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DEDICATION

This novel is dedicated to all who rise up against tyranny, intimidation, and aggression, not just in Eastern Europe but around the world.

The violence we are seeing in 2015 rivals anything we have seen since the end of the Cold War, and the world needs leaders who have the strength, courage, and vision to lead others to engage and defeat the aggressors.

Whether it is by massive armies or navies, by small teams of special operations forces, or by an entirely new class of high-tech weapons and tactics, free nations and those praying for freedom need a leader to devise a plan, lead warriors into battle, and get the job done.
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EPIGRAPH

You gain strength, courage and confidence by every experience in which you really stop to look fear in the face.

—Eleanor Roosevelt, First Lady










WEAPONS AND AIRCRAFT

ADM-160—Medium-Range Air-Launched Decoy (MALD), a heavy aircraft defensive cruise missile

AGM-154A—Joint Standoff Weapon (JSOW), GPS-inertial navigation guided glide weapon

AGM-158—Joint Air-to-Surface Standoff Missile, advanced long-range precision strike weapon

AGM-88 HARM—High-Speed Anti-Radiation Missile, air-launched antiradar missile

ALQ-293 SPEAR—Self-Protection Electronically Agile Reaction, an integrated aircraft defense suite

AN/APG-81—advanced air-to-air and air-to-ground aircraft radar

AWACS—Airborne Warning and Control System, an airborne radar that can detect aircraft from hundreds of miles and vector interceptor aircraft

Beriev-100—Russian AWACS aircraft

BLU-97B—Combined Effects Munition antipersonnel mine

BTR-80—Russian armored personnel carrier

CID—Cybernetic Infantry Device, an advanced manned combat robot

CLAM SHELL—Russian antiaircraft radar

DTF—Digital Terrain Following, using a global terrain and obstacle database for extreme low-level flying

F-22 Raptor—U.S. Air Force air superiority fighter aircraft

F-35 Lightning II—U.S. medium bomber and attack aircraft HEMI, 520

HUD—Heads-Up Display, an electronic device that presents important flight data in front of a pilot

IRSTS—Infrared Search and Track System, a sensor that detects heat and can feed targeting data to a computer

KAB-500L—Russian laser-guided bomb

M320—forty-millimeter grenade launcher

MH-47—American heavy-lift helicopter

MiG-29—third-generation Russian air superiority fighter, used by a number of former Soviet countries

MQ-55 Coyote—advanced unmanned air weapon launch platform

MSBS Radom—Polish assault rifle

OSCE—Organization for Security and Cooperation in Europe, an intergovernmental organization promoting peace, security, and human rights

RDX—Research Department Explosive, a widely used military explosive

ROCC—Remote Operations Control Center, a location with many unmanned aircraft control stations

RPG-22—shoulder-fired antitank weapon

RQ-20 Vedette—small, stealthy unmanned airborne threat-warning aircraft

SNR-125—Russian air defense radar system

SPY-1 Aegis—American air defense radar system

Su-34—Russian modernized second-generation fighter-bomber

Su-50—Russian fifth-generation multirole stealthy fighter

Sukhoi-30—Russian fourth-generation multirole fighter

Sukhoi-35—Russian advanced air superiority fighter

T-72—Soviet second-generation main battle tank, widely exported around the world

T-80—third-generation Soviet main battle tank, widely exported

XV-40—unmanned tilt-rotor aircraft used for covert, rapid supply and insertion








REAL-WORLD NEWS EXCERPTS

EMERGING ALLIANCE IN EUROPE—George Friedman, Stratfor.com, June 12, 2014— . . . The term “Intermarium” itself comes from a Polish general and founder of modern Poland, General Pilsudski. He was dealing with the same geopolitical problem that exists now. He had a Russia, a Soviet Union that was in the 1920s, increasingly assertive and pressing on his frontiers and the frontiers of the rest of what we now call Central Europe. Behind him he had a Germany that at that time was unclear with its intentions. Poland had emerged from World War I with these two empires clearing the way, so his question was how to preserve Polish independence.

He had really two strategies since he wasn’t strong enough to defeat them. One had somebody from the outside guarantee their security and that was France for him, but he didn’t really trust that this would be sufficient, so he imagined an alliance that ran from the Baltic Sea to the Black Sea, including countries at the time like Poland, Czechoslovakia, Hungary, Romania, Bulgaria and possibly Turkey. This group would serve to contain Russia and would have, instead of an east-west orientation, a north-south orientation . . .

But what I started thinking about was the fact that today Russia was reasserting itself, was going to be reclaiming its priority within the former Soviet Union, repressing on them, and the fact that Germany is once again uncertain. I thought this might be something that would emerge and in a kind of very early protostage, that seems to be what is happening right now . . .

NATO: TOP COMMANDER WARNS AGAINST CRIMEA METHODS IN ALLIED COUNTRIES—© Stratfor.com, August 18, 2014—If Russia does in a NATO state what it did in Crimea, it would be considered an act of war against the alliance, Philip Breedlove, NATO’s top military commander, said Aug. 17, EU Observer reported Aug. 18, citing Die Welt.

Breedlove said NATO nations are prepared for the intervention of armed military without insignia who seek to create unrest, as well as separatists who give military advice and help destabilize a country. If NATO sees such an approach in an allied country and deems it an aggression, it will entail a military response, he said.

NATO: SEVEN MEMBER STATES CREATING NEW RESPONSE FORCE FOR UKRAINE CRISIS—© Stratfor.com, August 30, 2014—Seven NATO member states will create a new response force of 10,000 troops to improve the group’s capabilities as the crisis in Ukraine continues, RIA Novosti reported Aug. 30. Britain will join Denmark, Latvia, Estonia, Lithuania, Norway, and the Netherlands in contributing air, land, and sea units, while Canada may join in . . .

RUSSIA: POLAND WILL ONLY RECEIVE MINIMAL AMOUNTS OF NATURAL GAS FROM GAZPROM—© Stratfor.com, Tuesday, September 16, 2014—Gazprom, Russia’s state-controlled energy company, is only capable of supplying Poland with the minimal contracted amount of natural gas and not the quantity requested, a Gazprom spokesperson said, The Warsaw Voice reported Sept. 16.

The spokesperson did not say why the company was reducing natural gas levels to the country. Last week, Poland claimed it was receiving 45 percent less natural gas than expected, but current levels represent an estimated 20 percent drop. Austria and Slovakia have also reportedly experienced a drop in Russian energy imports.

RUSSIA’S AIR POWER CONSOLIDATES CONTROL IN UKRAINE—December 3, 2014 | 1913 GMT—Russia has deployed a significant number of air defense systems to eastern Ukraine, reports from local sources and the Ukrainian security services say. Medium ranged Buk M1M2 air defense systems cover most of the separatist held areas, and shorter ranged systems such as the Pantsir S1, Osa, and Tor cluster around the strategic supply lines running from the Russian border into the main cities of Luhansk and Donetsk. The systems combine to create a layered air defense infrastructure that prevents the Ukrainian air force from using its assets over separatist held areas.

