

      “Yes, well, attempting to blackmail your superior general, executing his mistresses, and trying to expose state secrets”—Mikhail clicked his tongue—“was not very subtle. Perhaps you thought you were somehow exempt because of your military accolades.”

      “As I said, they deserved it.” Yuri’s eyes flicked toward Karina, then settled again on her father.

      Mikhail frowned. “Deserved it? Did you not do those things because you wanted to move up in the world? You wished to get a slice of the monetary pie, as it were. Except that you moved a little too swiftly and stepped on a couple of landmines in the process.”

      “Why I did what I did is entirely my business. If you brought me here expecting me to divulge the details of my personal life, then you may send me back to Cheboksary now. You have clearly purchased the right for me to do a job for you. But there is no price that would convince me to divulge my private matters.”

      Mikhail raised a hand to pacify his guest. “Easy, Yuri. I meant no harm. And I certainly do not wish to sound like a prying old woman. God in heaven knows that my own mother has perfected that. Ninety-one years old and she still sniffs around everyone’s affairs like a greedy bloodhound.”

      His attempt at humor was lost on Yuri, who continued to sit there as still and immobile as a mannequin. Mikhail took a moment to study his multi-million dollar acquisition. Yuri’s features and movements were stiff and robotic like he was missing the distinct emotive or social element that made him human. He was tall, well over six feet, his thighs like tree trunks, and his hands the size of dinner plates. He had the typical appearance of a Russian with strong genes: hard jawline, broad forehead, and short blond hair. It appeared that even after many months in prison, the former Spetsnaz officer had not lost a single ounce of muscle from his sturdy physique. He sat on the chair with posture as straight at a newly milled board.

      Karina resettled in the cushy chair, pulling her feet up and crossing her arms across her chest. Then she grinned, examining Yuri like a specimen while addressing her father. “Father, you were talking to me earlier about a plan. I would have never thought the great Yuri Gladkov was to be a part of it?”

      Yuri was a celebrity of sorts in his own right. Within certain divisions of the Russian military, he was seen as his generation’s model warrior. He was well decorated, well respected, and the most ruthless and talented soldier the nation had produced in decades. In the secluded world of Russian special operations, Yuri was an icon. Until, that is, he committed the atrocities he was accused of. All of it had been completely out of character for him, and afterward, he hadn’t even made an attempt to run. He just sat on his general’s front porch and waited for them to come and arrest him. He had never spoken a word of it to anyone. The only response he would give to an inquiring mind was, “He knows why.” And that was all.

      Mikhail narrowed his eyes at Yuri. “You keep looking at my daughter. Is there something you would like to say to her?”

      “I… I thought I recognized her.” Looking at Karina, he said, “You look familiar.”

      “That,” she said with a burst of mock enthusiasm, “is because I am.”

      “You are Spetsnaz,” Mikhail said to Yuri. He motioned toward his daughter with an upturned hand. “Karina is Spetsnaz.”

      Understanding entered Yuri’s eyes. “You are the Zolotoy Ubiytsa?”

      She answered with a flirtatious wink.

      “You should be honored to be sitting here and talking with the Golden Killer,” Mikhail said. “She socializes with very few. Perhaps she is more admired than even you were when you were at your peak of fame. I am very proud of her.”

      “What is it you want from me?” Yuri said again.

      “I have recently encountered a problem,” Mikhail answered. “And you, Yuri, are going to help me solve it. Do it successfully and you are a free man.”

      Yuri nodded that he understood, but did not speak.

      “As of today,” Mikhail said, “you no longer exist. How would the Englishman, George Orwell, have put it? Ah yes, you have been vaporized. You are an unperson. The Armed Forces of the Russian Federation have no record of any Yuri Gladkov. All applications, all medical, training, and deployment records have been erased. And the General Administration of Traffic Affairs no longer has any record of such an individual. No such person has ever possessed any driver’s license under that name.” Mikhail turned his attention to Karina, continuing as if they were the only two in the room. “Now, I am sure that there is a high school yearbook somewhere or old military friends who have pictures of him. Perhaps there are even some girlfriends who will easily recall dating or bedding such a well-built soldier of Mother Russia. But that is of no concern. He is a zero. And that, for our specific purposes, is exactly what I need.”

      Karina’s smile matched the excited gleam in her eyes. “You even have me on pins and needles, Father. What is it that you want him to do?”

      Mikhail crossed his arms and examined his new acquisition. “Yes. Let’s talk about that, shall we?”
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      Rain pebbled the surface of the water, causing it to jump in tiny little explosions and pitter-patter across the boat’s deck as an afternoon shower drifted overhead. A break in the clouds opened up and sunlight streamed down, lighting on Charlotte’s hair and making it glow like golden gossamer threads.

      “I love sun showers, don’t you?”

      “I do when you’re the focus of the sun’s attention,” I replied and leaned in for a kiss. Charlotte raised up on the balls of her feet and met me halfway.

      “Easy now,” Roscoe said from the bow. “My boat has a permanent ‘No Vacancy’ policy if you catch my drift.”

      Charlotte shot him a wily smirk. “It was just a kiss, Roscoe.”

      “Well, kissing time is over,” he said with an easy grin. “Ryan, help me get tied on.”

      We had just arrived at one of my favorite dive sites. The USS Spiegel Grove was a Thomaston-class dock landing ship of the United States Navy. After its launch in the fall of 1955, the ship spent its nearly four decades of active service primarily participating in amphibious exercises along the eastern seaboard and the Caribbean. On several occasions, she participated in the evacuation of American citizens from Mediterranean countries embroiled in escalating civil wars. Finally decommissioned at the end of the 1980s, the Spiegel Grove was sent to the Maritime Administration’s James River mothball fleet in Virginia.

      But while her military service had come to an end, the old ship still had a new life ahead of her. After the turn of the millennium, the ship was transferred to Florida and towed out to Dixie Shoal, just six miles off Key Largo, and sunk for the purpose of providing an artificial reef to the Florida Keys National Marine Sanctuary. During the sinking endeavor, the ship settled too soon and began to roll to her starboard side, forcing volunteer workers to abandon ship and watch from a distance as she sank on her own, finally settling with her bow protruding slightly out of the ocean and her stern resting on the ocean floor. A month later, the ship was rolled completely onto her starboard side and finally opened to recreational divers. The old vessel reached her final resting position in the summer of 2005 when Hurricane Dennis shifted her onto her keel, right-side-up, which was the position originally intended when she was sunk.

      Now, the ship serves as the backbone of the Keys’ artificial reef system and is home to upwards of fifty thousand dives a year. Over the last few years, I’d dove on it many times, and it was an experience that never got old. The former Navy vessel seemed to exude an almost mythical aura, and it didn’t take much imagination to picture the ghost of a seaman striding by on the deck or passing through a doorway.

      I have always loved history, loved reading about it, watching documentaries, and visiting historical sites that quietly whisper stories of their own. Some locations are, by their nature, more hallowed than others. Civil war battlegrounds like Gettysburg, Shiloh, and Manassas tell a more somber story than that of Monticello, Mount Vernon, or Independence Hall. But each is endowed with a significance all its own and has served to contribute something deeply meaningful to this country that I love so much.

      When I was twelve years old, my grandmother took me on a week-long vacation to Honolulu, Hawaii. I spent my days swimming in the salty waters off Waikiki and the evenings playing ping pong and pool with other kids in the hotel’s game room. I’ll never forget the day that my grandmother told me to put on a nice shirt, that we were going to visit Pearl Harbor for the day. Reluctantly, I complied and stared out the car window all the way there, wishing I were back at the beach. Arriving at the Pearl Harbor Visitors Center, we boarded a Navy boat that took us out to the USS Arizona Memorial, which is built directly over the remains of the sunken battleship USS Arizona, the final resting place for many of the 1,177 crewmen killed on December 7, 1941, when their ship was bombed by Japan’s Naval Forces. Something about the place grabbed me. The short documentary video on the boat ride there, seeing the ship lying in the water, the shrine at the far end of the memorial—a marble wall that bears the names of all those killed on Arizona—for the first time in my young life, the reality of what had truly happened that day struck me. Good men, patriotic men, had died in this very place for a country that they loved so much.

      Even now, as survivors of that long-ago attack on Arizona pass away, many choose to have their ashes scattered in the water over the ship or to have their urns placed within the well of the barbette of Turret No. 4. I’ll always remember that as the day I gained a rich appreciation for my country and felt a true sense of pride at how we had responded in kind, winning the Battle of Midway six months later and putting the Japanese on the defensive for the remainder of World War II.

      Spiegel Grove doesn’t possess the hallowed significance of Arizona, but she certainly has a historical charm of her own. Over several decades, thousands of sailors had called her home and had served faithfully on her, traveling the globe as they proudly represented the greatest nation on earth. The retired vessel was a part of our military history and continued to serve, albeit in a unique civilian capacity, and for that reason alone, it was one of my favorite diving spots. But even without the pedigree, the dive was an incredible experience.

      Roscoe eased the throttle down, and the large center console’s inboard diesel was reduced to a choppy purr as he pointed the bow into the wind and idled toward the mooring buoy. Spiegel Grove is just over five hundred feet long and nearly ninety feet wide, which translates to a very large surface area when you’re deciding where to enter. Thankfully, eight mooring buoys are attached to the ship at various intervals.

      Leaving Charlotte at the stern, I stopped at the helm where Roscoe handed me an aluminum pole with a hooked end. Advancing to the bow, I picked up a stern line, squatted down, and slipped the pole into the water. I came up with the painter line that was drifting off the ball, then fed the stern line through the loop in the painter before securing it to a stern cleat. Within a few seconds and with a little help from the wind, the mooring line pulled tight, and we were bobbing in place. Roscoe cut the engine and, after setting the dive lines, secured the dive flag to its mast.

      I had hooked us onto ball number six, which is affixed near Spiegel Grove’s bridge, putting us nearly equidistant from the bow and the stern. The rain had dissipated, and the clouds were breaking up as they moved out over the Atlantic. But the wind was still streaming over the water at steady fifteen-knot gusts, leaving the water choppy.

      When I rejoined Charlotte, she was already in her wet suit and had slung her hair into a tight ponytail. I would be going in without a suit as the water was warm enough. Charlotte preferred the feel of the second skin, as it made her more comfortable in the water and gave her a general sense of being less exposed.

      Our tanks were sitting in the fixed tank rack with our BCs and regulators already attached. After getting my fins on, I brought the tanks out and helped Charlotte into hers before shrugging into mine. After setting my mask over my eyes, I placed the regulator in my mouth and partially inflated the BC. Roscoe checked that our first stages were secure and that our air valves were open.

      “Okay, you two,” he said. “Go blow some bubbles. And be safe down there.”

      Swells rolling several feet high were rocking the boat, so I wasted no time moving across the transom to the edge of the swim platform, where I quickly took a giant stride into the water. Since the current was stiff, I grabbed onto the trail line and drifted back a few yards to clear the entry area for Charlotte’s entrance. As soon as I gave her a thumbs-up, she splashed in. Once she was with me on the trail line, we dumped some air from our BCs and submerged, following the tag line over to the shot line near the bow of Roscoe’s boat. With both of us now on the descent line, I took hold of my BC’s purge and depressed the button on the end. Air bubbled out, and I slowly finned toward the wreck, pausing momentarily to equalize the pressure in my ears.

      It was good to be under the water again. It really is incredible how this planet of ours is two distinct worlds. Terra firma presents enough variety in itself, from beaches and mountains and caves to deserts and grasslands and forests. But the ocean is something entirely different, an entire world hostile to human life, requiring you to don specialized breathing equipment if you want to do anything more than stay under for two or three minutes at a stretch.

      Scientists tell us that twenty percent of the world’s species live in the ocean. For me, that’s much of deep diving’s allure; there’s hardly a time I dive where I don’t see a creature or fish that I don’t recognize. Having a regular opportunity to explore the beauty of a world like this is one of the many reasons I live in the Keys. Between the easy-going people, the fishing, diving, and the tropical atmosphere, it’s not difficult to find a way for the events of a hard day to roll right off your shoulders. It’s not lost on me that, every year, thousands of people save up their hard-earned vacation time just to visit for a few days. I get to live it, and I guess that numbers me among the very lucky.

      I glanced back at Charlotte a couple of times on the way down, and each time she gave me a happy smile from behind her second stage. It had been less than a year since she moved from D.C. to Miami, but as soon as she did, she made it a priority to get her scuba certification. Now she tries to get in at least half a dozen dives every month, even going so far as to dive Elbow Reef without me when I was in Greece a few weeks back.

      Checking my gauges, I continued down the shot line as a nebulous shadow emerged, slowly taking on form until the hard outline of the ship was clearly visible. It was like watching a ghost rising out of the hazy depths. Finally, we reached the mooring point. I let go of the line and noted that we were at a depth of nearly sixty feet—the ship’s gunwale sat nearly one hundred feet above the ocean floor, which meant that we had a lot further to dive to if we wanted to explore along the bottom.

      I could feel the pull of the current as it moved across the starboard corner of the stern and flowed diagonally across the ship, which was coated with marine life. Charlotte followed me across the deck, and we descended below the port deck-line, where we no longer had to work against the current. Several other divers were down as well, having come in on charters moored at varying points along the ship.

      Spiegel Grove is not for the inexperienced. Dive depths range from sixty to one-hundred-thirty feet, and rough, current-swept waters are the norm, not the exception. An allure for many wreck divers isn’t swimming the decks, it’s the complex nature of the ship’s interior that offers a three-dimensional experience filled with history and sea life. I always maintain a stringent rule when exploring wrecks: unless I can clearly see light coming through the exit on the other side, I won’t go in. It can be too easy to lose your way and get turned around. I know plenty of experienced wreck divers who are content to explore closed passageways, but I’m not one of them.

      Charlotte and I took our time exploring the wreck, watching small fish weave in and out of bright coral and colorful sponges. A yellow trumpetfish drifted by, looking like a pencil with fins. Blue tangs and striped parrotfish were plentiful, most of them unconcerned with our presence. Finally returning to the bridge, we finned to an opening where I looked up and around, inspecting the overhead environment to make sure my tank and valves had nothing to snag onto. Clearly able to see the exit, I moved through the opening and Charlotte followed after, joining me on my right. After we emerged on the other side, we stopped by the American flag mounted above the wreck. Then it was time to go.

      We made two safety stops on the way up, one at forty-five feet, and the other at fifteen. The water was still choppy, although it had calmed down a little since we made our entrance. I let Charlotte swim ahead of me to the stern, where Roscoe was waiting for us. She reached the fins-on boarding ladder, and Roscoe helped her up and out of her BC before turning to me and helping me safely out of the water.

      “That was amazing,” Charlotte said. “Thanks for bringing me out here.” She slipped her tank into the rack and peeled off her fins.

      “You’ll have to make a trip up to the panhandle one of these days and dive Oriskany Reef,” Roscoe said. “It’s even deeper than Spiegel Grove. What’s it at, Ryan? A couple hundred feet?”

      “Close to it,” I replied. “It’s a monster, too.”

      “Your phone rang a few times while you were under,” Roscoe said to me. He reached into a compartment in the helm, brought out my phone, and handed it over. Kathleen had called three times and left two texts.

      “Who is it?” Charlotte asked, studying my expression. “It’s not work, is it?”

      I nodded, still looking at my screen.

      “It’s Sunday.” She groaned. “Do you have to go in?”

      “I don’t know.” I tapped Kathleen’s name and set the phone to my ear. “Let me see what she needs.”
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      An hour later, Roscoe idled his boat up to my marina. I slung my backpack over my shoulder and stepped onto the sun-bleached planks of the dock. Charlotte held out a hand, and I helped steady her as she disembarked. “Thanks for the fun,” I told Roscoe. “You’ll have to go in with us next time.”

      “Not a chance,” he chuckled. “My diving days are long over. But I enjoy watching you young folks staying at it.”

      “Half the people at your restaurant are your age,” Charlotte said with a smirk. “And a lot of them still dive on a regular basis.”

      Roscoe patted his hefty midsection. “Can’t seem to get this to stop growing on me. I don’t have the diver’s physique I once did.”

      “Well, we had a good time,” I said. “And thanks for taking care of our gear.”

      “Glad to.”

      Roscoe was good enough to let us keep our diving gear in a storage shed behind The Reef. Generally, we accompanied him back there with the boat and cleaned our gear before parting ways, even grabbed a sandwich and a drink at the bar before we left. But after my phone call with Kathleen, he offered to do it himself.

      Roscoe raised a hand and waved. “I’d better get going. Amy wants me to help her spool a new rod for the fishing competition this week.” He engaged the transmission, and as the boat pulled away from the dock, Charlotte and I turned and headed for my houseboat. She laced her fingers into mine.

      “Do I have time to take a quick shower before we head out?” she asked. “I really don’t want to walk into a meeting looking and feeling like a fish out of water.”

      I glanced at my watch. “Sure. Let’s plan on leaving in twenty. We’ve got a long drive ahead of us, and Kathleen was adamant that we not be late.”

      We stepped onto my houseboat, went inside, and were greeted by a gust of cool air. My home—affectionately named The MacGyver—is a fifty-five-foot Gibson, and is equipped with full-sized appliances, three staterooms, two heads, and a walkaround deck. The upper deck has twin biminis, which I generally keep folded back. Earlier this year, a psychotic criminal put a price on my head, and a couple of punks paid a visit to the marina with sub-combat assault rifles. I had hardly escaped with my life, but when the last of the gunshots had rung out, it wasn’t me who had breathed his last. I survived, but The MacGyver was in bad shape. She was chewed to bits, with bullet holes in the bulkheads, the deck, and the galley. I was pretty certain that I was just going to have to scrap her and start over. But while I was away hunting down the man who had put a price on my head, my only neighbor here at the marina, Rich Wilson, along with several other locals, worked overtime to make all the necessary repairs. The forward and aft sliding glass doors had been replaced, as had the flooring and the paneling on the bulkheads. I had new countertops in the galley, as well as brand new appliances and light fixtures. They even went so far as to rip out the old, rusted propulsion system. All said, The MacGyver got a much-needed upgrade, and I didn’t have to buy a new houseboat.

      Charlotte took her bag into the guest head, and I heard the shower turn on as I rummaged through the drawers in my stateroom and picked out a change of clothes: a pair of jeans, a black polo, and a pair of clean sneakers from the closet. I jumped into the master shower and was out, dressed, and back in the galley within five minutes.

      When Charlotte reemerged, she was in white slacks and a light blue blouse. She was running a brush through her wet hair. “I’m glad I brought a nice outfit with me,” she said. “I’d hate to show up for a meeting like this in shorts. And here I thought you were taking me to dinner tonight.”

      Charlotte lived in Miami and had come down to see me for the weekend. I was going to take her for dinner at Freshly Hooked, an upscale fish house on Lower Matecumbe Key. But Kathleen’s phone call had completely altered our plans. “How about I treat you to a McDonald’s drive-thru on the way?” I grinned.

      “Gross. You know I don’t eat that garbage.”

      “And yet you’ll devour a bag of pork rinds whenever you get your hands on one.”

      “But they’re so good.” She winked at me and slipped her hairbrush into her purse.

      I grabbed a couple of bottles of water from the fridge, and we stepped out and onto the aft deck. The late morning sun had risen high in the sky, and the humidity was thick. Warm and muggy with a slight breeze drifting off the water. Just the way I liked it.

      On the way to my truck, Charlotte looked across the marina. “Where’s Rich and Edith? I don’t see their catamaran.”

      “They’re sailing up to Savannah. Rich has an old friend who was on the force with him in New York. They’re going to spend the week at his place. From what he said, they plan on getting in a lot of golf and even more rum.”

      Arriving at my truck, I opened Charlotte’s door for her and then went around and got in behind the wheel. After placing the water bottles in the cup holders, I buckled up and got us under way.

      Charlotte turned on the radio and Randy Travis’s deep voice came through, singing, “Deeper than the Holler.” Randy is one of those timeless singers who can easily draw you into the story he’s telling. His songs are simple and yet somehow resonate with every person’s experience. I’m only in my mid-thirties, but I’m not a big fan of a lot of music made after the turn of the millennium. It’s too loud, overproduced, and seems to miss out entirely on the great themes of everyday life that Johnny Cash, Jimmy Buffett, and Don Henley understood so well.

      Charlotte unscrewed the cap from a water bottle and took a sip. “What do you think they want to include me for?” she asked. She had already asked me a similar version of the question during the boat ride back from Spiegel Grove.

      “It has to relate to a case you’re working on now, don’t you think?”

      “Maybe. But I can’t think of one that they would want to bring you in on. Did Kathleen say who else would be in the meeting?”

      “No. She just told me to be there at 1700 sharp. And to make sure that I bring you with me.”

      After her father’s death last year, Charlotte took over his nascent investigative practice, Pursuant Services, located in Washington, D.C. Colonel William McCleary had spent almost three decades in the Army and upon retiring had started a niche investigative agency that worked exclusively with clients within the Department of Defense, including NCIS and the Army Criminal Investigation Division Command. Pursuant worked with these agencies in an advisory capacity but sometimes assisted directly in high-level or stalled investigations.

      Under Charlotte’s leadership, Pursuant had quickly grown into a premier contractor with the DoD. Even though she didn’t have the military experience and political connections that her father had, she hired people who did, and her personal and professional orbit grew ever closer to primary decision makers in the U.S. military and on the Hill.

      Earlier this year, in an effort to be closer to Pursuant clients at NAS Key West and SOCOM in Tampa, Charlotte had moved to Miami, leaving the D.C. office in the trusted hands of her vice president, Travis Barlow. At the time, we were good friends, keeping in touch through the occasional phone call or brief dinner whenever she was in my neck of the woods. But after her relocation, we steadily drew closer together, and our relationship matured from a meaningful friendship to something more. Most every weekend, she would make the hour-and-a-half drive from Miami down to Key Largo, or I would go up there.

      At first, it felt unnatural, dating again. But through many patient conversations with friends like Brad and Roscoe, I finally came to grips with the idea of seeing someone. My wife was gone, taken from me too early. There was nothing I could do to change that. I couldn’t live in the past forever, no matter how much I sometimes found myself wanting to.

      Charlotte couldn’t be more perfect. She’s smart, adventurous, and turns heads wherever she goes. Roscoe isn’t wrong when he reminds me that I’m lucky to have her. Since she entered my life, it’s changed for the better in every way.

      I slowed my speed and turned onto Jewfish Creek Bridge, which took us out of Key Largo, out over Lake Surprise, and north toward Homestead.

      “What are you thinking?” Charlotte asked.

      “Honestly?”

      “No. Please, lie to me,” she grinned. “I love it when you lie to me.”

      “Okay. Then, in that case, I wish Scarlett Johansson was sitting in your seat.”

      She cocked a suspicious eyebrow.

      “You told me to lie to you.”

      She laughed and rolled her eyes. “Come on. What were you really thinking?”

      “I was thinking that I’m glad you’re in my life. You’ve really brightened it up.”

      She smiled and reached for my free hand, then slid her fingers in between mine. “I like it when you’re honest. And I’m glad you’re in mine, too. Although I’ve gotta say, I wish Brad Pitt was driving this truck right now.”

      “Now why would you want a downgrade like that?” I asked, and winked at her.

      Half an hour later, I had us passing through Homestead. When Highway 1 hooked east toward Miami, I merged onto State Road 997 and took it north until we reached Route 41. Turning west, we began our journey across the Everglades.

      “Any more thoughts on this meeting?” Charlotte asked.

      Earlier, when I returned Kathleen’s phone call from Roscoe’s boat, she had requested my presence at a meeting at MacDill Air Force Base in Tampa. The conversation was cryptic and short. Kathleen was always direct and to the point, something I appreciated about her style of communication. But this conversation was uncharacteristically cursory. When I asked her if getting a flight out there was an option, she answered in the negative and yet made me promise that I would be on time—the meeting was set for 1700 hours. Then she asked if I knew where Charlotte was, that they wanted her there as well.

      While we were diving, a secretary from MacDill had left several messages on Charlotte’s phone, and when she called back, he relayed the request that she be present at the same meeting. She pressed him for details, but his reply was unrevealing, stating that all he knew was a Ms. Kathleen Rose from Homeland Security was requesting her presence. Charlotte had reached out to several contacts at the base, but she only reached one, and he didn’t know anything about the meeting. In the end, we decided the best thing would be to wait, with the understanding that our questions would be answered as the events of the day played out.

      “You know, it’s never occurred to me that yours and my professional paths might ever cross,” I said.

      “Me neither. But maybe it’s as simple as them looking at your performance report and wanting me to be at your side to help soften the blow.” She smiled at me with a twinkle in her eye.

      “Funny girl,” I said.

      Outside, the saw grass marshes of the Everglades stretched as far as the eye could see, the bright afternoon sun reflecting off bare patches of water. Finally making it across the wetlands, we passed through Naples and Fort Myers, before stopping a while later to gas up in Sarasota. After agreeing on fish sandwiches and sweet tea from a local restaurant, we ordered everything to go, then got back on the road.

      I don’t mind traveling long distances, but having to drive five hours on a Sunday afternoon was warming me to the idea of getting my pilot’s license. A quick trip to a local airstrip and a waiting Cessna would have been a much more enjoyable way to travel. It would also mean that we could have made this trip in less than half the time. John Hammond—a long-standing deputy with the Monroe County Sheriff’s Office and a good friend of mine—had been on to me to get my pilot’s license for some time now, having racked up over a thousand hours of flight time himself. I decided to run the idea by Charlotte.

      “What would you think of me getting my private pilot’s license?” I asked.

      “You mean, to fly a Cessna or something like that?”

      “Yeah. Some kind of single-engine, fixed-wing aircraft. To start with, anyway.”

      “I think that’s a great idea. You’re a great diver. Why not tackle the skies next?”

      “You know John Hammond, don’t you?”

      “Yeah, sure. Remember, we met at your birthday party last month?”

      That whole night was a little fuzzy. Probably because I broke my two-drink rule and had thrown back a little too much alcohol. Brad had challenged me to a game of Straight Face, and against my better judgment, I accepted. For over an hour, we jotted funny and inappropriate phrases on pieces of paper, and with each new round, whoever laughed first had to take a drink. The next day my brain functioned about as well as a bowl of over-cooked grits. “That’s right,” I answered Charlotte, but not really remembering. “Well, Hammond has a Cirrus SR20 that he inherited from his grandfather. He just flew back from a weekend at Cedar Key. Every time I see him, he tries to convince me to get behind a yoke.”

      “You should.” Charlotte leaned over and planted a kiss on my cheek, she said, “And I’d fly anywhere with you.”

      An hour later I exited the interstate and took Selmon Expressway through downtown Tampa and into the South Tampa district. I slowed as I neared the air base and shook my head as I pulled up to MacDill’s main gate. As we waited for the vehicle in front of us to clear the guardhouse, Charlotte gave voice to my exact sentiments.

      “When I was finning alongside Spiegel Grove’s hull this morning, I certainly didn’t expect to end up here by the end of the day,” she sighed. “I was just on MacDill earlier this week. So much for a full weekend off, I guess.”

      The vehicle in front of us gained access, and I rolled down my window as I came to a stop. I presented our credentials to the gate guard. He took them inside the guardhouse and reappeared a few moments later. “You’re cleared to continue,” he said and wished us a good evening. I navigated around the concrete security barriers and slowly accelerated onto the base. “Any idea where the Foxhill building is?” I asked.

      “Yes. Turn left at the next stop sign. I pass by it all the time, but I’ve never been in. I don’t really know what goes on in there. This base is like a small city. It’s hard to know what goes on in half of these buildings.

      She wasn’t wrong. MacDill employs over 20,000 active duty servicemen and civilians in various support roles. It’s home to the 6th Air Refueling Wing, and the headquarters of two unified combatant commands—United States Central Command (CENTCOM) and United States Special Operations Command (SOCOM). Two additional sub-unit commands are headquartered there, too: U.S. Marine Corps Forces Central Command and U.S. Special Operations Command Central.

      SOCOM’s stated mission is to provide combat-ready forces for rapid reinforcement of the other unified commands worldwide. Its sanctioned clandestine activities include direct action, special reconnaissance, counter-terrorism, unconventional warfare, psychological warfare, civil affairs, and counter-narcotics operations. Basically, it’s the operational brain of the United States’ special forces.

      I hadn’t done any direct work with SOCOM yet. My work with Homeland centered on working with Immigration and Customs Enforcement (ICE), the FBI, and the CIA, often coming in to assist them in high-priority investigations and counter-terrorism. Most of my work kept me in the general region of South Florida, the Bahamas, and the Caribbean, but the last month found me in South America, Greece, and Italy.

      Following Charlotte’s directions, we arrived a few minutes later in front of a large, three-story stucco building with a red tile roof. I parked, and we stepped out into the late afternoon sun. The sidewalk leading to the front entrance was lined with sabal palms, and their fronds rustled dryly as we passed beneath them and went inside.

      We were greeted immediately by a security team manning a checkpoint. After presenting our identification, we were asked to place our belongings in a bowl and step through a metal detector. I took out my wallet, badge, keys, and cell phone and did as I was asked. Thankfully, we weren’t dealing with the TSA and didn’t have to take off our shoes. Once I was cleared, I gathered my things and was just reaching for my phone when it rang. I grabbed it up and answered. “Hey, Kathleen.”

      “Ryan, are you here yet?”

      “Just made it through security,” I said. An armed airman was waiting to take Charlotte and me to our destination inside the building. He indicated that we should follow him. “They’re escorting us in now.”

      “Okay,” she said. “I’ll see you in a minute. Thanks for being on time.”

      We were led down a marble-tiled hall lined with a long row of standing flags. Turning at the end, we stepped into an elevator. The airman removed a key from his pocket, inserted it into a keyhole in the elevator’s control panel, and set his bare thumb on a circular piece of plexiglass above the keyhole. Beneath his thumb, the plexiglass glowed a bright blue as his print was scanned, and a moment later a soft beep filled the confined space, prompting the elevator to hum to life and begin a slow descent.

      “Fancy,” Charlotte muttered out loud.

      The car clicked and clattered quietly down the shaft. I stood in front of the stainless steel doors and glanced over at Charlotte. Her expression told me that we were both pondering the same question: just what was it that we were here to do?

      The elevator came to a stop, and the doors opened. The airman led the way out and down the corridor, finally stopping at a heavy door at the end. A digital keypad was mounted on the wall beside the steel door frame. He entered a six-digit code, and the door mechanism gave an audible click. Grabbing the handle, he stepped back and we entered the room. The door clicked softly behind us, and I turned to see that the airman had not followed us in.

      The room was nothing like I had anticipated. Somewhere in the back of my mind, I had expected a conference room. Instead, Charlotte and I found ourselves in a command center of sorts. The room was large and dark, with track LED lighting providing enough low light to negotiate our way around the floor. On the far wall were at least two dozen screens and monitors presenting a wide range of images: live satellite feeds, drone feeds, news broadcasts from several continents, and uplinks of what looked like video calls with live field agents. A raised platform in front of the monitors contained at least twenty desks, most of them staffed by analysts hard at work. My first impression was that we were standing in a war room.

      “And you’ve never been here?” I mumbled to Charlotte.

      “No. I didn’t even know about it.” Her tone had a tinge of awe in it.

      Across the room, level with us, was another network of desks. Scanning them, I found Kathleen sitting behind one, talking on a landline. When her gaze landed on me, she said something into the receiver and returned it to its cradle before standing and quickly making her way toward us.

      “Ryan. Charlotte. Thank you for coming,” she said. A handshake would have been too formal for the occasion, and a hug too personal, so she just gave a polite nod. “I know I ruined your Sunday. I’ll try and make it up to you when all of this is over.”

      “You know you don’t owe us an apology,” I said. “What can we help with?”

      Kathleen sighed and pinched the bridge of her nose. When she lowered her hand and blinked tightly, I noticed how tired she looked. Dark circles were under her eyes, and her hair, typically lying around her shoulders, was pinned up on the back of her hair in a messy bun. “It’s a long story,” she replied. “And one I couldn’t give you over the phone. I’ve been here since 1400 yesterday. And either they started bringing me decaf or the coffee has quit working.”

      “Wait,” Charlotte said. “You and Zoe didn’t go to the James Taylor concert last night?”

      “No,” Kathleen said. “At least, I didn’t. She went on without me and took a friend. I really hated to miss it. We’ve been looking forward to it for a long time. But lucky for me, Zoe is incredibly understanding. I can’t remember the last time I heard her complain when something didn’t go her way.”

      “She’s a good girl,” I said. “I’m glad you have each other.”

      “Me, too. Come on. Follow me.”

