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            Dedication

         
         
            This novel is dedicated to my fellow storytellers, all of whom amaze and inspire me with their imagination and skill. The
               art of turning a geopolitical “what-if” into a believable and exciting story is a driving force for me. Let’s press on and
               see what more we can create. The possibilities are endless.
            

         

         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Epigraph

         
         
            The lofty pine is oftenest shaken by the winds; High towers fall with a heavier crash; And the lightning strikes the highest
               mountain.
            

            —Horace

            It is not the roaring thunder that smites, but the silent lightning.

            —Ivan Panin, Russian émigré literary scholar
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            Prologue

         
         
            Aboard IRIS Damavand, in the Southern Caspian Sea
            

            July

         

         Off the northern Iranian coast, a sleek, 1,500-ton missile frigate lay at anchor, riding gently up and down as low waves rolled
            across the vast inland sea. On the open ocean, the Damavand would have been dwarfed by larger destroyers, cruisers, and aircraft carriers in the service of the world’s major naval powers.
            On the waters of the landlocked Caspian, however, the gray-painted Iranian war vessel, armed with anti-ship cruise missiles,
            a 76mm gun, and torpedoes, was the local equivalent of a mighty WWII-era battleship. The navies of most of Iran’s neighbors,
            Azerbaijan, Turkmenistan, and Kazakhstan, were little more than collections of even smaller and more antiquated missile boats
            and other patrol craft. Even Russia’s Caspian Flotilla, based at Astrakhan, more than a thousand kilometers north across the
            sea, had no warships larger than the Damavand ready for duty.
         

         
         For all of that, Pavel Voronin knew, this frigate, the pride of Iran’s Northern Fleet, was far more useful as an observation platform for today’s test than it would be in any real modern war. Naval guns and short-range cruise missiles were mere toys in any all-out struggle waged between nations armed with rockets capable of striking targets half a world away. And despite their stern religious fervor, many of Iran’s theocratic rulers understood this reality better than most. Which was why video monitors and computer consoles manned by white-coated technicians and scientists were currently crammed into almost every available square meter of deck space aboard the small warship. 

         
         Smiling inwardly, the trim, fit Russian moved to the windows lining one side of Damavand’s bridge, followed by his Iranian hosts—a group of bearded Revolutionary Guard officers. Voronin’s elegantly tailored Savile
            Row suit and handmade Italian shoes stood out plainly among their dark green uniform tunics, rank-emblazoned shoulder boards,
            and wide-brimmed caps. Surrounded by these hard-faced men whose brutal tactics kept Iran’s radical Islamic regime in power
            and spread terror around the globe, he appeared to be nothing more than a cultured and prosperous businessman. He found that
            a useful facade, one that concealed his true nature—ruthless, predatory, and utterly self-interested.
         

         
         “The countdown is proceeding normally,” one of the technicians stationed on the bridge behind them reported in Persian. His
            words were echoed in Russian by a translator assigned to Voronin. “The test vehicle is completing its transition to a vertical
            launch position.”
         

         
         Voronin raised a pair of binoculars to his pale gray eyes and peered out through the windows. There, several kilometers away,
            a large barge motored across the sea. A gleaming white rocket topped by a black nose cone swung slowly upright from its deck,
            hoisted into position by a powerful hydraulic crane. Moments later, it locked into place, towering more than twenty-five meters
            above the barge.
         

         
         He nodded appreciatively at the smooth completion of this delicate operation. While not large compared to the enormous heavy-lift
            rockets developed by the United States, Russia, and the People’s Republic of China, the Zuljanah space launch vehicle still
            massed more than fifty-two tons. And the solid-fuel engines in its first two stages and its liquid-propellant upper-stage
            motor could send a good-sized payload into space up to five hundred kilometers above the Earth’s surface.
         

         
         “The launch pad’s stabilizers and motion compensators are engaged,” the technician said calmly, parroting reports radioed to Damavand by the flight crew controlling operations from inside an armored trailer bolted to the barge’s aft section. “Go for launch
            in sixty seconds.”
         