Even though a Sept. 5 cease-fire agreement explicitly rules out Ukrainian air operations over separatist held areas, and the Ukrainian military has not attempted any such operations since then, the Russian move to establish this air defense presence indicates strong commitment to defending the separatist held territory.

The deployment of these air defense systems, as well as measures by artillery units to prevent the Ukrainian military from massing forces for an attack on separatist held areas, seem to serve a mostly defensive objective. However, separatist units continue to fight to expand their territorial hold over smaller areas along certain positions on the front line. They have continued to encircle and then take over Ukrainian checkpoints in areas near Luhansk, while bitter fighting between both sides continues at the Donetsk airport. The Ukrainian military’s positions at Debaltseve, a strategic town that controls the main highway directly connecting Donetsk and Luhansk, have also been contested. As the separatist and Russian forces seek to consolidate their positions there, they may still make significant attempts to seize this location.

Even though the cease-fire has not been completely implemented and skirmishes continue to break out along the front line, the shape and posture of Russian reinforcements do not necessarily indicate a further escalation of the conflict between Ukrainian forces and separatists. Instead, Russia seems to be consolidating the gains made prior to the cease-fire declaration, securing the separatists’ hold on the territory they currently control . . .
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PROLOGUE

Destiny is not a matter of chance, it is a matter of choice; it is not a thing to be waited for, it is a thing to be achieved.

—WILLIAM JENNINGS BRYAN, AMERICAN POLITICIAN

SOUTHWEST OF DONETSK, UKRAINE

LATE SUMMER 2014

The Russian shelling had stopped. An eerie silence descended on the shattered and burning village.

Smoke drifted through the bomb-cratered streets, curling past wrecked homes and shops. A battered convoy made up of commandeered civilian trucks and cars and a few wheeled BTR-80 armored personnel carriers lined the main road. White truce flags fluttered from their radio antennas.

Wearily, Major Fedir Kravchenko pulled himself up onto the rear deck of one of the APCs. Even in his midthirties, the Ukrainian officer had kept himself fit and trim. But now, after months of brutal combat against separatist rebels and Russian “volunteers,” he felt more dead than alive.

“Major!” His radio crackled. “This is Colonel Romaniuk. The Russians are giving us just another thirty minutes to begin our evacuation before they open fire again. Get your troops moving!”

“Understood,” Kravchenko acknowledged tersely. Though they had no real choice, accepting defeat still left a bitter taste in his mouth.

Sighing, he stripped off his American-made Kevlar helmet and ran a grimy hand through his stiff, short-cropped hair. Then he filled his lungs and began shouting orders. “Men of the Kaniv Battalion! Let’s go! Form up! We’re pulling back.”

Ukrainian soldiers wearing torn and tattered camouflage uniforms climbed warily out of slit trenches and foxholes, slowly assembling in squads and then platoons. Lightly wounded men, wrapped in blood-soaked bandages, hobbled toward the waiting vehicles. Others, more seriously injured, were carried out on stretchers and carefully loaded onto flatbed trucks. All of them, whether wounded or unhurt, were haggard, dirty, and gaunt. Bloodshot eyes stared out of sunburned, unshaven faces.

Led by a handful of regular officers, the enthusiastic volunteers of the Kaniv Battalion had fought hard for weeks—grinding the Russian-backed separatists out of village after village as they closed in on the rebel stronghold of Donetsk. Casualties had been high, but they had been winning. Final victory seemed only days away.

And then Moscow had entered the war openly.

Massed columns of Russian tanks, infantry fighting vehicles, self-propelled artillery pieces, and rocket launchers poured across the border, defying every call from the United States and the West to withdraw. And all of Kiev’s pleas for military aid had been rebuffed by the Americans and NATO. Outnumbered and outgunned, Ukraine’s regular forces and volunteer units had been smashed in a series of bloody pitched battles.

Like so many others, the Kaniv Battalion had found itself surrounded, trapped in this burned-out village under constant shelling by Russian artillery batteries. Although they had repelled several enemy attacks, Kravchenko and his men knew they faced certain annihilation once their supplies and ammunition were exhausted. And so, early this morning, their commander, Colonel Romaniuk, had reluctantly accepted Moscow’s radioed offer of a temporary cease-fire and safe-conduct back to Ukrainian-held territory.

“So that’s it? We’re just cutting and running?” a voice rasped.

Kravchenko looked down, meeting the angry eyes of Sergeant Pavlo Lytvyn. Before the war, Lytvyn had been a professor of classics. Weeks of fighting had turned him into a ruthless, determined killer—and one of the best soldiers in the battalion.

The major shrugged. “For now, Pavlo.” He donned his helmet again. “But we’ll be back.”

Sourly, Lytvyn spat to one side. “Not in our lifetimes, Fedir. You’ll see. What those bastards in the Kremlin take, they hold. We’re not coming back here. Not ever.”

Thirty minutes later, perched uneasily atop the swaying deck of the BTR as it lurched south, Kravchenko pondered the sergeant’s grim prophecy. He craned his neck, staring back past the exhausted, silent soldiers crowded around him. Columns of smoke coiled upward from burning buildings, staining the blue summer sky. A distant rumble of guns off to the northeast signaled that other Ukrainian units were still fighting—still desperately trying to hold off the Russian onslaught.

For a moment, he wondered whether they should have spurned the Russian president’s offer of safe-conduct, instead choosing to sell their lives in a heroic last stand. Could such an act have inspired his countrymen to even greater patriotism in the face of Moscow’s aggression?

Then he shrugged. It was too late for suicidal heroism.

Obeying the withdrawal instructions signaled by the local Russian commander, the ragtag Ukrainian convoy of trucks, cars, and battle-scarred APCs turned off the main highway and onto a rutted dirt road paralleling the railroad to Mariupol. The BTR he was riding on was fourth in line, and the ruined village they’d abandoned was soon lost to sight. Thick woods hemmed them in on both sides.

Spewing a blue haze of exhaust fumes, the column moved slowly southward. Their white truce flags hung limp in the stagnant, humid air. Every rut jolted groans from the wounded men crammed into trucks and cars.

Suddenly the shrill roar of a gas turbine engine echoed off the surrounding trees. It was coming from ahead of the convoy.

Kravchenko scrambled to his feet to get a better look. He was in time to see a massive T-80 main battle tank clatter out onto the railroad tracks. The white, blue, and red tricolor of the Russian Federation streamed from its whip antenna.

“What the devil is that idiot doing?” he muttered. “He’s blocking the damned road.”

The T-80’s turret whined round, bringing its 125mm smoothbore gun to bear.

“Christ!” Lytvyn swore wildly. “It’s a fucking ambush!”

KA-BLAAMM!

One round from the T-80 blew Colonel Romaniuk’s prized UAZ Hunter staff car into a blazing, mangled wreck. Razor-edged fragments sleeted outward from the blast, smashing windshields and shredding men in nearby cars and trucks.