      Kathleen led us around a wide support column and across the floor, past the hive of desks, and down a narrow, well-lit hallway. We stopped at the end, and Kathleen nodded toward a stainless steel shelf on the wall, where several phones were resting. After Charlotte and I took our phones out and placed them with the others, Kathleen scanned her badge and pulled open the door. We followed her in, and I found myself in a conference room after all. I glanced at my watch: 1658. Right on time.

      Nearly a dozen other people were present, all of them talking quietly amongst themselves or making notes on a pad. Two conference phones were positioned in the center of a massive oak table, and large, flat-panel TVs hung in the center of each wall. Kathleen led us to the other side of the table, and Charlotte and I took a seat on either side of her.

      I surveyed the other faces in the windowless room. Several I pegged as civilian analysts. Two Air Force officers were wearing fatigues as was a young enlisted man that I assumed was the Admiral’s aide. A man sitting alone looked to be in his late forties. He was tanned, blond, and well-built, but his long, shaggy hair eliminated the possibility that he was in the service. He wore a light blue dress shirt with the collar open and an expression that clearly indicated that he was unhappy to be there.

      Then there was the man at the head of the table. His sleeve stripes identified him as a vice admiral. A broad-shouldered man in his early sixties, Grady Clarke was the deputy commander of SOCOM. He was flipping through a duty binder when he looked up, noticed Charlotte, and smiled broadly. Pushing back his chair, he rose to his feet and came over, stopping her as she made to stand.

      “No need to get up on my account. Charlotte, good to see you.”

      “You too, Admiral. How is Susan? Did she ever get out to Germany to see that new grandson of yours?”

      The Admiral smiled as only a proud grandfather can. “Indeed she did. Gets back tomorrow, in fact. I think she might love that little boy more than she loves me. But I think that’s something I can live with.”

      Motioning toward me, Kathleen said, “Admiral, this is Special Agent Ryan Savage.”

      “Ah. Yes. Good to meet you, Savage. Heard a lot about you.” He paused and raised his brows, and added in a somber tone, “I hope you’re well rested.”

      “It’s good to meet you, sir.” His comment about me being well rested was a little unsettling, especially since Kathleen had yet to update me on the situation.

      Admiral Clarke glanced at his watch. “Well, it’s about time to get this show on the road.” He returned to his chair as one of the analysts grabbed a remote and turned on the TV at the vacant end of the table.

      I leaned around Kathleen’s chair back and whispered to Charlotte. “I wasn’t aware that you knew the DC of SOCOM.”

      “Oh, sure. I’ve had dinner at his quarters a couple of times. Susan makes a killer chicken parmesan.”

      “If you knew the President, you would tell me, right?”

      She rolled her eyes and grinned as she turned back around. Admiral Clarke was back in his chair and called the meeting to attention as one of the analysts fidgeted with a laptop, apparently trying to get a feed to connect to the TV.

      Quietly, I addressed Kathleen. “I thought you were going to fill us in before this meeting.”

      “Sorry,” she said. “No time. You’ll understand soon enough. And I promise, you’re going to like what you hear.”

      The feed to the TV blinked several times and then the feed came through. The black and gold SOCOM logo appeared on a white background. Clarke looked at the analyst with the computer. “Are we ready?”

      She clicked on the trackpad a couple of times and then nodded. “Yes, sir.”

      “Alright.” Clarke folded his hands and placed them on the table. “Ms. Rose. Get us started.”
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      Kathleen thanked everyone for coming and quickly made introductions. The man in the collared shirt was Chad Green, an officer with the CIA’s Directorate of Operations, and he nodded vaguely to the room when she got to him. With preliminaries out of the way, Kathleen received the TV remote from the analyst.

      “The Admiral and I,” she began, “have called this meeting because a primary investigation has taken an unexpected turn, and we determined that a change of tactics is in order.” She pointed the remote at the screen and pressed a button. The SOCOM logo was replaced with a grainy photo of a middle-aged man with a round face and short black hair. “Some of you will recognize this man as Claude van Weber. He spent over twenty years with the Bundesnachrichtendienst.” The word rolled off Kathleen’s tongue like she had just said ‘Tom Smith.’ Since I couldn’t ever get the pronunciation right, I just referred to Germany’s premier intelligence agency the same way most everyone else did: the BND.

      “After retiring,” Kathleen continued, “van Weber decided to contract his expertise onto the black market. His clients were as wide-ranging as Saudi princes, North African dictators, and powerful Russian businessmen. His services included hacking, murder, data swipes… you name it. But his greatest expertise lay in his ability to facilitate clandestine connections, to act as an intermediary between mutually invested clients who wished to remain anonymous to each other. He worked alone and he never, ever left a trace.”

      “Worked?” an analyst asked. “As in, past tense?”

      Kathleen ignored the interruption. “Van Weber recently acquired a new client that seems to have it out for American interests. For the last several weeks, a CIA team operating out of Berlin has been keeping a close eye on him. This team discovered that van Weber was helping his client coordinate an attack on a United States military installation somewhere in the Middle East—a U.S. base or outpost—utilizing the services of mercenary forces based out of Jordan or Egypt. The attack was scheduled to occur this next month. However,”—Kathleen looked briefly at Chad Green—“the CIA team got a little too comfortable, employed sloppy tactics, and appear to have undermined the entire operation.”

      Green, who had been slouching back in his chair, now sat erect. “Kathleen, we’ve talked about this. There are any number of scenarios that could have led to this being scrapped. You can’t lay everything at my team’s feet.”

      Kathleen’s jaw tensed. It was a look I’d seen many times, once directed at me. I always thought it was the better part of wisdom to be hiding in a bomb shelter when she got that look.

      Before she could reply, the admiral’s deep voice boomed across the room. “Mr. Green. You were not asked to come here today to advance your disagreements with our conclusions. You are here as a courtesy to your agency and to furnish details as requested.”

      Green shook his head and looked down at the table, muttering to himself.

      “Kathleen,” the admiral said, “please continue.”

      “As I was saying, when Langley’s team was discovered, van Weber’s client quickly pulled the plug. All contact with the mercenary generals in the Middle East ceased, phone numbers were disconnected, and three days ago, van Weber’s body was found on the banks of the Rhine River. Anything of interest inside his flat was seized by whoever killed him. Computers, cell phones, hard drives. Everything.” Kathleen looked toward Clarke. “Admiral.”

      “During the course of this investigation, SOCOM has been working closely with our colleagues at Langley,” Clarke said, “on standby as we waited for intelligence that would require the deployment of U.S. special forces in the region. Our response to any concrete threats will be swift and definitive. However, with van Weber dead and the client going dark, SOCOM’s involvement at this time will no longer be in a spearheading role. Our threat level has been reduced. And so, the purpose of this meeting is to transition the reins of this investigation from the Central Intelligence Agency and SOCOM over to Homeland. Agent Savage, since your sub-agency, the FID, maintains trans-border jurisdiction, this ball is being hit into your court. You’ll take the lead on it going forward.”

      I was starting to like where this was going. “I’m happy to help, sir.”

      “I know you are. You have a growing reputation for tenacity in your investigations, as well as a high level of success at closing them out. You’re just the man to see this through.” Turning his attention to Charlotte, he said, “Ms. McCleary, I’ll let Ms. Rose discuss your role in a minute.”

      “Of course.”

      Across the table, Chad Green’s ears were red. He was clearly not happy about having his assignment stripped away. I hoped he wasn’t going to present any problems going forward. Clarke turned the meeting back over to Kathleen, and she continued.

      “All of this,” Kathleen said, “revolves around van Weber’s client... and murderer. Someone who will be familiar to you, Ryan.”

      Kathleen pointed the remote at the television again, and I felt a quick rush of adrenaline as van Weber’s photo was replaced with one that I knew very well.

      “Ivanov,” I said under my breath. Kathleen’s words, that I was going to like what I would hear in this meeting, were ringing true.

      She gave an affirming smile. “Yes. Mikhail Ivanov. Ryan was actually the first to bring Ivanov to the attention of the U.S. Intelligence Community. Last month he was present for the arrest of one Florin Gronozav, the man who architected my kidnapping and that of Russian scientist Simon Luganov. Florin was hosting a reception on his superyacht in Naples, Italy, when he was arrested. At that time, a contact of Ryan’s, Bahar Shakor, informed him of a plot by Ivanov to attack the United States in some capacity.” Kathleen looked toward Chad. “Mr. Green, would you like to speak to Mr. Shakor’s past involvement with the CIA and his assistance on the Ivanov matter?”

      Green’s body language and facial expression suggested that he had no desire to, but he sat up and nodded. “A decade ago, Bahar was a part of a terrorist group in southern Afghanistan. His father and older brother were killed while they were at the town market, innocently caught in the crossfire between angry radicals and an American patrol. After that, a local sheik proceeded to poison Bahar’s mind against the U.S. and finally introduced him to the leader of a local terrorist faction. They recruited Bahar to their work and eventually gave him his first assignment. He was to be the trigger man for a bomb that was targeting a U.S. Army patrol in the region. But our guys out there were tipped off, and Bahar was arrested.”

      “And one of the arresting soldiers was Agent Savage,” Kathleen interjected.

      Green frowned, looking like someone had just slapped him. He was clearly the kind of guy who didn’t like feeling out of the loop. “You arrested him?” he asked me.

      “I was deployed in his region back in 2012 with the 503rd MP. We snatched up Bahar just before he detonated the bomb.”

      Green’s face maintained a sour expression. Kathleen asked him to sketch in Bahar’s career from Langley’s point of view. “Yes, well, after his arrest he was given a choice: start informing on his fellow terrorists or enjoy long-term accommodations at Gitmo. He chose the former and provided names of local muj fighters and private recordings of the local sheik, who was training the youth for more war. Bahar had a knack for building connections and trust, so once he had informed for us for a couple of years, we wanted him to expand his reach. He worked all over the Middle East: Kabul, Jordan, Syria. After five years, he decided that he wanted to part ways. So we did.”

      “Since then,” Kathleen said, “Bahar has utilized his networks to make somewhat of a reputation as an intelligence asset. Goes by the code name The Recruit. He has his ear to the ground in areas where some of the best intelligence agencies in the world cannot learn anything. I’ll also add that without Bahar, I’m not sure that I would be alive today. He led Ryan to my kidnapper’s door. And for the sake of this meeting, he is also the one who provided the initial lead on Ivanov’s plan to strike against U.S. assets abroad.”

      Last month, after I saw to Florin Gronozav’s arrest aboard his yacht, Bahar had come to me with the warning of Ivanov’s plans to attack the United States in some capacity. When I passed the information up the chain, it hadn’t occurred to me that I would be asked to step down, that not only another team, but an entirely different agency would be taking the lead on it. But I was, and they did. The Intelligence Community thanked me for saving Kathleen and promptly reserved me a plane ticket to Miami. Reluctantly, I moved on, trusting that my government knew the best players to put in the right part of the field. I wasn’t happy to hear that the CIA had made a blunder of such proportions, but I was glad that I was finally getting looped back in.

      Over the next twenty minutes, Kathleen and two analysts presented a detailed account of Mikhail Ivanov, with Kathleen prompting Green for additional details about van Weber and his connection to the Russian. Ivanov had begun his career as a KGB agent in the late 1980s and spent almost two decades as a spy for his native country. Along the way, he exercised his business acumen to make a great deal of money, leveraging the influence he had within the FSB to blackmail many businessmen across the globe. When he finally took his leave of the spy agency, he had amassed millions of dollars’ worth of assets and spent this last decade doubling and redoubling his wealth, until he was counted among Russia’s wealthiest, those who were in the mystical realm of de facto political leadership: the oligarchs. What value he saw in striking against the United States was still unclear. Whatever the reason, one thing was certain: Ivanov was a patient and strategic man. If he was making a move, then it was only because he was certain that he could manipulate the outcomes in his favor. Even something as risky as a sucker punch toward the U.S.

      Kathleen finished her brief and then turned to Charlotte. “And now we get to why we asked for you to be here as well.”

      Charlotte smiled slightly but said nothing.

      Kathleen changed the image on the screen again. Ivanov’s face was replaced with another: a man with gaunt features—a slender head, high cheekbones, and a large mouth. His black hair was buzzed on the sides and slicked back on the top. “I believe you know Edward Kristoff,” Kathleen said to Charlotte.

      “Of course.” She straightened in her chair and leaned in. “Pursuant has been keeping track of him on behalf of the DoD.”

      “Kristoff,” Kathleen informed the room, “has spent the better part of a decade contracting what he calls ‘IT services’ to the global criminal underworld. If it can be done on a computer, Kristoff can do it. He’s hacked international banks and government databases. He’s written specialized software programs for his clients, most of which provide them the ability to spy on competitors and misreport data. When the law finally caught up to him, he spent three years in prison. Based on what we know about him, he should have never seen the light of day again. But the bulk of the evidence presented at his trial was deemed inadmissible because of a handling error on the part of the AG’s office. He was released a year ago, without parole, and the DoD asked Pursuant to track his online movements to ensure that he wasn’t up to his old ways again.”

      “And so far he’s seemed to keep his nose clean,” Charlotte said.

      “Yes,” Kathleen said. “He did. Until this morning.”

      Charlotte blinked, seemingly surprised by the news. “I’m sorry. I didn’t know. I’ve been on vacation the last two days.”

      “It’s not a problem,” Clarke said. “Your office notified the DoD as soon as they saw something. And that’s why we’ve asked you here.”

      Charlotte relaxed in her chair. “Okay.”

      “A fox can’t keep away from the henhouse forever,” Kathleen continued. “And this morning, it looks like the henhouse came to him.”

      “He received an encrypted email that Pursuant tracked back to Russia,” Clarke said. “An hour later he left his Boston apartment and stopped at a pub. From there he made an international phone call using a prepaid phone card. Charlotte’s team identified the number he called as being listed with one of Ivanov’s companies. Who Kristoff spoke with and what they discussed, we don’t know. But the timing is uncanny, and we aren’t going to discount a possible concern. Charlotte, you and your team see what you can make of it.”

      “I’ll get with my D.C. office and see what we can turn up.”

      Moving to close out the meeting, the admiral asked if there were any questions. I spoke up: “To be clear, we don’t have any specifics on what van Weber was working on for Ivanov?”

      “The CIA team in Berlin was getting close to filling in the sketch before they tipped their hand and everything fell apart. But wiretaps and unencrypted text messages revealed that van Weber was engineering an attack on either a U.S. military outpost or embassy somewhere in North Africa, or Turkey, perhaps. Somehow he must have found a way to leverage such a move to his advantage. But since van Weber’s murder, there has been no chatter about it on the mercenary’s end and no indication of mobilization. We’re continuing to keep a close eye on the situation.”

      “So he scrapped the plan,” I said. “At least temporarily.”

      “It seems that he has,” Clarke agreed. “And we need you to determine that he’s not currently planning anything else. From what we know about him, he’s smart and highly strategic. The tactical maneuvering ingrained in him by his KGB training has never abated. Everything we’ve learned about him this last month points to the fact that he’ll simply change his strategy. The angle he was working with van Weber didn’t work, so he’ll most certainly go a different route.”

      “What sectors are his businesses in?” I asked.

      Green seemed to have finally lost the edge of irritation with which he had come into the room. He answered: “Ivanov deals in multiple sectors, but primarily in textiles, oil, and shipping. Whatever he’s up to must be a move to strengthen his holdings in one or more of those areas. Or to help him gain political clout. If he was trying to facilitate a proxy attack on American interests using Arab mercenaries, I can only think that somehow it would have served his bottom line, in spite of the associated risks. But since we don’t have details on a target, we can’t say for sure.”

      The admiral moved to end the meeting. “Agent Savage, your directive is to learn everything you can about Mikhail Ivanov. Learn his businesses, associates, relationships; how he thinks, lives, and acts. We need to know if he is regrouping or if he is laying low for a while. Everyone in this room will be running support for your efforts and continuing to coordinate with other agencies that have their own data on Ivanov. Mr. Green and Kathleen both believe that he will move into an alternate plan of action. Whether that still includes an attack on U.S. interests or not will be your task. Savage, good luck. Everyone is dismissed.”
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      The room emptied quickly, and Clarke was shuffled out by an aid, who said he had another meeting to get to on the other side of the base. Chad Green approached me as I stepped back into the hallway.

      “I’m sorry for being short back there,” he said. “My team did get sloppy in Berlin. One foolish slip, and it all went off the rails. Now van Weber is dead, and who knows what Ivanov is planning next.”

      “I get it,” I said. “I’ve made plenty of mistakes myself.”

      “Having it transferred out of my hands is frustrating. But if they think it’s best for the sake of national security, then I’m in. I’ve given them everything we have, but let me know if you have any questions. I’m happy to help if needed.” We shook, and he added, “Ivanov is smart, Savage. He used to be KGB. He can cover his tracks like no one else. You’ll have to use every tool they give you to find out what he’s up to. And I promise you, he’s up to something.”

      I thanked him, and he headed down the hall back to the elevator. After retrieving our phones from the shelf in the hallway, Charlotte and I followed Kathleen back to her desk. She pulled out her chair, sat down, and gave me a knowing smile. “So, what do you think?”

      I sat on the edge of the next desk. “This is better than the Bushmaster you got me for my birthday.”

      “I should hope so.”

      “I have a feeling you moved some pieces around the board to get me on this case.”

      She shrugged. “Bahar is the one who came to you with the initial lead. On top of that, you’re cut out for it. It’s been all hands on deck to determine whether Ivanov has regrouped or not.” She reached into a bottom desk drawer and came out with a thick binder, then reached in again and produced a second one. She handed one to me, the other to Charlotte. “This is everything you’ll need to know on Ivanov to get started. All his contacts and relationships have been tiered by level of importance, and further categorized by personal, business, and political connections. Much of this was compiled by Chad Green’s team. Charlotte, yours includes additional details on Edward Kristoff. We have also emailed you a copy if you want to forward it to your team.”

      The binder felt like a small pallet of bricks. I set it on the desk. “I need Brad on this with me,” I said.

      “If you can convince him to come back from sunbathing in the Maldives, be my guest. But Lisa might have your head on a platter.”

      “He loves me more than Lisa,” I said. “And I can make it up to them.”

      Charlotte’s brows rose. “Good luck. They just got there yesterday.”

      I left a voicemail on Brad’s phone and told him to call me back ASAP. The ladies were right. Lisa was not going to be happy. But Brad was my partner, and for a case like this, I wanted him by my side.

      I picked up the binder and thumbed through it. I wasn’t one for sitting around staring at paperwork, but I knew I would have to familiarize myself with the names and faces associated with Mikhail Ivanov. “Are there any open leads?” I asked.

      “No,” Kathleen said. “But that’s why you’re here. Everyone who was in that conference room is your support team. They’re monitoring for any chatter on multiple fronts. If they find anything, they’ll come to me first. I’ll pass it to you if warranted.”

      “And what about Ivanov’s whereabouts?” Charlotte asked. “What is his last known location?”

      “No one knows. He owns multiple dachas and homes across Russia, some of them untraceable due to him placing them under various trusts. He’s always kept a low profile, and many of his properties are owned by other entities that we have no view into. He has always led a very private life. When you’re a former spy and are trying to grow your billions on the black market, I suppose it’s generally in your best interest to stay out of the limelight.”

      Kathleen saw me staring at the desk in front of me. “What are you thinking?” she asked.

      “Nothing,” I grinned. “Except for the fact that you just gave me a case and asked me to find a ghost and then figure out what he’s planning next.”

      “If you want to be a smartass, I can give this back to Langley. I’m sure Chad would love that.”

      “Not a chance,” I said and moved to the desk chair adjacent to Kathleen. Then I flipped open the binder to the first page and started reading.
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        * * *

      

      For the next three hours, Charlotte and I familiarized ourselves with the contents of our binders, looking through the bios and pictures of anyone remotely connected to Mikhail Ivanov. There were no windows on our level, and we both lost track of time. But my stomach didn’t, and Kathleen finally put in an order for pizza and retrieved it from the front security desk when it arrived.

      As I ate my dinner, an idea scratched at the back of my mind. I took a sip of my Dr. Pepper and looked over at Charlotte, who was eating at her desk but still studying. She looked tired. It was hard to believe that we had started the day off wreck diving. Now we were neck-deep in an investigation that I had wanted from its inception. I wasn’t so much tired at this point as I was bored. I’m not one to sit at a desk for very long.

      Finally, after the clock had passed 2200 hours, I slapped the binder shut and sat back with a heavy sigh. I had been given a significant task, and I didn’t like starting off with no leads to pursue. It felt like I had been tasked with catching a wisp of smoke.

      Kathleen looked over at me. “What are you thinking?”

      I tapped a couple of fingers on the binder. “I need to find someone who isn’t in here. If most of these names have been vetted and are being monitored for communication with Ivanov, then surely Ivanov knows that. If he’s regrouped and is still planning something, then he’s doing it with the knowledge that the U.S. Intelligence Community is keeping an eye on him. We’re not going to find what we want through traditional means.” I drummed my fingers on the desktop and then came to my feet, pushing my chair back into the desk.

      “Going somewhere?” Kathleen asked.

      “I’ve been through everything in that binder. Twice. I know all the Igors, Demetris, and Maxims that I need to. Sitting here on my ass isn’t going to accomplish anything. Any analyst can do that.”

      “So you’re leaving?” Charlotte asked. “Where are you going?”

      “New York.”

      “New York?” they both said in unison.

      “What’s in New York?” Kathleen asked.

      “Someone I think might be persuaded to help.”
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      I woke the following morning in a Midtown East hotel room. After eating a quick breakfast in the first-floor restaurant, I checked out and hailed a cab, taking it into Lower Manhattan. On route, we passed the United Nations headquarters, the Empire State Building, and the Ukrainian Village.

      While there is certainly a charm to New York City, in my estimation it’s the antithesis of the Keys. Loud, congested traffic battled by impatient drivers blaring their horns; the only horizon fifty feet away, terminating at a granite monolith reaching fifty stories into the sky; everyone seeming like they’re in a perpetual hurry. Give me a boat and fishing rod in a quiet backwater, and you can call me a happy man.

      The taxi driver ended a long phone call and quickly switched lanes, drawing an angry honk from the car behind us. “You here for work or pleasure, mahn?” A Jamaican stick flag was mounted on a plastic disk on the dashboard. His hair fell down his back in thick dreads, his head crowned with a rasta cap matching the colors of his country.

      “Work,” I said. “How long have you been in New York?”

      He laughed. “A long time, brotha. A long time. Almost twenty years. Where ya from?”

      “Florida. Key Largo.”

      “Ah. Dah Keys are a wonderful place. It has been five, maybe six years since I was down there. Mah brotha lives in Miami. If he would ever call me back, I might go see him more than I do.” He chuckled and then pulled hard to the curb. “I’ve got you where you want to be, my mahn.” He glanced at the building beside us and seemed to grimace. “You have family in there?”

      “No,” I said. “Just someone I need to see.”

      “Ah, good. This place… I hear there are some very bad people in there. Some of the worst.”

      “You heard right.” I paid him, handing over a generous tip, and stepped onto the curb, taking in the building and collecting my thoughts before going inside.

      The Metropolitan Correctional Facility is a federal pretrial facility run by the Bureau of Prisons. The 12-story brick high-rise building is located in New York City’s Civic Center neighborhood, between One Police Plaza, an FBI field office, and City Hall. Its appearance is that of an average municipal building, yet it houses over 800 criminals. The facility has one female wing, seven general population male wings, and one Special Housing Unit. The general population units feature a gym with no weights, a kitchen, and several television sets. Offices, classes, and computers are made available to the inmates. All inmates, that is, except for those in the 10-South.

      10-South is the facility’s Supermax unit, housing the United States’ most high-risk prisoners. Here, inmates are kept in one-man cells for twenty-three hours a day. From the time of their arrival to the time they are found guilty and transferred to a permanent facility, they will see no natural light. They are allowed one hour of exercise per day in an indoor room not much larger than their cell. There is no outdoor recreation of any kind, no speaking with the guards or ever seeing another prisoner. Nearly all the people living in 10-South are under special administrative measures imposed by the attorney general, which restricts their communication with the outside world. Face-to-face time with their lawyers is severely restricted, and the occasional phone call that they get with a family member is limited as to the topic of conversation. Meals are delivered through a slot in the cell door.

      The Metropolitan Correctional Facility has been home to some of the worst offenders: infamous crime boss John Gotti, drug dealer Frank Lucas, weapons trafficker Viktor Bout, and, more recently, sex offender and financier Jeffrey Epstein and Mexican cartel leader Joaquín “El Chapo” Guzman.

      I entered the small lobby and passed through the security checkpoint. It was surprisingly quiet. There were no clerks, lawyers, or staff. Just me and the four men working the checkpoint. After passing through security, I was escorted down a corridor to a short administrative wing. A man in slacks and a dress shirt stepped from an office and greeted me.

      “This is pretty unorthodox,” he said. “I can’t remember the last time that somebody who wasn’t an inmate’s lawyer was allowed up there.”

      He was right. Kathleen had spent over two hours last night on the phone, not securing my admission to this place until well after midnight and after she woke both her boss in D.C. and the admiral to establish my clearance.

      “I’m working an unorthodox case,” I replied.

      “One second,” he said, and disappeared into an office. When he returned, he was holding a sheet of paper. “I’m supposed to give this to you.”

      I took it and scanned the contents. I thanked him, folded the paper, and slid it into my back pocket.

      “Come on,” he said. “I’ll escort you up.” He led me down the hall to a heavy metal door. He motioned up at the camera, and the lock slammed back and the door popped off the threshold. He pulled it open and led me down a bare hallway—no doors or windows. At the end, we entered an elevator that had similar authentication protocols as the elevator at SOCOM. My escort scanned his badge, set his thumb to a small glass panel, and entered a passcode once the first two verifications were accepted. The car jerked to a start and rose slowly, creaking up the shaft. In the upper corner of the car, a camera was watching us.

      After the doors slid open, we walked down another empty hallway, through a series of locked doors, and stepped out onto the main corridor of 10-South. It was an ominous experience, passing by windowless doors where some of the worst criminals in the world sat quietly in their cells like rats in a cage.

      It was warm on the floor. One of the many neglected amenities of this institution. MCF was infamous for its inhumane living conditions: poor air conditioning in the summer, faulty heat in the winter, rats and cockroaches in abundance, sewage leaks that would go unattended for days or weeks. For the many who lived here, it was certainly hell on earth.

      We took a left at the end of the hall and proceeded through a final door, which also needed a badge and thumbprint to open. I was led into a small room that was partitioned by a wall with a thick pane of glass in the center. Mounted just below the window was a stainless steel ledge, and under that, a stainless steel stool mounted to the floor. On the wall beside the stool was a black telephone receiver. The kind that kids wouldn’t recognize these days.

      “I can only give you half an hour,” my escort said.

      “I won’t need that much.”

      “Okay.” He left, and when the door clicked shut, I was left in absolute silence; the only sound to be heard was that of my own breathing. I took a seat and waited under the bright halogens for five minutes. Finally, the door on the other side opened, and a shackled man in an orange jumpsuit shuffled into the room. A guard came in after him, shut the door, and stood with his back to it. I couldn’t hear anything on the other side.

      The prisoner froze when he saw me. He glared at me through the glass for a long time, deep-seated hatred stabbing from his eyes. My personal feelings toward him were no different, but I maintained a stoic composure. He finally hobbled to the seat and sat. I waited for him to pick up the phone receiver on his side of the glass before picking up mine.

      “Hello, Florin.”

      His upper lip curled into a snarl. “What do you want?”

      “I thought you might want some company. I hear they won’t let your mother visit.”

      “You’ve come to waste my time?”

      I smiled at that. “Florin, your lawyer was here six days ago. They let you talk face-to-face with him once a week. You’re in solitary all day, every day. I would have thought that even seeing me would be better than talking with the apparitions I’m sure you’re starting to see dancing across the walls of your cell.”

      “What do you want?”

      “I need your help.”

      He scoffed and shook his head. “You want my help. Isn’t that a comedy?”

      Even with a muscular neck and broad chest, Florin Gronozav had a languid, undisciplined quality about him. When I last saw him on his yacht in Italy, he was dressed in a white suit jacket, a cravat, and had an amber drink in his hand. His pompous air from that night had ebbed. Now, despite his posturing, he looked tired and hopeless.

      “I wouldn’t say it’s funny. You know things that I don’t. I’m here because I need to know them.”

      His upper lip curled in a haughty sneer. “And why would I help you?”

      “You know, I hear rumors that the living arrangements here at 10-South are not quite as good as the Ritz. My understanding—and feel free to correct me if I’m wrong—is that there’s a roach and rat problem around here. Even the air conditioning isn’t what it should be. Wait until this winter. I hear your toes will feel like ice.”

      “Some things are worse than being in this place,” Florin said quietly.

      “Ah, you mean ‘snitches get stitches.’ Is that right? If you talk to me, the wrong people will find out and you’ll end up beaten to death in your cell?”

      “Something like that.” He scratched his nose and stared at the stainless steel ledge in front of him.

      “I need to know how to find Mikhail Ivanov.”

      Florin’s head snapped up, and the expression in his eyes shifted from angry to fearful. “Ivanov? What can you possibly want with him?”

      “He was a heavy investor in your scheme to get Luganov’s science. But my immediate concerns are beyond that. We have reason to believe that he is planning something against my country. We need to know the whys, whats, and wheres of the matter.”

      “I know nothing about that.”

      “I believe you. But you’ve known Ivanov for nearly three decades. You gave him your country’s secrets. Together you made millions. I need you to tell me who I need to talk to. I have a list of nearly a hundred of his known friends and associates. But that’s a needle in a haystack. And I hate haystacks, Florin. Especially paper ones. I need to know who on my list I need to talk to. I need the name of someone Ivanov has pissed off and who won’t be afraid to slip me a few details on him.”

      Florin’s sneer lingered. “You might have found me and arrested me, Agent Savage. But that does not mean that I am stupid. I have nothing to gain by helping you. Nothing at all. If you want information, then you should have come prepared with something more than a polite request.”

      I leaned forward and slipped a folded sheet of paper from my back pocket. I unfolded it and set it against the glass. Florin shuffled in his seat, leaned forward, and squinted. I watched understanding cross his face as he read down the page. Finally, he sat back and slowly rubbed at his chin for a long time.

      “It’s not a plea bargain,” I said. “But it will get you out of here into slightly better living arrangements. And your cooperation will be noted at sentencing should you receive a guilty verdict.”

      “I want my lawyer to see this first.”

      “No dice. This is a one-time offer that expires in less than a minute. You can help me, or not.”

      I sat there looking at him through the glass. I was trained not to take cases personally. And with most cases, I generally don’t. But when someone kidnaps my boss—my friend—and threatens her daughter to get what he wants, I absolutely take that personally. This man was a monster, a man with no moral compass whatsoever. He would do anything to get what he wanted. Kathleen had been hours away from being murdered when we finally rescued her. And Zoe was close to being grabbed up as well. My hatred for Florin was tempered only by seeing him in an orange jumpsuit and shackles.

      “No,” he finally said. “That is not good enough. I want immunity.”

      I laughed audibly. “Florin, you kidnapped the director of a federal agency. If you wanted immunity, you should have snatched a governor’s cat.”

      “Then we have no deal. You have wasted your time.”

      We sat there staring at each other for what felt like a long time. A smug expression had returned to his face as if he honestly believed that he was in the driver’s seat.

      It was time to change tactics. “Florin, being that you’ve lived here for the last month, I’m sure you’ve been made aware of its most notable residents of late. Before he was found guilty and sent to a SuperMax out west, El Chapo was here in this wing. Who knows? Maybe the drug lord sat right where you are and spoke to his lawyer through this very same pane of glass.” I shrugged for effect.

      “I am very aware of the notoriety of some of the previous inmates,” Florin snapped. “What are you getting at?”

      “Then you’ll also be familiar with Jeffrey Epstein?”

      His eyes narrowed at me.

      “Epstein was in the 9-South wing, just below us. But you know his fate. They say the hyoid bone in his neck was broken. They say that generally happens in a homicide, not suicide. If he really did kill himself, then it was the first successful suicide here at MCF in twenty-one years.”

      “You are threatening me? You are a government employee and you are threatening to kill me?”

      He smirked like he had just landed a prize-winning catch.

      “Florin, I mention him because you kidnapped Kathleen Rose. She is one of the most well-respected individuals in our intelligence community. A lot of people aren’t as committed as you are about seeing you get to trial.”

      His face suddenly lost several shades of color. “I will speak to my lawyer about this,” he growled. “You cannot threaten me this way.”

      “There won’t be any record of my being here. No one will listen. You continue to amaze me, sitting there, acting like you’re still in control.” I set the paper back on the glass. “You have ten seconds to decide. Then I’m gone.”

      It took only moments for his shoulders to slump. He sighed heavily. “Okay. Okay, fine.”

      I set the paper down and waited.

