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BLOWN

One

Monday night at eight-fifty-five, Polish time, a covey of midget helicopters burst through the half-open clerestory windows in the banquet hall.

FBI Special Agent Dawna Shepherd kicked into arrest mode.

No point waiting five minutes to execute the diversion she’d planned. An invasion of drones broadcasting “Ride of the Valkyries” was better.

Plus, they were blasting oily smoke at the four Russian thugs guarding the traitor she was busting.

Dropping a plate of duck bones back on the table, she reached into her apron pocket to retrieve the syringe.

“Now,” she said to her partner.

Stumpy Jan Grabowski hunched down and bulled through the melee. Civilians leaping to avoid the sooty cloud entangled themselves with pistol-waving gunsels batting at the drones.

Jan’s broad shoulders and low center of gravity cleared a path to the two men now rising from their seats at the head table.

Jan threw himself at Filip Volkov, knocking the spy-handler to the floor and subduing him with a blow to the temple.

She pushed into the opening and identified herself to the second man.

She added, “I’m arresting you, Mickey Cartwright, for violation of the US Espionage Act.”

Syringe poised, she saw Mickey raise his arms and stopped herself mid-jab.

“You don’t need that,” he said. “I surrender. Let’s get out of here.”

“Follow me.”

She pivoted as if she’d just stolen a basketball at midcourt. She counted on Jan to cover Mickey’s back.

A week ago, the Bureau had confirmed that Mickey—another renegade NSA contractor who’d become a self-styled “whistleblower” —was being transported from Russia to this three-hundred-and-fifty acre estate turned tourist destination in northeast Poland.

She’d been tasked with his apprehension.

Dawna had recruited the Polish police detective for the op not only because he was strong enough to carry Mickey’s sedated body from the building; equally important, Jan’s cop instincts were impeccable.

She led them quickly into the hotel kitchen.

Jan grabbed a too-conveniently-available metal rod to bar the swinging doors behind them.

They crossed the steamy room at a run. The air smelled of roast duck. The kitchen was inexplicably empty of staff.

Dawna readied herself to dash through the employee parking lot to the Renault ambulance she’d tucked under a bushy pine tree. She yanked on the door.

A gust of wind slapped snowflakes into her eyes. She scrubbed them away. Four inches of icy whiteness blanketed the ground. Flakes fell so thickly, they blurred the lights at the edge of the lot.

She cursed silently.

The forecast had predicted the blizzard would arrive tomorrow morning, not tonight. She’d counted on open roads for their getaway.

These Europeans and their endless official dinners preceding any event, including a judicial hearing. With the frequent toasts and interminable smoke breaks, it had taken four hours to get from welcome drinks to the main course.

Snow must have started falling while she was serving the steak tartare. Thick stone walls and the overhanging roof had kept any flakes from drifting through the ceiling-high windows to alert her.

Her Renault had neither four-wheel drive nor tire chains.

Could it get them to their destination in these whiteout conditions?

With a loud crack, an overloaded pine tree branch fell on the Renault’s roof, settling the question.

They needed a new evacuation vehicle. She spotted no decent alternative among the employee cars. Besides, they couldn’t dally while she tried to hotwire a Daewoo Tico.

The estate had superior motorized vehicles, but at night all were securely stored in a key-pad-locked building to which she hadn’t gained access.

“Damn,” she muttered. “We should have brought the SUV.”


Two

Shit, what a clusterfuck. A pro, Mickey hid his disgust from the tall blonde and the hairy dude running interference for her.

Not credible that these FBI jokers had called in a drone strike. His people had to be in place.

They better step up soon and take charge or he was a dead man.

He’d been expecting contact since this morning, when his convoy crossed the border from Kaliningrad Oblast into the European Union.

Six months had passed since he’d loaded his flash drive and followed Edward Snowden out of the Land of the Free to asylum in Moscow.

During the past week, the Russians’ initial welcome had cooled markedly. Yet, his hosts had allowed him off their soil to testify before the EU Justice Court’s equivalent of a US grand jury.

He was the key witness against his own government at this secret, off-site hearing.

Russia’s top man must’ve ruled in favor of embarrassing the Americans with multiple indictments for illegal surveillance of the leaders of EU member nations.

Mickey’s paranoid handler had demanded the event take place no more than ten miles outside Russia.

Mickey knew his flimsy cover was falling apart. Doubting he would get so far into the west again, he had sent the pull-me-out signal.

Gunfire sounded from the banquet hall side of the door. The thugs trying to shoot their way in?

Mickey crowded up to the exit. They had to leave the hotel.