Seconds later, the convoy’s tail-end vehicle, a flatbed truck crowded with wounded Ukrainian soldiers, exploded in a ball of flame. It has been hit by another high-explosive tank round—this one fired by a T-72 tank marked in separatist colors. The rebel tank had roared out behind them to cut off any escape to the north.

With a chattering, rippling crackle, both tanks opened up with their 7.62mm coaxial and heavier 12.7mm turret-mounted machine guns. More stalled vehicles burst into flame or were torn open from end to end. Screaming men scrambled out of the wreckage and were cut down. Crumpled bodies piled up on the dirt road.

The Russian T-80 rumbled around Romaniuk’s wrecked staff car, maneuvering for clearer shots with its main gun. Its squealing treads crushed wounded Ukrainians writhing desperately to escape.

Wide-eyed in horror, Kravchenko grabbed Lytvyn and dragged him off the BTR-80 APC. They landed heavily in the tall grass growing beside the road and went prone. Most of those who’d been riding with them on the deck reacted too slowly. A hail of machine-gun rounds laced the BTR, ricocheting off its armor, but ripping through flesh and bone. Dead and dying soldiers tumbled down around the two men.

“Get to the woods!” Kravchenko shouted into the sergeant’s ear. “We’ve got to break out of this killing zone!”

Nodding, Lytvyn slithered ahead through the grass, hugging the earth to stay beneath the machine-gun bullets whipcracking just over their heads.

Kravchenko lagged behind, waving other survivors into the trees. “Move it! Go! Go! Go!”

A few yards away, the BTR’s gunner hand-cranked his turret around, desperately trying to bring his own heavy machine gun to bear on the Russian tank. His rounds wouldn’t be able to penetrate its thick armor, but they might knock out its optics and lighter weapons.

Kravchenko saw the turret turning and glanced to his left. The Russian tank’s big gun was whirring round, too, coming on target faster. “Oh, hell,” he snarled, scrambling to his feet and turning to run.

WHAAMM!

The T-80’s 125mm high-explosive antitank round slammed into the BTR, penetrated, and blew up.

Kravchenko had just enough time to see searing tongues of orange and red fire lance out of the APC’s open hatches and firing ports. And then the blast caught him. It picked him up, squeezed the air out of his lungs, and hurled him into the woods.

Everything went black.

Fedir Kravchenko swam slowly up out of darkness into a world of blinding light and searing pain. Every part of his body seemed wrapped in agony—his arms, his legs, his chest, his face. Every shallow, gasping breath he took turned the world around him red.

But his eyes were closed.

He struggled to open them.

“Calmly, Fedir. Calmly,” he heard a voice saying. It was a voice he recognized. It was the voice of Pavlo Lytvyn. “You must not move too fast or you will rip the dressings open and bleed out.”

Moaning, Kravchenko forced an eye open. But only one eye. There were bandages covering half his face.

Slowly, Lytvyn’s own grim face swam into focus. It was framed by tall sunflowers, bright yellow against the sky.

“I need to see,” he mumbled, tasting blood in his mouth.

“Yes,” the sergeant agreed slowly. “You must see.” Carefully, he propped Kravchenko up.

The major stared, trying to understand what he saw through the waves of anguish surging through his mangled body. They were deep in a field of sunflowers, hidden among the tall plants. A few other Ukrainian soldiers, most spattered in blood and ashen-faced, squatted near them.

Thick plumes of oily, black smoke billowed above the distant trees. Each pillar of smoke marked the pyre of a wrecked vehicle and dead men.

Slowly, painfully, Kravchenko turned his head away. He stared at Lytvyn. “Where is the rest of the battalion?”

“The battalion?” The sergeant shook his head. His eyes were sad and distant. He nodded at the tiny handful of frightened men around them. “This, Major, is the battalion. All that survives.”

Kravchenko closed his eye. Part of him wanted to let go, to fall away from this place of pain and horror and humiliation into sheer nothingness. But then he felt a flood of rage buoying him up. It was not a blinding, maddening frenzy. Instead, it was as though he were gripped by a tide of ice-cold fury that cut through all pain and all confusion—laying open the real world in all its stark cruelty.

He looked again at Lytvyn, this time seeing the other man with crystalline clarity. He forced a twisted smile, knowing how strange and terrible it must look on his maimed, bandaged face. “Hear me, Pavlo.”

“Sir?”

“We will take our vengeance on those treacherous Russian bastards,” Kravchenko said coldly. “We will make widows of their wives and orphans of their children. We will kill them by the hundreds and the thousands and the tens of thousands. We will kill them here on our native soil and on the streets of Moscow itself. They will learn to fear us. And they will beg for mercy, but still we will kill them. This I swear this to you, and to our fallen comrades.” He fell silent, sliding back into unconsciousness.

Pavlo Lytvyn stared down at the gruesomely disfigured man who had been his commanding officer. “And so Nemesis awakes,” he murmured, recalling the ancient myths he had once studied and treasured. Then he remembered the scenes of slaughter he had just witnessed. His big, capable hands tightened on the AK-74 assault rifle he’d saved from the massacre and rout. “So be it.”










ONE

Bring ideas in and entertain them royally, for one of them may be the king.

—MARK VAN DOREN, AMERICAN POET AND SCHOLAR

SKY MASTERS AEROSPACE, INC.

XF-111 SUPERVARK BOMBER,

OVER “WESTERN RUSSIA”

JULY 2017

“Big Bird radar detected at twelve o’clock. Estimated range forty miles,” the XF-111 SuperVark’s computer said in a calm female voice. “Detection probability high.”

“Activate SPEAR,” Brad McLanahan ordered, tweaking his stick to the left. The bomber banked slightly, following the visual cues shown by its digital terrain-following system. Blinking lights on a towering factory smokestack flashed past the right side of the canopy and vanished in the darkness. The XF-111 juddered slightly, hitting turbulence created by warmer air rising from the ground just two hundred feet below.

“ALQ-293 SPEAR activated,” the computer told him.

Brad relaxed slightly. If the computer was doing its job right, his XF-111’s Self-Protection Electronically Agile Reaction system was busy transmitting precisely tailored signals that would fool the enemy radar into believing his bomber was somewhere else in the sky over Russia. And that might make the very real difference between living awhile longer and “catastrophic mission failure”—that dry little phrase used by his Sky Masters tactics instructors to describe what happened when a missile hit turned an aircraft into a tumbling ball of flame and shredded metal.

Then he tightened up again. That radar detection was an indication that he was flying straight into the zone where Russia’s air defenses formed what was supposed to be an impenetrable barrier of overlapping radars and surface-to-air missile batteries. The 91N6E radar, code-named Big Bird by NATO, was the acquisition and battle management radar for Russia’s first-line S-400 Triumph SAM battalions. Equipped with eight launchers, each S-400 battalion could fire up a mix of up to thirty-two highly accurate, long-range surface-to-air missiles. That was more than enough to make a very bad day for any attacking aircraft.