      “Mikhail and I have not spoken much in the last ten years. This thing with the scientist—with Luganov—I convinced him to go in with me on that. But it was the first deal we have done together in many years. But I would not say that we are friends.”

      “We have reason to believe that he is planning something else. Something that involves an attack or a smear on my country.” I studied Florin through the glass. “You’re telling the truth?”

      “Yes. There would be no reason for him to tell me. If he was not bringing me in on it, then it would have only expanded his exposure. Mikhail and I did not exactly send each other birthday cards. I would not know what he might be planning.”

      “So who might know?”

      Florin thought for several moments. “You can try a man in Germany. He’s former BND. Claude van Weber is his name. He has done some work for Mikhail before. You might follow him and see if he leads you somewhere.”

      “Van Weber is dead,” I said. “Ivanov killed him. I think his body is still warm.”

      Florin blinked and looked as though I had just slapped him. “Van Weber? Dead? Dear God. Ivanov is ruthless.”

      “You’re one to talk. Try another name. Someone that isn’t currently in a morgue.”

      I watched him as his eyes filtered through his memory bank, as he perused faces and names that I couldn’t see. “Perhaps Oleg Zaboltny. He lives in America now. Maryland, I believe. He won’t know everything you want, but he can probably help you find Mikhail.”

      The name wasn’t familiar. It hadn’t been in the binder I studied last night. “Why doesn’t my team have that name connected to Ivanov?”

      “How would I know? You came to me because you wanted someone accessible, someone with a recent and direct link to Mikhail. Oleg is that man.”

      “What’s his relationship with Ivanov?”

      “Oleg used to own several factories across Novgorod Oblast. Mikhail was an early financier of his expansion efforts. Over time, the two of them became good friends. Oleg became very wealthy—not as wealthy as Mikhail or me—but he did well for himself. He was one of the few men I never saw take or offer a bribe to make a deal work in his favor. But then, I did not have many dealings with him like I did with Mikhail. Even so, he had a reputation for doing work in an honest way.”

      “What’s he doing living in the States?”

      “He married an American woman a few years ago. A second marriage.” Florin paused for a while and then said, “Whatever Mikhail is planning, it is only because a successful outcome would serve someone, or some group of people, within the Kremlin. For him, the risks far outweigh the benefits. So I do not think you will discover what he is planning. Especially if he already killed van Weber. He would have only done such a thing if he knew he had been exposed somehow.” He shook his head. “No, he will be even more careful now. You won’t know what he is planning until it is too late. And even then you won’t be able to trace it back to him.”

      “We’ll see about that,” I said, and then added, “Do you know anything about Mikhail being connected to an Edward Kristoff?”

      “Edward Kristoff? No. I’ve never heard of that name.”

      “Alright.”

      “Now, please. See to it that I am transferred out of this place. And get a copy of that paper to my lawyer.”

      I nodded. “I appreciate your time, Florin.” I hung up the phone and watched as the guard escorted him out. Standing up, I opened the door behind me. The man who brought me up was standing in the corridor.

      “All done?” he asked.

      We returned to the first floor and made our way down the central hallway. As we passed his office, I remembered the paper. I slipped it from my pocket. “Any chance I could use your paper shredder?”

      “Uh, sure.” He led me into the office and I fed the paper into the machine. Within five seconds, it was chewed into a hundred tiny pieces.

      The promises I had made to Florin were fool’s gold. There were no plans to terminate him before he got to trial. The document I presented to him was carefully crafted by Kathleen early this morning. It had served its purpose: something to offer Florin to get him to talk. But there wasn’t a snowball’s chance in hell that he was getting transferred out of here. For everything he had done, for what he had tried to do, his living arrangements at 10-South were perfect just as they were.
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      John Coleman stumbled out the doorway of his neighborhood pub and started down the dimly lit sidewalk. The city was quiet at this time of night. A glance at his watch showed that it was just after 10 PM. He generally would have shut down the bar, but he had to get up early and prepare a brief.

      A car sped by on the opposite side of the street, and somewhere in the distance a dog barked. Elsewhere, the honk of a horn. Sounds not unlike those back home.

      Coleman was coming up on his two-year anniversary in Russia. When his superior at the State Department had told him that a mid-level Foreign Serve position had opened up at the U.S. consulate in Saint Petersburg, Coleman had been overjoyed. He had spent the previous five years studying the Russian language, culture, and history. He was fascinated by the country and jumped at the opportunity to go.

      But the enthusiasm would be short-lived. Within a few months, he had seen all the city’s cultural icons multiple times: the Peterhof, the Hermitage, Peter and Paul Fortress, the Church of the Savior on Spilled Blood. He had gone sightseeing in the country, visited Moscow, and even sailed on the Gulf of Finland.

      But the novelty of it all quickly wore off, and within only a few months, he began to wish he was back in the States. He found early on that Russian cuisine did not agree with his palette nor his fickle stomach. He didn’t gel with his co-workers at the consulate, and his job was mind-numbingly boring—lackluster and uneventful. He was lonely, and the longer he stayed here, the more isolated he felt.

      It had been eighteen months now; he still had six months left on his commission. He was denied multiple requests for transfers, told to tough it out, that it would be over before he knew it.

      Coleman was beginning to hate this place, this entire country. The people and their language were harsh and calloused. Russian women showed no interest in him. Not the decent-looking ones, anyway. He knew it had something to do with the fact that at thirty-six years old he was prematurely balding, had a wide girth, and small, beady eyes. His genetic code had been assembled from a trash bin of discarded DNA. He remembered thinking that even as a young boy.

      Now, he drank too much and slept too much. He didn’t go out anymore except to go to work, the grocery store, and to finish up his exciting day at the local pub. Every now and then he would find himself in a bad part of town, doing things that made his soul feel slimy and putrid. His life was unraveling.

      Last week his boss had pulled him aside and told him that if he ever showed up with alcohol on his breath again, that he would see to it that Coleman never got a job with the Foreign Service again. Not even as a janitor. Coleman could think of worse. All-in-all it sounded more like a promise than a threat. Maybe that’s why he was buzzed again, why he would have vodka for breakfast. The fast track out of the damned country. He wouldn’t have a career, but he wouldn’t be here.

      He turned off the sidewalk and followed the walkway to the front door of his house. The front porch light was flickering, pulsing like a strobe light. But he didn’t care. He just didn’t care.

      He stepped inside and shut the door behind him, locked it, and passed the stairs as he unslung his tie from around his neck. The home was far larger than he needed. But when he’d moved here, he thought it would be a good space to host parties and for friends to crash. But there had been no parties because there had been no friends.

      Entering the kitchen, he slapped his keys on the counter and set his tie beside them. Sighing, he selected a mug from the cabinet. A half-empty bottle of vodka sat beside the coffee pot. He grabbed it up, poured himself several fingers, and headed out of the kitchen.

      He took the stairs up and entered his bedroom. The skin along his arms turned to ice as he caught sight of the shadowed figure sitting in the wingback on the other side of the room. His body gave a quivered jolt, sending his drink sloshing over his wrist and splashing onto the carpet.

      “Can— can I help you?” His voice was quickly absorbed by the thick carpet and the bedding and the bookshelves filled with vanity books. The muddled nature of his voice only accentuated the feeling of being small and helpless. And Coleman was not a small man.

      When the shadow did not answer, Coleman mustered up enough courage to speak again. “What do you–what do you want?”

      “You are John Coleman?” The voice was thickly accented Russian.

      “Y—yes.” His hand was shaking. He wanted to set the glass down but was too afraid to move. “What do you want?”

      “You have been selected.”

      “Selected? For what? Are you here to rob me?”

      “You have nothing that I want.”

      “So, what then?”

      “You have been selected to do a job. A very important job. And we will need your complete cooperation.”

      “What are you talking about? I’m not doing any job.” Coleman found a spark of confidence, just enough to swallow hard and say, “I think you need to leave.”

      To Coleman’s right was a wide nook with an armchair and a tea table set in front of the bookshelves. The small lamp on the table provided the only light in the room, a weak diffusion of yellow that didn’t reach across half the room.

      The figure extended an arm toward the nook. “Have a seat.”

      Coleman didn’t argue. He went to the table and set his glass down beside a file folder that he had not placed there. He sat and tried to rearrange himself in the chair. But he couldn’t get comfortable.

      “Open it,” the man said.

      He picked at the corner several times before his shaking fingers found purchase. He lifted back the cover and squinted in the low light. “Oh, God,” he moaned. “No… no, no, no.”

      “You are going to do something for me, Mr. Coleman.”

      Coleman set a hand over his eyes and slowly slicked it down his face so that the skin along his eyes and cheeks stretched like taffy. “This can’t be happening,” he whispered to himself.

      “There are more pictures,” the man said. “You will want to see all of them. You must know that what you are doing in those pictures is not only illegal in your country, but here in the Russian Federation as well.” The man’s tone held no emotion at all. He could have been a machine.

      Coleman slowly flipped over the letter-sized photo. He winced when he saw the next image. And the next. His throat was now bone dry.

      “Here is what is going to happen. In a few days’ time, maybe less, you will be asked to stay home from work. When you are, you are to do it without reservation, without question.

      “Why me?”

      “You are a mid-level economic officer with the Foreign Service. You have a diplomatic position at your consulate.”

      “What’s that got to do with anything?”

      “You fit the profile. That is all.”

      The profile?

      Coleman sat staring stupidly at his Oxfords. This couldn’t be happening. They couldn’t do this, could they? The State Department had trained him for a time just like this. Was he really so naive that he thought this kind of thing didn’t happen anymore? He found himself slowly shaking his head, and then faster. “No. No, what is this, anyway? You’re blackmailing me?”

      “Yes.”

      “You—you can’t do that.” He looked over at the shadowed man, and a sudden burst of courage roiled through him. Or perhaps it was just naked brazenness. “I won’t do what you’re asking.” He waved his hand over the pictures. “Show these to whoever you want. I’m not doing anything for you.” His voice sounded surprisingly convincing, but he didn’t believe a word of it himself. These pictures would not just ruin him. He would go to jail. For a very long time.

      “There is a final picture.”

      The sentence had the finality of a gunshot to it. Coleman knew before he turned it over that, whatever it showed, this man owned him.

      The image was of his mother. She was leaning over a bushel of Granny Smith apples on display at her local farmer’s market.

      “That picture was taken two hours ago.”

      “This is some Cold War BS,” Coleman growled. The room was silent for a long time. The man in the wingback chair did not stir. Coleman’s mind was in the death throes of trying to find a reasonable way out of this. But when nothing emerged, his shoulders finally slumped and his voice was hardly a whisper. “What would you want me to do?”

      “That will be known in time. Soon. All you need to know at this moment is that when we tell you to move, to act, that you do so without hesitation and without question.”

      Coleman thought he might start crying. “Come on, man! You can’t be serious.”

      “You do not wish to make these pictures go away?”

      He perked his ears. “So if I do… this. You won’t use these against me? You’ll go away. Forever?”

      “Yes.”

      Coleman wiped at a sweaty upper lip with a trembling hand. “Would I… would I have to kill someone?”

      “No.” There was a long pause. “Does that make you feel better?”

      “I don’t know. Yeah. Yeah, it makes me feel better. I’m not the killing type, you know. I could never do something like that. Not even with the threat of”—he flapped his fingers toward the folder—“you threatening to expose all that.”

      “You will not be killing anyone.”

      More silence, more of Coleman’s rubbing his lip. “Just— just give me a little while to think about this, okay? It’s a lot to hear all at once.”

      “You have until midnight tonight to make a decision. You are to make no phone calls, send no texts or emails of any kind. If you do, we will know. If you choose to work with us, then you will turn on the bedside lamp in the guest bedroom across the hall.”

      “Okay.”

      The shadowed man came to his feet. “It is two o’clock in the afternoon in Iowa. If your answer is no, if you try to contact anyone, your mother will not make it to her bridge game tonight. Turn the light off.”

      “What?”

      “I said, turn the light off.”

      Coleman hesitated, but then did as he was told. As soon as the entire room was cloaked in darkness, the man moved across the room. He stopped in front of Coleman.

      “Let me have the pictures.”

      Coleman moved quickly, gathering up the photos and the file folder, and placed them into the man’s hands. Satisfied, the man turned and disappeared out the bedroom door. Coleman never even heard him descend the steps.
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        * * *

      

      Yuri Gladkov stepped onto Coleman’s back porch and silently pulled the door shut. He took the sandstone path to the other side of the backyard, opened the iron gate, and stepped into the alley.

      He kept to the shadows and reached his car two minutes later. His phone was sitting in the glove box. He took it out, powered it on, and dialed a number. It was answered after the fourth ring. The person on the other end said nothing.

      “It’s done,” Yuri said. Then he hung up, started the car, and drove away.
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        * * *

      

      John Coleman spent the next hour sitting in the dark, exactly where Yuri had left him. He cried for a long time. He cursed God for longer. He cursed himself. Then he remembered that he hadn’t touched his glass of vodka. He felt for it, found it, and set it to his lips. More had spilled out than he thought, and what little was left did nothing to ease his frayed nerves.

      He stood up and began to pace the floor in the dark. His thoughts kept returning to the possibility of a different outcome. But nothing emerged. Nothing emerged because there was nothing to be done. If he didn’t do what they wanted, his mother would die. A gruesome death, no doubt, one that would send him a very clear message. And that would only be after they sent the other photos to God knows who.

      Coleman stopped pacing.

      He took in a deep breath and exhaled in a long, deep sigh. Then he crossed the hall, entered the guest bedroom, and clicked on the bedside lamp.

      There. That was it. Turning his life over had been no more difficult than throwing a simple switch.

      He felt strangely resolved to his new fate. There really was nothing else to be done. He couldn’t change anything, couldn’t change course or manipulate outcomes. They, whoever they were, owned him. Stressing over it would do no good.

      Coleman went into his bathroom and brushed his teeth. He slipped out of his clothes, crawled into bed, and closed his eyes. He was asleep two minutes later.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Ten

          

        

      

    

    
      The house was nestled on sixty acres, far out in the Maryland countryside. The entire county was nothing but wide open fields and gently rolling hills punctuated by the occasional oak or maple. White posts and rail fencing stretched on either side of the road as far as I could see, sometimes cutting through a long stretch of grass to divide one property from the next. Cows, goats, and sheep were in abundance, casually grazing under the afternoon sun.

      I slowed as my GPS informed me that I had arrived and turned off the road. I slowly made my way up the pea gravel drive that stretched a good fifty yards before circling back near the front steps.

      The house was a simple ranch style: wraparound front porch, high dormers, and a green metal roof. A detached three-car garage sat a good distance from the house and a classic red barn beyond that. Turning off the rental car, I stepped out into the warm afternoon sun. A few birds were chirping in the woods behind the house. Out near the barn, two palomino horses were switching their tails. Ferns hung in intervals from the eves, and four white rocking chairs graced the front porch. All in all, not a bad place to hang your hat.

      I went up the front steps and knocked on the front door, taking a step back as I waited. When I didn’t get a reply, I knocked again and followed it up with a quick press of the doorbell. Still, no one answered. The only sound was a quiet tinkling of the wind chime hanging beside a fern. I leaned in to knock a final time when a loud boom filled the air, followed by a dull echo that rolled over the top of the house and down the front yard.

      Leaping off the porch, I drew my .45 and moved across the front of the house, then turned down the east side and focused my attention on the woods where the gunshot had originated. I drew up at the corner, scanning the backyard from behind the relative cover of a holly bush. The backyard contained a fire pit surrounded by several chairs, a below-ground hot tub, and a cedar framed gazebo with a grill and an outdoor couch. But no one was out there. Nothing stirred.

      Moving quickly, I crossed the yard and stopped at the entrance of a well-trodden path leading into the woods. There was no sound, not even the chirp of a bird or a breeze in the trees. Crouching low, I entered the woods and paid close attention to where I was placing my feet, careful that I didn’t step on the forest’s castings and give myself away.

      I’ve been in my fair share of gunfights over the years, on the battlefield fighting robed warriors and on the streets chasing down fugitives of the law. But there’s nothing I like less than entering a situation where I don’t know the actors, the target, or the circumstances. On top of that, I was in a location with which I had no familiarity.

      I paused every ten paces to listen and followed the path as it traced a slow curve through the woods. A small pine bridge took me over a narrow creek, and as I passed a stand of huckleberry bushes, I heard the snap of a twig and the crunch of dried leaves. I froze. Up ahead, a small clearing was filled with light. A shadow moved in the woods, and a man stepped into the clearing, his back to me. He was holding a shotgun.

      Edging forward, I carefully stepped from the path and kept my weapon trained ahead. The man’s attention was on something lying in the grass. In an effort to conceal my presence, I stepped onto a grouping of mushrooms and stood erect to get a better view of the clearing. I was less than ten feet from him; he squatted and looked at something on the ground.

      I craned my neck to get a better view, and when I saw when he was looking at, I felt a combination of relief and foolishness. Lowering my weapon, I quietly shrank back. The last thing I wanted was to scare him, causing him to whip around and train his gun on me.

      But my plan was short-lived by the heel of my shoe coming down on a fallen branch that snapped under my weight. I froze and was about to speak out when the man said, “You don’t have to leave.” He hadn’t even turned around. “I don’t shoot people.” His voice held a heavy Russian accent.

      Even though I knew I wasn’t stopping a murder, my heart was still racing. I pushed my way through a nest of branches and stepped into the clearing. The man stood up, cradled his rifle in his arms, and turned around. He wore a brown canvas work jacket, dark blue jeans, and cowboy boots. A thin, weather-worn face bore a thick white mustache, and deep wrinkles around his eyes and mouth gave him a ruddy appearance that made him look like someone straight off the Western frontier. His voice, however, belied his persona.

      “Oleg Zaboltny?”

      He nodded. “I heard your car drive up,” he said and looked me over. “You are the authorities?”

      “Yes, sir. Homeland Security. Agent Ryan Savage.”

      The answer didn’t draw a reaction. “Homeland Security. That is similar to Russia’s Department of the Interior, correct?”

      “Somewhat,” I said. “But broader in scope.”

      He uttered a thin laugh. “You Americans. Always you do everything ‘broader in scope.’” He shook his head and looked back at the dead coyote near his feet. “You see that streak of red fur? This is the same one that killed my neighbor’s cat. He has been getting more and more aggressive. He keeps coming out during the middle of the day.” He tested the dead body with the toe of his boot. “I will let the carrions and the ants pare him down and then I will bury what is left.”

      “I’m sorry for intruding like this. I was wondering if you knew—”

      “No,” he interrupted. “Not here. Come. I will make you some tea, and then we will talk.”

      I followed him across the clearing where the trees had been cut back, making a return to the path less cumbersome. We walked in silence until we reached the backyard. “My wife,” Oleg said, “is out visiting her sister in Baltimore for the day. We should be able to speak without interruption.”

      We went up the back steps and wiped our feet on a coir mat before going inside. The house was open and bright with distressed hardwood floors stained a dark brown. Oleg led me into the kitchen and invited me to take a seat at the table. A bowl of potpourri filled the room with the scent of oranges and cinnamon.

      Oleg set his gun upright in a corner near the hutch, then removed his jacket and set it over the back of the chair. “I am going to make some tea. Can I get you a cup?”

      I’m not much of a hot tea drinker, but I wasn’t about to invite myself into this man’s home and disrespect his hospitality. “That would be fine. Thank you.”

      “Very good.” He took a kettle from the gas stove, filled it with water from a filtered spigot at the sink, and returned the kettle to the burner. He turned on the flame and then joined me at the table.

      “Thank you for not shooting me back there,” he chuckled. “That would have made my wife very unhappy.”

      “I’m sorry to have snuck up on you like that. My mind went to the worst possible scenario.”

      “Well, I’m sure it always will in your line of work, Agent Savage.”

      “Please. Call me Ryan.”

      “Of course. Now then, what can an old Russian do for an agent of Homeland Security? Am I being investigated for the murder of overbearing coyotes?”

      “I’m actually working on an international investigation that has me looking at someone in Russia. I was told that you know him.”

      “I am happy to help in any way that I can. What is this person’s name?”

      “Mikhail Ivanov.”

      The old man’s face shifted from a relaxed and congenial expression to one of pure disdain. “Ivanov? Ah! Before God in heaven, I wished to have never heard that name again. Apparently, not even Maryland is far enough away.” He sighed heavily and then regathered himself. “I am sorry, Ryan. That name has very bad memories for me. What is it that you need to know?”

      I gave him a brief sketch of my investigation, careful not to surrender any details. Not that I had many myself. “I need to know where I might be able to find him,” I said. “Up until this last month, our intelligence community hasn’t known much about him. He was just another oligarch with interests that didn’t overlap with any of the U.S.’s political or economic affairs. We mostly have his associations and business relationships. And second, I need to know who might have their ear to the ground and know what he might be up to. Someone I can trust. Someone that won’t inform Ivanov that I’m inquiring about him.”

      The kettle whistled, and Oleg stood up. He went to the stove, turned off the burner, and brought out two mugs. “I have black tea or Earl Grey.”

      “Black is fine. Thank you.”

      “Would you like any lemon or honey?”

      “No, thank you.”

      Oleg opened a ceramic canister and removed two tea bags. He placed one in each mug, poured over the steaming water, and brought them to the table. “Let it steep for a few minutes,” he said and rubbed thoughtfully at his chin. “Now, you were saying that you think Mikhail is planning something. Well, Agent—Ryan—I can most assuredly tell you that he is. Whether it has anything to do with you or this country is another matter. But that man is always planning something.”

      “How do you know him?” I asked.

      “As I am sure you have been told, I owned several factories in Russia. Mostly we made bedsheets, rugs, and men’s jackets. I did very well for myself. Mikhail was a part of that. He was an early investor in my factories, which helped me expand much faster. Eventually, he entered the same business space but focused more on draperies and automobile upholstery.”

      “So you weren’t competitors?”

      “No. No, not competitors. ‘Apples and oranges’ is what I think you Americans would say.”

      “When I brought his name up, you expressed a strong dislike toward him.”

      “Ah, yes. It is a long story. I will not bore you with it all. What you will want to know is that Mikhail is always looking out for Mikhail. I did not know this early on, but I did learn of it in time. My business did very well, and I was able to pay off my loans and get Mikhail a healthy profit on his investments. After I paid him back, we were done. And then one day he comes into my office, sits down, and begins to tell me that he needs me to package some of my rugs in a different way. He needed to ship certain items in them.”

      “Black market items,” I said.

      “Afghan opium. We did that for two years. I never slept; I was always anxious that we were going to get caught. But the authorities never came. And then after two years, Mikhail returned, said thank you, that I could go back to packaging the rugs as I once did. He tried to give me an incredible payout of money. In the millions. But I would not take anything. I did not want his filthy money.” He shook his head. “I am telling this to a federal agent of the U.S. government. I suppose if you wanted to, you could inform the immigration people. I only have my green card right now. They would certainly deny me citizenship.”

      “I have no intentions of saying anything, Oleg. We all have our own pages we wish we could tear out and throw away.”

      “Thank you.”

      Oleg looked down into his tea for a long time. When he looked back at me, I could see the regret sitting heavily in his eyes. “Ryan, in every person’s life they have to choose between doing what is right and doing what is expedient. I chose to do what is expedient. I knew that if I told Mikhail no, then he would see to it that I was slapped with fines no one had ever heard of. Then they would have shut me down for a week here, a week there, for some made-up non-compliance issue. I would have gone bankrupt. All my employees would have lost their jobs. And they had families to take care of.”

      “Sometimes the straight and narrow is covered over with brambles,” I said. “It can be hard to find it.”

      “Yes. That is very true,” he said softly.

      “I’m sure you wanted to put all that behind you when you moved here,” I said. “I’m sorry to ask you to dredge it all back up.”

      Oleg nodded and looked out the window toward the woods. “If I can have any part, even the slightest part, of helping the United States government catch Mikhail for something—anything—I think I would give up my right arm to do that.”

      “Well, lucky for you, I’m not in the business of taking right arms,” I chuckled. “But if you could steer me in the right direction, I would be grateful. I need the name of someone he trusts, who he works with when he is planning something off the books.”

      Oleg rolled his eyes. “He is always planning something off the books. But yes. You will also need to speak with someone who will not turn around and inform Mikhail that you are looking for him.”

      “Exactly.” I took a sip of the tea. It wasn’t bad, but it didn’t make me want to switch from coffee.

      “I will give you a name,” Oleg said. “He lives in Russia. Perhaps he can help, or perhaps not. But given the circumstances, he is the only one I can think of.”

      “Anything is helpful.” I took out my phone and opened my Notes app.

      “His name is Alexei Smirnoff.”

      “Smirnoff?” I said. “As in, the vodka?”

      Oleg smiled. “Yes, but Smirnoff is a very popular name in Russia. Like your Jones, or Smith.”

      “Ah. So who is Alexei?”

      “He used to be FSB, Russia’s counterintelligence service.”

      “Yes. I’m familiar with it.”

      “Alexei was a counterintelligence expert with the FSB. But even though he had the skills and the instinct for it, he did not have the proper fortitude. When Russia sided with Assad’s regime in the Syrian civil war, Alexei was appalled at the atrocities that he witnessed. He had been sent there to provide misinformation to the Syrian National Army, which was backed by Turkey. Russia, of course, had sided with that bastard, Assad, who committed unimaginable atrocities against his very own people. When Alexei returned to Russia, he resigned. His superiors knew why he was resigning. They knew he opposed Russia’s part in the war. So they allowed him to leave quietly. But without his retirement benefits. Now he operates a business consulting firm. He helps large businesses plan for global expansion and growth. That is how I met him.”

      “How could he help me with Ivanov?” I asked.

      “Mikhail was a client of his for a few years. But not any longer. Alexei was like me; he did not like Mikhail, but only worked with him out of compulsion.” Oleg finished off his tea and wiped at his lips. “The spy in Alexei never fully died away. He still maintains a close network of contacts in the FSB and even the Kremlin. He is a very likable man and has helped many powerful people in Russia grow very wealthy. He probably does not know anything, but he could put you in touch with someone who might.”

      “But you trust him? If I start asking Alexei about Ivanov, he won’t say anything?”

      “I trust him completely. He is a good man. I have never met another man who left a promising career over principle. Only Alexei. And as I said, he has no loyalty toward Mikhail. He does not care for his underhanded tactics.”

      “Where does he live?” I asked, trying another sip of tea.

      “Saint Petersburg.”

      We were interrupted by a yellow goldfinch that fluttered up to the window and perched on the ledge. It looked in the window and cocked its head. Oleg brightened, and a broad smile spread across his face. The bird gently tapped the glass with its beak. “Hello, little friend. Ah, you have it so easy, don’t you, bird? You do not have to worry about bad men, do you?”

      “That’s only because he’s not a dove or a quail, Oleg.”

      “Yes,” he laughed. “You are right.” The bird hopped along the ledge, tapped the glass again, and then darted away. “That bird comes to that window every day. I like to think that he comes here to talk with me. But my wife reminds me that he is looking at his reflection and pays me no notice.” He gave a low chuckle. “Anyway, what else do you need to know?”

      “We’re having trouble locating Ivanov,” I said. “Do you know where he likes to go when he doesn’t want to be found?”

      Oleg’s brows lowered as he scratched his chin. “Mikhail spends most of his time in either Moscow or Saint Petersburg. If you say that your government does not know where he is, then most likely he is probably at one of his many dachas.”

      “Any idea which one?” I asked

      “No. He took me to one many years ago to hunt deer with him. But I am sure he would not be at that one. If he does not want to be found, then you will have to get creative to find him.”

      “That’s why I’m here,” I smiled.

      “I am curious,” Oleg said. “How did you know to come? Who told you I knew Mikhail?”

      “Florin Gronozav.”

      Oleg huffed through his nose. “What a fool that man is,” he spat. “A proud and greedy fool. Who is he scheming against these days?”

      Kathleen’s kidnapping had been kept out of the papers. Homeland did not want an international media storm on their hands. Her rescue and Florin’s involvement were known only to a select few in the military and intelligence community. “He’s scheming how to get out of jail. A United States jail.”

      Oleg’s face lit up. “Jail? Here in America? That is wonderful news. Wonderful. I will have some vodka tonight to celebrate.”

      “How are the two of you connected?” I asked.

      “Florin went hunting with Mikhail and me many years ago. I did not like him from the start. Honestly, I would not be surprised if he had something to do with the opium being hidden in my exports.” He smiled again. “Florin captured by the Americans… what a happy day.”

      I thanked him for the tea, slid back my chair, and we both stood up.

      “Before you leave, Ryan, I would like to show you something.”

      I followed him out of the kitchen. We passed through the living room and down a hallway to the back of the house. He entered a small, empty room that was bare of furniture save for a credenza by the window. The walls, however, were anything but empty. They were hung with photos from almost every era, sepias positioned beside more recent images, among them framed newspaper clippings and military medals.

      “I never thought that I would live in America,” Oleg said. “My first wife died of a heart attack a decade ago.” His voice had softened as though he were standing in a sacred space. “I met my current wife on a cruise ship three years ago. She has lived here in Maryland for her whole life. To be with her, I sold my businesses and moved here. Leaving Russia was not as difficult as I thought it might be. Especially when I consider that I will probably never live there again. But when I moved to America, I wanted to bring the best of Russia with me. “And all of this”—he extended his arms toward the walls—“reminds me of what Russia really is.”

      I stepped up to a painting of a man in armor, a blue sash crossing his chest. Oleg provided commentary. “That is Peter the Great. He brought about much political and scientific reform, modernizing Russia so that it finally became a major European power.” The next painting was of a silver-haired lady in a flowing blue dress. “Catherine the Great,” Oleg continued, “who brought about Russia’s Golden Age. By her leadership, she revitalized the culture and continued to modernize Russia in line with what Peter had begun.”

      For the next five minutes, Oleg offered a narrative for many of the items on the wall: medals belonging to war heroes, family members who had stood against the evils of modern regimes, more national leaders of a bygone era, and newspaper clippings from when the Soviet Union finally collapsed under Gorbachev.

      One of the pictures I recognized. “Solzhenitsyn,” I said.

      “Yes,” he said, sounding impressed. “Solzhenitsyn is my personal hero. It was he who let the world know of the gulags, and the horrors committed there. A man of courage who reminds me that I have not always lived my life in such a way.” A semi-automatic pistol sat on top of the credenza, under a glass case. “Do you know what that is?” Oleg asked. I stepped to it and examined it through the glass.

      “It’s a Tokarev, isn’t it?”

      “Yes. Very good. It is a Tokarev. The primary pistol issued to Soviet officers in World War Two. This very Tokarev was used by my grandfather in the Battle of Stalingrad. It was the bloodiest battle of the entire war. There were over one million Russian casualties in that single battle. Perhaps you know that Stalin issued an edict that any soldier attempting to fall back was to be shot. And many of them were. My grandfather was there for the entire battle. All five months of it. But the day before the Nazis surrendered, he lost his life trying to save a woman from a collapsed building. One of his lieutenants brought his pistol back to my mother.”

      “That’s the kind of treasure most of us will never have,” I said.

      Oleg heaved a heavy sigh. “Ryan. I know that you did not come here today to get a history lesson of my country. But I show you this because most people think of Russia and they think of Communism—of Lenin, Stalin, and Khrushchev. They think of the Iron Curtain and the Wall and oligarchs. And these are a large part of my country’s past, and the oligarchs, the present. But Russia is more than that. Our people are tough and determined. Lenin and Stalin. To me, they were not Russian. They were captive to an ideology that poisoned the minds of our leaders for an entire century. And now the oligarchs either control or benefit from decisions made in the Kremlin, decisions that often do not have good outcomes for our people. The super wealthy in my country. Many of them are wicked men. They do not value peace, life, or honor. They only want more power. After perestroika, most of them attained their wealth by cuddling up to the Kremlin and doing its bidding.”

      Oleg looked back at the picture of Solzhenitsyn with deep admiration. “Ryan, people like Mikhail will stop at nothing to make money, to increase their influence in the political and economic arenas. Mikhail has a great disdain for the United States. He is former KGB and has never gotten over the ingrained notion that the U.S. is Russia’s absolute ideological enemy. Mikhail hates this country. Absolutely hates it.”

      I thanked him for bringing me into his hallowed room. It’s not very often that you meet someone with such passionate commitment to what is good. I had come out here simply to get information but was leaving with much more than that. “It’s an honor for you to share something so personal with me,” I said. “I promise you, I’ll do everything I can to put a stop to whatever Mikhail might be planning.”

      Oleg placed a hand on my shoulder. “Put a stop to him, Ryan. Put him wherever Florin is right now.”

      He led me out to his front porch. The wind chimes were still stirring and the feel of early fall was in the late afternoon air. “When your investigation is over, you are welcome to visit anytime.”