“Come on,” said Dawna. “The snow will cover our tracks.”

Whispering an aside to her partner, she bowed her head and took off into the darkness.

Mickey hurried after her. “So, you’ve scratched the idea of hauling me away in an ambulance. What’s the B-plan?”

The crazy woman responded by singing the chorus from “Jingle Bells”.

“What the fuck does that mean?”

“You’ll see.” She hurried along a path lined on each side by well-trimmed hedgerows, the crisp dead leaves coated with snow.

Ghostly buildings materialized ahead, their bulky shapes outlined by lights mounted at the roof corners. The ammonia scent of manure tickled his nose.

If freezing temperatures couldn’t quash that odor, the pile of shit had to be damn deep. Apt.

He watched Dawna slide the rustic wooden door along metal runners so well-oiled the only sound was a hum. The stink enveloped him.

A couple of horses nickered and iron-shod hoofs rang against the cobblestone floor. The noise disappeared into the loft.

“Eighty-horse stud farm.” Dawna grinned. “Hotel offers sleigh rides. We’ll hitch up, get going.”

“South.” The short guy reappeared, lugging a duffle bag and wearing a bulging backpack.

He added in Polish-accented English, “Toward the capital. I know that route well.”

 “What a dandy plan.” Mickey sniffed. “You FBI agents get training in equine management?”

“Nope,” Dawna replied. “But any gal who grew up in Texas knows her way around a horse.”


Three

CIA counterintelligence operative Antoinette Hunt had watched in dismay as the pair of aproned servers whisked Mickey away like a dirty dish they were clearing from the table.

Her partner Roger Patterson had tried and failed to catch the trio.

Now, a wall of beefy Russians stood between her and the door to the kitchen. She watched Roger make his way back to her.

She and he were on the official roster as juridical linguists and she spoke in Tagalog, a language they’d mastered and the Russians and EU-types around them didn’t understand. “We should’ve reached Mickey first.”

“At least, I got close enough to stick a beacon on the guy behind him.”

Roger pulled out a smartphone and cradled it in hands the size of pie tins.

“I’ll send a drone after them,” he said. “We can follow it to their location and break Mickey loose.”

Roger fiddled with some buttons. One of the surviving choppers rose to the ceiling and shot out through an open window.

Gunfire chattered from the men clustered by the door to the kitchen.

Roger didn’t look up from his screen.

“We’re in luck,” he added. “Something must’ve slowed them. They’re still on the grounds.”

She steered him to the cloakroom where she’d hidden their Arctic apparel. She quickly exchanged her stiletto heels for Ugg boots while Roger shrugged into a military parka.

He made another entry on his phone before they went through the hotel’s double-doored front entrance. Roger paused on the walkway beneath the portico.

“They’ve covered fewer than a hundred yards,” he said. “I’ve got the drone doing maneuvers to delay them.”

He plowed out into the snow, one eye on the screen.

She scurried behind, following the path he broke.

“Cutting it close,” she said. “Our window for the exfil aircraft slams shut in fifteen minutes.”

“We’ll make it.” Roger’s voice was full of certainty.

But he was looking down, not up.

She examined the sky. Filled with clouds and snow. Could their subcontractor fly anywhere tonight?


Four

The first sound Filip Volkov heard when he regained consciousness was the thunk of a bullet burying itself in wood.

Pulling himself erect, he had to shout “Desist” three times in Russian before his men stopped firing at the kitchen doors.

He assembled his four-man crew and barked out instructions.

Glaring at each in turn, he concluded, “When you find Cartwright, you are authorized to terminate him immediately. Along with any companions.”

He stiffened his backbone until they were out of the room.

Slumping into a chair, he grabbed the bottle from the ice bucket and swallowed a deciliter.

The chilled vodka simultaneously cooled his throat and heated his blood. The ache in his head receded.

Even through his pain, he’d known that killing Cartwright was the correct solution. He’d long suspected that the man was a CIA double agent, put in place to penetrate and sabotage Russian cyber-security.

His colleagues had been deaf to his warning. The clever tricks they’d learned from the first whistle-blowing hacker weren’t sufficient to fully upgrade their systems. Cartwright’s new gifts filled the gaps. Desperate for his expertise, they had chosen to believe him.

Now, Cartwright had shown his true allegiance. Nobody would dare protest when he, Filip Volkov, stopped Cartwright from disclosing the Motherland’s secrets to his American spymasters.

His deputy Kostya interrupted the fantasy.

“Cartwright is not in the kitchen,” Kostya said. “The snowfall has obliterated any tracks from the exit door. Yasha and Ilya started
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