“Search radar broke lock,” the computer reported.

Brad really hoped the XF-111’s defensive programs were running smoothly. He didn’t especially like having to rely entirely on the computer this way. Ordinarily, a separate weapons system officer would closely monitor its operations, but he was stuck flying this mission alone.

But this was one awesome bird to fly even without a weapons systems officer—it was so highly automated that it almost flew itself. Each crewmember had two large color multifunction computer monitors that could display a dazzling array of information, from engine and systems readouts, navigation, weapons status, and even a virtual depiction of the outside world that was so detailed and clear that it seemed like a color photograph. The center of the instrument panel had a large multifunction display that mostly showed engine, fuel, electrical, and other system readouts, although data could be displayed and swapped around to any other monitor in case of damage or malfunction.

The original F-111 “Aardvark” was very advanced in its time, but the SuperVark was a digital masterpiece, in line with the latest bizjets and spacecraft: flight controls were triple-redundant digital fly-by-wire; voice-command redundant computers controlled navigation, flight control, attack, defensive systems, and weapon release. The SuperVark had an AN/APG-81 active electronically scanned array radar for air-to-air and air-to-ground attack, and the radar could even be used in a high-power, narrow-beam mode to attack and disrupt enemy aircraft and incoming missiles. It employed four infrared detectors to provide warning and track enemy aircraft and missiles, and the sensors interfaced with the ALQ-293 SPEAR defensive system and the flight control computers to track and evade attackers.

Controlled by its digital terrain-following radar and computers, the SuperVark pitched up slightly as it popped up over a wooded hill and then descended again—speeding low across the hilly, forested landscape at nearly six hundred knots. Glowing numbers counting down on his HUD showed that he was still more than one hundred miles from his primary target, the headquarters of Russia’s 4th Air-Space Defense Brigade in Dolgoprudny, a suburb just north of Moscow.

For a moment, Brad was tempted to pop up off the deck and launch his cruise missiles now. The two AGM-158 JASSMs (Joint Air-to-Surface Standoff Missiles) slung in his XF-111’s internal weapons bay had a rated range of around two hundred nautical miles. Once he launched them, he could turn and get the hell out of Russian airspace. But he fought down that urge.

Technically, JASSMs were low-observable, semistealthy weapons designed to penetrate to defended enemy targets. But semistealthy didn’t mean invisible, especially not up against equipment like that Big Bird positioned up ahead. It was a powerful phased array radar, the land-based equivalent of the U.S. Navy’s SPY-1 Aegis. If he launched now, the flight path for his subsonic cruise missiles would take them straight over the Russian S-400 battalion, and the JASSMs would be detected and shot down in seconds.

No, Brad decided, feeling his heart rate accelerate, there was only one way this mission was going to work. He was going to have to blow a hole through the Russian air defenses before he launched the JASSMs.

Keeping his right hand on the stick, he keyed in a new target on the large color multifunction display set below his HUD. Another quick button press selected a different weapon, one of the two AGM-88 HARMs hanging from launch rails beneath his XF-111’s wings.

“Range to Big Bird radar,” he asked aloud.

“Fifteen miles,” the SuperVark’s voice-command system said.

Good enough, Brad thought. His HARMs, High-Speed Anti-Radiation Missiles, could reach out and smack enemy radars at ranges of up to eighty nautical miles. He squeezed the “DTF DISENGAGE” paddle switch on his control stick with his right little finger, temporarily disengaging the digital terrain-following system, and pulled back slightly. His left hand pushed the throttles forward a bit, feeding more power to the XF-111’s brand-new turbofan engines. The big fighter-bomber climbed, roaring up past two thousand feet.

“Warning, Big Bird radar has a lock,” the computer reported in a maddeningly calm voice.

“Crap,” Brad muttered. But that was no real surprise. There were limits to what any defensive electronic countermeasures system could do, even one as sophisticated as the ALQ-293 SPEAR. Now that they had a solid lock on him, those Russian SAM launchers would start flushing their own missiles in seconds.

Heart pounding, he toggled the weapons button on his stick and squeezed his eyes shut to avoid being dazzled by the HARM’s rocket plume.

WHOOSH!

The antiradiation missile he’d selected streaked out from under the XF-111’s right wing. It curved slightly, already guiding on the Russian SAM radar’s emissions.

Brad released the paddle switch and watched the terrain-following system yank the SuperVark’s nose down, heading for the deck again in the hope that he could break that radar lock by getting down in the clutter. He banked hard right and then jinked back left. No point in making it easy for them, he thought.

A huge white flash lit the night sky directly ahead.

“Big Bird radar off-line,” the voice-command system said.

“Sweet,” Brad said, rolling back onto his preplotted attack course. He shoved the throttles forward, going to full military power. The XF-111 responded instantly, accelerating fast. With their primary battle management radar blown to hell, it would take the officers and men of that Russian S-400 battalion a minute or two to power up their replacement systems. Time to git while the getting’s good, he told himself.

“Command not understood,” the computer said.

Oops. Brad colored briefly, embarrassed. The SuperVark’s voice-command system was a high-tech marvel, but it had limitations where English-language idioms were concerned. “Disregard.”

“Disregard last command. Fifty miles to primary mission target.”

Brad glanced ahead out the XF-111’s canopy. A pale yellow and white glow on the far horizon marked the city lights of Moscow. Almost there, he thought. Once he got within forty miles of Dolgoprudny, he’d pop up again to launch the JASSMs and break away at high speed.

“EXODUS threat detected at four o’clock,” the voice-command system said sharply. “Range is one hundred and sixty feet.”

What the hell? Brad swung his head sharply, straining to look out the right rear quadrant of the XF-111’s canopy. There was nothing there, just the black of a clear Russian night sky speckled with cold bright stars. Reacting instinctively, he turned hard into the threat. But what was this EXODUS thing? Some new surface-to-air missile? A new-type Russian fighter? And how had whatever it was gotten so close that it was practically scratching the paint on his SuperVark?

“Query EXODUS,” he demanded. He kept the fighter-bomber in a tight turn while frantically scanning for some visual on this unidentified threat that would explain things.

“EXODUS confirmed,” the computer said. “Still at four o’clock. Range one hundred and sixty feet.”

Brad frowned. Somehow, this unknown object was holding a static position relative to his aircraft, even while he maneuvered wildly. How was that possible?

Suddenly all the cockpit displays went out, leaving him sitting in absolute darkness. The noise and rumble of the XF-111’s twin turbofan engines died. The night sky outside the cockpit went black. With a whine of hydraulics, the floor tilted back to level. After a split second, red emergency lighting flickered on, outlining a door at the rear of the compartment.

“Simulator power loss,” the computer reported. “Mission incomplete.”

Not cool, Brad said to himself through gritted teeth. Doing all the grunt work and manual labor expected of summer interns at Sky Masters and keeping up with required classes in aerospace engineering, business management, and air combat tactics left him scrambling just to eat, stay in shape, and occasionally sleep. And now, just when he’d committed a whole hour of his incredibly limited free time to this XF-111 mission simulation, the darned thing had gone dead less than halfway through. It was like getting all the interruptus without any of the coitus.