      I extended my hand and we shook. “Thank you. It was a real pleasure.” I went down the steps and across the gravel to the car.

      “And Ryan.” I turned back. “Be careful. Mikhail is a very prudent man. But he is also very dangerous. He would not think twice about killing you if he thought you were seeking him out. Watch your every step.”
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      It was nearing dark by the time I reached the outskirts of Washington, D.C. In the distance, I could see the bright and slender obelisk of the Washington monument, bookended by the Lincoln Memorial and the Capitol Building. The feelings it stirred in me couldn’t have been that much different than Oleg’s sentiments for his own country: a sense of national pride, of love, and dedication, no matter who may come against us.

      It had been over a year since I had been to the nation’s capital. Coming back always served to reaffirm the unwavering duty I felt to my country. It was a calling I had since as far back as I can remember. That sense that I was born to protect and serve the best ideals and principles ever handed down to a single group of people. It’s why I went into the Army, and after, why I onboarded Homeland. It doesn’t matter where you live in the world; wherever light exists, darkness will always seek to overcome it. Wherever freedom and truth abound, there will always be someone there to undermine them.

      Lately, I haven’t found myself at my office very much, but resting in a picture frame on my desk are the words that form a part of the Homeland creed: “Safeguard the American People.” That is what gets me up every morning and keeps me going every day.

      I took the highway to Foggy Bottom and made my way up New Hampshire Avenue, the slice of road that connects DuPont Circle to Washington Circle. I parked curbside next to a street-level suite and waited for traffic to pass before getting out. Swaziland’s diplomatic embassy was on the left side of the Pursuant office, a satellite office for a regional investment banking firm on the right. I walked up to the glass front door and went inside.

      The Pursuant suite was modest in size—just under eighteen hundred square feet. The office decor reflected Charlotte’s tastes: an industrial-chic design with exposed steel rafters, metal and glass partitions, and furniture with sharp angles and bright colors set against muted walls. The concrete floor was stained a reddish-brown, with a clear layer of epoxy that served to give it a bright, clean shine.

      It was well after standard business hours, and the receptionist appeared to have left, but I saw Charlotte was sitting behind her desk through the glass wall of her office. A handful of others were busy at their desks in the center of the floor, staring at computer monitors or talking on their desk phones.

      Charlotte was on the phone herself, but she waved me over. I stepped into her office and took a seat in a red leather chair that looked far cooler than it was comfortable. After several minutes, Charlotte hung up and smiled at me. “Hey,” she chirped. “So you actually got Florin to help you out. I can’t believe it.”

      “He’s not going to be all too happy when he finds out I lied to him. But I’ve gotta say, I enjoyed it.”

      “I’ll bet you did. And anyway, he deserved it. How did it go with the guy he sent you to?”

      “Oleg is a good man. And a good Russian, too. He gave me the name of someone who is well connected to Ivanov’s circles. Oleg is certain he would be willing to help. Whether that will get us anywhere meaningful remains to be seen. How about you? It looks like you have everyone working late tonight.”

      “Nope,” she said. “They all stayed on their own. They’ve been keeping an eye on Edward Kristoff for over a year. But now they’re putting together a more complete profile on him. I’m lucky to have such a crew. They put in the work until they get the results they want.”

      “You know,” I said, “when I came up here a year ago, this company was all your father’s doing. I think Pursuant had only a handful of employees and was beginning to find its way. Now you’ve transformed it into a respected brand among the top ranks of the DoD and the DoJ.”

      “I had a lot of help,” she said. “I couldn’t have done it without many skilled people at my side.”

      “I think what I’m trying to say is that your father would have been exceptionally proud of you. He already was, but what you’ve done with Pursuant is phenomenal. You’ve done right by his vision.”

      She looked away. Tears were in her eyes. “Thank you,” she said quietly. “I miss him, Ryan. I miss him so much.”

      “I know you do. So do I. They don’t make many men like him anymore. He was a gentleman and patriot.”

      “Yeah. He sure was.” She smiled sadly and then wiped at her eyes. “Well, enough of all that. If you’re going to come into my office anymore, you can’t make me cry.”

      Now seemed like a good time to transition into the case. “So, any progress in finding out what Kristoff is up to?”

      “Not yet. But we’re working on it.” She blotted an eye with the back of her finger and rested her forearms on the desk. “I was talking with someone from the DoJ. They’re going to get me the file his prosecution used during his trial. That should give us a better idea of how he operates. Come on, I’ll introduce you to Pam. She has been aggregating everything we have on him.” Charlotte rose from her chair. I followed her out of the office and across the floor to a desk on the other side of the floor. A young brunette sat behind a monitor, snapping gum and bobbing her head to beat streaming through her earbuds.

      Charlotte stopped behind her and said her name. Apparently, Pam liked her music extra loud. “Pam!” Charlotte tapped her on the shoulder.

      Pam whipped her head around. “Oh! Hey!” she yelled. When she tugged out her earbuds, her voice returned to normal. “What’s up?”

      “Pam, this is Ryan.”

      Pam grinned widely and swiveled around. “So you’re Ryan,” she said. “Charlotte is always talking about you. Ryan this, and Ryan that.”

      “Oh, stop it,” Charlotte chided her. “I do not.”

      “You don’t?” I asked.

      “Well, maybe a little.” She flushed.

      Pam’s eyes widened a little. “And wait, if you’re Ryan, then that means that you’re the guy who…” She raised her eyebrows and nodded backward to a space behind her. “You know, who killed that guy?” When she said “killed,” she brought her voice down to a whisper.

      “One and the same.”

      “That is so badass,” Pam said. “It only makes sense that Charlotte would end up dating the guy who saved her life.”

      Last year, after Charlotte’s father was murdered in Miami, my investigation led me to D.C. After meeting with a lead and watching him get gunned down right beside me, I found my way here, to Pursuant, to check on Charlotte. I was just in time. It was late at night, and she was the only one here. An assassin had a gun in her face and was just about to pull the trigger when I shot him dead.

      “Do you have a minute?” Charlotte asked Pam.

      “Of course. What’s up?”

      “I just got off the phone with Clara Sanchez at the DoJ. She’s going to get us that file you requested.”

      “Awesome. I–”

      Pam’s computer beeped, and she returned her attention to the screen. “No way,” she said, mostly to herself. She clicked around and seemed to get lost in the screen’s contents.

      “Pam? You want to fill me in?” Charlotte said.

      “Oh, yeah. Sorry.” When she swiveled back around, she had a fresh gleam in her eyes. “Guess who just booked a plane ticket to Saint Petersburg?”

      “Florida or Russia?” I asked.

      “Russia, of course.”

      “Kristoff’s flying to Russia?” Charlotte exclaimed.

      “Yes indeedy.”

      A silence descended as we all considered what that might mean. Charlotte crossed her arms and studied me. “Are you thinking what I’m thinking?”

      “I’m thinking we aren’t getting much further on all this if we don’t go to Russia.”

      “You want me to call Kathleen and get her help in making travel arrangements?”

      “That would be great.” I brought out my phone. “Can I use that empty office over there?”

      “Sure. What’s up?”

      “I need to make a phone call. I’ve got a feeling that we’re going to need all the help we can get.”
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      Two silver Mercedes-Benz G-Class SUVs cleared the main security entrance and pulled through into the Kremlin’s compound. They passed the State Palace, the Church of Twelve Apostles, and maneuvered around Ivan Square before pulling up at the front of the Kremlin Senate, the yellow three-story building that contained the offices of Russian’s senior-most politicians and administrators.

      Mikhail Ivanov’s driver got out and opened his door. Without any regard to him, Mikhail stepped out and proceeded up the steps to the main door, which was opened to him by a posted guard.

      He walked purposefully down the hall and stopped at a golden elevator at the end of the corridor. The elevator attendant asked him which floor he was going to.

      “Third,” he answered.

      They stepped inside, the attendant pressed the button, and they rode it up. As soon as the doors opened, Ivanov stepped into the marbled corridor. He entered the third door on his left, entering a carpeted ante-room. A middle-aged lady sat behind a desk. She looked up from a stack of paperwork and offered a genuine smile. “Ah, Mr. Ivanov. Always good to see you. You may go right in. He is waiting for you.”

      “Thank you, Inessa.”

      Mikhail would never admit it to anyone, but he loved his visits to the Kremlin. Here there was a tangible atmosphere of power. This is where decisions were made that affected not only his country but the entire world. Here men schemed and plotted and strategized on how they could continue to position Russian interests to increase dominance all across the globe.

      There were times when Mikhail wished he had stayed in the employ of the government. Or at least entered a life of politics. By now, he would have assuredly gained an office right here on this very floor. But then he would remind himself of the autonomy and flexibility of doing things his own way. He was not tied down to the work that came with a presidential appointment. He did not have to attend the meetings after meetings that were inherent with such a job. Instead, he could literally do whatever he wanted. He had become one of the wealthiest men in Russia by doing just that. And he was no less connected than if he held a position in this building.

      Each November, the President himself invited Mikhail to hunt elk with him in the Tomsk region. For two days they would spend time in the deep forest, tracking their quarry before returning to the cabin each evening. They both shared an affinity for German beer, and after dinner, they would sit by the fire and introduce each other to new brands and brews while discussing their perspectives on the economy, politics, and even business opportunities.

      Mikhail did not need an office at the Kremlin to remind him that he was just as powerful as half of the people who had a position on the State Council.

      He pulled open one of the double doors leading to the office of the Minister of Industry and Trade and stepped inside. The office was spacious, with a sitting room at the front and a massive desk near the back. The tri-color of the Flag of the Russian Federation was in a glass frame hanging on the wall above his desk and a bronze bust of Vladimir Lenin stood atop a marble pedestal that greeted you as you entered the room.

      Sergey Shevchenko was sitting on the sofa with one leg crossed over the other, reading from a notepad through the wire-rimmed spectacles perched on the end of his nose. Sergey was a thin man with a pale complexion and long, spindly fingers. His graying hair was always unkempt, standing every which way on his head, something the President never failed to give him grief about. Overall, Sergey’s appearance gave one the impression that he had just escaped from an asylum. But his mind was as sharp as an ice pick, and over the years, he had used that mind and his position to further his own economic interests along with those of his country. Leveraging his political power along with Mikhail’s business insights had brought both men many shared profits over the years.

      Sergey looked up from his work. “Ah, Mikhail. Good of you to come. Have a seat.” He set the notepad on the cushion beside him, then removed his spectacles and placed them on the paper. Mikhail took a seat in a wooden armchair to his left.

      “I am afraid that I do not have much time this morning,” Sergey said. “I have another meeting in only a few minutes.”

      “Of course.” Mikhail pushed back a surge of irritation. Sergey was stonewalling him, just like everyone else. Mikhail had been in this office, in this very chair, dozens of times. And each time both men would talk freely and uninterrupted. Not once had Sergey cut short his time. In fact, he generally made other appointments wait until they were done. This was his way of letting Mikhail know that he was no longer favored as he once was. Even so, of everyone he had upset, Sergey had remained the most patient. The disfavored oligarch decided to get right to the point.

      “I have come simply to say thank you.”

      “Thank you? For what?”

      “The investment that I was working on alongside Florin. When the bottom fell out on it last month, you did not bring it up to me. You did not call me and curse me out until your throat was sore.”

      Sergey shrugged. “You have always done right by me, Mikhail. Yes, I lost a great deal of money on that bet. But you gave me your word that I would not lose. I trust that you are working on a way to make it up to me.”

      All in, Mikhail’s investors had lost many tens of millions. Unfortunately, it was not as simple as giving them their money back. If that was the case, Mikhail had more than plenty in his own coffers. He could just pay them back. But for his investors, it was the principle of the thing. He had backed up the investment opportunity with his own word, putting his seal to it. For them, it was more about Mikhail finding a way for them to trust him again. The only way to rectify the situation would be to present another deal that would not only get them their money back but would give them the substantial return that they had expected from the start. If he could do that, all would be forgiven. Here, money was the great priest, absolving you of all your sins.

      “Yes,” Mikhail replied. “But others have not been so gracious.”

      “I am aware,” Sergey said. “Anton Vorro contacted me just yesterday asking me to authorize an additional levy on your factories in Novgorod.”

      Mikhail felt his face bloom red. “He did? That bastard.”

      “I told him to wait. That you would come through as you always have.”

      “Thank you, Sergey. And of course, that is why I am here. I have reached a solution to accomplish that financial restitution.”

      Sergey scratched lightly at his nose as he smiled. “I heard rumors that this was the case. A very wise move, my friend. I heard that you were working with Claude van Weber to stir up a regional conflict so that you could create new buying opportunities for those of us in the–ah–weapons business. Something about a terrorist faction attacking an American installation?”

      The leak was not surprising to Mikhail. But there was more than the thread of truth to it. All his friends who had invested the most heavily into the Florin affair were, in some way or another, in the business of selling small arms and artillery on the black market. Mikhail had imagined setting off a new regional conflict that would provide a fresh market for additional weaponry.

      But he had apparently slipped the idea to too many people; somehow the CIA had ended up watching van Weber. That meant he had to rethink his entire strategy. Whatever he did, if it did not go exactly as planned, if it in any way traced back to him, then he would be in a worse position than he was now. And it was for that reason alone that he had secured Yuri Gladkov’s release from prison. Yuri would ensure that Mikhail’s fingerprints would not be discovered on even the slightest detail.

      “You heard properly,” Mikhail replied. “But I had to terminate that particular plan.”

      “That is unfortunate,” Sergey said. “The Americans do not like short conflicts. I’m sure that I would have been able to clear out an entire warehouse of weapons in Minsk.”

      “Indeed, that is exactly what would have happened. But it appears that the Americans were tipped off by someone. I had to end my dealings with van Weber.”

      “I heard you also ended his life.”

      Mikhail smiled smugly. “That, too.”

      “Also unfortunate. Van Weber assisted me on more than one occasion on some delicate matters.”

      “Yes, well. As I said, I am grateful for your patience. I went too deep with Florin and asked you to put your money on the line for something that was far riskier than I led you to believe.”

      Sergey nodded deferentially. “I trust you, Mikhail. Perhaps some confidence has been lost, but I trust that you will not only restore my losses but see to it that any inconvenience this has created for me is well compensated for as well.”

      “Certainly,” Mikhail said. “Which is why I wanted to meet with you this morning. I already have a new agenda set in place. You need to know a few details. Then you will be able to sit back and watch your bank account grow to a level that even you have not dreamed of.”

      Sergey’s mouth curved into a satisfied smile. “I am listening.”

      “Boris Kirov. He is a thorn in your side, is he not?”

      “That man, he is a thorn bush. He offends anyone who brushes across his path. In fact, it is he who is scheduled to be here within the next five minutes.”

      “You don’t say. And what does he wish to speak with you about? That is, if my asking is not an overstep.”

      “He wants to speak of the same thing he is always discussing. More tax breaks and more deferrals. Kirov thinks I will help him secure them. But he doesn’t know how to play the game, Mikhail. He only asks for favors and gives none. If I never had to see that man again, I would not shed a tear.” Sergey picked up his spectacles and rubbed them with his tie. “But then you brought him up. Why?”

      “As you know, his company holds over eighty percent of our country’s telecommunications infrastructure and service.”

      “Certainly. He has done well for himself.”

      “And yet his company has a single great weakness. One that even his majority stockholders have noted on more than one occasion.”

      “And what would that be?”

      “Kirov built his company from the ground up, over four decades. And because he has never given any meaningful control of the enterprise to a senior executive, the company stands or falls on his very existence. He has not even begun to groom a replacement, despite his old age.”

      “I am not sure that I see your point, Mikhail.”

      “Patience, Sergey. I have not arrived there yet.” Mikhail took his time resettling on his chair. “My first plan was to see that your weapons, and those of many of our friends, could easily be sold off by the end of the year. But as I said, I had to throw that out because someone spoke of it. Therefore you will pardon me if I resist providing too many details.”

      “Certainly.”

      “All I will say is that, were an unfortunate circumstance to occur which unexpectedly ended Kirov’s life… those who knew ahead of time would stand to profit a great deal.”

      Sergey had heard it all over the years. There was almost no idea or fact that could catch him unprepared. But in this instance, his eyes widened in disbelief. “You are talking about shorting Kirov’s company?”

      “By my estimation, should something unfortunate befall its founder, the company would stand to lose sixty, perhaps seventy percent of its value in a single day. And should the right people know of this beforehand, and invest accordingly, they would stand to make a great sum.”

      Sergey narrowed his eyes at his old friend. Then he smiled. “A bold move, Mikhail. I must say that this would certainly put you back on square footing with everyone. Including myself.” He scratched slowly at his chin with his index finger. “But the international regulatory agencies, they will suspend trading if it goes too low. They will also initiate an investigation when it is discovered that massive short positions were made against Kirov’s company only a short time before his death.”

      Mikhail tilted his head and gave the politician a pensive frown. “Sergey, this is not something to concern you. It is simple. You short the company through one of your brokerages in Trinidad, pull out of your positions by the end of the day, and then let them conduct their investigations. There will be no one to put the blame on.”

      “Yes…” Sergey mulled, “and then we could place a long position on the company. I happen to know that its balance sheets are strong and his company owns much of Russia’s cell towers and stations. We could win large on both directions.”

      “Precisely.”

      “And Kirov? How will he meet his end?”

      Mikhail shook his head. “No. I will say nothing more at this time. I cannot risk another leak.”

      “Of course. This is a good plan, Mikhail. No one in the Kremlin likes Kirov enough to warn him of a potential plan against his life. And profiting well from it will only ensure that we all keep our lips sealed.”

      “Precisely.” Mikhail glanced at his watch. “I should go. The rest of my day is booked informing others of this.”

      Both men came to their feet. They shook hands. “As I said, I told everyone that you would come through,” Sergey said. “I told them to be patient. I am glad to see that you have taken this as seriously as we have.”

      “Of course.” Mikhail paused as he turned to leave. “I will mention to you, and only you, Sergey. I am also working on an alternate plan as well. It will produce an outcome that I am sure the President himself will be quite happy with. Two birds with one stone, as it were.”

      “Oh? Something else? What is it?”

      Mikhail shook his head. “That, I think I will keep close. But it will be the icing on the cake.”

      “Very well.” Sergey escorted his guest to the office doors and set his hand on a brass handle. “Just be careful that you do not get in over your head, Mikhail. One win is better than two losses.”
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      The transatlantic flight from D.C. to Russia took nearly thirteen hours. By the time our airplane got wheels down at Pulkovo International Airport, the sun had already set over eastern Europe and the city of Saint Petersburg was aglow, an invaluable number of lights illuminating the darkness for the city’s six million inhabitants.

      Charlotte and I disembarked and cleared customs without incident. Russia maintains a restrictive visa regime, generally requiring a minimum two-week wait for a visitor visa application to clear. Thankfully, we had a magic bullet. Kathleen had put in a call to a higher-up at the State Department, and within twelve hours had secured three visas for Charlotte, Brad, and me.

      Our stated purpose for the visit was to advise a crew of U.S. cinematographers on a documentary they were currently filming at the Peterhof Palace. The Russian Tourism Bureau had pushed hard for our visas to be approved, as they were the agency who requested the documentary to be made and were financing most of the cost. The visa, however, had come with a strictly enforced duration: we had to be out of the country within seventy-two hours. That wasn’t much time, given that all I had was the name of a man that Oleg Zaboltny had given me—the only person I knew who might be familiar with Ivanov’s connections and networks.

      I had to trust my gut. Over the years it had been right more times than it had been wrong. Training and skills can only take you so far; sometimes you have to trust that part of you that offers no rationale and no proof for what it’s prompting you to do. My intuition had brought me here, and I couldn’t shake the sense that something foul was stewing in Ivanov’s mind. Nothing would give me more pleasure than to take down a man like him, to get him behind bars with enough proof levied against him that he never saw the light of day again.

      I picked up the keys to the rental car, and then Charlotte and I made our way to the terminal parking lot. We got into the car, exited the airport, and merged onto the freeway, blending with traffic as we took it out of the city. The airport was positioned on the south end of the city sprawl, and our destination was an additional thirty kilometers south of that, outside the secluded village of Pudost.

      “Have you ever been here?” I asked.

      “Not to Saint Petersburg, no. My parents and I visited Moscow after I graduated high school. I did my senior paper on the tactics used by the NKVD, Stalin’s secret police. Before I went off to college, I wanted to visit some of the places I had read about.”

      “You did your senior thesis on the NKVD? That’s…” I searched for the right word.

      “Odd?” she smiled. “It’s okay, you can say it.”

      “Okay. It is odd. And kind of cool.”

      “Dad was a military investigator. He always had a personal interest in understanding how secret police organizations like the NKVD and the Stasi operated. He always feared that the world might see something like them again. How about you? Have you been here before?”

      “First time. Maybe it’s the harsh, long winters or the philosophical poison of communism that still lingers, but it’s never held much charm for me.”

      “There’s more to this country than communism, you know.”

      I recalled the final part of my conversation with Oleg as we stood in the shrine room at the back of his house. “I know.”

      Half an hour later, we were well into the countryside when Charlotte directed me to exit. I merged off the freeway and onto a dark country road fringed with towering aspens and spruces. I followed the empty road as it snaked through the darkness, winding and turning for several kilometers, until, at Charlotte’s prompting, I slowed and turned onto an unmarked dirt drive. The drive was narrow, with only enough space for a single vehicle. Carefully, I edged the car forward, trying to avoid the many potholes ahead and steering past overgrown bushes whose branches threatened to scratch the paint on the car.

      The light from a distant porch light cut through the trees, and soon the battered lane led us to the front door of an old cabin. I pulled in behind a white sedan, and we stepped out into the darkness. Some things don’t change no matter where you go in the world. The woods were alive with the nocturnal sounds of frogs, crickets, and katydids. Ten thousand stars twinkled overhead, and to the north, above the treetops, I could just make out the smudged yellow luminescence coming from Russia’s second largest city.

      The front of the cabin had an inconsequential brick lay for a porch with no awning or cover. There were no flower boxes or shrubbery. Just wild grass that hadn’t been trimmed in a while extending to the edge of the forest.

      “Who chose this place?” Charlotte asked. “It’s a little creepy.”

      “I’m not sure,” I said. “But I think the goal is to keep us out of the view of inquisitive minds.”

      “I just hope the mattress is comfortable. I hardly slept on the airplane.”

      Charlotte followed me to the front door, and I knocked. After several moments the door swung open, revealing a slender man with olive skin. His hair was long, slicked back in an oily shine, and his beard had grown thicker since I had seen him last.

      “Ryan,” he smiled. He stepped in, wrapped his arms around me, and we both clapped each other on the back.

      “How are you, Bahar?”

      “I am well, my friend.”

      I stepped back and looked him over. “You look good.”

      “Ah, thank you.” His gaze moved behind me. “And this is Charlotte?” I stepped to the side, and he took Charlotte’s hand and kissed it. She glanced at me with charmed amusement.

      “Miss Charlotte. It is a pleasure to meet you.”

      “And you too, Bahar. Ryan has told me a lot about you.”

      “Tell me who is forcing you to date this man. I will have his head by the end of the day.”

      Charlotte tittered, and I heard a toilet flush down the hallway. Water ran in the sink and then the door opened. “There you are,” I said.

      Brad stepped into the foyer and started to raise his finger as if to say something, but before he did, I clapped him hard on the back. His entire body locked up, and he let out a ferocious howl. He turned away, gasping, and took several steps back.

      “What in the world?” Charlotte said. “Are you okay?”

      Brad’s face was a twisted ball of pain.

      “He arrived here an hour ago,” Bahar said. “He received a bad sunburn in the Maldives.”

      “Oh no,” Charlotte groaned.

      Brad had a hand on the wood-paneled wall and was leaning into it, catching his breath as he stared at his feet. “Your face isn’t sunburned,” I said. “You only sunscreened your face?”

      He swallowed and slowly stood erect. “I… fell asleep on the beach. Laying on my stomach.”

      “Ohhh,” Charlotte grimaced. “Lisa didn’t wake you?”

      “She went up the beach to the resort to get something from our room. Would you believe she ran into an old friend from high school and they sat at a tiki bar for three hours?”

      “Let me see it,” Charlotte said. “Do you have any aloe?”

      Bahar shook his head. “I have already seen it. Aloe will not help that.”

      “You didn’t say anything about a sunburn when I talked to you this morning,” I said.

      Brad rose and stood erect. “That’s because it wasn’t hurting yet. It didn’t start until after I got on the plane to come here. Now it feels like someone poured gas down my back and lit a match over it.”

      “Let’s see it,” Charlotte said.

      Brad carefully unbuttoned his Hawaiian shirt and let Charlotte help him out of it. She winced, and I had to turn away. His wide, sturdy back looked like it had brushed up against the sun. Saying that he looked like a lobster would have made the lobster seem pale. “I’m just gonna call it, bud. Your death certificate is going to have the phrase ‘skin cancer’ on it.”

      Brad cursed me. “This isn’t funny.” He looked over his shoulder at Charlotte. “Is there anything you can do?”

      “I…” She went to gently set her fingertips on his skin but then pulled back. “...don’t know. This is really bad, Brad. You probably need to see a doctor.”

      “I can’t go to a doctor. I’m in freaking Russia using an alias.” The look on his face reminded me of a scared dog. His teeth started chattering. “I’m freezing.”

      Bahar and I exchanged concerned glances.

      “You have sun poisoning,” Charlotte said. She nodded me over and pointed out a patch of dots scattered across his shoulder blades. “It’s already blistering.”

      Brad groaned.

      “Come here,” Charlotte said. She took his hand and led him out of the foyer and into a carpeted living area. A worn leather couch sat against the wall, and she helped him lie down on his stomach.

      “I think I’m gonna die,” Brad moaned.

      “Well said, Marine.” I shook my head. “I can’t believe you fell asleep for three hours while laying on the equator.”

      “Yeah, well. I still made it here, didn’t I?”

      “And what good are you to me now? You may as well have just stayed there with Lisa.”

      “Just let me sleep it off. I’ll be fine in the morning.” He looked like a bright red sheet laying across the couch.

      “Brad,” Charlotte said, “I hate to break it to you, but you’re not going to be fine in the morning. This may even get worse before it gets better.”

      His teeth were chattering again. “I think I have the flu.”

      “You don’t have the flu,” she said. “Bahar, is there any ibuprofen? He needs something for the pain and discomfort.”

      “Let me see what I can find.” He disappeared around a corner as Charlotte went off to find the kitchen. I heard water running, ice crackling, and then she returned with a large cup. “You’re lucky I found a straw,” she told him.

      Brad’s lips fumbled at the straw before he got it in his mouth. He took several long sips. “More,” Charlotte said. She sounded like a mother taking command of her sick child. Brad did what he was told and slowly drank until all of it was gone. “You have to stay well hydrated, or we will have to get you to a clinic. You’re basically running a high fever.”

      Bahar returned with a small pill bottle. “My Russian is a little rusty, but I think this says acetaminophen.” He put the bottle in her outstretched hand.

      She read the label and nodded. “Yes, this will work.”

      “You know Russian?” Brad asked.

      “Enough,” was all she said, and she tapped out a couple of pills into his hand. She returned to the kitchen, refilled the cup, and brought it back to Brad. She helped him sit up. He swallowed the pills and laid back down.

      “It would help if we had some aloe or vinegar,” Charlotte said.

      “Vinegar?” Bahar asked.

      “It acts as a natural astringent and helps to soothe the pain,” she said.

      “There is nothing near this area for many kilometers,” Bahar said. “But perhaps you and Ryan can find a drugstore in the morning.” Brad had closed his eyes and was starting to drift off. “Come. I will show you around.”

      The cabin was larger than it looked from the outside. It appeared to have been added onto at some point. The walls at the front half were wood-paneled, at the back they were sheetrock and painted dark blue. Throughout the house was a patchwork of different flooring—dark hardwood, linoleum, and tile. There were two living rooms with a loft that looked down on the one in which Brad was resting.

      The subfloor creaked beneath our feet as Bahar led us down a hall leading to the rear. He entered a dark room with four widescreen computer monitors mounted on the wall. In the center of the room was a single desk with a mouse and a keyboard sitting on it. A thick rope of intertwined cables ran into a large computer sitting beneath the desk.

      “Your workspace?” I said.

      “Yes,” Bahar replied.

      “We have a small satellite dish behind the cabin,” Bahar said. “It will allow me access to the internet and many different databases without being tracked. But that will not last for long. Corresponding to your very short visa terms, I do not believe that we have more than forty-eight hours before the Russians track any transmissions or data feeds to this general area, and then to this place. When Russia’s diplomatic authorities understand that you never reported to the Hermitage, that you are not working to advise the film crew, they will generate an alert for the three of you.”

      “With your help, we can make fast work of all this and be out of here before that,” I said.

      When I called Bahar from Pursuant’s offices the previous night, I did so with the conviction that his knowledge and expertise would contribute to a quick and successful investigation. Not only did I not want to be in Russia any longer than I had to, but Bahar had also been the first to notify the U.S. intelligence community that Ivanov was up to something. Because he had built his professional network over many years and across many continents, Bahar had access to connections that I did not.

      “How did you get into the country?” Charlotte asked him.

      “I should not say.”

      “It wasn’t through proper channels?”

      “No. I am here without the knowledge of the Russian government. A trusted contact of mine got me across the border this morning and brought me here directly. I will do what I can to help you from this place, but I will not be able to leave it. My exposure will be too great if I venture into the city.”

      He invited us to follow him into the next room, where shipping crates and Pelican cases were stacked neatly against the walls. A crowbar lay on top of a crate. Bahar picked it up, slid the tip into the narrow seam beneath the wooden top, then pressed down. The crate groaned in protest. He kept the pressure on, wedging the bar farther into the slim opening, until, in a final downward motion, the top came away with a muted pop. Bahar set the crowbar aside and lifted the lid, reaching in and coming out with a large black item.

      “What is it?” Charlotte asked.

      “An encryption router,” Bahar said. “All these boxes are filled with surveillance equipment, computers, monitors, high-performance drones, and transmission cloaking devices. As I am sure you have been told, this is a Langley safe house, and they have been kind enough to allow us to use it. This house and another about fifty kilometers east are scheduled for decommissioning next week. They brought much of the equipment from the other location over here. All of this is at our disposal.”

      “Are there weapons in any of this?” I asked. I had to leave my SIG stateside. A part of me felt naked without it. On top of that, searching for an egotistical, American-hating, white-collar criminal without lethal protection wasn’t all that appealing.

      “No,” he replied. “There was a small weapons cache beneath the floor of this room, but Langley cleared it out last week. But if you would like a gun, I can see about getting one for each of you.”

      “Thanks, Bahar. That would be great. Is there any chance you can use all this to tap Ivanov’s phones?”

      “Perhaps. However, you must remember, Ryan, that we do not have a clear understanding of what phone number Ivanov uses regularly for business or pleasure. He is smart, so he is most likely using burner phones, or something similar. This equipment here is some of the best in the world. And for a successful intelligence-gathering operation, it will need to be. Russia’s domestic counter-surveillance is also very, very good. Whatever we do in terms of surveillance and breaching databases, we will have to be extremely careful.”

      We returned to the front living room where Brad was still asleep. “There are only two bedrooms,” Bahar said. “The loft upstairs has a twin bed. And my room has two bunk beds. Charlotte, if you want to take the loft, then Ryan can stay in my room.”

      “Thanks, Bahar. I think I’ll just take this other couch. If Brad wakes up in the middle of the night and needs something, I don’t want him to have to try too hard to wake someone up.”

      “Very well. It is late. We should all get some rest. We do not have much time in this country.”
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      When we all woke the following morning, Brad was faring no better than when we had arrived. The blisters on his back were larger and his scarlet skin radiated heat like the surface of an oven. Charlotte had woken once during the night to check on him, making sure that he drank down another large glass of water and stayed current on his pain medication.

      Bahar cooked us a hearty breakfast of eggs, sausage, and toast, and we ate in the living room so we could keep Brad company. “I’m sorry,” he said around a mouthful of eggs. “This is ridiculous.”

      “Sit today out,” I said. “Hopefully you’ll be able to contribute tomorrow.”

      “What are your plans for today?” he asked.

      “I’m going into the city to try to secure a meeting with a contact that Oleg Zaboltny gave me. Apparently, he’s well connected and also not a big fan of Ivanov.”

      “Have you talked with him yet?”

      “No. Since Russia keeps a pretty stern eye on its populace, I’m not going to risk a phone call. I’ll go by his office and see if he’s willing to speak with me.”

      “And if he is not?” Brad asked.

      “Then I may have just come to Russia for nothing.” I shrugged. “Right now it’s all I’ve got.”

      “Are you sure he’ll be there?”