Sky Masters Aerospace operated some of the most advanced full flight simulators in the world, enabling the Nevada-based private company to train pilots to fly almost any kind of aircraft. Its programs and instructors could teach you to handle everything from lowly little turboprops to fifth-generation fighters like the F-22 Raptor. Sky Masters even trained astronauts to fly the incredible S-series advanced spaceplanes, which delivered passengers and cargo to Earth orbit from ordinary commercial runways. For Brad, the chance to grab occasional sim time was one of this unpaid internship’s biggest perks.

Still pissed, he unstrapped himself from his seat and stood up, stretching out the kinks in his shoulders and legs. His build was one of the few disadvantages he’d inherited as a McLanahan. Most of the time there was nothing wrong at all with being tall and powerfully built, but it kind of sucked when you had to squeeze yourself into a crowded cockpit for hours on end. Getting the chance to lob some ordnance into a computer-generated building full of virtual bad guys would have made up for the physical discomfort.

It was only when he stepped out onto the narrow platform attached to the huge, full-motion simulator that the penny dropped. There, off at his four o’clock and about a hundred sixty feet away, was the exit door for the huge converted hangar Sky Masters used to house its simulators. It was at the same range and bearing as that weird threat warning he’d been given just before the simulator’s power failed.

EXODUS wasn’t NATO shorthand for a new Russian SAM or fighter plane, he suddenly remembered. It was one of a series of code words created by his father, retired Air Force Lieutenant General Patrick McLanahan, and by former U.S. President Kevin Martindale, now the owner of Scion, a private military and intelligence company. They had wanted a means to communicate quickly, securely, and secretly with Brad in an emergency. EXODUS was essentially shorthand for “make an excuse and get out of Dodge fast.”

Which meant there was trouble brewing somewhere.

His hands balled into fists. What the hell was going on now? he wondered.

For years, he had been caught up in events well beyond the pay grade of any trained military officer, let alone an ordinary college student barely into his twenties. In 2015, together with his father and other Sky Masters pilots under government contract, he’d flown an unauthorized retaliatory strike against the People’s Republic of China after Chinese bombers attacked the U.S. Air Force base on Guam. Almost everyone thought his father had been killed during that mission. The fact that Patrick McLanahan, though terribly wounded, had survived was known only by a tiny handful of people.

Then, last year, funded by a grant from Sky Masters, Brad and a team of fellow students from Cal Poly had worked hard to build and deploy an experimental orbital solar power plant called Starfire. It used a microwave laser to beam all the power they collected back to Earth. Despite their peaceful intentions, the Russians and Chinese claimed they were building space weapons and launched an attack on Starfire and Armstrong Station. With salvos of S-500 air-to-space missiles streaking toward them, Brad’s team had been forced to convert their laser into a real fighting weapon. And it had worked—helping defend Armstrong Space Station successfully right up to the moment when a Russian EMP blast knocked out their electronics.

That would have been way more than enough danger and excitement for anyone. Unfortunately, Brad had also found himself hunted by Russian assassins, narrowly escaping being murdered more times than he liked to think about. It seemed that Russia’s president, Gennadiy Gryzlov, had embarked on a personal vendetta against anyone bearing the McLanahan name. It was a vendetta that went back more than a decade, all the way back to the day when Gryzlov’s own father had been killed by American bombs—bombs dropped in a raid commanded by Patrick McLanahan.

Things had been quieter in the months since the tangled wreckage of Armstrong Station fell burning through the atmosphere. The press, quickly bored by old news, had stopped hounding him for interviews. The survivors of his Starfire team had drifted apart—drawn back to their own academic challenges and lives. Even Jodie Cavendish, the Australian exchange student with whom he’d fallen in love, or maybe just lust, and shared the secret that his father was alive, had gone back to Brisbane. Then, after the school year ended, the higher-ups at Sky Masters, impressed by his work and leadership skills, had offered him this summer internship. And even the Russians seemed to have stopped trying to kill him. Brad had been hoping that destroying the Starfire Project had satiated that nut case Gryzlov’s rage.

His father and Martindale weren’t so sure. Both men suspected Brad was still under close surveillance—certainly by the U.S. government and probably by Russia’s SVR, its Foreign Intelligence Service, and the PRC’s Ministry of State Security. If so, none of his phone calls or e-mails were secure. That was why they’d ginned up a number of code words and phrases for different situations and made him memorize them.

So now his father and Martindale were privately signaling him to bail out of his Sky Masters internship and head for the hills. Fair enough, Brad thought. The trick was going to be how to do that without tipping off the FBI and various Russian and Chinese intelligence agents that something weird was up. If he just waltzed into the personnel office and said he was quitting, he might as well send up a flare. Nobody who knew anything about him would believe he’d walk away from this gig with Sky Masters without a darned good reason.

Still thinking about that, he slid the last few feet down the ladder from the XF-111 simulator and dropped lightly onto the hangar floor. The massive Hexapod system’s huge hydraulic jacks towered above his head.

“Well, shit, look who’s been hogging the sim again, guys,” a voice jeered from behind him. “It’s Boy Bomber Jock McLanahan and his trusty sidekick, Ego Fricking Mania.”

Brad spun around.

Deke Carson and two other Sky Masters test pilots were about twenty feet away, loitering near the control consoles that ran the simulators. Carson, the biggest of the trio, leaned back against one of the consoles with his arms folded and an unpleasant sneer plastered across his face. His two friends, slightly smaller and lighter but wearing obnoxious smirks of their own, hovered at his elbows.

Brad’s eyes narrowed. Mostly he got along pretty well with the fliers who worked for Sky Masters and with the other professional pilots who flocked here for advanced training. Carson and his cronies were the exception. They’d been riding him all summer.

Carson was the worst. Like many Air Force pilots, he’d been “involuntarily separated” from the service in the last round of budget cuts. Sky Masters was retraining him to fly big commercial jetliners, but he was still pissed off about losing his military career. And even the sight of Brad McLanahan was like waving a matador’s red cape in front of a bull. Knowing that a kid, and a civilian kid at that, had more flight time, even time in space, and real-world combat experience than he did struck the former Air Force captain as proof that politics and family clout counted for more than talent and training.

“Did you cut the power to my sim, Deke?” Brad snapped, moving toward the other men.

Carson raised an eyebrow. “Your sim, McLanahan?” He snorted. “Last time I looked, you were just a jumped-up broom jockey with a big mouth. Or did somebody in corporate promote you to CEO because you did such a good job cleaning toilets?”

His two friends snickered.

Encouraged, Carson unfolded his arms and stepped right up to Brad, crowding inside his comfort zone. “Look, Bradley McDumbshit. These guys and me . . .” He nodded at his cronies, “We’re paying the freight here, to the tune of ten thousand bucks apiece per goddamned month. And we’re getting sick of seeing you waltz around like you’re God’s Own Aviator. Hell, you’re not even a nugget. You’re just a little piece of crap with delusions of grandeur.”

“I’ve paid my dues,” Brad said tightly. “I’ve flown enough to—”

“Bull,” Carson interrupted. “The only reason anyone’s ever let you sit in a cockpit is because your dad, the late and totally unlamented General McLanahan, knew how to kiss political ass in Washington, D.C., and corporate ass here at Sky Masters.”

For a moment, Brad saw red. Then he breathed out slowly, forcing himself to regain self-control. He had nothing to gain from getting into a fight with a dick like Carson. Three years ago, losing his temper with an instructor had gotten him bounced out of the U.S. Air Force Academy in the middle of cadet basic training. Though he’d never said so, Brad knew that was the one time he’d genuinely disappointed his father.

“Nothing to say, McLanahan?” Carson asked loudly. His sneer grew deeper. “I guess that’s because you know it’s the truth.” He glanced at his friends, saw them grinning in encouragement, and swung back to Brad. “Hell, the only other thing you’ve got in common with your dad is the nasty habit of getting other people killed for your own goddamned glory! How many people were left sucking vacuum when you ditched from Armstrong Space Station and hightailed it for home? Four? Five? More?”

On the other hand, Brad thought coldly, he did need a good reason for leaving Sky Masters before his internship was up. Maybe this was his chance to create one. He looked hard at Carson. “I strongly suggest you shut up, Deke,” he said.

“Or what?” Carson asked, still sneering.

“Or I will kick your sorry Hangar Queen ass,” Brad told him. “And right in front of your little friends, too.”

For a second, he thought the other man would play it smart and back down. That would be . . . disappointing. But then he saw Carson’s nostrils flare and knew he’d jabbed the right nerve with that Hangar Queen crack. Maybe it wasn’t fair to rub Deke’s face in the fact that his beloved Air Force had treated him like a broken-down bird useful only for spare parts, but this wasn’t exactly a time to be fair.

Carson shoved his shoulder hard. “Screw you,” he snarled.

One, Brad thought. He just smiled.

Furious now, Carson started to shove him again.

Now.

Brad slid to the left, deflecting the other man’s arm up and away with a right fan block.

Off balance, Carson stumbled forward.

Moving swiftly and fluidly, Brad swung in behind him, sliding his left hand under and around the other man’s jaw to bring Carson’s throat into the crook of his elbow. At the same time, he brought his right hand over to grip the back of the former Air Force pilot’s head and pushed forward, exponentially increasing the force on his carotid arteries.

Within seconds, deprived of any blood flow to his brain, Carson sagged, unconscious. Brad dropped him to the hangar floor. The self-defense training he had received from Chris Wohl and his countersurveillance operatives of Scion, even though long discontinued, still stuck with him.

“Who’s next?” he asked, stepping over the other man’s limp body. He grinned. “I’ll be nice. You can both come at me at the same time.”

But Carson’s two cronies were already backing away. One of them had his cell phone out. “Sky Masters Security?” he stammered. “We’ve got a big problem in the Simulator Building. We need help, right now!”

The other looked at Brad with an odd mix of fear and curiosity in his eyes. “You know you’re totally fucked, McLanahan, don’t you?”

Brad shrugged. “Well, yeah, I guess I probably am.”








OSCE ARMS CONTROL STATION,

NEAR STAROVOITOVE,

URKAINIAN-POLISH BORDER

THAT SAME TIME

Lieutenant General Mikhail Voronov, commander of Russia’s 20th Guards Army, leaned forward in the Kazan Ansat-U helicopter’s left-hand seat, studying the ground flashing below at 250 kilometers per hour. This part of western Ukraine was covered in tiny lakes, narrow rivers, and marshland. Patches of pine and oak forest alternated with small fields sown in rye, potatoes, and oats. There were relatively few roads, most of them running east toward Kiev and west toward the Polish frontier.

A poor countryside, Voronov thought. But a useful place to keep a choke hold on the Ukrainians.

“We are five minutes out, sir,” the pilot told him. “Captains Covaci and Yurevich report they are ready for your inspection.”

“Very good,” Voronov said.

Stefan Covaci, a Romanian military police officer, and Vitalyi Yurevich, a member of Belarus’s border guards, jointly commanded one of the OSCE arms control posts sited at every border crossing into Ukraine. Since Romania was friendly to Ukraine and Belarus favored Russia, the dual command arrangement kept each national contingent reasonably honest and efficient.

In theory, under the cease-fire agreement between Ukraine’s government and the separatists allied with Moscow, these stations were supposed to stem the flow of weapons and military technology that might trigger a new conflict. In practice, their work helped keep the Ukrainians militarily weak and under Moscow’s thumb. Weapons sought by Kiev were deemed contraband, while Russian arms shipments to Donetsk, Luhansk, and other rebel-held cities easily evaded the OSCE’s inspectors.

The Russian general smiled, remembering the carefully crafted English-language quip his president had used at a recent meeting: “So the West thinks OSCE stands for the ‘Organization for Security and Cooperation in Europe,’ eh?” Russian Federation President Gennadiy Gryzlov had said with a wolfish grin. “How very high-minded of them. Fortunately for us, we know that it really stands for the ‘Organization to Secure Our Conquests and Empire.’ ”

It was the kind of darkly ironic gibe Voronov greatly enjoyed.

Since the tank, motor-rifle, and artillery brigades of his 20th Guards Army were based closest to Ukraine’s eastern border, Voronov acted as Moscow’s de facto satrap for the rebel-controlled regions. He made sure that the Kremlin’s carefully expressed “wishes” were obeyed to the letter. If necessary, separatists who balked were discreetly eliminated by special hit teams under his orders—as were other Ukrainians still living in those areas who were too stupid to understand who now ruled them.

As the senior Russian commander in this region, he also made a habit of periodically inspecting the OSCE’s arms control posts. These inspection tours added up to long, dreary hours spent flying from place to place, refueling when necessary, but his visits kept the monitors on their toes. And that was useful. Arms and ammunition they confiscated were arms and ammunition his own troops would not have to face when the day finally came to finish the job and reconquer all of Ukraine.

For now, President Gryzlov seemed content with the status quo, but the general suspected that would soon change. The NATO powers, led by the United States, were increasingly weak. Just last year the Americans had effectively stood aside while Russia first destroyed an S-19 spaceplane with their vice president aboard, and then blew their prized Armstrong orbital military station into a million pieces. And if anything, their new president, a woman of all things, seemed even less likely to get in Moscow’s way.

Voronov’s sly grin slipped.

Poland was the one real remaining obstacle. It, too, had a new president, Piotr Wilk. But this Pole, a former air force commander, seemed made of sterner stuff than the American, Stacy Anne Barbeau. His sympathies plainly lay with Ukraine’s democratic regime. And he was already proposing a program of significantly increased defense spending to boost Poland’s military capabilities. If left too long to his own devices, Wilk seemed likely to make trouble for Moscow.