      “He will,” Bahar interjected. “I have already confirmed it. He arrives at his office by nine o’clock each morning. This morning he has appointments at ten and eleven-thirty.” He tilted his fork toward Charlotte. “And you will be trying to find out what Edward Kristoff is planning to do here in this country, correct?”

      “Yes. That’s right.”

      “I have placed a box of items—perhaps you would call them gadgets—in the trunk of your car. I gave Ryan a review of them last night. They may come to be helpful should you need to keep anyone under surveillance.”

      “Thank you, Bahar. I’m glad Ryan asked you to come along.”

      I looked over at Brad. “Especially since he’s going to sleep this mission away.”

      Brad lifted his middle finger. “Jokes on you. I’m hurting too much to get any sleep.”

      After we finished breakfast, I took a shower while Charlotte left to find a drugstore. She returned with a bottle of lotion, ibuprofen, and a small bottle of apple cider vinegar. “This is Russia,” she said, “so I’m not sure how many people go around suffering from sunburns. There wasn’t any aloe or anything with aloe in the ingredients. But hopefully, this will help.”

      She went into the kitchen and soaked several paper towels in the vinegar, then came back and laid them across Brad’s back. “I’ll do this again when I get back and then I’ll put the lotion on. Other than that you just have to wait it out.”

      “Thanks, Charlotte. I don’t know what I would do without you.”

      She screwed the cap back onto the bottle of vinegar. “Don’t mention it.”
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        * * *

      

      Just after eight o’clock, Charlotte and I took the car back down the rutted lane to the country road. By the time we merged onto the freeway, the sun had crested the tops of the trees and was glinting brightly off the dew that still clung to the grass and the trees.

      “It sure is pretty out here,” Charlotte noted. “It reminds me a little of rural Virginia.”

      I had to agree with her. We passed by family farms and open fields scattered with happily grazing cattle. The trees grew tall and dominated the landscape amid the occasional shell of an abandoned barn decaying in fields of wild grass.

      Twenty minutes later we were on the outskirts of the city, with the untouched countryside quickly replaced with buildings, roads, and telephone poles. I merged with the congestion of morning commuters and continued north through the city, taking the freeway across the eastern edge of the Gulf of Kronstadt and past the city’s major port, which served as Russia’s gateway to Europe. The city’s centuries-old structures and buildings rich in architecture seemed to be everywhere we looked, making it easy to see why Saint Petersburg has long been considered the cultural capital of Russia.

      “It’s incredible to think that a hundred years ago this is where it all began,” Charlotte finally said. “And the world would never be the same. It feels a little surreal.”

      “Yeah,” I agreed. “For someone who’s never been here before, it really does.”

      In October 1917, agitated Bolsheviks led by Vladimir Lenin initiated an armed insurrection in Saint Petersburg, the then-capital Petrograd. The Bolsheviks stormed through government buildings and finally the Winter Palace, where the seat of the government was located, overthrowing the provisional government and the Tsarist autocracy that it represented. Months later, Czar Nicholas Romanov II was executed, along with his entire family, bringing an end to over three hundred years of rule by the House of Romanov.

      For the next six years, civil war ravaged the country as various political factions vied for ideological supremacy. When Lenin and his Bolsheviks came out on top, they inaugurated over seventy years of Communist rule, serving as an inspiration to future communist leaders the world over. Mao-Tse Tung in China, Hồ Chí Minh in North Vietnam, and Fidel Castro in Cuba would all give Lenin and his October Revolution credit for laying the groundwork for their own revolutions.

      All of it had started right here in this city.

      Putting the port and my historical musings behind me, I followed the freeway west and took the exit for the Lakhta business center. Ahead of us loomed the only two skyscrapers in the city. Lakhta Center was an 87-story skyscraper that was not only the tallest building in Russia but the tallest in all of Europe. From a distance, its twisted sculpture gave the impression of a sharpened knife blade pointing straight into the sky. Beyond Lakhta Center stood Uzol Tower. The older tower rose 45-stories, its brown glass and square design a spiritless contrast to its more modern neighbor.

      Charlotte hunched over and peered through the top section of the windshield.

      “What are you looking at?”

      “There’s a window washer out on the side of Uzol Tower,” she said. “I don’t know how people can do a job like that. That’s far too creepy for me.”

      I slowed to a stop at a red light and followed Charlotte's gaze. A window washer was slicking his squeegee across the glass twenty or so stories up. The suspended scaffolding was connected to a pulley system that was tied to the roof. “It’s not all that much different from getting in an elevator,” I said. “In the end, you're trusting the integrity of your lift to a motor and a steel cable.”

      “Maybe, but I like the idea of being surrounded by something. There’s nothing but a side panel to keep that guy from falling to his death.”

      “They wear safety harnesses, you know.”

      She sighed. “I know. It’s still creepy though.”

      The light turned green, and I continued down the street, turning east and passing a grassy park along the waterfront. Most of the pedestrians were dressed in stylish business attire, men in suits and women in pantsuits and dresses, striding with purpose as they made their way to their offices or the first meeting of the day.

      I pulled up in front of Uzol Tower and put the car in park. “Do you mind driving around while I go in?” I asked. “If I have to set up a time to speak with Smirnoff later in the day, this may not take very long.”

      “Sure. Just call me when you know.”

      I stepped out and pushed through the tower’s revolving door into the marble-floored lobby. Passing the information desk and a seating area in the front corner, I made my way to the elevators, where a half dozen others piled in with me.

      It seemed that elevator experiences are the same the world over. Everyone looked awkwardly at their feet or a spot near the ceiling as we made our way up in silence. Four stops later, the doors opened, and I stepped out onto the twenty-sixth floor. It was quiet, and three carpeted corridors led away from the elevators. I took the one in front of me and passed the doors to several suites before arriving at the number Bahar had given me. I pushed open the door and stepped into a room with two desks. Only one was occupied at the moment. Across the room was another door that I assumed led to Alexei Smirnoff’s office.

      A rotund lady with flushed cheeks dipped her chin and studied me from over the brim of her eyeglasses. Her brown hair was shot through with gray and braided down her back. She said something I couldn’t make out.

      “Izvinit,” I said. “I’m sorry. English?”

      “Ah, yes. A little. I say to you that Mr. Smirnoff is busy right now. You like to make appointment?”

      “It’s urgent. A friend of his sent me to speak with him.”

      “Ah. And who is friend?”

      I wanted to keep Oleg’s name out of all this as much as possible, but I figured it might be the only way into Smirnoff’s office. “Oleg Zaboltny.”

      You would have thought that I had just told her that she won a million rubles. Her face lit up. “Oleg?” She started into a long, excited sentence in her native tongue before remembering that she was supposed to be speaking English. “I am sorry.” She blushed. “Oleg is good man. He is okay, yes?”

      “Yes. He is enjoying America. But he does miss it here.”

      “Oh, good. Good. Oleg, he is old friend of Mr. Smirnoff. And he sends you here to speak with him?”

      “Yes, ma’am. That’s right.”

      “Okay. Let me see if he can speak with you now.” She leaned forward and pressed a button on her desk phone. After it gave a loud beep, she said, “Mr. Smirnoff?” No answer. She tried again. “Mr. Smirnoff?” She continued with a sentence in Russian. “Hmm. This is strange. He does not answer.”

      “Maybe he stepped out?”

      “No, he has not left. I would have seen.” She pushed back in her chair and stood up. “Let me check.” Turning, she started for the door behind her. She knocked and called his name again.

      Sensing that something wasn’t right, I stood up. “Why don’t you let me—”

      But she opened the door and stepped through. Half a second elapsed before she emitted a blood-curdling scream. I ran into the room to see a man with his head laying on his desk. Or what was left of his head. Pieces of his skull and brain matter were blown across his desk and on the chairs in front of it. His secretary ran to him, still screaming and frantically repeating his name as I scanned the room for the killer.

      But there was no one else in the room. Only a desk, a sideboard, two chairs, and two narrow bookcases.

      And a piece of glass, six inches in diameter, missing from the window behind his desk.

      I moved to the window and examined the hole. It was five feet above the floor and perfectly cut. The wind gusted across the opening and streamed quietly into the room. I looked down through the window to see the window washer descending on the scaffolding several floors below. He didn’t look up. All I could see was a single individual wearing a blue workman’s coverall and a yellow hard hat.

      The secretary was standing back from the desk now, her trembling hands on her mouth as she gaped at her boss’s body. “Call the police!” I yelled, more for her sake than any real hope that they would catch whoever was descending that scaffolding.

      I left the woman to her nightmare and charged from the room, running back through the front office and down the hall to the elevators. I punched the call button several times and quickly did some mental math. There was no counter to tell me what floor the car was on. On my left was a steel door that led to the stairwell. If I could bound down twenty-six flights of stairs at five seconds per floor, then that would put me a little over two minutes before I reached the ground level.

      I decided to wait it out and called Charlotte as the elevator clicked in the shaft.

      “Did you talk with him?” she answered.

      “No, he’s dead.” An audible gasp came through the phone. “I need you to drive to the east side of the building. I’m on my way down. Remember that window washer you said you wouldn’t want to be?”

      “Of course.”

      “He just killed Smirnoff. He’s coming down the rear of the building.”

      Charlotte answered with a collected poise. “I’m just around the corner. I’ll meet you on the east side in one minute.”

      I heard the elevator rumbling up the shaft, getting closer. My fingers clenched into fists when I heard it stop at the floor directly below. I heard the doors slide open and before they shut again. It had already been a full minute. The killer had to be close to the bottom by now. I held my breath as I listened to the elevator doors shut and the car start upward again. If it passed me up, I was taking the stairs.

      A shadow rose in the crack between the outer doors and then filled it entirely. To my relief, the car came to a stop and, after what seemed like an eternity, the doors slid back. It was empty. I hurried in and selected the ground floor, furiously tapping the button to get the door to close faster. It didn’t seem to work, but ten seconds later, I was finally making my way down.

      Adrenaline was racing through my veins as I stood there helpless, waiting to get to the bottom. The digital number seemed to tick down like it was clogged with molasses, and I found myself silently praying that it wouldn’t stop to let someone else on.

      But at the fourth floor, it slowed and then came to a full stop at the second. “No,” I growled. As soon as the doors slid back, I bolted out, pushing past a lady and tipping her coffee cup out of her hand. She yelled after me as it splattered to the floor. Ignoring her, I pulled open the door to the stairwell. I flew down the stairs, taking them three and four at a time and levering off the handrails on either side to vault myself down. Reaching the lobby level, I yanked open the door and cut through a fresh swarm of people waiting for a ride up. I shot across the lobby and bypassed the revolving door, pushing open a glass door and hitting the sidewalk at full speed. I ran north along the front of the building, dodging oblivious commuters who were busy staring at their phones or lost in thought.

      I turned down the first cross street and saw Charlotte parked near the far corner of the building. By the time I reached her, my legs were burning with exertion. I pulled up and leaned down to speak with her through the open passenger window. “Have you seen anyone walk by?”

      “No. No one. Just a lady on her bike.”

      “Wait here. I’m going to take a look.”

      “Be careful,” she called after me. “You don’t have a gun.”

      I reached the corner of the building and peered around it to see a service entrance with two loading docks and several trash compactors. The adjoining alley was empty of traffic. Only a handful of cars were parked along the curb. Keeping my head down, I moved cautiously behind a compactor and used it for cover as I looked for any sign of movement down the street. The entire service entrance was vacant. No delivery trucks, no one working the loading docks. Across the loading bay, a forklift sat idle, and beyond that, the suspended scaffolding stood a foot above the ground. No one was in it, and a yellow hard hat hung from a hook on the rail. The side door was open.

      Smirnoff was my one and only lead. If his killer got away, then I was back to square one, having come all the way to Russia for nothing. I stepped from the cover of the compactor and cautiously walked the length of a cinder block privacy wall running parallel to the street.

      A man in blue coveralls was walking in the opposite direction from Charlotte’s parking spot. He had replaced the hard hat with a black ball cap and was a good fifteen yards away. Heeding Charlotte’s reminder that I didn’t have a gun, I followed after him. He was tall and broad-shouldered, his hair tapered at the neck, making it impossible to tell if it was blond or light brown. He walked with a brisk, steady gait, and crossed to the other side of the street without bothering to look for an oncoming vehicle.

      I followed him to the adjacent sidewalk and continued to hang back as my mind raced through and eliminated various options. As I saw it, I was left with only two: wait and see where he ended up, then take down an address or a license plate. But that didn't give me positive vibes. That option meant that a cold-blooded killer who had just executed an innocent man would get away.

      The only viable option was to stop him. And to do that, I would need something besides my bare fists. I had no weapon—no gun, no knife, nothing. I made a mental note to mail a dead fish to the CIA guys who cleared out the weapons cache at the safe house.

      The killer approached the next cross street and turned left. I briefly quickened my pace and slowed cautiously as I rounded the corner, making sure he wasn’t waiting for me. The buildings north of Uzol Tower were one- and two-story executive buildings, many of them still under construction. The street was eerily vacant, not even any construction workers, which wasn’t to my liking at all; now I would stand out like a sore thumb. The tall man continued his casual but determined route away from the tower without even bothering to glance back.

      I passed the shell of a one-story building that was only halfway completed and took care to step around construction debris that would give me away if I accidentally kicked it: discarded soda cans, nails, concrete grit left behind by a cement mixer.

      A piece of wood caught my eye. A two-by-four about roughly three feet long. Near one end, a couple of nails protruded from the side. Moving quietly, I picked it up and continued down the freshly paved sidewalk, slowly moving the wood in my hands to familiarize myself with the grip.

      The man was thirty feet in front of me now; I had gained on him a little. If my plan was going to work, I would have to close at least half the distance without him suspecting me. Not good odds.

      I quickened my pace and tightened my grip on the plank. Up ahead a dark blue sedan was parked in the dirt driveway of a construction zone. If that was this man’s ride, then I calculated that I had less than ten seconds to act, to engage him before he got away scot-free.

      Watching where I placed my feet, I shifted my weight to the balls of my feet and advanced, slowly bringing the plank around in a motion to strike. Just as I passed the end of the newly framed building on my right, alarms bells sounded in my head. The man’s left hand disappeared in front of him, and the movement of his elbow seemed to indicate that he was reaching for something. As he pivoted, I abandoned my previous plan and dove headlong through an unframed doorway, letting the wood plank drop to the dusty concrete.

      Three suppressed gunshots cut through the air in rapid succession. The first two lodged into the newly erected frame of the building. The third one tugged at the fabric of my jeans as it narrowly missed my leg. I ducked my head and entered a roll, coming up on my feet and lunging ahead into the dark interior of the building.

      I turned a corner and stopped behind a wall freshly hung with sheetrock. I could still smell the tangy scent of the mud. Peering around it, I saw the man twenty feet away. His right arm was raised and his face buried in the crook to avoid being seen. His eyes were hidden beneath the cap.

      There wasn’t a chance in hell that I was going to outrun this guy. I crouched and started feeling around the floor of the room for any kind of weapon when the shrill sound of police sirens cut through the quiet.

      I froze and listened for the man to advance on me. Instead, and to my relief, I heard a foot shuffle near the front of the building. Cautiously, I moved around to the other side of the wall and looked through an unframed window to see the killer getting into the front seat of the dark blue sedan.

      I muttered a curse and whipped out my phone, calling Charlotte as I moved to the front.

      “Are you okay?” she answered.

      “Come get me. Now!”

      “Where are you?”

      I blurted out directions, and by the time she hung up, the dark blue sedan was in the street, the killer heading north away from my location. I bolted out of the building and watched him turn east two streets down.

      “Come on,” I muttered. The only thread I had was getting away, about to snap, and all I could do was stand in the middle of a vacant street and wait for a ride.

      I started pacing, was about to call Charlotte again when I heard the screech of tires and watched our rental car scream around the corner. She gunned the motor and slammed on the brakes, stopping right beside me.

      I flung her door open. “Let me drive.”

      She unbuckled and quickly slid across the console to the passenger seat. I climbed in, slammed the door, and flattened the pedal. All six cylinders fully engaged with a fresh flood of gasoline. The car lurched forward, and I shot down the road, turning at the second cross street just in time to see the small blue dot of the sedan brake at a stoplight.

      “What happened?” Charlotte asked.

      “I need to get a gun.”

      Half a mile ahead the light switched to green, and the sedan accelerated, turning left and disappearing once again. I tightened my grip on the steering wheel and increased our speed as we left the business district behind and entered a neighborhood with a modern cultural ethos. Outdoor cafes, boutiques, and upscale clothing stores streamed by as I tore down the road. I had no idea what the posted speed limit was, but irritated looks from shoppers and pedestrians informed me that I was way above it.

      Just as we reached the intersection where the sedan had disappeared, the light switched from yellow to red. Charlotte gripped the side of her door as I threw the steering wheel, and the car’s tires struggled for purchase as we skidded across the asphalt, gaining traction just before we rolled onto the sidewalk.

      I straightened out my trajectory and found that I had closed half the distance to the sedan; it was less than a quarter-mile ahead now. Skirting around slower moving vehicles, I continued our advance. The killer appeared to be staying within the speed limit. I doubted he knew I was following him. Yet.

      “What's your plan?” Charlotte asked. Her voice was calm and poised. Impressive under the circumstances.

      “I’ll have to run him off the road and hope that renders him incapable of defending himself. I don’t want to run the risk of either of us getting shot.”

      The road widened from two lanes to four, and a grassy medium opened up to separate the directional flow of traffic. We were back on the outskirts of the city, with green fields and tall trees starting to appear. But it wasn’t going to last long. A glance down the road showed it turned back toward the main artery of the city. That meant more traffic. If I was going to do something, I would have to do it now.

      “Hold on,” I said and pinned the accelerator to the floor. The engine revved loudly, and we crept up to the back end of the sedan. I checked my mirrors for nearby vehicles and let off the pedal. The momentum carried us into the corner of the sedan’s rear bumper.

      Our torsos leaned hard into our seatbelts as the car lurched from the impact and a distance of a few feet opened up between the cars. The rear axle of the sedan shuddered, and the tires lost their connection with the road. But it was only for a moment. The killer quickly righted his vehicle and subdued the fishtail, accelerating quickly down the road.

      “That would have put anyone else in the ditch,” Charlotte said. “This guy has more than one skill set.”

      “You’re telling me.”

      The other car’s engine was stronger than ours, and I revved ours up to 70 kph… 80… 90… weaving around a white Mercedes and a delivery truck as I tried my best to stay with him.

      The sedan was nearly a hundred yards ahead when its brake lights lit up and the killer merged left into a turnoff lane. On the other side of the medium, traffic was streaming, forcing him to wait before he crossed over.

      “Hold on,” I said. “I’ll get him this time.”

      My knuckles turned white as I tightened them around the wheel and braced for an impact. I slowed to under 50 kph and prepared to clip the rear quarter panel.

      But at the last second, a break opened up in the flow of traffic and the killer gunned the sedan across the double lanes, pulling into the entrance of a guarded facility.

      I slammed on my brakes. The car locked up, and the tires scarred the asphalt, leaving dual streaks of melted rubber behind us as we came to a stop along the verge. Passing cars laid on their horns as irritated drivers let me know what they thought of my driving skills.

      Across the medium, on the other side of the road, was a low-rising hill on top of which sat a five-story building. A parking garage was tethered to its western side. A high iron-spiked fence ran the circumference of the property, and at the entrance stood a security booth and a lowered barrier arm.

      Charlotte and I watched helplessly as the killer rolled down his window and presented a badge to the guard. The guard scanned it with a handheld device, and the barrier arm lifted. The killer gunned the sedan and tore around a bend in the road that led up the side of the hill. Moments later, he had disappeared into the parking garage.

      “Well, we’re not getting in there,” Charlotte said matter-of-factly.

      “What is it?” I asked.

      She read the sign out loud, struggling with a couple of the words. “The National... Institute of Scientific... Cooperation. I think the last word is cooperation. I could be wrong.”

      “No, I guess we’re not.” I grit my jaw and slammed down a palm on the steering wheel.

      “Did you get a good look at him?” she asked.

      “No. He’s tall and well-built. But I never came close to seeing his face. He was careful not to show it.”

      “Sounds like he’s a pro. A novice would have been looking around.”

      “He’s a pro, all right. The hit on Smirnoff was carried out with absolute precision. I got his license plate number. I’ll text it to Bahar and see what he can make of it.”

      “So… what now?” she asked.

      Staring out the window to the entrance of the parking garage, I drummed my fingers on the wheel and let out a protracted sigh. “The ball’s in your court. I’m at a dead end. Smirnoff was my only lead.”
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      Yuri Gladkov circled up the parking garage to the third level and double parked the dark blue sedan at an angle. He turned off the vehicle and collected himself. Despite feeling no inward anxiety, his heart was racing. He had planned for every possible contingency. That he had been followed was not surprising. But the aggressiveness of the driver trying to run him off the road had been. He would have expected that from the police. But the vehicle that pursued him was unmarked. Curious, to say the least.

      Yuri stepped out of the car and made his way to a metal door on the side of the building. He scanned his badge. The door lock released with an audible click. He went inside and down an empty hallway, through a set of swinging double doors, and scanned his badge again at a heavy wooden door.

      He entered a large room with two rows of stainless steel tables on which sat beakers, test tubes, and equipment about which Yuri had no knowledge. The polished linoleum squares on the floor reflected the light from the halogens above and gave the room a clinical feel. There was a faint scent of bleach.

      A gray-haired man with broad shoulders stood with his back to him, engaged in conversation with a compact man in a lab coat. Yuri waited patiently with his hands clasped behind his back. When the conversation was over, the man in the lab coat left out the other end of the room. Mikhail Ivanov turned around and slowly examined Yuri. Neither man wore any expression. Their relationship was strictly business, completely transactional. The blithe disposition that Mikhail had presented to Yuri at his dacha two weeks ago had evaporated before the gravity of the mission at hand.

      “You are flustered,” Mikhail noted.

      “I have never been flustered in my life.”

      “You do not appear calm.”

      “Someone gave chase in their car.”

      “Such a possibility was not unexpected.”

      “No. It was not.”

      “Who was it?”

      “I do not know. I did not get a good look at him. There was a lady in the car with him. Perhaps he was an off-duty police officer or just a regular man trying to be a hero.” Yuri thought the man’s driving skills had been particularly good, but he did not convey the sentiment to Mikhail.

      “But the hit? It was carried out?”

      “Of course.”

      Mikhail gave a satisfied grunt. He said, mostly to himself. “Smirnoff surely had something to do with my previous plans getting leaked. He was too well connected, and his conscience was too soft. I will sleep better knowing that there is no chance of him catching wind of what I am planning now.”

      “Is there anything else you need?” Yuri asked. The question had no charity behind it. It was simply his way of hinting that he was ready for the meeting to end.

      “Yes, in fact. I need you to remain here. There is someone I need you to meet for me. He will be arriving here in two, perhaps three hours.”

      Yuri nodded his assent.

      Mikhail reached into his back pocket and tugged out an envelope. He handed it to Yuri. “You will give this to him. That is all. After you complete that, you may leave.”

      “What is his name and where in this facility am I to meet him?”

      Mikhail told him, providing precise details. “You did good, Yuri. I believe you are clear on what you are to accomplish next?”

      “All will be carried out as ordered.”

      “Very good. Fulfill your directives over these next two days, and according to our arrangement, your ankle bracelet will be removed and you will become a free man once again.” Mikhail turned and exited through the same door as the scientist had.

      Yuri’s stomach grumbled. He left the room and charted a course for the cafeteria on the floor below.
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        * * *

      

      “You haven’t eaten a thing,” Charlotte said. “What are you thinking?”

      We were sitting in a bohemian-vibe restaurant in Saint Petersburg’s Tsentralny District, the cultural heart of the city. Hip art spaces, luxe clubs, and trendy stores were all set among some of the most iconic buildings in all of Russia. Half a kilometer down the street sat the onion-domed Church of the Savior on Spilled Blood and beyond that, the State Hermitage Museum on Palace Square.

      Edward Kristoff’s plane had landed half an hour ago, and we had been killing time as we waited for him to check into the luxury hotel across the street.

      “I don’t like coming up short,” I replied. “Someone must have known we were coming, that knew we were here to talk with Smirnoff.”

      “How could Ivanov, or whoever might be behind this, know anything about you coming here? Florin doesn’t get a phone call or a visit from his lawyer for another two days, so he couldn’t have said anything.” She shrugged. “It has to have been Oleg. Other than our own people, no one else knew who you were coming here to meet with Smirnoff.”

      After Smirnoff’s killer got away, I left Oleg a voicemail asking him to call me back. I believed what he told me about his hatred toward Ivanov. I also pegged him for the kind of man who would have enough discretion not to tell Smirnoff that I was coming to meet with him.

      “It wasn’t Oleg,” I said. “I’ll double-check with him when he calls me back, but there’s something else at play here.”

      Charlotte stabbed at a rogue olive that had escaped what was left of her salad. She popped it in her mouth. “And it’s driving you nuts that you’ve hit a brick wall. You’re stuck in a foreign city and have nothing to do but watch your girlfriend solve this case?” There was a slight twinkle in her eye.

      “I’ll find another lead. I’ve got Bahar and an entire team stateside working on it.”

      “And yet you’re still sitting in a hoity-toity restaurant with me with your shoulders slumped, looking like someone just stole your ice cream cone.”

      I straightened my posture. “My shoulders aren’t slumped.”

      She winked at me as I drained the rest of my coffee. “It’s fancy here,” she said, looking out the window onto the street. “I think I might like it better than Paris. It’s so charming and eloquent.”

      “It’s not bad,” I said. “But I’ll take a sunrise from the top deck of my houseboat any day.”

      My phone buzzed. “Hey, Bahar.”

      “Ryan, I am viewing the feed from the airport terminal. It looks like Edward Kristoff left the airport fifteen minutes ago. He should be at the hotel within the next five minutes.” I thanked him and hung up.

      “What did he say?” Charlotte asked.

      “Time to move.” I raised my hand to get the waiter’s attention. “Check please.”

      

      After leaving the restaurant, we returned to the car parked at the end of the block. I popped the trunk and opened the Pelican case Bahar had placed there early this morning. Charlotte reached in and grabbed an earpiece, fitting it into her ear while I did the same with mine. When I turned on the receiver, I heard a slight crackle and then everything evened out.

      “Testing, one.”

      “Testing, two,” Charlotte chimed.

      “I read you both,” Bahar said.

      Charlotte reached into the case, lifted the molded insert, and selected two items from the other side of the insert. One was a black plastic tube the length of a cigar, the other a shiny metal device the size of a cell phone, but twice as thick. She placed them in her pocket, and I snapped the case closed and shut the trunk.

      We made our way up to Inzhenernaya Street and crossed over to the Grand Hermitage Hotel, a four-story, 150-year-old building with an ornately designed facade. The doorman pulled open the door for us, and we stepped into a domed, marble-and-gilt lobby. Two waiting areas were stationed across the floor, and a stone staircase led up to a wide landing and then turned at a ninety-degree angle before continuing up to the second floor.

      “Nice place,” I said. “For a guy who got out of prison a year ago, he sure isn’t skimping on travel arrangements.”

      “He has most of his money offshore,” Charlotte said. “It’s probably in the millions.”

      We made our way to a waiting area and selected a white leather couch. The lobby was humming with the sounds of guests checking in, valets moving luggage, and patrons speaking on their cell phones. Perfect background noise for a catnap. I leaned back and closed my eyes. “Let me know when he shows up,” I said.

      Ten minutes later, I had just drifted off when Charlotte nudged me with her elbow. “He’s here.” I sat up and rubbed my eyes. My vision cleared in time to see a man with gaunt features—a slender head, high cheekbones, and a large mouth. Just like the picture Kathleen had shown everyone at MacDill, his black hair was buzzed on the sides and slicked back on the top. Edward Kristoff looked exactly like what he was: a well-dressed criminal.

      He walked with a confident stride and stared at his cell phone all the way to the check-in counter at the far end of the lobby.

      “Bahar,” I said, “he’s checking in now.”

      “Okay. Wait a moment. I will let you know when they have assigned him a room.”

      As the desk clerk received Kristoff’s passport, Charlotte passed me the plastic tube she had taken from the case in the trunk of our car. I pushed off the couch. “You want to come?” I asked.

      “No. I’ll go up with you later.”

      I waited for a luggage cart to roll past before heading across the lobby and stopping at the base of the stairs. I stood to the side, feigning interest in something on my phone while I waited for Bahar. Finally, “Ryan, they have assigned him a room number. It is 2460. On the second floor.”

      A glance at the checkout counter showed Kristoff pocketing his passport and shouldering the strap of the only bag he’d brought with him.

      “You’d better hurry,” Charlotte said. “He seems to be in a hurry.”

      I bounded up the stairs while trying to appear as casual as possible. Reaching the second floor, I scanned the wall plates for what direction to go, then cut right and jogged quickly down the hall. I found room 2460 near the end. I unscrewed the cap from the tube and turned to face the direction I had just come. Kristoff would appear around the corner at any moment. Kneeling on one knee, I carefully poured out the tube’s contents along the threshold of the door, scattering it across a small area of the carpet. The filaments looked like clear pencil shavings, but when I stood up and examined the area, I couldn’t see a thing. The tiny threads blended right in with the light from the wall sconces.

      As Kristoff rounded the corner, I pocketed the tube, pulled out my phone, and put my back to him as I pretended I was in the middle of a call. His footsteps padded closer, and I glanced over my shoulder to see him still on his phone. He pulled his attention away from it only to check the numbers on the doors.

      Seconds later, I heard his key card slip into the reader. It gave a short beep, and the lock disengaged. As soon as he walked in and the door slammed shut behind him, I started back toward the staircase.

      “Bahar, the tube is now empty.”

      Bahar had explained it all to me this morning: the filaments were bleeding edge espionage technology that would form a cohesive bond when pressure was applied—like when someone stepped on them. Once that occurred, they would generate an electrical pulse, a signal that was strong enough to pick up and track. When applied to the bottom of a shoe, it would not interfere with the sole’s traction in any way. The fibers were resilient enough to resist damage and wear for up to thirty thousand steps across rough ground.

      “I am getting an initial reading, Ryan. It can take up to thirty minutes for the filaments to bond and for them to generate a signal.”

      “What now?” Charlotte asked as I made my way down the stairs.

      “We wait here for him to leave his room. In the meantime, I could use another catnap.”

      I didn’t get one. Less than five minutes after I returned to the couch and closed my eyes, Charlotte nudged me again. “Kristoff.”

      I sighed and sat up to see the former convict striding toward the front of the lobby.

      Charlotte reached up and adjusted her earpiece. “Bahar, do you have a signal yet?”

      “No. It is weak and intermittent. I should have one in five or ten minutes. Don’t worry, by the time he arrives at his destination, I will have a signal.”

      Through the front windows, I watched as Kristoff held out his hand for a cab. “Let’s go,” I said. “Wherever he’s going, I don’t want to be far behind.”

      She followed me up to the second floor and brought out the larger device she had taken from the Pelican case. She placed it up against the card reader. “Bahar, the key jack is in place.”

      “One moment.”

      “Do we need to watch our step?” she whispered.

      “No,” Bahar replied. “Any filaments that were left behind have been rendered inactive. Okay, you should be getting access.”

      The door lock beeped as though a card had been inserted. As soon as the lock clicked, Charlotte tried the door handle. It gave way, and we quickly stepped inside, letting the door shut behind us.

      The spacious room’s decor matched the opulence of the lobby. Gilded wood-scrolled furniture and a coffered ceiling with exposed dark wood beams.

      “Fancy,” Charlotte whispered.

      We stepped past the bathroom and closet toward a desk near the window. Kristoff’s leather bag sat atop it. Moving quickly, Charlotte unzipped a heavy pocket on the side. Not finding his laptop, she zipped it back and pulled on a tab at the top. She reached in, came out with the laptop, and placed it on the desk. She raised the screen and set the phone-looking device gently across the keyboard.

      “Okay, Bahar. Ready for data mirroring.”

      No answer.

      “Bahar?”

      “I’m sorry. Hold on.”

      Charlotte shot me a glance.

      “Everything okay, Bahar?”

      When he replied, his voice was infused with fresh urgency, and his words caused the hair on the back of my neck to stand up. “I am getting an intermittent signal from Kristoff. He is on his way back to the room.”

      Charlotte cursed and handed me the device. She slammed the laptop shut, returned it to the bag, and zipped it shut. She bit down on her bottom lip as she positioned the bag exactly as we had found it.

      As we turned and started for the door, Bahar made another announcement: “He is already on your floor. Just… five doors down.”

      “We have to hide,” Charlotte said. She darted into the bathroom and came right back out. “The shower is all glass.”