Which gave Voronov all the more reason to keep a close eye on this particular arms control post. Sited at the busiest border crossing between Poland and Ukraine, it was just the place the Poles might use for clandestine shipments to Kiev.

“The Starovoitove arms control station is in sight,” the helicopter pilot reported. He reduced collective and pulled back on his cyclic joystick to begin slowing the Ansat. He keyed his mike. “Opekun flight, clear us into the landing zone. Acknowledge.”

Another voice crackled through their headphones. “Understood, Lead. Guardian flight complying. Out.”

Two narrow-bodied Ansat-2RC light helicopter gunships flashed past and descended, spiraling into orbit ahead at low altitude. The pilot and gunner aboard each helicopter were using their nose-mounted infrared sensors to scan for potential threats. If anyone was concealed in the surrounding forests, their heat signature would stand out against the cooler vegetation.

Voronov looked through the windscreen. They were coming up on the Bug River, a shallow, meandering waterway that marked the border between Poland and Ukraine. Two bridges spanned the river, one for the Lublin-Kiev railroad and the other for the E373 highway. Sunlight glinted off slanted glass and metal roofs, pinpointing the twin checkpoints where the Poles and Ukrainians conducted their own hunt for illegal immigrants, cigarettes, drugs, and other contraband.

Long lines of semitrailer trucks and cars were backed up on the highway in both directions, waiting for clearance across the frontier. More vehicles filled the large lots adjacent to each customs and border inspection plaza or were parked nose to tail along the various connector roads.

The OSCE had erected three plain, prefabricated buildings just beyond the Ukrainian border crossing. One was a headquarters and communications center. Another provided living quarters for the twenty Romanian and Belarusian arms inspectors. The third building, larger than the others and the only one surrounded by a barbed-wire-topped fence, served both as a storage area for any confiscated weapons and an armory. There were no other defenses.

Voronov’s thick lips pursed in disgust. This was his second inspection of the Starovoitove Station in the past twelve months and nothing had changed. The Romanian military police captain and his Belarusian counterpart refused to consider fortifying their post, insisting that maintaining good relations with the locals required a more open approach. Good relations with the Poles and the Ukrainians? Kakaya yerunda, the general thought. What bullshit!

Then he shrugged. Their carelessness about their own safety wasn’t his problem.

“Lead, this is Opekun One,” the senior gunship pilot radioed. “You are clear to land.”

The driver of a huge MZKT Volant truck parked along the road watched the Russian utility helicopter fly low overhead and flare in for a landing next to the OSCE headquarters. His refrigerated semitrailer carried the logo of a Donetsk-based frozen foods company.

He leaned forward and spoke softly into an intercom rigged between the cab and its trailer. “Our fat friend is arriving.”

“And the two whores keeping him company?”

“Still circling, but I think they’ll follow him in soon,” the driver said, peering through his windshield to watch the two shark-nosed Ansat gunships orbiting over the border checkpoint.

“Very good,” the voice from the trailer said. “Keep me informed.”

Less than two hundred meters away, the helicopter carrying Voronov settled smoothly onto the landing pad. Its twin turboshaft engines spun down and stopped. Four soldiers in light blue berets, bulky body armor, and pixelated camouflage uniforms jumped out, bending low to clear the slowing rotors. Each carried a compact 9mm Bizon submachine gun. They fanned out across the pad, staying between the helicopter and the group of unarmed Romanian and Belarusian arms control monitors already lined up to greet their distinguished visitor.

Those were Voronov’s Spetsnaz bodyguards, the truck driver realized. The Russian lieutenant general was a cautious man. Then he snorted softly. But perhaps not cautious enough.

Two Russian junior officers, clearly military aides, followed the bodyguards. They snapped to attention as Voronov himself clambered out of the helicopter cockpit and dropped heavily onto the tarmac. Straightening up, the general marched forward to exchange salutes with the two young officers assigned to command the OSCE station. Decked out in his full dress uniform, complete with peaked cap, jangling medals, and highly polished black boots, the burly, thickset Russian looked more like an overstuffed toy soldier than a cold-blooded killer.

If so, his looks were deceiving, the truck driver decided grimly. Both directly and indirectly, the commander of the 20th Guards Army was responsible for thousands of deaths.

One after another, the two Russian helicopter gunships settled onto the far end of the pad and cut their engines.

Trailed by his Spetsnaz bodyguards, Voronov and his hosts moved off toward the headquarters building. Behind them, the other Romanian and Belarusian arms control monitors dispersed, with some heading for their posts at the Ukrainian customs plaza and others to their off-duty living quarters. Voronov’s pilot climbed out of the Ansat-U’s cockpit and stretched, easing shoulders cramped during the long flight.

The truck driver clicked the intercom again. “The whores are in bed. It’s time.” Then Pavlo Lytvyn popped open the cab door and dropped lightly onto the grass verge running along the road. He carried an AKS-74U carbine wrapped in a lightweight windbreaker.

Inside the semitrailer, Fedir Kravchenko stood up. He turned to the others crowding its otherwise empty interior. A quick, warped grin flitted across his scarred face. “Right. Keep it nice and easy, boys. You’re just getting some fresh air, remember? Stretching your legs during a short break from a long drive, eh?”

His men nodded. Most wore the set, grim expressions of those who had already killed enemies in battle and seen friends and comrades die. A few of the youngest, those without combat experience, looked pale but determined.

He unlatched one of the heavy back doors and stood aside. “Then off you go. Remember the plan. Follow your orders. And good luck!”

They filed out past him, ambling along the road toward OSCE post in scattered ones and twos. A few had leather jackets thrown over their shoulders to hide slung submachine guns—a mix of Israeli-designed UZIs, older Czech-made Skorpions, and newer Polish PM-84s. Others carried duffel bags carefully unzipped to allow quick access to the assault rifles and other weapons stashed inside.

Kravchenko was the last one out. Appreciatively, he slapped the thick insulation that had hidden them from the thermal sensors carried by the Russian helicopters. Voronov’s flying guard dogs had gotten lazy, he thought. They’d switched on their high-tech IR gear and switched off their brains.

Pavlo Lytvyn joined him and together they strolled along the edge of the highway, bitching amicably and loudly about the lousy roads and the extortionate price of petrol.

Fifty meters from the front entrance to the OSCE headquarters building, Kravchenko knelt down, pretending to tie a shoelace. He risked a glance ahead. The Russian general’s bodyguards were bunched around the door, joking and smoking cigarettes.

Sloppy, the Ukrainian thought coldly. With their boss safely tucked away inside that building, those supposedly elite commandos were acting as though they were off duty until it was time to escort the general back to his helicopter. He looked up at Lytvyn. “Everything set?”

The bigger man nodded, his eyes roving along the highway and around the OSCE compound. Their strike force was in position—carefully dispersed around the perimeter of their target. Some were prone in a drainage ditch that paralleled the road. Others crouched behind trees or had concealed themselves among the vehicles parked next to the compound’s buildings, white official SUVs assigned to the joint Romanian and Belarusian arms control team.