      “The closet,” I said. We shot toward it. The door was a wood-slatted accordion. I grabbed the knob and yanked it back to see Kristoff’s suitcase taking up half the space. As Charlotte slipped in beside it, Kristoff’s key slid into the reader. Twisting my body so as not to crush Charlotte, I wedged myself in between her and the wall, slipping my fingers between the slats and pulling the door shut just as Kristoff pushed open the door to the room.

      My head had hit a hanger on the way into the closet; it was swinging loudly over our heads. Charlotte reached up and grabbed it just as Kristoff stepped into the room and the door slammed behind him.

      We watched with our breath held as his shadow covered the door and stopped there. If he opened that door, it was all over. The door rattled as he grabbed the handle, and I watched helplessly as the door began to slide away on its track.

      Kristoff’s phone rang. He let go of the handle. “Yeah?” A second later, his shadow disappeared around the corner. Charlotte allowed herself a quiet exhale. She still had her hand on the hanger and used her free hand to move my elbow out of her ribs.

      “No,” we heard him say. “I’m not around right now… out of the country… it doesn’t matter where.” It was quiet for a while, then, “That’s fine. I’ll hit you up when I get back… a couple of days probably.” He said goodbye and hung up. I braced myself for him to return to the closet. But instead, I heard the sound of a zipper. He dug through the bag on the desk and the sound of his footsteps moved toward the bed. A lamp scraped on the nightstand and we heard him grunt like he had just climbed onto something. More grunts and a few scrapes later he got down, returned to his bag, and zipped it up. He passed the closet, entered the bathroom, and urinated into the toilet. After flushing, he rinsed his hands in the sink, flipped the bathroom light off, and left the room.

      As soon as the door shut, I felt Charlotte’s body relax.

      Bahar had stayed silent the whole time. Now he said, “Kristoff is heading back down to the lobby. But do not go any farther into the room. You need to leave it immediately.”

      “Why?” Charlotte asked. “What’s wrong?”

      “I am detecting another frequency coming from the room. It wasn’t there before he entered. Just a moment.” We waited for him to return to the line. “Yes. He must have returned to the room to place a camera. Are there any mirrors—anything—that might reflect your location back to the camera?”

      I peered through the slats but didn’t see a mirror anywhere.

      “I think he placed the camera in the corner behind us,” Charlotte said. “There is a wall between us and the bed. We should be all right.”

      “Even so,” Bahar said. “You should tuck your faces into your shirts until you are safely out of the room. Move as though you wish for a snail to outrace you. If the camera picks up any moving shadows or reflection, he will know that someone was in his room.”

      “So just to be clear,” Charlotte said. “No getting into his laptop?”

      “Not unless he left it in the bathroom, no.”

      “Crap.”

      I placed my hands on the closet door and slowly pushed out. Seeing nothing that might reflect our moves to the camera behind us, I cautiously led the way out of the closet. Charlotte eased the door shut behind us.

      “Kristoff has left the hotel,” Bahar said.

      We exited the room and stood somberly in the hallway. “So much for a contingency,” Charlotte said. “I would have really liked to have been able to trace what he does on that laptop. I guess the only thing we have left is to follow him. If he’s meeting with someone, then that may well provide us with another thread.”

      We left the hotel and returned to our vehicle. Five minutes later we drove out of Tsentralny District and headed north again, away from the city. Bahar furnished me with directions.

      “Kristoff’s taxi just turned off the freeway,” he said. “He is still two miles ahead of you. I will tell you when to exit.”

      “We need to think of another way to get into that laptop,” Charlotte said. “Kristoff isn’t here because he loves eighteenth-century Russian culture. Whatever he’s up to, it’s not good. I need every bit of evidence I can get. I’m going to make sure he goes back to prison until his hair turns white.”

      “He’ll make a mistake,” I said. “And when he does, we’ll be there to exploit it.”

      “It appears that Kristoff has arrived at his location,” Bahar said. “But I would not bother following him any longer.”

      “What?” Charlotte said. “Why?”

      “Because he has arrived at the National Institute of Scientific Cooperation,”

      Charlotte groaned and pinched the bridge of her nose. “Well, we’re having quite the productive day, aren’t we?”
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      Kristoff stayed less than twenty minutes at the Institute. He returned to the hotel with no diversions, and because we had been unable to access his laptop manually, we were unable to see what he was working on. Bahar was unable to get into it any other way; Kristoff’s firewalls and encryption software were just too good.

      I called Kathleen on our return trip to the safe house and debriefed her on our day. I was hoping that the analysts at MacDill would have turned up another lead by now; someone that I could follow, interrogate, or manhandle for some answers. But they hadn’t turned up anything else. Whatever was going on and whoever was behind it, they were doing a stellar job of covering their tracks.

      When Charlotte and I walked into the cabin, Brad was sitting on the couch watching a Russian soap opera with no subtitles.

      “What are you doing?” I asked.

      “Recuperating. What are you doing?”

      On the screen, an attractive, perfectly made-up lady was crying. I plopped onto the other couch. “You know, I’m sure Bahar could find a way to hack into any streaming service in the world. You don’t have to watch this crap.”

      “Dude, it’s not crap. This lady, her husband just left her. Or maybe it was a boyfriend. Or a lover.” He shrugged.

      Bahar appeared from down the hall and took a seat in an easy chair. He looked at Charlotte, and then to me. I was trying not to look as frustrated as I felt. “I still have a good signal on Kristoff,” Bahar said. “Wherever he goes next, we will follow.”

      “Until he changes what shoes he wears,” Brad said, still staring at the TV. We all turned our attention to him. He looked up. “What? It could happen, you know?”

      “It is not likely,” Bahar said. “We are not in a warm climate. It’s not as if he is going to change into a pair of flip flops.”

      Brad grabbed the remote and turned off the TV. He took a long draw of water from the cup beside him. “Okay. So Bahar updated me on your day. What do we know about this Institute that seems to be a favorite hangout for bad guys?”

      “That’s a good question,” I said. “Bahar?”

      “From what I can see they perform government-sponsored experiments. Mostly in the biotech field. Some domestic corporations pay for them to conduct research as well. But… for our purposes, I discovered something that could be beneficial. Three of Mikhail Ivanov’s companies have commissioned research there as well. With a focus on fuel and GMOs specifically.”

      “Would it have anything to do with research that Luganov stopped doing with nuclear energy?” Charlotte asked. “The research that Florin was interested in?”

      “No. I do not believe so. That research was conducted through a different organization in Moscow. Could there be some overlap? Perhaps.”

      “Then what do you think is going on?” I asked.

      “Occam’s razor.”

      Brad frowned. “Whose razor?”

      “It’s a philosophical rule,” Charlotte said. “In its most basic form, it states that the simplest explanation is usually the best one. In other words, don’t go looking for a complex answer when a simple one may suffice.”

      “Then what is the simplest answer?” Brad asked.

      “Smirnoff was assassinated less than five kilometers from the Institute,” I said. “And Kristoff’s hotel is less than four kilometers from there. It might be that the Institute simply provides a good rendezvous point for whoever is running the show. He can come and go without being seen and can meet in secret.”

      “Precisely,” Bahar said. “Of course, it could very well be that Ivanov is planning to employ research he acquired at the Institute. It could also be that he is not even involved with any of this at all. We still cannot be very sure of anything.”

      Bahar was right, but I was glad to hear Ivanov’s name brought back into the conversation. At least he had some connection, however vague, to the events of the day. Whoever was running this show was employing Edward Kristoff for some unknown purpose and had Alexei Smirnoff murdered. The two were clearly linked. Now I just had to find out how. My government had trusted me with the task of determining whether Mikhail Ivanov was planning something that could harm the United States in any way. I had no plans to fail at that.

      Charlotte turned her attention to Brad. “How is your back?”

      “Oh,” Bahar said. “He is doing terribly. I think that he is dying.”

      Brad cocked an eyebrow. “Is that a joke?” He looked at me. “Did Bahar just try to make a joke?”

      Bahar rolled his eyes. “Ryan, you left me with this man all day. He is like a big baby. Calling all day: ‘Bahar, I need you to get me this. Bahar can you get me that?’”

      “He had the flu last year,” I said. “Lisa almost left him over it. He can kill people with his bare hands, but can’t handle a little discomfort.”

      Brad shot me a glare. “Give me a break, you guys. Charlotte, to answer your question, I have a lot of ibuprofen coursing through my veins and I’ve been drinking water like it’s going out of style. Speaking of which, I need to let some of it go.” He stood up with a grimace. “Hey Bahar, when I get back you want to lay some wet paper towels on my back?” He winked at Charlotte while Bahar slowly raised his hand and offered him the bird.
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      When I woke the next morning, Edward Kristoff still hadn’t left his hotel room after returning from the Institute the day before. Bahar had stayed up most of the night trying to find a way into his laptop via the hotel’s wireless feed, even recruiting help from the team of analysts at MacDill. But Kristoff’s safeguards proved too advanced. The man knew how to protect his data.

      After taking a shower, I made myself a cup of coffee and then poured one for Bahar. When I walked into his office, he was still working at his keyboard. I set the coffee next to his mousepad.

      “What are you working on?”

      He performed a few more keystrokes, leaned back in his chair, and pressed the heels of his hands onto his eyes. When he took them away, he blinked hard and seemed to notice the coffee for the first time.

      “You brought this?”

      “Figured you could use it.”

      “Yes. Thank you.” He sniffed the aroma and took a long sip. “I am running a new protocol to try to get into Kristoff’s computer. Other than the email he received in Boston and the phone call he made from the bar, we have nothing. If we are going to get anywhere with him, it will either come from discovering what is on his laptop or from following him.”

      “I appreciate your willingness to help,” I said.

      “It is my pleasure.” He stroked his beard and took another sip of coffee. “Ryan, I once had a deep hatred for America. My life changed for good the day that you arrested me. At the time I was a bitter young man filled with much hate. I was fortunate to get another chance. Since then I have grown keenly aware of all the hate in this world. It seems to be in the air many people breathe.” He slowly stroked his beard again. “What I am trying to say is that I am honored to be working alongside you.”

      Before I could respond, a notification popped up on one of the monitors. Bahar scooted his chair in and clicked on the notification.

      “What is it?” I asked.

      “Kristoff just used his credit card to rent a car. It will be delivered to him at eight o’clock this morning.” He glanced at the timestamp in the corner of his monitor. “That will be in just under two hours.” Another monitor beeped, and Bahar gave it his full attention. He mumbled something and clicked around as he squinted at the screen. “This is very good.”

      He spent the next several minutes clicking and typing. I resisted the urge to question him. Finally, he sat back and ran both fingers through his hair. He swiveled his chair toward me and offered a rare smile. “I have a small fragment from what he has been working on in his hotel room.”

      “What is it?”

      “It could be a number of things. But this suggests that Kristoff is modifying an existing program called Sandstone. It is an extendable breaching software. Perhaps it would help to think of a large, flat Lego piece. Once you have that, there is an infinite number of possibilities by which you can add to it and how you can build off of it. Used properly, Sandstone allows the human agent to access highly secure systems and then to insert spyware, corrupted data, or even revise existing data without any digital footprint. Kristoff appears to be using Sandstone to infiltrate a program used by most of the shipping companies in the Western Hemisphere.”

      “Much of Ivanov’s net worth is tied up in shipping,” I noted.

      “Yes.”

      “So if you’re right about this, what could his angle be?”

      “Again, Sandstone is a highly sophisticated software. There are not many individuals who can use it effectively without employing a large team. But Edward Kristoff happens to be one of those individuals.” Bahar returned his attention to the screen. “Based on this partial data, I would say that there is a good chance that Kristoff—and Ivanov if that is who is employing him—is attempting to infiltrate an inventory system. It may be so that he can place contraband on board a ship without it being tracked or accounted for.”

      “So he’s trying to smuggle something?”

      “Perhaps. Ivanov has made a great deal of money in the shipping industry. I am certain that he has smuggled many illegal items on his own ships. Getting Kristoff involved makes me think that he might be trying to smuggle something via ports or channels he has no influence over.”

      I took another sip of my coffee and considered the angle. “If that’s the case then it means that he’s moving something he never has before, or needs a container to go somewhere he’s never sent one before.”

      “Precisely.”

      “Or,” I added, “it could be something more sinister.”

      “How so?”

      “Last month Ivanov was trying to get a nuclear physicist back to work so he could profit from his death-dealing technology. He’s probably behind yesterday’s assassination of Alexei Smirnoff. I can’t imagine that he brought Kristoff all the way over here just so he could open up a new smuggling channel. He must have a stronger angle than that.”

      “Hmm. That is an excellent point, Ryan.”

      We continued spitballing for several more minutes. Bahar reassessed his data fragment. “This is very helpful,” he said. “But unless I can get something more detailed, I think you should stick with trailing Kristoff.” He typed in several commands and stood up. “I am going to the kitchen. I could use some breakfast.”

      I followed him out of the office and back to the center of the house. Brad was sitting awake on the couch but still looking groggy. “Hey,” I said. “How are you feeling?”

      “Back is super tender. I don’t feel flu-ish anymore. But I don’t think I can take another day of lying around. I’m gonna go nuts if I have to stay around here all day. What can I help with?”

      “I’m not sure yet. I think Bahar and I have a better idea of what Kristoff might be up to.” I filled him in on the Sandstone angle. “Kristoff rented a car, which tells me he wants to move around with more autonomy or anonymity. Charlotte and I are going to keep an eye on him. As soon as I have something else to go on, I’ll throw it your way.”
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        * * *

      

      Charlotte and I left the safe house just after 0700. We returned to the Tsentralny District, where I fed a parking meter and waited down the street from the hotel. At the top of the hour, Bahar notified us that Kristoff had left his hotel room. “He has stopped in the lobby. It appears that he is checking out of the hotel.”

      When Kristoff emerged from the revolving door, he approached a waiting Honda Pilot. The driver got out, handed Kristoff the keys, and then got into the passenger side of a white sedan that was waiting behind them. Kristoff loaded his bag into the back seat of the Pilot and got behind the wheel.

      “He is pulling away now,” Bahar said.

      “I see him.”

      Charlotte and I followed Kristoff out of the Tsentralny District. He headed west through the municipal district and passed through a suburban sprawl before turning into a large city park on the verge of the Neva River. The park was well-cared for—lush green fields with stone-paved walking trails that were hemmed by healthy maples and birches. Kristoff turned into the main parking area, drove to the end, and got out. He opened the back door, reached in, and took out his bag. We watched from a parking space at the front as he stepped onto a path and followed it toward the river, where he took a seat on a bench.

      “He’s waiting for someone,” I told Bahar.

      On the far side of the park, a handful of mothers stood talking alongside a playground as their younger ones navigated the slides, swings, and monkey bars. Several joggers in tracksuits made their way around the park, and an older couple walked hand-in-hand. Two men were practicing soccer drills in an open field.

      Five minutes elapsed. Ten. Twenty. Kristoff had barely moved on the bench. His back was toward us, but he stared calmly at the buildings across the river.

      “Maybe he just needed a place to think,” Charlotte said.

      “He’s a sewer rat. He doesn’t strike me as the kind of guy who feels the need to breathe fresh air.”

      “Yeah. I guess you’re right.”

      One of the joggers followed the main path past the playground, past the water fountains, and continued on as it bent around a stand of trees and followed the contours of the river. He slowed as he approached Kristoff’s position. He drew up and set a foot on the bench. Kristoff acknowledged something he said with a short nod of his head. The jogger bent over and tied his shoe. Moments later, he was off again, jogging past a maple tree and following the path around to the other side of the park.

      “That was it,” I said.

      Kristoff stood up and slipped a hand into his pocket. When he brought his hand back out, it was empty. He made his way back to the car.

      “Should I follow the jogger?” Charlotte asked.

      “No. Let’s leave him be. Right now Kristoff doesn’t seem to think he’s being tailed. I don’t want to throw any alarm bells if someone else is watching.”

      There was one entrance to the park. As Kristoff made his way to the car, I pulled out of our space and drove back to the main road. I turned right and drove fifty yards before pulling into the parking lot of a daycare, where we waited for Kristoff’s car to emerge. We had followed him into the park. I didn’t want him noticing the same car following him out.

      Charlotte’s phone rang. She put it on speakerphone. “Hey, Pam.”

      “Charlotte. Hey, are you busy?” Her D.C. analyst’s voice was as peppy as when I had met her two days ago.

      “Go ahead.”

      “Okay. Well, we’ve run upon the name of an American who used to work for a defense contractor. Eight years ago he ended up selling off some low-grade missile technology to the Russians. Once he realized the authorities were coming around, he fled to Russia. The DoJ sought to have him extradited, but the Russian government denied the request.”

      “What does he have to do with Ivanov?” Charlotte asked.

      “Once he got over there, Ivanov befriended him and milked him for all the knowledge he had, then Ivanov turned around and sold that information to the Syrians. After that, Ivanov hired him to come work for him and even invited him into some of his inner circle. But last year they had a falling out of sorts and Ivanov gave him the cold shoulder. Now, if we could have a talk with him, could dangle some kind of immunity in front of him, he might be able to point us in the right direction.”

      “Where is he?”

      “Well, that’s the thing. He keeps a low profile for obvious reasons. We’re not exactly sure how to get in touch with him.”

      “I’m going to need more than that, Pam.”

      “I know, boss. So I was thinking, the U.S. consulate usually keeps an eye on people like this. Dissents, traitors, and the like. There’s a good chance that they can get us within earshot of this guy. I called the embassy in Moscow and they said to try the consulate in Saint Petersburg. I’ve been trying to call the consulate, but I can’t get anyone in the right department to answer. It might make sense to go over there. It’s a shot in the dark, but it’s better than no shot at all.”

      Charlotte tapped a finger on her knee as she thought. “Thanks for getting creative, Pam. We’ll look into it.”

      “You betcha.”

      When they disconnected, I asked Bahar if he got all that.

      “I did, Ryan.”

      “Go ahead and put Brad on it. I know you’re trying to keep a low profile, but since you’re more familiar with the city and you know the language, I need you to play taxi driver. You and Brad stop by the consulate and see what you can come away with.”

      “Do you need me to continue keeping track of Kristoff’s movements?”

      “No. We’ve got him. Just bring your laptop with you in case we lose him.”
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      Brad Pierce looked out the window at the passing cityscape and shook his head. “Man, these buildings are something, aren’t they?”

      “Some of the most historic in all of Russia,” Bahar replied. The light ahead turned green, and he accelerated with the traffic to his right. “Peter the Great brought this country from a backwoods Tsardom into a European country in its own right. The ground this city sits on was a swamp four hundred years ago. Peter envisioned a port city whose grandeur would rival any city in Europe.”

      “Well, he knocked that out of the part, didn’t he?”

      They approached the two-story granite consulate, and Bahar slowed. “I need to find a parking area,” he said.

      “I guess since you’re not a U.S. citizen, just wait in the car,” Brad said.

      “I am sure they have a waiting area in the front. This is not the embassy in Moscow.”

      “Do you need to pee or something?”

      “No, I don’t need to pee.” Bahar snapped.

      “Then why would you want to come in? It’s a boring consulate, for crying out loud.”

      Bahar rolled his eyes. “I do not understand you, Brad Pierce. But fine. I will wait in the car. You go inside.”

      “Okay. I’ll go inside.”

      “Okay.”

      Bahar stopped the car. Brad got out and then leaned down to the open window. “Don’t go far. I don’t know how long this will take.”

      “Brad, I’m not going inside and I’m not going far. Is there anything else that you need?”

      “Yeah. While you’re waiting, drive around and see if you can find somewhere to buy a Diet Coke, will you?”

      Bahar mumbled something in Arabic and then waved him off as he rolled up the window in Brad’s face.

      “What? What did I say?” Brad asked through the glass. Bahar pulled away.

      

      Brad presented his credentials to the guard outside the front of the consulate. He was granted access, and after clearing security, he stated his business to a young lady manning a help desk in the lobby. Brad was asked to wait down the hall where a row of chairs was positioned against the wall.

      He had been lying or sitting around an airplane and a safe house for the better part of two days now. He was in no mood to sit. Instead, he perused the framed pictures along the wall: headshots of State Department leadership, pictures of iconic Russian buildings, a corked bulletin board with notices of which he was fairly certain no one ever took note.

      Footsteps echoed along the floor behind him. He turned to see a bald, clean-shaven man whose eyes looked like saucers through the thick lenses of his glasses. He stopped in front of Brad.

      “Can I help you?”

      Brad introduced himself as an agent with Homeland.

      “Homeland? Aren’t you a little out of your jurisdiction?”

      “I’m with one of their sub-agencies. We have jurisdiction all the way to the moon.”

      The consular officer gave him a tentative look. “All right then. What can I help you with?”

      Brad gave him the name of the man that Charlotte got from Pam. “He’s a traitor of sorts, and we were informed that you all might have a local file on him. He may have connections to someone we’re trying to locate.”

      “I’m not familiar with that name. But then that’s John Coleman’s area, not mine. Unfortunately, Coleman has called in sick the last couple of days.”

      “But you do have files on people like this?”

      “Yes. We do. But only Coleman would know how to access them. Those files live on a database that requires him to access it personally.”

      “Who else works with Coleman? Are they available?”

      “Agent Bierce—”

      “Pierce,” Brad corrected.

      “Right. Well, Agent Pierce, we’re a relatively small consulate. If this is urgent, then you might have more success contacting the embassy in Moscow.”

      “Already tried that. They told me to come here.”

      The officer spread his hands. “I’m not sure how I can help. I can take your—”

      “Nope. I don’t have time to wait for a callback that will never come. Just give me Coleman’s home address. I’ll stop by and knock on his door.”

      “Oh.” He frowned. “I’m afraid I can’t do that.”

      Brad gave him a blank stare and sighed heavily into the man’s face. “Look, do you know where I live?”

      “I just met you. How would I know where—”

      “I’ll tell you. I put my head down every night in the Florida Keys. The Keys, Buck-O. And on top of that, I just got ripped away from the Maldives to come here. Now, do you think I want to be in Russia right now? Because let me tell you, I do not. It’s not even winter, and I don’t want to be here. So just what do you think an agent of Homeland Security is doing all the hell way out here if it wasn’t important and time-sensitive? My boss has direct access to the Secretary of State, who, I believe, is at the very top of your consular food chain. Try and bust my balls on this and see if you have a job in the morning.”

      

      Five minutes later, Brad was walking out of the consulate with a scrap of paper in his hand.

      “Got an address,” Brad said after getting back in the car. “There’s someone we need to go see.”

      “Okay. Where?” Bahar asked.

      Brad’s gaze fell to the empty cup holders. “Where’s my Diet Coke?”
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      John Coleman stared fixedly at the digital clock hanging on the kitchen wall. The man had informed him that he would be here at exactly 10:55 AM.

      It was 10:53.

      While he waited, his thoughts turned toward his ignoble escapades in the dark of night.

      10:54

      Why couldn’t he have just kept it together? Why had he allowed himself to do something that would have given the Russians the opportunity to blackmail him? And why was he such a coward that even now, with his reputation and his mother’s life hanging in the balance, he still could not tell the man to go to hell?

      Maybe he would do what they wanted. He wasn’t an idiot. He knew there wasn’t a chance that all this would just go away when he completed what they wanted. But he could hope. Hope. That was just about the only friend he had in the world.

      The clock moved forward a minute. It was now 10:55. Coleman felt his stomach give a quick lurch, but he held himself back from running to the sink and throwing up. Instead, he lifted the bottle to his lips again and took another long swig of vodka. Whatever they wanted him to do, there was no way he was going into it sober.

      The man did not bother to knock. He just walked right in and quietly shut the door behind him. He was wearing brown leather gloves, blue jeans, and a T-shirt. A cardboard box was tucked under an arm, and a backpack hung over a shoulder. His right hand clutched a second backpack.

      Coleman smiled woozily. “My neighbors are going to see you. Then your whole plan will be ruined.”

      “Your neighbors are out for the day. We made sure of it.”

      “Good,” Coleman said. “Because if they saw you your whole plan would be ruined.” He slurred the last word so that it came out as roo-hinned.

      The man looked at the bottle in Coleman’s hand. “Are you drunk?”

      “No. I’m not drunk. Just… happy.”

      The man reached out and snatched the bottle. At the same time, his other hand came up and slapped Coleman hard across the face. Coleman stumbled backward and fell into the counter. His cheek felt like it was on fire.

      The man was clearly agitated, but still, his voice did not register it. “Should you fail in your task today, should you choose not to complete it, your mother will be drowned in her toilet. Do you understand me?”

      That got Coleman’s attention. He swallowed and said weakly, “I’m fine. Really.”

      “Come here.” The man set the box on the table. “There is a hammer in there. Get it for me.”

      “A hammer?” Coleman approached the box and looked inside. It was full of plastic jars, nitrile gloves, pliers, a screwdriver, and a few metal cans with plastic lids. He rummaged around for a while, moving the items around and looking for a hammer.

      “No. No hammer.”

      “Look again.”

      Coleman rolled his eyes and tried again. He sorted through everything. “No. Still no hammer.”

      The man did not seem to care. He rolled the backpack off his shoulder and extended it to Coleman. There was a lock connecting the two zipper tabs. “Take this. Put it on.”

      It was surprisingly heavier than Coleman had expected. He slid his right arm through a strap, then his left, and heaved it up before settling beneath it. “What am I supposed to do with this?”

      “You will deliver it to someone. He will be eating outside at the Café Pushkin. Do you know where that is?”

      “Sure.” Coleman had driven by it many times. But he had never eaten there. The menu was far too expensive and the patrons he saw going in or sitting at the outside tables always gave him the impression that their annual incomes had at least one, maybe two more zeros at the end of them.

      “This is who you will deliver it to.” The man removed a picture from his pocket and held it in front of Coleman’s face. The image showed a distinguished man in his sixties: white hair combed over, a gray suit, wedge-shaped nose. “He will be eating at an outside table in thirty-five minutes. You will set the bag inside the sidewalk fence near his table. He will be expecting it. Leave it and then continue down the sidewalk to Vrazhek Street. Cross it and then you will see an alley after the first building. Go down that alley, and I will meet you there. Do you understand what I just told you to do?”

      “Sure. Yeah, I understand.”

      “Repeat each step back to me.”

      Coleman did. He forgot to include walking down the alley so the man made him repeat the whole thing again.

      “So I’m just dropping this bag off? You can’t do that yourself?”

      “You will take an indirect route to the cafe. It is over a kilometer from here. It should take you twenty minutes to get there.”

      “And you’ll meet me in the alley?” Coleman asked.

      “Yes.”

      “And after this I’m free. Those photos will go away?”

      “That was the agreement.” The man’s attention had already turned to the cardboard box on the table. “Go. Now,” he said, without looking back at Coleman.

      “Yeah. Okay.” The bottle of vodka was still sitting on the table where the man had left it. Coleman eyed it a little forlornly, decided he didn’t want to get slapped again—or worse—and exited the kitchen. He walked down the hall, opened the front door, and stepped onto the front porch.

      The pack was heavy on his back. Maybe thirty or forty pounds. Just heavy enough to be uncomfortable. As Coleman resettled it on his back, his stomach twisted inside him again. He swallowed hard to keep everything down.

      What was he doing? What was he about to do? Surely whatever he was carrying wasn’t a sack of flour or a jug of milk. It was clearly something illegal or dangerous that required a donkey like him to carry. Drugs? Money? But either of those would not be that heavy, would they?

      His vision swam. Coleman thought he might faint. He fought against it, taking in a deep breath. If he fainted, his mother would surely be killed.

      Get it together, you dope.

      Coleman glanced at his watch, chided himself a final time, and stepped down off the porch.
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        * * *

      

      Brad looked out the window at the passing neighborhood as Bahar paid attention to the road ahead. The residential lots were spacious, with large front yards and the homes sat ten or fifteen years off the road. Trees and bushes were abundant, and the grass was well-cared for.

      “Here,” Brad said. “That’s it right there. Pull over.”

      Bahar pulled to the curb behind a parked sedan. He put the car in park and left the engine running. The house was directly across from them on the opposite side of the street. “If he is sick, you might want to make sure it is not catching,” Bahar said. “What if he has the flu or something?”

      Brad cocked an eyebrow. “I went into the consulate. You want to take this one?”

      “I think I’ll let you have this one, too.”

      Brad set his hand on the door handle just as Coleman’s front door opened. A man stepped onto the porch. He looked to be in his mid- to late-thirties. His head was balding, and he had small, beady eyes.

      “That’s him,” Brad said and watched him for a few moments. “Does he look sick to you?”

      “No,” Bahar said. “He looks... scared?”

      “Yeah. He does, doesn’t he?”

      “How do you know that’s him?”

      “There were pictures of department heads in the lobby,” Brad said. “I think Coleman is part of a one-man department.”

      Coleman was wearing a backpack and looking off into space, frowning, like he was having some unpleasant internal discussion.

      “He may not be sick,” Bahar finally said. “But he is not well. I know that look. That man is wrestling a demon.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “That look, it was on my face many years ago. Not five minutes before Ryan arrested me with a detonator in my hand.”

      Brad turned to Bahar. “What are you saying?”

      “I am only making an observation. That man is a troubled and conflicted individual.”

      They watched as Coleman continued to stand idle on his front porch, mumbling to himself. After a couple of minutes, he glanced at his watch, tensed, and then seemed to shake out of whatever had been ailing him. He stepped off the porch. As he started down the walkway, Brad and Bahar looked away. Coleman turned down the sidewalk in the direction they had just come.

      “What do you want to do?” Bahar asked.

      “Well, I need to talk with him about this lead Charlotte gave me. But my gut tells me we should follow him.”

      “Perhaps we should offer him a ride. He might be walking to the doctor or the pharmacy.”

      Brad twisted his lips as he thought. “Let’s follow him. See where he ends up.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty

          

        

      

    

    
      After Coleman shut the front door, Yuri began to work efficiently. He removed the items from the cardboard box, placed them on the table, and arranged them in a perfunctory manner. He unzipped the second backpack, reached in, and drew out several additional items, placing them among the plastic jars and tools. Stepping back, he examined the arrangement and made a few adjustments, leaving the bottle of vodka untouched among the items.

      He found Coleman’s laptop in his downstairs office. He sat back into the rolling desk chair, booted up the computer, and connected a credit card-sized device that would serve to override Coleman’s login password. He was granted access in under a minute. Unplugging the device, he swapped it out for a flash drive, which he inserted into the same USB port.

      The download took three minutes. Once the notification box appeared in the center of the screen, Yuri double-checked the computer’s files, ensured that he had not left any digital fingerprints, and logged off. He plucked out the flash drive and returned to the kitchen.

      The backpack was sitting beside the table. Yuri unzipped the center pouch and drew out a change of clothes, a hat, and a leather duty belt. Stepping out of his shoes, he dropped his pants, removed his shirt, and donned new clothing. He placed his old clothes in the bag, zipped it up, and took a final look around the room.

      All was as it should be.

      Yuri picked up the cardboard box, shouldered the backpack, and took his exit through the back door.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The backpack was already beginning to hurt his lower back. Beads of sweat were popping up along his forehead. Coleman stopped beneath the shade of a tree half a kilometer from his house and slid his thumbs under the straps. He heaved it up and resettled the cargo on his back. It didn’t help. He hadn’t done any meaningful form of exertion in years.

      He turned up his wrist and noted the time. A little over twenty minutes until he had to be at the cafe. He tried to bend his head to wipe his forehead on his shoulder, but it wouldn’t go that far. So he just wiped it with his hand and then rubbed it dry on his shirt.

      He stood in that little pool of shade and found himself thinking that they—whoever they were—had made a good decision about the lock on the zipper tabs. His mind was racing all over the place, trying to figure out what might be on his back. If they hadn’t locked the bag, he probably would have taken a peek before he had stepped off his front porch. The initial concerns remained: drugs, money, maybe some kind of industrial computer drive with stolen data on it. What could the man at the cafe possibly want to have delivered to him in public like that? And why would the man back at his house, and whoever he worked for, want Coleman to be the one to deliver it? It was all very strange, and none of it made any sense. He hoped to God that it wasn’t a setup of some kind. That the cops weren’t waiting to swarm him the moment he arrived. That possibility almost made him lightheaded.

      He started walking again, leaving the shade behind and wincing against the dull pain in his back.

      He tried to think about something else. He quietly sang the chorus to a Beatles song, spent some time thinking about his mother, and then how he wished he never would have come to this God-forsaken country. But then his thoughts inevitably returned to what was on his back.

      It never did occur to him that it might be a bomb.
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        * * *

      

      “What’s he doing?”

      “I don’t know,” Bahar said. “It looks like he might be catching his breath.”

      “From what, walking?” Brad chuckled.

      “There is the possibility that he is actually sick.”

      “Yeah… but what’s that on his back? Whatever it is, it’s heavy. It’s not like he’s on his way back from the grocery store.”

      They sat in the car a good twenty yards behind Coleman. When he had stopped, Bahar had pulled over and waited. They watched him resettle his backpack and mumble again.