“Rozkryty peklo,” Kravchenko said stonily. “Unleash hell.”

Still down on one knee, Kravchenko reached into his jacket pocket and pulled out a metal egg shape. It was a Russian-made RGN offensive fragmentation grenade. Without hesitating, he pulled the pin, making sure to keep a tight grip on the arming lever. Then he stood up and started walking steadily toward Voronov’s bodyguards, holding the grenade low at his side.

Lyvtyn walked beside him, now grousing loudly about the crummy food at their last rest stop. “So I told that stupid cow of a waitress if I wanted to die of food poisoning, I’d eat my wife’s cooking. I wouldn’t pay fifty hryvnias for your slop!”

Kravchenko forced a laugh.

Forty-five meters.

His right hand ached from the strain of holding the grenade lever closed. A droplet of sweat stung his one good eye. Impatiently, he blinked it away.

They were forty meters away.

One of the Spetsnaz soldiers, turning away from his friends to light another cigarette, finally noticed them. Startled, he stared at the two Ukrainians for a long moment and then hurriedly nudged his closest comrade.

“Stoi! Hold it!” this one shouted, unslinging his submachine gun.

Thirty-five meters. Close enough.

Still moving, Kravchenko hurled the grenade toward the bunched-up Russian bodyguards. As it flew through the air, the arming lever popped off in a hissing shower of sparks and smoke.

Kravchenko and Lytvyn threw themselves flat.

The grenade hit the pavement right in the middle of the Russians and went off in a blinding flash. Ninety-seven grams of RDX explosive hurled jagged shards of aluminum outward at more than two thousand meters per second. All four soldiers were knocked down. Fragments that hit their body armor failed to penetrate the titanium and hard carbide boron ceramic chest- and backplates. Fragments that hit arms, legs, faces, or skulls punched through in a gruesome spray of blood and bits of shattered bone.

Before the echoes of the blast faded, the two Ukrainians were up and running toward the headquarters building. Lytvyn tossed his windbreaker aside and opened fire with his AKS carbine on the move, hammering the fallen Spetsnaz troops with short bursts. Hunks of bullet-shattered concrete danced and skittered away. Kravchenko drew a Makarov pistol from his shoulder holster and thumbed the safety off.

Off to their right, a rifle cracked—dropping the pilot of Voronov’s helicopter with a single shot.

Across the pad, twin turboshaft engines whined shrilly as the crews of both Ansat gunships went for emergency starts. Slowly at first and then faster, their rotors started turning.

Two of Kravchenko’s men broke cover and dashed to the edge of the tarmac. They carried RPG-22 antitank rocket launchers. Both men stopped, braced, and fired almost simultaneously. Finned, rocket-propelled grenades streaked across the pad and slammed into the gunships.

The Ansat-2RCs blew up, torn apart by the RPG warheads and the detonation of their own fuel and ammunition. Twisted pieces of rotor and fuselage spiraled outward. Clouds of oily black smoke lit by fire boiled away from the heaps of blazing wreckage.

Pavlo Lytvyn charged into the OSCE headquarters building without slowing down. Kravchenko followed him.

Two ashen-faced Russian officers spun away from the windows looking out across the helicopter landing pad. They frantically clawed for the pistols holstered at their sides.

Lytvyn shot them at point-blank range and moved on down the central corridor.

The wide hallway ended in a door marked BIROU DE COMANDă and KAMANDA OFIS—“Command Office” in Romanian and Belarusian.

The big man kicked the door open and slid inside, moving sideways to cover the three stunned men—the two young officers who commanded this OSCE post and Lieutenant General Mikhail Voronov—grouped behind a large conference table covered with official documents and maps. He settled the stock of the AKS firmly against his shoulder. “Stay very still, gentlemen. And, please, keep your hands where I can see them.”

Fedir Kravchenko entered the room. He heard the shocked, indrawn breaths when they saw the mutilated left side of his face. Kiev’s best plastic surgeons had done their utmost to repair the damage, but there hadn’t been much left for them to work with.

He moved behind Voronov and the others, deftly relieving them of their sidearms. He tossed the pistols across the room and stepped back a pace.

“What do you want from us?” one of the two OSCE officers asked stiffly, keeping his eyes locked on the unwavering muzzle of Lytvyn’s carbine.

“From you? Nothing,” Kravchenko said. He shrugged. “We are not your enemies. Once we’re done here, you will be released safe and sound. Why, with a bit of luck, none of your men have even had their hair mussed.”

“Then I suppose you want me as your hostage,” Voronov growled.

With a faint smile, Kravchenko raised his Makarov and shot the Russian in the back of the head. “Wrong, General,” he said quietly. “Dead men are useless as hostages.”

Two minutes later, he led his strike team at a steady lope northwest across the tarmac. Skirting the burning Russian helicopters, they entered the forest, heading toward the Bug River several hundred meters away.

“You know those arms inspectors are going to start screaming for help over their cell phones any second now,” Pavlo Lytvyn said.

“Yes, I know.” Kravchenko nodded. He glanced at his subordinate with another quick, humorless grin. “In fact, I’m counting on it.”








ALSO BY DALE BROWN

STARFIRE

TIGER’S CLAW

A TIME FOR PATRIOTS

EXECUTIVE INTENT

ROGUE FORCES

SHADOW COMMAND

STRIKE FORCE

EDGE OF BATTLE

ACT OF WAR

PLAN OF ATTACK

AIR BATTLE FORCE

WINGS OF FIRE

WARRIOR CLASS

BATTLE BORN

THE TIN MAN

FATAL TERRAIN

SHADOW OF STEEL

STORMING HEAVEN

CHAINS OF COMMAND

NIGHT OF THE HAWK

SKY MASTERS

HAMMERHEADS

DAY OF THE CHEETAH

SILVER TOWER

FLIGHT OF THE OLD DOG








COPYRIGHT

This book is a work of fiction. The characters, incidents, and dialogue are drawn from the author’s imagination and are not to be construed as real. Any resemblance to actual events or persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental.

IRON WOLF. Copyright © 2015 by Air Battle Force, Inc. All rights reserved under International and Pan-American Copyright Conventions. By payment of the required fees, you have been granted the nonexclusive, nontransferable right to access and read the text of this e-book on screen. No part of this text may be reproduced, transmitted, decompiled, reverse-engineered, or stored in or introduced into any information storage and retrieval system, in any form or by any means, whether electronic or mechanical, now known or hereafter invented, without the express written permission of HarperCollins e-books.

FIRST EDITION


ISBN 978-0-06-226237-0

EPub Edition AUGUST 2015 ISBN 9780062262387

    Version 02012018

15  16  17  18  19    OV/RRD    10  9  8  7  6  5  4  3  2  1




OEBPS/images/title.jpg
IRON WOLF

DALE BROWN






OEBPS/images/9780062262387_Cover.jpg
: NEW YORK TIMES BESTSELLING AUTHOR OF STARFIRI