      “Is it just me or is he acting a little weird?”

      “Some people like to talk to themselves. It’s not a crime. But, yes. I would agree. He is concerned about something.”

      Coleman started off again, and they continued to trail him, crawling at a snail’s pace and pulling over periodically so they didn’t get too close. Coleman never glanced back. When he reached the end of the neighborhood, he waited for a break in the traffic and crossed Vrazhek Street, then headed south on the sidewalk. Bahar braked at the stop sign, and they watched as Coleman stretched out the distance between them. The two-lane road had a center asphalt median, but nowhere to pull off to the side. Following him was about to get a little more challenging. Bahar waited for a car to pass and then turned across the median, continuing to follow Coleman at a snail's pace.

      The street was alive with a steady stream of pedestrians and patrons of the many boutiques, bakeries, and clothing shops. There was also a pub, a flower shop, and a jeweler. Coleman stopped in front of the glass display window of a bakery and looked for too long at the cakes, pastries, and muffins laid out on wax paper and clear glass dishes.

      Bahar glanced in the rearview and saw that a line of anxious cars had now gathered in behind him. In an effort to keep pace with Coleman, he was going far below the posted speed limit. The car directly behind him honked loudly.

      “Ah, come now,” Bahar grumbled.

      A large van was sitting several cars back. Its driver laid on the horn, and then the first car honked again.

      “Pull into the median,” Brad said. “Let them pass.”

      By the time all the vehicles had passed, Coleman had started to walk again.
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        * * *

      

      Coleman could feel his throat tighten with every step. He was feeling a little dizzy and worried he might pass out if he didn’t get a hold on himself, so when he approached the bakery’s window, he allowed himself a brief reprieve, quickly losing himself in the display of mouth-watering items.

      He didn’t know why he was so nervous. Maybe it was the cryptic nature of the whole thing: not knowing what he was really carrying on his back; the shadowy nature of the man who had forced him into this; having no idea who that man was working for. Maybe it was because he knew that his mother’s life was at stake, as well as his reputation and freedom.

      He couldn’t believe he was in this position. How had it all come to this? How had he come to the point of actually getting blackmailed by the Russians? It didn’t seem real.

      A series of loud horn blasts behind him shook him from his woolgathering. He glanced at his watch and then continued down the sidewalk.

      The sun continued to beat down on him, and sweat dripped down his forehead. By the time he saw the ivy-covered trellis of Café Pushkin’s outdoor patio, his shirt was soaked with sweat.

      He slowed on his approach. A short wrought iron fence ran alongside the edge of the sidewalk and formed the patio’s outer perimeter; the trellis functioned as a higher border and led from the end of the fence to the side of the building. Coleman stood beside the trellis and peeked through the springlady vines. A handful of tables sat beneath a sprawling blue awning that kept most of the patio in the shade.

      Only two of the tables were currently occupied. Coleman easily located the man from the picture. He wore a pale gray suit, a stark blue tie, and his white hair was combed over to perfection; not a hair seemed to be out of place. He sat closest to the glass patio door, smoking a cigarette and reading a magazine. A mug of tea or coffee sat steaming in front of him. Coleman thought it strange that the man was in a suit, outside, and drinking a hot beverage without any indication of discomfort.

      A waiter pushed open the door and stepped onto the patio. He wore a white server jacket with a gold nameplate pinned just about the breast pocket. He approached the older man, and they engaged in a short dialogue before the waiter politely dipped his head and went back inside.

      Coleman glanced at his watch. He had one minute left. One minute before he was to have the backpack in place. His fingers were shaking. His tongue felt like sand. He had half a mind to turn and run, to forget about all of this. But then their trump card resurfaced in his mind: his mother. He had to do this for his mother. She didn’t deserve to die. And certainly not in the merciless way they would be sure to carry it out.

      Coleman wiped at his lips as he stepped around the trellis and walked the length of the iron fence. When he was parallel to the man, he stopped and slipped the pack off his back. Taking the top strap in one hand and supporting the bottom with his other hand, he lifted it over the fence and set it gently on the other side so that it rested against the fences’ back pickets.

      The man was only fifteen feet away. But he hadn’t looked up. After the waiter left, his attention had returned to the magazine.

      “He will be expecting it.” That is what the man had told Coleman when he handed him the pack. Coleman felt a chill run up his back. The old man hadn’t seen him, hadn’t even looked up. That was all well and good, except that the man might not see the backpack at all. What if he missed it entirely and somebody snatched it up? Then the man who commissioned Coleman to drop this off would think he didn’t go through with the deal. Then his mother would—

      He raised a hand and waved.

      The man didn’t notice. Coleman lifted his chin and started a more frantic wave, maneuvering onto his toes to get the man’s attention. Another patron looked up and frowned at the inappropriateness of it all.

      Coleman was about to call out when the man’s phone rang. He answered it and turned away, setting his free hand to his open ear to hear the caller more easily. Coleman was half hopeful that the old man’s caller was reminding him of the delivery. But he never turned toward the fence. If anything, he shrunk more into himself as a loud bus rumbled past.

      Coleman had had enough. He had done what they told him to do. He stepped back from the fence, took a final look at both the man and the pack, and started down the sidewalk once again. He would just have to hope that all was as it should be.

      The Vrazhek Street intersection was thirty yards ahead. Coleman waited for the cross traffic to halt at a stoplight and then crossed at a designated crosswalk at the corner and continued until he came to a narrow cobbled alley on his right.

      He turned and hurried down it.
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      “What’s he doing now?” Brad asked.

      Bahar was busy studying the traffic behind them. “Did he stop?”

      “Yeah. Outside a cafe.”

      “Perhaps he is resting again.”

      “Maybe,” Brad sighed. “This is getting weirder if you ask me.”

      Bahar moved into the center median again and let the traffic flow past. “I don’t know how much longer I can do this. There is a busy intersection up there. If you want to keep following, you might want to get out and do so on foot.”

      “Okay. Give me another minute. Let’s see what he does.”

      They watched as Coleman stood behind a trellis with his attention, seemingly focused on one of the cafe’s patrons. He finally started down the fence line, stopped again, and stood looking at an elderly man. Shrugging, he heaved off the backpack and lowered it down on the other side of the fence.

      “He is a courier?” Bahar wondered out loud.

      “On a day when he called in sick?” Brad said. “No. Something doesn’t smell right. And he’s still acting nervous. Look, now he’s waving at someone.”

      Coleman was on his toes now as he sent his hand back and forth over his head. A bus lumbered by, shaking the car a little. Soon after it passed, Coleman gave the man in the white hair a final glance and then continued down the sidewalk.

      “What the hell,” Brad said. “He left the backpack.”

      Bahar checked his rearview and moved back into the road. He crawled forward and drove slowly past the cafe. The old man was on his phone, but a patron from another table had walked over to the pack and was examining it.

      “What should we do?” Bahar said. “I do not like this. Something is not right.” A truck honked behind him, and he was forced to continue to the next intersection. They came to a stop at the red light just behind Coleman, who was waiting to cross. The consulate officer had a dark patch of sweat across his entire back, and he was holding his head a little higher now.

      “I don’t know,” Brad said. “We need to keep eyes on that backpack. But I don’t want to lose Coleman, either.”

      The light switched and Coleman crossed. Bahar was forced to pass through the intersection. As they drove past Coleman, Brad craned his neck and looked back. The American was heading toward the mouth of a wide, well-lit alley that looked like to be the rear access to a row of townhomes.

      “Crap,” Brad said as they continued down the street and farther away from Coleman. “Stop,” he finally said. “I’m getting out.” Bahar hit the brakes, and the car lurched to a stop. Behind them, a sedan laid on its horn and skidded to a halt just inches from their rear bumper. Brad jumped out, slammed his door, and quickly moved in the direction of the alley into which Coleman had disappeared.

      Brad was halfway there when a magnificent explosion erupted at the cafe, shaking the entire neighborhood and sending him diving to the pavement for cover.
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      As soon as Coleman turned down the alley, he felt a surge of relief. He had done it. It was over. He could report back that the task had been completed and then returned home to finish his bottle of vodka. He felt that he should call his mother, too.

      Coleman walked briskly down the alley, over which the high outer walls of the townhouse courtyards loomed. His heart was still thumping hard in his chest. Why did he still feel so nervous? Someone turned into the alley at the other end. The man was tall and broad-shouldered, and as he came closer, Coleman was surprised to recognize a familiar face. It was the man who had put him onto this mysterious errand. The man walked toward him at a determined but leisurely pace.

      Coleman frowned. Something wasn’t adding up. And that was when he noticed that the man was wearing a police uniform: hat, gun belt, and all. They both stopped when they were several feet apart.

      “You’re a cop?” Coleman asked. That heavy blanket of dread descended on him again. “What are you doing here?” The man stood in front of him wearing that same impassive expression that Coleman was growing familiar with. “What is—”

      Coleman didn’t get to finish his sentence. A deafening explosion shook the alley, nearly scaring him out of his wits. Instinctively, his hands went to his ears, and he ducked down, closing his eyes hard as he held his breath. The ground trembled beneath his feet, and for a moment it even felt like the air around him wobbled unnaturally. When he opened his eyes, the man in front of him hadn’t moved. He looked neither scared nor surprised. Coleman tentatively stood and removed his hands from his ears.

      “What was that?” he asked, wide-eyed.

      “An explosion at Café Pushkin.”

      Behind him, Vrazhek Street was filled with the terrified cries of the wounded and the rhythmic bleat of car alarms.

      Coleman looked back at the man, who was standing there with the hint of a smile on his lips. Then the foul horror of what Coleman had just done dawned on him. “You—you said I—I wouldn’t be killing anyone,” he stammered.

      “I lied.”

      “That—was a bomb in that bag?” His voice was on the verge of hysterics.

      The man raised his hand, which somehow had gotten a pistol into it. He pointed it at Coleman’s face.

      “Oh, sweet God.” Coleman looked away. Now, in hindsight, it was all clear. So very clear. He couldn’t believe his utter foolishness at having believed this man. He had been used, plain and simple. They never had planned to let him return to a normal life. They had not even intended for him to continue his life. He felt a stream of hot urine run down his legs. “Do it,” he said quietly.

      Yuri pressed the trigger. Coleman’s head whipped back; his body toppled backward and slammed onto the cobblestones. Yuri holstered the weapon, gave a final adjustment to his cap, and started down the alley toward all the chaos on Vrazhek Street.
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        * * *

      

      Brad jumped to his feet and immediately assessed the chaos. His ears were ringing at a high-pitched frequency, and the terror-filled screams all around him were muffled like he was underwater.

      Traffic had come to a stop. The vehicles closest to the intersection were missing all their windows. Car alarms were blaring and across the intersection, closer to the cafe, a woman was stumbling into the street. Half her face was gone.

      The cafe. Brad cursed as the realization of what John Coleman had just done dawned on him. The mouth of the alley was still a good twenty yards away. He couldn’t let Coleman get away. A U.S. citizen—a U.S. diplomatic officer—had just committed a terrorist act on foreign soil.

      Brad started toward the alley. A sniper’s round during a firefight in the mountains of Afghanistan several years ago had left his left ankle shattered. Many surgeries later, it was strong enough to clear him for agent duty. Now, he ran toward the mouth of the alley with a slight limp as he tried to clear the fog from his mind.

      He was almost there when a tall, muscular policeman emerged onto the sidewalk and headed in the general direction of what was left of the cafe. He walked with purpose but appeared undisturbed by the scene and in no hurry to help. Brad was about to call out to him, but considered that the officer probably didn’t know English. Since Brad did not know Russian, trying to communicate would only serve to slow things down.

      Brad stepped into the alley and bolted down it, slowing to a stop when he saw someone lying in the middle of the narrow lane. A moment later, he realized that the man had been shot.

      It was Coleman.

      The bullet’s entry wound was in his right cheek. It had come out the back of his head, taking a fist-size amount of his brain with it.

      Brad’s adrenaline surged as he recalled the policeman walking nonchalantly out of the alley. He turned and ran back the way he had come. In the distance, sirens shrilled across the city, the screams still a fusion of anguish and confusion.

      Coming out onto the sidewalk, Brad searched left and right, trying to look past the suffering and destruction in front of him. Not seeing the man in question, he crossed the street and headed toward what was left of the cafe.

      It was a shell. The outdoor patio was gone save for a few upturned chairs. The outer structure had fully caved in and the exterior iron fence was vanquished as well. There was a small crater where the backpack had been.

      Chunks of concrete and lengths of twisted metal were strewn everywhere. Brad cautiously worked his way across the rubble and finally laid eyes on the policeman who was still striding away. Brad quickened his pace and ran as fast as he could, his arms pumping as fast as his heart.

      “Hey!” he called out, and then wished he hadn’t. The policeman glanced over his shoulder and when he took note of Brad, he broke into a dead-on sprint. Both men flew past decorative saplings planted near the curb, past concerned residents who had come out to see the chaos created by the explosion.

      The man’s lead was growing. Brad gave it everything he had, forcing his legs to pump faster, chastising himself to ignore the pain in his ankle.

      It was no use. The man was built like a redwood tree and ran like Usain Bolt. Brad watched as he turned left at the next intersection and disappeared from view. Brad didn’t reach the turn for another ten seconds. Slowing, he came to a stop and looked for any sign of the man. With his breath wheezing, he started into a jog.

      He spent the next five minutes checking around bushes and dipping into shops. But he could find no trace of his quarry.

      The man was gone.
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      After Kristoff left the park with whatever the jogger had slipped to him, Charlotte and I followed him to the other side of the city, where he stopped at a cafe a mile from the port. He went inside, ate at a corner table by himself, and left half an hour later.

      While Kristoff was busy chowing down his meal, Charlotte and I traded seats in the car. She wanted to try her hand at tailing someone. “I don’t get out in the field like this very often,” she said. “I’m actually enjoying it.”

      “That’s because you’re with me,” I said with a grin.

      When Kristoff returned to his small SUV, Charlotte gave him a fair lead before following him out of the business area of town and into a rundown commercial district close to the bay, where broad concrete slabs sat exposed to the sun, fossils of what had once been the floors of a series of warehouses. The cracked slabs were hemmed by crumbling brick walls no more than two or three feet high, the remains of what had been their exterior walls, weeds and wild grasses thriving in the cracks.

      “I suppose every city has its blemishes,” Charlotte noted. “This area is the pits.”

      Kristoff continued through the forsaken sprawl of buildings and into a more modernized district near the port, where sturdy warehouses with fresh paint and razor-rimmed fences hosted semi-trucks dropping and receiving shipping containers. Concrete yards were filled with shipping containers stacked three and four high against the backdrop of massive container cranes perched along the edge of the bay half a kilometer away.

      Charlotte maintained her distance from Kristoff. He turned right at a stop sign and disappeared from view. She accelerated and quickly reached the intersection. Looking down the road, we watched Kristoff pull into the potholed parking lot of a run-down convenience store. He got out, locked the car, and went inside. Charlotte proceeded straight through the intersection and pulled off to the shoulder. We could still see the back half of Kristoff’s car between the two cinder block office buildings.

      While we waited, Charlotte rolled down the windows, and a breeze stirred through the car. “If he has access to get into the port itself, then we’re toast,” she said. “We can’t get in there.”

      “I know. I was just considering putting in a call to Kathleen to see if the team at MacDill could manufacture access for us somehow. But that would take more time than I’m sure we have.”

      Through the narrow space between the buildings, we watched Kristoff’s car back away from the convenience store. “I’m going to wait a minute to see if he comes back to the intersection,” Charlotte said. “If he doesn’t, I’ll turn around.”

      Before I could answer, a muffled pop filled the air. It sounded as though it originated a couple of miles away. It was followed by a faint rumble, and then all was quiet again.

      “What was that?” Charlotte asked.

      I had heard enough IEDs detonate in Afghanistan to recognize the sound of an explosion. “I don’t know. Could be a controlled demo.” But that didn’t sit right. There had only been one explosion, not a series of them. And there was no plume of dust rising skyward.

      Kristoff’s car did not reemerge at the intersection. Charlotte waited for a loaded semi to roll by before executing a U-turn, returning to the stop sign, and turning in the direction of the convenience store. Kristoff’s car was a hundred yards down the road. Charlotte made the turn and matched his speed.

      My phone rang. When I answered, Brad was yelling into the phone. The background was a cacophony of car alarms, sirens, and fearful people frantically calling out.

      “There was an explosion!” he yelled.

      “Are you okay?”

      “Fine.” He was breathing heavily. “But listen… it was one of our guys, Ryan.”

      “Our guys? What are you talking about?”

      “Bahar and I, we were following this… No. You know, it doesn't matter. An officer from the U.S. consulate here in Saint Pete dropped a bomb off at a cafe. He left a backpack on the back patio.”

      “Oh, hell. A U.S. citizen?”

      “Yeah. And listen. It had to be a setup. There was another guy dressed as a local cop. I think he killed Coleman to make it look like the Russian authorities stopped the attacker. And the cop, well, he didn’t look like a cop. He reminded me of Ivan Drago.”

      I got a sudden image of Rocky Balboa in Rocky IV, fighting Ivan Drago, the towering, indestructible Russian who was slabbed with muscle.

      “Did you stop him?” I asked.

      “I tried. He was too fast. But Ryan, whatever we were hoping to stop, I think we just missed it. This is going to look really bad on the U.S.”

      I gritted my teeth. “Yeah. Yeah, it is. Look, you both get out of there. Call Kathleen and update her. The State Department is going to need to get ahead of the media on this one.”

      “Will do.”

      We hung up, and I stared out the window at the passing containers, trucks, and loading docks. I didn’t subscribe to coincidences. That explosion wasn’t some isolated event. Ivanov had struck, and I had completely missed it. I had come here to stop him and had completely struck out.

      “What is it?” Charlotte asked.

      “An officer from the U.S. consulate just detonated a bomb at a cafe.”

      “Oh, no,” she groaned. “That was the explosion we heard? Ivanov, you think?”

      “Has to be. When was the last time you heard of a U.S. citizen carrying out a terrorist attack on foreign soil? And someone who works for the State Department no less. This was absolutely orchestrated by Ivanov.”

      I relayed the remainder of my conversation with Brad. Up ahead, Kristoff turned north, away from the port where the buildings started to thin out and trees grew again.

      “What are you thinking?” she asked.

      “Alexei Smirnoff was murdered, and the killer went to the Science Institute. Kristoff shows up and also goes to the Science Institute. Both of those have ties to Ivanov. Kristoff already checked out of his hotel room, and Bahar said he only rented the car for today. Which means that he’s probably on his way to complete what he came here for.”

      “What if he leads us where we can’t follow? Then we’re at another dead end.”

      “That’s not going to happen.”

      “Ryan, tell me what you’re thinking.”

      “I’m done following this idiot. He’s going to tell me what he knows. Now.”

      “You’re going to interrogate him? What if he doesn’t tell you?”

      “Oh, he’ll tell me. Run him off the road.”

      Charlotte didn’t flinch. She fed the engine more gas, and the car lurched ahead. Kristoff’s vehicle grew larger with each passing second.

      “You’ll need to get alongside him and do it quickly,” I said. “If not, he’ll panic and try to evade you. That could get messy in a hurry.”

      Kristoff still seemed to be clueless that he had a tail. Charlotte checked the left lane for oncoming traffic and then pulled the wheel, cutting over the center line and accelerating until she was level with the Honda.

      Up ahead, the road bent hard to the left.

      “Now,” I urged.

      Tightening her grip on the wheel, she eased it to the right. Both cars lurched as she made contact, metal crunching into metal. I watched Kristoff’s face open wide in surprise as he struggled to maintain control of his vehicle.

      Charlotte kept the pressure on, pushing our car farther right and finally forcing two of his tires off the pavement and onto the grassy verge. Kristoff slammed on his brakes in order to regain control. But Charlotte was ready. She moved her foot from the gas to the brake and laid on it, keeping pace with the other vehicle and forcing it farther off the road.

      Ten yards ahead, several trees grew clustered together at the road’s edge. Charlotte gave a final push to the right and then pulled off his vehicle as Kristoff careened fully off the road. The Honda punched into the trees with a loud crunch of metal and broken glass. Our car skidded to a stop on the edge of the road, just behind the SUV.

      Charlotte flung open her door and got out. My door was crumpled from the impact, so I crawled over the center console and slid out of the driver’s side door, quickly coming around the front of the car.

      The front of Kristoff’s vehicle was wrapped around a tree trunk. Steam hissed from under the accordioned hood and drifted upward. Kristoff’s airbags had deployed. He sat dazed in his seat.

      It took me several hard pulls to get his door open. It creaked loudly on its hinges as I pushed it back. “Edward Kristoff,” I said, “we need to have a talk.”

      He slowly turned to look at me. A line of blood was running down his forehead. Small pieces of window glass lay in his lap, along with a segment of the now deflated airbag. “What the hell, man?”

      Leaning down, I reached across him, unbuckled his seat belt, and grabbed him by the shirt. He protested as I hauled him out of his seat and shoved him away from the wreck. He stumbled backward, tripped on a tree root, and sprawled onto the grass. I was on him before he stopped moving.

      Charlotte rummaged through the Honda and grabbed his bag while I flipped him onto his stomach and pinned the back of a shoulder with my knee.

      “What the hell, man! What is this?”

      I shot a quick glance down the road to look for any upcoming vehicle. For now, we were alone.

      “Today you drew the short end of the stick,” I said. “I have a lot of questions, and you’re the closest answer.”

      “What are you talking about?” His voice was still weak from the shock of the crash. But it was gaining a little more strength.

      “What are you doing in Russia?”

      “That’s my business,” he shot back. “Man, get off me!”

      “What are you doing in Russia?” I asked again.

      “Visiting an old girlfriend. Why would anyone care about that?”

      “Who did you meet at the Science Institute yesterday?”

      Kristoff grew quiet.

      “What are you trying to accomplish using Sandstone?”

      He looked stunned that I would know that. Like he had been caught with his hand in the cookie jar. “I want a lawyer.”

      “You’re in Russia. Things don’t work like that around here.” I grabbed a hold of his left arm and, using my knee as leverage against his shoulder, started to raise it up.

      He cried out in pain. “Edward, I need some answers. I’m not going to stop until I get them. You’re not getting a lawyer, and I’ll start removing your fingers if I need to.”

      Charlotte leaned against the car and crossed her arms. “He’s not lying,” she said to him.

      I raised his hand another couple of inches, and he grimaced as his arm twisted unnaturally in his shoulder. “The Science Institute,” I said. “What were you doing there?”

      “Getting payment instructions for what I was supposed to do,” he blurted.

      “And just what are you supposed to do?”

      “I— I can’t say.”

      I slid my hand down his arm to his wrist and twisted it onto his back, shoving it upward toward his neck. Kristoff’s head arched as he screamed.

      “Still can’t say?”

      “I wrote”—he struggled to take a breath—“a script that would interfere with the manifests for a shipping container. I was asked to make it look like a container originated from the U.S., not here in Russia.”

      “And who did you write this script for?”

      “I don’t know.”

      Removing my knee from his shoulder, I brought it back and shot it into his ribcage. He responded with a long, grueling howl. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Charlotte still leaning against the car, calm as ever. Kristoff regathered himself, and his lips tried to form a sentence. “What’s that?” I asked.

      “I’m telling the truth,” he wheezed. “I don’t know who hired me. I got an email requesting that I do a job. I verified it, came here, and went to the Science Institute as requested.”

      “Who did you meet with?”

      “I never got a name. But,” he quickly added, “he was big. A tall guy. Blond hair, hard jaw.”

      Charlotte and I exchanged a glance.

      “What did he give you?”

      “Instructions for whatever his boss wanted. And payment in Bitcoin.”

      “How much?”

      “Two hundred and fifty grand. I get another two-fifty when I’m done.”

      “Half a million dollars. Must be a very important container. What’s in it?”

      “They didn’t tell me, and I didn’t ask.”

      “What did the jogger give you at the park?”

      He blinked. “You’ve been following me?”

      “Since you left the States. What did the jogger give you at the park?”

      Realizing that his actions had not been as secretive as he had thought, Kristoff seemed to deflate beneath me. His muscles relaxed, and he let out a deep breath. “He gave me an access card for a container yard near the port. I have to manually install a tracker inside the container and activate it on site. After that, the guy who gave me the instructions will pay me the second half of my money.”

      “And then what?”

      “And then I’m done. I go back home.”

      “This other guy... he’s going to meet you in the container yard?”

      “Yes.”

      “So let me make sure that I understand you correctly. Someone wants to make it look like a container had come from the U.S. to the port here in Saint Petersburg. You add the container to the shipping manifests on the U.S. side and make it look like nothing has been tampered with.”

      “Yeah. That’s right. It will be impossible to show that anything was tampered with.”

      Charlotte piped up. “Why would someone want to do that?”

      “I don’t know,” Kristoff said. “People who want to smuggle things just want to make the container disappear. They want it erased from all records. That’s hard to do these days. The inventory software used by the global shipping industry is very complex. For the exact purpose of combating smuggling.”

      “But this person you’re working for, they wanted this container on the books?”

      “Yeah. But I couldn't tell you why.”

      “Where is this container yard?” I asked. “And where exactly is the container you’re meeting this guy at?”

      Kristoff’s tongue had loosened sufficiently; he told me without any coaxing. Getting to my feet, I grabbed him and hauled him up. Charlotte opened the trunk of our car and unsnapped a case. She came away with two pairs of handcuffs. She handed them to me. I cuffed Kristoff’s left hand and pushed him toward the car. “Let’s go.”

      “Where are we going?”

      “You’re coming with us. I’m putting an end to all this. I need the badge.”

      “It’s in my pocket.”

      “Are you armed? Knife? Gun?”

      “No.”

      I frisked him anyway, then told him to give me the badge. It was a white plastic card bearing the logo of a shipping company, a barcode, and a name: Doug Haverty. There was no picture.

      “Doug Haverty,” I said. “That’s supposed to be you?”

      “Yeah. I guess. I mean, I didn’t choose it.”

      I shepherded him to the back door of our car and told him to get in. Once he was settled, I ordered him to lean forward, then attached the other cuff to a welded car seat latch near the seat belt. While I repeated the actions on his other hand, Charlotte rummaged through the Honda and came away with his computer. She placed it and his bag into the trunk, we got into the car, and she drove us away from the crash site.

      “Where are we going?” Kristoff asked.

      “If we need anything else from you, we’ll let you know,” Charlotte said. “Otherwise it might be healthier for you if you just kept your mouth shut.”

      Kristoff looked out the window and said nothing else.

      I texted images of the badge to Kathleen. After they were sent successfully, I called her and updated her on the situation, asking her to check the credentials to see if Kristoff’s picture would appear if the badge was scanned. If so, they would need to update the image with my face.

      “I’m going to let you look into this container,” she said, “but, Ryan, what happened with the bomb at the cafe isn’t looking good. The Secretary of State just recalled dozens of government assets and agents in Russia. They have to be out of the country within the next three hours. As you can imagine, this is already turning into an international scandal. See where this leads—quickly—and then I have to get all of you out of there.”
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      Yuri Gladkov rolled down the car window and presented his badge to the guard watching the entrance to the container yard. Using a handheld device, the guard scanned the barcode on the back of the badge and studied the content on the device’s small screen. He examined Yuri’s face and compared it to what was on his screen. Satisfied, he handed the badge back and waved Yuri through.

      Yuri followed the posted speed limit of 10 KPH as he wound his way down the dirt road and through the container yard. Fifty yards away, the bay lapped at the edge of the concrete seawall. Out in the bay, a dozen ships sat in line to dock. Yuri turned down a narrow alley created by stacks of shipping containers and hooked a left when the alley dead-ended.

      He glanced at the dashboard clock. In less than an hour, he would be free.

      After killing John Coleman in the back alleyway and outrunning his pursuer, he had returned to his vehicle and quickly changed out of the policeman’s uniform, swapping it for a black tracksuit. Then he had come here.

      His final orders were simple: meet Edward Kristoff at the designated container, wait for him to complete his work there, verify it, and then, after tying him up and gagging him, Yuri was to lock him inside. Once Kristoff’s fate was secure, Yuri was to proceed out of the container yard to a location one kilometer south, where his ankle bracelet was to be removed and he would be set free.

      Yuri would deal properly with Kristoff. But he had no intentions of visiting the second location.

      Mikhail Ivanov was convinced that he could fool anyone he wished. But Yuri was no fool, and he trusted no one. He had already killed Alexei Smirnoff for Ivanov, had just killed John Coleman, and was about to do away with Edward Kristoff as well.

      There was a clear pattern to it all, one that Yuri knew well enough would end with his own death.

      As soon as he was done with Kristoff, he would leave the car and leave the container yard via an exit-only turnstile door set into the chain link fence on the yard’s northern perimeter. He had a boat waiting at a marina half a kilometer away. He would take the boat across the bay, dock it at another marina, and meet up with an old military friend who promised to have his ankle bracelet off in half an hour.

      He had hoped to have had the bracelet off a week ago, but he had been unable to locate anyone who was willing to try. Finally, his secret pleas were successful; a friend from long ago had promised to help.

      Yuri slowed his speed and stopped in front of the only yellow container in the row. Two other containers were stacked on top of it. He turned off the car, stepped out, and went around to the trunk. He opened it, checked that the rope and the duct tape were still in his bag, and shut the trunk. Stepping to the container, he unlocked it and opened a door. Light streamed in, reflecting brightly on the smooth metal surface of the bomb. Wherever Ivanov was sending it, its destruction would be massive. The bomb was half the size of his car.

      Yuri glanced at his watch. Kristoff should be arriving at any moment. Reaching out, he wrapped his fingers around the door handle and pulled it toward him, stepping back as he slammed it shut.

      Out of the corner of his eye, he saw something materialize from behind the door. It shot toward him, and his head snapped back as his face took the heavy blow from a rigid fist. He stumbled backward and quickly regained his footing as his attacker advanced and struck him hard on the other cheek.

      As if a switch had been thrown deep inside him, Yuri’s instincts kicked in. His hands went up, and he took another step back as he sought to distance himself from his attacker. The man was unrelenting, closing the distance and working Yuri over with a series of jabs and hooks that worked up Yuri’s side and around to the side of his head. Yuri ducked into his hands and bucked up under the assault. He tensed his muscles, and the punches bounced off him like he was padded with sheets of thick rubber.

      Pulling his fingers back, he exposed his palms and thrust them outward. They struck his attacker in the chest, and he launched backward, tripping on his feet as he came down and sprawling backward onto the pavement.

      Yuri tilted his head as recognition dawned on him. This was the same man who had followed him after he murdered Alexei Smirnoff. How had he found him again? And who was he?

      The man jumped back to his feet and cracked his neck. He offered Yuri a wry grin, raised his fists, and came at him again.
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        * * *

      

      Brad wasn’t wrong. The guy was the spitting image of Ivan Drago. He was towering—had a good five inches on me—and slabbed with muscle. His neck, while not overly thick, was taut and rigid. Thick brows hung over calm and assessing eyes. My first punch had caught him fully off guard, and my second had connected perfectly with his cheek. But he didn’t appear dazed at all.

      Returning to my feet, I grinned and raised my fists. I charged him, landing a solid punch into his stomach that bounced right off. He countered with a clean hook that caught me full on my right ear. Dazed, I stumbled backward and found my footing again.

      He said something in Russian that sounded like a question.

      “English?” I said and shrugged.

      He shook his head.

      “You’re working for Mikhail Ivanov?”

      Drago’s face didn’t flinch, not a muscle moved in response to the question. But a subtle shift in his eyes told me everything I needed to know.

      He tilted his head and cracked the bones in his neck, raised his hands, then started toward me at a leisurely but determined pace. His arms were as long as broomsticks, and while he still appeared a safe distance away, he launched a punch.

      I reacted just in time. Drago’s fist missed my face by millimeters. For a split second, he was overextended, the side of his body wide open to me. Striking with as much speed as I could muster, I grabbed his shoulder and brought my knee up into his ribcage. He grunted under the force and buckled forward as I followed it by swinging my elbow up and thrusting it down into his shoulder blade.

      He took the second blow with another grunt and yet maintained his footing. I pushed off of him, opening up a distance between us. If I stayed too close, it would only give him a chance to grab me. Shoulder to shoulder, chest to chest, he would have the advantage. He was too sturdy, too muscular to risk fighting in close. It wouldn’t take much for him to choke me out or snap my neck.

      He stood erect again. I knew that my most recent assault had inflicted a measure of pain on him, possibly even cracking a couple of ribs. But it didn’t register in his face. He maintained that same indifferent expression. Clearly, he was a trained fighter, probably ex-military. If I was going to have a chance at beating him, it was going to take me using my brains just as much as my brawn.

      We started to circle each other. With every revolution, he closed the distance between us, his weight perfectly balanced, jouncing loosely on the balls of his feet as he watched for me to spring at him again.

      Feigning right, I slid to the left and leveled a punch directly for his lower jaw. He read the move and evaded it by ducking backward a few inches. Taking advantage of my weight displacement, he reached out and grabbed both of my shoulders in an iron grip, righted me, and slammed his forehead into my nose. It crunched loudly under the force, and my face seared with the sensation of liquid fire spreading through it.

      Nearly blinded by the pain, I had but a moment to get my wits about me; Drago was moving his head back for yet another headbutt.

      I did the only thing I could. Letting my knees give out, I dropped out of his grasp, down to my knees, and executed a series of rapid-fire punches to his groin. He grunted and as soon as he buckled over, I shot my right fist into an uppercut. It caught him just under the eye, and he stumbled backward and set a hand to his face to mitigate the pain. Rising quickly to my feet, I ignored the searing pain in my face and the blood that was streaming from my nose, running across my mouth, my chin, and dripping onto my shirt. I charged him, swinging wildly toward his face. He slighted me just in time. The punch slid off his jaw and grazed his ear. My overconfidence had caused me to put too much into it, and he took full advantage. Just as my arm came down, he brought up a swift knee into my stomach. I clenched my abdominals at the last second, but the hit was fierce and merciless like a sledgehammer had come up underneath me.

      He moved behind me and snaked an arm around my throat, yanked me upward, and squeezed like a python. The force blocked any movement through my windpipe, and I scraped and crawled at his arm, trying to pull it away as my body quickly used the remaining oxygen in my lungs.

      His hold was as unrelenting as iron; it wouldn’t budge. Tiny stars shot across my vision, giving me notice that I was on borrowed time. I couldn’t throw my head back. A barrage of elbows into his side did nothing. Completely out of options, I did the only thinking left available to me. Raising my right foot, I thrust it down as hard as I could. It landed perfectly, catching him just above the knee cap. I heard the soft crunch of tendons tearing as his weight buckled in the wrong direction.

      He screamed in agony and released his hold on me. I fell to the ground and sucked in welcome lungfuls of air.

      Beside me, Drago’s screams turned to moans. Just as I was about to rise to my feet, I felt his hand grab a fistful of hair on the top of my head and then the back of my belt with his other hand. Before I could react, he had me hefted completely off the ground and then screamed again as he hurled me forward.

      I launched through the air, tumbling like a rag doll before slamming into the side of a container. The back of my head smacked into the rigid steel, and what little breath I had regained whooshed from my lungs as my stomach locked up from the force of the impact. I crumpled to the ground and slumped to the side, dazed. The edges of my vision darkened, and I fought with everything in me to stay alert. Passing out now would mean that I would never wake up; Drago would easily finish me off.

      Everything in me wanted to lie there for a while, to relax and get my bearings. Fighting the temptation, I ordered myself up and pressed my palms into the hard-packed dirt. Sitting up, I leaned against the wall of the container and regained my focus by concentrating on the rear wheel of Drago's car.

      Through ringing ears, I heard a shuffle down the road and looked to see him hobbling across the dirt lot, dragging his wounded leg alongside. He turned and disappeared around a stack of containers.

      It took me a full minute to stand. The world was spinning. I thought I was going to throw up. Great, I thought, he’s got a broken knee, and I’ve got a concussion. I swallowed hard and stood up straight, taking in deep measured breaths through my mouth; my nose was too swollen for air to pass through. Finally, after another agonizing minute, I felt stable enough to let go of the container and follow after Drago.

      Forcing myself to move to the door of the yellow container, I took a brief look inside. I wasn’t surprised to see what looked like a highly complex bomb. Ivanov was planning something even more sinister than what had occurred at the cafe. Taking out my phone, I snapped a couple of pictures and then returned my attention to pursuing Drago.

      Fighting a wave of fresh nausea, I hurried down the road to where I had seen him disappear. A narrow space ran between two walls of containers. Shoving past them, I hurried back into the open and came out into the back end of the container yard. Thirty feet away sat a chain link fence rimmed with concertina wire. In the center was a vertical turn-style door. A sign above it seemed to indicate that it was exit only. On the other side, half a football field away, Drago was making his way toward a public marina with his bad leg trailing limply behind him.

      I entered into a fast jog and immediately had to stop. The back of my head felt like it was about to split open, and the nausea returned. I slowed to a fast walk and touched the back of my head. My hand came away slicked in blood.

      Ignoring my wound, I reached the revolving gate and passed through it easily. Drago had just entered the marina, hobbling past slips occupied with sailboats and fishing boats. He stopped and stuck his hands into his pockets and felt around for something. His entire body tensed. He felt around a second time, checking his back pockets too, for good measure. When he glanced back and saw that I was closing the distance between us, he started down the dock as fast as his bad leg would allow.

      A young couple was standing on the aft deck of a speedboat, checking their rods and laughing at something one of them had said. I watched, helpless to do anything as Drago reached their slip, climbed aboard, and barked an order to the young man. The boat’s owner took a step back and put himself between his girl and his uninvited guest. Drago said something else to the man and then swung his fist around in a wide arc. It connected with the man’s temple. The lady screamed as he tripped over the gunwale and splashed into the water, his head narrowly missing the edge of the dock as he tumbled out. Drago turned toward the lady and looked prepared to harm her as well, but she quickly scrambled onto the dock. Her partner was still in the water, working to swim clear of the boat. She reached down and tried to help him up as Drago went to the helm and started the boat’s twin 150 HP engines. I was still a good ten yards away as he backed out of the slip, and I cursed myself that I wasn’t able to move any faster. By the time he had backed out of the slip and launched forward, I was still too far away to attempt a jump onto the deck.

      Paying no attention to the No Wake signs, Drago throttled the engines and shot away from the marina, getting up on plane before he had even cleared the last slip.

      I had lost track of this man yesterday. Brad had lost him today. I wasn’t in the mood for a strikeout. He had committed at least two horrible atrocities in as many days. He was my only lead back to Ivanov, my only source for answers.

      A man with a gray mustache was standing on his pontoon boat with a dock line in his hand. He had apparently witnessed the assault on the boat; his mouth was half-open, and he was frozen in place. I hurried past him, looking for anyone else on a boat that would be fast enough to catch Drago. I saw no one. Only more pontoons, several sailboats, and fishing boats with smaller engines than the one Drago had taken.

      I cut left down a floating walkway that led to the marina’s office and pulled out my phone. In my scuffle with Drago, the screen had received a large crack down the middle. But it was still functional. I dialed Bahar and made for the marina’s office.

      “Ryan.”

      “Bahar, I think I’m about to need some help with translation. Hold on a second.”

      I yanked open the office door and stepped inside. The ceiling was low and the lights dim. At the counter, a balding, middle-aged man was spooling a spincast reel. He looked up without a smile.

      “Chem mogu pomoch?” How can I help you?

      “English?”

      “Ah, chutochku.”

      “I need a boat. The fastest one you have. A very dangerous man just stole one of your customer’s boats.”

      The man looked at me blankly. He hadn’t understood a word. My heart was racing, and the back of my head was pounding like a drum. If I didn’t get on the water ASAP, then I could give up all hope of ever seeing my quarry again. “Bahar,” I said into my phone. “Need some help here.”

      The manager’s features lowered into a frown as Bahar relayed my words. He looked toward the door and asked a question. “Whose boat was stolen?” Bahar relayed.

      “I don’t know, and it doesn’t matter. I need a boat. The fastest you have. If this man gets away, he’ll hurt more people. Bahar, make him understand.”

      I listened to their exchange with growing impatience. Finally, the man nodded after Bahar finished, then said something else.

      “He wants some form of payment and I.D. first,” Bahar said.

      “No, tell him—”

      “Hold on, Ryan. I will handle this.” Bahar’s tone grew more commanding as he rattled off a string of words I couldn't understand. When he finished, he sounded angry.

      The man’s expression had changed. Now he looked frightened. He opened a drawer and handed me a set of keys.

      “This is the fastest you have?” I asked.

      Bahar listened and said: “It’s his personal boat. All the others just rent slips. He doesn’t have keys for them. He doesn't rent boats.”

      “What kind of engine?” I asked.

      “Twin 200s.”

      “Where is it?” After receiving an answer, I snatched the keys from his hand and hurried out the door.

      The boat was a center console with twin Yamahas F200s. I boarded, threw off the lines, and lowered the engines. They roared to life as I turned the key, and I wasted no time backing out of the slip and shooting into the open waters of the bay.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Five

          

        

      

    

    
      She had all four windows down in the Range Rover. The outside temperature was perfect, not too warm, just above anything that could be considered chilly. Karina Ivanov sat in her Range Rover, casually flicking her finger across the glass cover of her phone as she browsed pictures on Instagram. Her phone rang, interrupting the comment she was about to type.

      “Yes, Father?”

      “Where are you?” Mikhail’s voice was frantic and strained.

      “I am in position.” She glanced at the dashboard clock. “I am waiting for Yuri to arrive.”

      “No! No, he is not going to come to you. Something has gone wrong! He has abandoned the plan. Yuri is escaping, and Kristoff has been intercepted. We must abort this second phase immediately.”

      “Where is Yuri?”

      “In a boat heading across the bay. From the looks of it, he is making for the Kronvik marina. That is the only area where pleasure boats can dock on that side of the bay.” He barked off an address. “You must get there and get to a vantage point where you can properly act.”

      “I am on my way. And Father. Settle down. There is nothing to worry about. I will fix everything.”

      “Yes. Yes, I know you will.”

      They hung up. Karina set her phone on the console, put the vehicle in drive, and sped away.
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        * * *

      

      Drago’s wake was only a thin disturbance on the surface of the water by the time I launched out of the marina. He was at least half a mile ahead of me. I shoved the throttle to the stops and rose up on plane, squinting hard against the bright glare coming off the water.

      In the distance, cruise ships and container ships dotted the bay, some heading back for open water and others waiting for a dock or mooring line to open up.

      I gained on Drago, but slowly. Unless he stayed on the water for another five minutes, I wouldn’t have a chance at catching him. I followed his wake as it trailed northwest and then finally arced back toward the edge of the bay.

      When I had closed the distance to a quarter of a mile, I saw what he was making for: another marina. Ignoring all signs regarding speed and wake, he tore into the marina, trimming the engines just in time to avoid a full-on collision in the dock. He got the boat into a slip, killed the engine, and scrambled to the foredeck.

      He was moving more slowly than before. His damaged leg would hardly take any weight at all. He dragged it behind him as he stepped into the gunwale and heaved himself onto the wooden planks of the dock.

      In a futile attempt to go faster, I pressed hard on the throttle. But the engines were already topped out. I could only watch helplessly as Drago continued to get away.
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        * * *

      

      Karina ran with the stealthy ease that came from over a decade of training, her rifle clutched in one hand, her duffle in the other. Her boots hardly made a sound, just a soft whisper across the cracked and crumbling asphalt.

      Not that there was anyone around to hear her anyway.

      Her destination was a warehouse that had been abandoned long before she was born, but the stairs remained steady, and she quickly took them up to the fourth floor. The building was but a dilapidated shell: crumbling brick exterior, bare concrete floors, and rusted iron stairs. The roof had collapsed onto the top floor many years prior. Ivy clung to the inner walls, and small plants and flowers grew from piles of rumble—the only life growing inside a forgotten carcass.

      Crossing the floor, she stopped before the raw edge of the building and placed her gun beside a wide aperture in the wall. She set her belongings down and unzipped her duffle. She took out the rest bag for her rifle, placed it on the floor, and then sat the barrel of her rifle into it.

      The view was spectacular. From here she could almost see the entire city: the Hermitage, the port, and, to the west, the grand gardens of the Peterhof. Along the front seam of the bay, half a kilometer away, was a private marina which looked out onto the mouth of the Gulf of Finland and Kotlin Island beyond.

      She swept away the rock-strewn surface with her shoe and lay prone behind the gun. Using the rangefinder, she determined the true ballistic range, gathered in the distance and humidity readings, and took a windage reading. She dialed in the knobs on her scope, and after she made the necessary adjustments, she reached over and drew out a pair of binoculars from her bag.

      She glassed the area below, sweeping the binoculars from left to right, then back again. She would have thought she would have seen something by now. Her father had given her precise details. And she knew he wouldn't risk being wrong. Too much was riding on him being right.

      Karina paused to check the load on her gun. Satisfied that everything was in proper order, she returned the glasses to her face.

      She waited.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Six

          

        

      

    

    
      The marina was small. There was no office and no cars in the wide parking lot beyond it. Except for a smattering of boats, the place was empty. Throwing aside all rules and etiquette, I entered the marina just as Drago had, throwing a full wake and pulling back on the throttles just in time. Water swooshed around the boat as I eased into a slip, and the engines had hardly gone silent before I was off the boat and onto the dock.

      I could run a little faster than earlier, but I still didn’t feel one hundred percent. Fighting off a wave of nausea, I ran through the marina and into the parking lot. Drago was twenty feet away now, heading for a black sedan parked in the shade of an elm tree at the back end of the lot.

      He turned around when he heard my footfalls and steadied himself for another assault.

      I plowed into him, shoving a shoulder into his stomach. He toppled hard onto the pavement. I had already learned that I wasn’t going to beat this guy in a fistfight. With one of his legs damaged, I might fare better on the ground.

      He’d landed on his back. I scrambled to my knees and, wasting no time, rained blow after blow down on him, my fist landing squarely on his cheek, his temple, his jaw. He took the trauma as though he were being pummeled with a pillow. He stared blankly at me, and I thought that I could see the hint of a smile in his eyes.
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        * * *

      

      Through her field glasses, Karina watched the duo fight it out, enjoying the skirmish in the same way one might enjoy a prize winning boxing match. They were back on the ground now, Yuri taking blow after blow, then countering back with a surprising vigilance. He twisted hard and brought his good knee up, landing it square in the chest of his opponent. The man flew backward and rolled onto his side in an apparent effort to keep his head from hitting the pavement. He recovered quickly. Scrambling back to Yuri, he managed to straddle his chest as he once again rained blow after blow down on him. Karina watched through her scope as her Russian counterpart extended his arms outward, planted his hands, and swung his knee up, plowing it into the other man’s back. The force caused the man to buckle in pain. He fell off Yuri and collapsed beside him.

      Who are you? Karina thought.

      Karina had known of Yuri for years. He was a hero within the Spetsnaz. But she did not recognize the other man. And he had apparently disrupted her father’s plans for the contents of the yellow container.

      He, like Yuri, would have to be eliminated as well.
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        * * *

      

      My nausea returned from the exertion, and the ground spun around me. Crawling away on my hands and knees, I opened up the distance between us and tried to regain myself. My head was throbbing, and my back felt like his knee had punched all the way through it.

      Drago sat up and crawled toward me. I tried to shuffle away, but his arm was too long. His fingers found the hem of my shirt. He yanked on it, pulling me in and snaking his arm around my neck again. He fell onto his backside, taking me with him, and then laid down with me on top of him. All I could do was stare at the sky as he tightened his hold on me once again.

      Desperate to breathe, I stomped backward onto his bad knee. He bellowed in my ear through grit teeth but did not relent an inch. I stomped again with no effect. Reaching out, my fingers performed a frantic search of the ground around me, probing and feeling for anything that I could use as a weapon.

      Nothing. Nothing but tiny pebbles that had loosened and broken away from the worn asphalt.

      My lungs were burning now, screaming for even a hint of fresh air. Drago’s bicep bulging against my throat would ensure that wasn’t going to happen. Stars danced in front of my vision again, and all energy to fight back vacated my body.

      I had nothing left to give.
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        * * *

      

      The show was over. As she had expected, Yuri had won the fight. Sadly, it was time to end the fun. Her crosshairs were on her target, easily tracking the movement of his head. Karina slid her finger from the trigger guard and placed it on the trigger. Squeezing it, she applied a slight amount of pressure: one pound, two pounds, three pounds… The gun bucked against her shoulder as the bullet rocketed from her barrel and found its mark less than a second later.

      She kept her finger on the trigger.

      One more to go.
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        * * *

      

      Darkness shaded my vision. My eyes were open, staring up at the bright sky, but all I could see was a dull haze of light. My mind was still screaming at me to stay in the fight, but my body would not obey; it was fully depleted of oxygen.

      Just as I started to fade completely, I heard a muffled pop just behind my right ear, like a melon cracking open. The sound was immediately followed by the zip of a bullet. Beneath me, Drago’s entire body went limp, like he had been unplugged. His arm, still snaked around my neck, was no stiffer than a rope.

      I rolled off him and wheezed breath into my lungs. For a full minute, I could think of nothing else except breathing. Who had shot Drago, and why, didn’t even cross my mind.

      When the oxygen had fed enough of my brain to start thinking again, I realized that I had fallen onto the opposite side of Drago’s body than the direction of the bullet’s origin. It occurred to me that his body might be shielding me from a bullet of my own.

      I lay there for another minute getting a hold of myself, letting the air course through my veins.

      Finally, I stirred. I couldn’t lay there forever. If someone had it out for me, then I was right here in the open. I was as good as dead anyway.

      Raising my hands, I faced the direction of the sniper and slowly stood up. If they wanted to take me, now would be the time.
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        * * *

      

      Karina watched as the unknown man stood up, giving her the shot she didn’t have when he was on the ground beside Yuri. She set his forehead in the center of her crosshairs and placed her finger on the trigger.

      She applied a pound of pressure… two pounds…

      She hesitated.

      Her eyes went to the man’s face. She searched it.

      This was a first. She was one of the most decorated snipers in her country’s history. It wasn’t for nothing that she was known as the Golden Killer. But this man… she had never seen him before in her life. She was sure of it. So why did she feel a connection to him? Why did she sense that, should she kill this man, the universe would somehow conspire against her until the end of time?

      Karina slipped her finger off the trigger.

      She stood up from her prone position. Moving quickly, she packed up her rifle, gathered her things, and started back down toward her Range Rover.

      Yuri was dead. And was what truly mattered.
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        * * *

      

      I stood in place with my hands raised for thirty seconds.

      The shot never came.

      Finally, I lowered my hands and turned to examine Drago. The back of his head was gone, skull and brain mattered plastered on the pavement behind him. My vision was spinning again, and I bent over and placed my hands on my knees.

      I heard the rumble of a car heading toward me. Without bothering to look up, I sat back down beside Drago’s body. My energy was spent. I sat there staring at the asphalt, sweat coating my face and my entire body groaning.

      The next thing I knew, Brad was kneeling in front of me. Charlotte was beside him.

      “Are you okay?” Brad was asking.

      “I’m… tired.”

      “My God,” Charlotte said. “Is your head okay?”

      “Just a concussion,” I said slowly. “Hey, Brad?”

      “Yeah, buddy.”

      “I think I’m spent.”

      “Yeah. Come on.” He reached down and helped me to my feet. He wrapped my arm around his neck to keep me upright. “Who killed this guy?”

      “I have no idea. Where’s Bahar?”

      “Keeping watch over Kristoff.” He started walking me toward the car. “Come on,” he said. “Let’s go home.”
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            Chapter Twenty-Seven

          

        

      

    

    
      Mikhail Ivanov found himself sitting once again in the waiting area outside of Sergey Shevchenko’s office. It was late in the day, but Shevchenko’s secretary was still at work. He drummed his fingers along the scrolled wooden arm of the chair.

      The secretary looked away from her computer monitor. “Mr. Ivanov,” she said, “are you sure that I cannot get you something to drink? I’m sorry it’s taking him so long.”

      He gave her a false smile. “It is fine, Inessa. Thank you.”

      She went back to her typing.

      Mikhail continued to drum his fingers as he felt something he had not felt in years: anxiety.

      Shevchenko never made him wait like this. But Mikhail knew why. He scratched an itch on the back of his neck and resettled himself in his chair. How he was going to talk himself out of this one, he did not know.

      Twenty minutes after arriving, Inessa told him that he was free to go in. He pushed through the double doors and saw Sergey Shevchenko sitting on the sofa with a leg crossed over the other. His spectacles were resting on the seat cushion beside him. Mikhail made his way to the sitting area and took his usual chair next to the sofa.

      Sergey laced his fingers and hooked them around a knee. The room was cloaked in silence as Mikhail waited for Russia’s Minister of Industry and Trade to speak.

      “Mikhail, do you remember what I told you before you left this office a few days ago?”

      The question prompted a sudden flare of rage. It was asked in such a way that made Mikhail feel as though he were being questioned by his kindergarten teacher.

      “Of course I remember, Sergey.”

      “And yet you were not careful. You were indeed overly ambitious. You should have heeded my warning. Had you concluded your ambitions with Kirov’s murder, then you would have won back the affections of half the people in this building. As it is, the bomb at the cafe accomplished exactly what you wanted. Boris Kirov is dead, and the rest of us made a great deal of money shorting his stock. You made us whole again, and one would have thought that would have been quite enough.”

      Mikhail began to speak, but Sergey stopped him with a single raised finger.

      “But then it seems that you thought it would be a good idea to put a bomb on a freighter having just docked here from America. Would you like to explain your reasoning for this?”

      Mikhail swallowed hard. “As you know, Sergey, the United States has recently imposed certain trade sanctions on Russia because of our support of the current Syrian regime.”

      “Of course. It is my office that has to navigate those sanctions.”

      “On the heels of an American committing a terrorist attack on Russia soil, my plan was to make it appear that a bomb had been loaded on a freighter bound for Saint Petersburg. It would have detonated in the bay after it was loaded onto a ship. This would have put the United States on the back foot, forcing them to reconsider their sanctions. It would have been a great thing for your office and this country.”

      Sergey stroked his chin with his long, spindly fingers. “Mikhail, there are a great many things that, if they occurred, would be good for this office and this country. But we do not go about killing willy-nilly and blowing up whatever we wish to achieve those purposes. You of all people should know this.”

      “Of course. And I assure you that such a decision will not be made again until I consult with those here at the Kremlin first. To be honest, I felt a great sense of urgency as I was using Yuri Gladkov to conduct my affairs in these matters. Should anything have gone wrong, then it was of the utmost importance that nothing be traced back to me or to the Kremlin in any way. Had it, of course, it would have had extremely negative geopolitical consequences for our country. I understand this and planned accordingly.”

      “And such plans might very well be the only reason that you are sitting here speaking with me and not pacing a prison cell at this moment.”

      Mikhail bristled at Sergey’s inference, but said nothing.

      “You see, Mikhail, the biggest problem is that the Americans captured Edward Kristoff. He is talking. And that does not look good on our country in the least.”

      “He is talking, but he has no names, no proof of anything at all. Nothin that I did can be traced back to me in the least. I used Yuri as an intermediary and paid Kristoff in crypto. My name is on nothing.”

      “Well, unfortunately, your plan has backfired on you. The President asked me to personally inform you that you are no longer welcome here at the Kremlin. Furthermore, this will be our final interaction. You will no longer be welcome to speak with anyone who works here. The President is still deciding on what penalties to slap on you. Your elk hunting days with him are over. Should, in the United States’ subsequent investigation into all of this, anything result in the slightest proof of your involvement, we will not protect you.”

      Mikhail’s face bloomed red. But he said nothing. His pride had been severely wounded. But there was nothing he could do, nothing he could say, to change the President’s mind.

      “I have one more question for you,” Sergey said. “I still do not understand. Why did Karina not shoot the American agent as well?”

      Mikhail sighed. He knew this question would come up again. “I do not know, Sergey. I have asked her this. She said that she was going to shoot him, but then she got a look at his face. She said she felt something that she had never felt before. Not in all her time behind a scope.”

      “What?” Sergey huffed. “Love at first sight?”

      “No. She said she felt a connection to him. Like she knew him somehow.”

      “Strange. That does not sound at all like the Golden Killer that I know.” He stroked his chin again and then looked to Mikhail. “That is all I have. You are free to go.”

      Mikhail was fuming inside. But he was not foolish enough to plead his case. He slowly rose from his chair. “I will come back from this,” he said, mostly to himself. “I always do.”

      “Until that time, I do not think that we shall see each other,” Sergey said. “Goodbye, Mikhail.”

      Mikhail gave Sergey a curt nod and started for the door. He stopped and turned back around.

      “You were going to tell me who it was that chased down Yuri. The name of the American agent who ruined my plans.”

      “Ah, yes. That I can tell you. The American Homeland Security agent, Ryan Savage.”

      “Savage?” His eyes widened. “The same agent who worked for Kathleen Rose? The agent who stopped Florin’s plans?”

      “The very same.”

      Mikhail cursed. “What is he, some devil sent to curse me to misfortune?”

      “Perhaps you are looking at it the wrong way. Perhaps it is you who are the devil, and he is the avenging angel.”

      Mikhail waved him off and started for the door, then stopped and turned halfway, “Savage… that name is familiar. I remember thinking so when Florin was arrested. Why do I know it?” he mused.

      “What are you talking about?” Sergey asked.

      “No…” Mikhail said absently. He blinked and then looked at Sergey with eyes suddenly filled with both horror and amazement. “It couldn’t be. Could it?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Eight

          

        

      

    

    
      Outside The Reef, the sun was low in the west, bathing the Keys in a bright stain of orange and crimson. Inside was abuzz with happy chatter and laughter. Live music was on its way, with a local band out back, setting up on the small stage and getting ready to go on within the hour.

      I can’t think of anything better than sharing a hearty meal and tasty drinks with friends in a Florida Keys fish house. Brad, Bahar, Charlotte, and I sat at a table finishing our dinner. After several days on the road, it was good to be filled with food from Roscoe’s menu. My meal—snapper Matecumbe with hush puppies and coleslaw—disappeared off my plate like a magic trick.

      Bahar and I had spent the late afternoon roaming the backwater. He had never held a fishing rod before, but he caught on quickly and pulled up several sea trout and snapper.

      After returning with us to the States, he had waited around for a week as my concussion healed, going down to Key West and the Lower Keys, enjoying the relaxed atmosphere of the tropics.

      My doctor still had me on a take-it-easy routine, and Charlotte had made certain that I stuck to it. Today was the first day I was allowed to do anything besides stare at the ceiling of my houseboat or the horizon. Up until now, it was no reading, no television—nothing that my brain would have to focus too closely on.

      Roscoe came around the bar with his fingers clutching several bottles of beer. He arrived at our table, set down the bottles, and collected the empty ones. “Me, Denny, and Jimmy Warner are heading out to deep water at first light,” he said. “Denny wants to bring up some tuna. You want to join us?”

      “I’d love to, but I’m heading up to Maryland tomorrow,” I said. “And Bahar is leaving in the morning.”

      “Maryland? What’s up there?”

      “Someone I need to talk with. But get with me on the next run, I’ll make sure I’m aboard.”

      One of the band members hailed Roscoe from out on the back deck. He excused himself and made his way outside.

      “Who’s in Maryland?” Brad asked.

      “The man Florin sent me to talk with. Oleg Zaboltny. I promised him that I would put Mikhail behind bars. I thought I’d bring him the bad news in person over a bottle of vodka. He’s a pretty cool guy. Not a lot of men like him left.”

      Charlotte placed her hand over mine. “Ryan, you can’t win them all.”

      I was still chafing that I hadn’t caught up to Ivanov. He had outwitted me in every way. So much so that no one could actually pinpoint that it was him behind it. But I knew the truth.

      After John Coleman detonated the bomb at the cafe in Saint Petersburg, U.S. Marines from the consulate made a beeline to Coleman’s house. There they discovered bomb-making equipment strewn all over the kitchen table and incriminating files on his laptop. Had Brad and Bahar not been there to witness the attack, then the Russians would certainly have made it to Coleman’s house before the Marines. But all the evidence was quietly taken to the consulate and shipped back to the U.S. under lock and key.

      We still hadn’t figured out who Drago was. The State Department, the CIA, and the NSA couldn’t find a single data point on the man fitting my description. It was as though he didn’t even exist.

      I returned Charlotte's smile. I knew she was right. I couldn't win them all. But I didn’t want to believe it. “Why not?” I said.

      Bahar dabbed at his mouth with a napkin. “That attitude is what makes you good at what you do, Ryan. But Charlotte is right. Sometimes you have to walk away.”

      Brad pushed back in his chair and wandered over to the jukebox. “What’s he doing?” asked Charlotte.

      “Who knows?”

      He put a coin into the feed, punched in a song request, and returned to the table wearing a crooked grin. He took a pull on his beer as the familiar guitar intro to Kenny Rogers’ “The Gambler” started up.

      “Brad,” Charlotte laughed, “you’re smarter than I give you credit for.”

      He beamed. “Thanks, Charlotte.”

      Pretty soon Kenny was reminding The Reef that you have to know when to hold ‘em, and know when to fold ‘em.

      “They’ll be time enough when the dealin’s done,” Brad told me, quoting the lyrics to the song. “The whole deck hasn’t been played yet. You might have another chance yet.”

      I wanted to share his optimism. “I’m not CIA. I can’t see how my path is going to cross with Ivanov again. I’m pretty sure I missed my one and only chance.”

      The front door opened, and Kathleen came through, scanning the room until she found our table. She wore jeans and a teal blouse, her hair was casually styled back into a loose ponytail. She came over and greeted the table. Bahar offered to get her a chair.

      “No, thank you. I’m not staying very long. Ryan, do you have a minute?”

      “Of course.” I got up and followed her through the open garage door at the back. She walked to the end of the dock and turned around. She looked flustered. Not a state I was used to seeing her in.

      “Is everything okay?”

      She shrugged. “You asked me to look into that Goliath that you battled with in Saint Petersburg.”

      “What did you come up with?”

      “Nothing,” she said. “The guy is a ghost. He must have been a spy with the FSB or the GRU. We have absolutely nothing on him. No foreign agencies across Europe do either. I’m sorry.”

      “It’s okay. Thanks for trying.”

      “And something else. You know I’ve been pulling strings to see what I can learn about your parents.”

      “Did you hit another wall?”

      My mother had been a spy for the CIA at the tail end of the Cold War, facts that I hadn’t learned of until just a few weeks ago. She had conducted her last mission in Paris while she was on vacation there with my father. But her cover was blown, and when she returned to her hotel room, both she and my father were murdered. Their killer left no trace, and the packet of information she had recovered for Langley went missing. Spycraft is war. Every CIA officer who steps into the role knows the risks. But the assassin hadn’t killed my mother in a clean shot to the head. Instead, he had violently murdered both my mother and my father. On top of it all, my mother had been pregnant, another fact that hadn't been passed down to me until just last month. Somewhere, in an alternate reality where my parents didn’t die, I had a younger brother or sister.

      For the last six weeks, Kathleen had gone to bat for me, doing everything in her power to get Langley’s file on my mother unsealed. And every step of the way, she was stonewalled. She even got her boss involved and called in multiple favors to contacts and former associates within the Beltway. But the file was still treated like it was Area 51.

      “I know you’re frustrated because things didn’t turn out how you wanted in Russia,” Kathleen said. “But the rest of us are more than satisfied with your performance. Watts is trying to leverage what you did in Russia with the fact that you’re a well-respected agent and have closed out some high-profile cases of late. You did save his life, after all. He won’t quickly forget that.”

      I nodded.

      “All that to say that there is still a lot we don’t know. But an hour ago, I was finally provided with two pages from the CIA brief on your parent’s murder.”

      “Just two?” I said.

      “We were lucky to get that. Honestly, I think it’s going to be pulling teeth the entire way. We may never get the whole story. If I had to guess, someone on our end is trying to cover up the facts. But now that Watts and Langley's DD are insisting on answers on your behalf, two pages is better than zero.”

      “What do they say?”

      “In 1990, after your parents were murdered in Paris, a CIA team tracked their killer’s identity. But after they completed their report, they were silenced and your mother’s file was sealed, shoved in the back of the vault, as it were. The killer was a young up-and-coming agent with the KGB. He had a wife and a five-year-old daughter—the same age you were at the time.”

      My shoulders tensed. I could feel my face heat up. “Is he still alive?”

      “He is.”

      My fingers slowly curled into fists. “And what is his name?”

      Kathleen looked me straight in the eyes. “Ryan, his name is Mikhail Ivanov. That man, in the most literal of ways, has your parent’s blood on his hands.”
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        Ryan and crew return in SAVAGE PREY, available for pre-order now...
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        Don’t miss another installment. Sign up HERE to be notified as soon as Savage Prey is released.
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      If this is your first Savage story, you can catch up on the others by tapping below:
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        Savage Justice

        Savage Storm
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        Lonely Coast

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Author’s Note

          

        

      

    

    
      Thank you for reading Savage Blood! I hope you enjoyed stepping out of your world and into Ryan’s for a little while.

      If you enjoyed the book, please consider reviewing it HERE on Amazon. It can be as brief as you’d like, and such a small act of kindness can help us self-published authors more than you know.
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