         
         Still focused on the distant rocket, Voronin nodded again to himself, this time pleased by the demonstrated efficiency of
            his Iranian hosts. Tehran had carefully scheduled this test for a relatively short window when there were no American or Chinese
            spy satellites in position to observe the launch. Their infrared early-warning satellites in geosynchronous orbit would certainly
            detect the Zuljanah’s rocket plume as it roared aloft and provide tracking data on its trajectory. But the absence of visual
            and radar imagery would still conceal certain key elements of this planned test flight from both Washington and Beijing.
         

         
         The last remaining seconds sped past in a monotone blur of engine status and other system readiness reports relayed from the
            flight crew. All around him, Voronin sensed a sudden spike of tension as the critical moment approached. Finally, the technician
            called out, “Five . . . four . . . three . . . two . . . one . . . ignition!”
         

         
         Across the sea, the barge disappeared suddenly, hidden by a billowing cloud of gray smoke—a cloud lit from within by a bright
            orange glow. Moments later, the bright white rocket appeared above the cloud, riding a scintillating pillar of fire and trailing
            a plume of exhaust as it soared skyward and arced toward the northeast. It was accompanied by a loud, crackling roar as the
            first sounds of liftoff finally reached the Iranian frigate.
         

         
         Voronin tracked the missile as it rode higher and higher, smiling openly now. He knew that launching the Zuljanah to the northwest
            instead of the northeast would have better simulated an operational flight. But it would also have sent the rocket’s payload
            arcing high over Ukraine and Poland, apparently on a course toward Berlin or London. And there was no point in alarming those
            in the West. Not yet, at least.
         

         
         Once the rocket disappeared from sight, he turned his attention to a monitor set up at the back of the warship’s bridge. Its screen showed flickering images of the Zuljanah captured by long-range tracking cameras as it arrowed onward through the upper reaches of the atmosphere. Puffs of white vapor blossomed abruptly around the midsection of the rapidly accelerating vehicle. Suddenly, the bottom third separated and fell away, tumbling end over end back toward the earth. 

         
         “Staging nominal,” the technician reported. And, as a new plume of flame appeared at the base of the now-truncated rocket,
            “Second-stage ignition.” Moments later, the process repeated as the Zuljanah’s second-stage engine finished its planned burn
            and detached—leaving the much smaller third stage’s motor to propel its payload the rest of the way into space.
         

         
         Voronin saw the wavering, blurry pictures on the monitor vanish, replaced by a digital map with a bright green arrow depicting
            the spacecraft as it flew high above the central wastes of Kazakhstan. The speeding rocket had passed well beyond the range
            of Iran’s earthbound tracking cameras. From now on, the crew monitoring its flight would be dependent on telemetry from the
            spacecraft itself. “Payload deployment confirmed,” he heard the technician say. “The vehicle is now more than twenty-three
            hundred kilometers down range, and rapidly approaching the planned apogee of this suborbital test flight.”
         

         
         Based on an earlier mission planning briefing by his Revolutionary Guard hosts, Voronin knew what to expect next. So he wasn’t
            surprised by the next flurry of reports.
         

         
         “Telemetry indicates trouble aboard the spacecraft,” the technician said suddenly, still sounding calm. “Key flight control
            systems show signs of cascading hardware and software failure.”
         

         
         Voronin noticed sly smiles appearing around him. The telemetry data currently being broadcast by the Iranian satellite was
            completely false. It was intended to deceive Iran’s enemies who must, by now, be closely monitoring every signal from this
            unannounced rocket test flight.
         

         
         Mohsen Shirazi, the senior officer aboard, stepped forward. As commander of the Revolutionary Guard’s Aerospace Force, the gray-bearded brigadier general had shepherded this missile project from its earliest days—approving every detail of its design, construction, and flight testing. He stabbed a finger at the waiting technician. “Initiate autodestruct,” he ordered. 

         
         Seconds later, Voronin saw the telemetry feed abruptly cut off. To outward appearances, the “dying” Iranian spacecraft had
            been destroyed by conventional explosive charges as a safety precaution, so that its scattered debris would burn up harmlessly
            on reentry. In reality, this final detonation had been carefully planned. The payload’s precisely timed explosive destruction
            was one of the crucial elements of this entire experimental flight.
         

         
         Shirazi turned toward him. “Well, Mr. Voronin?” he asked.

         
         “Most impressive,” Voronin replied honestly, with a thin smile. “Your Zuljanah rocket is all that you promised . . . and more.
            I will recommend to Moscow that we proceed as agreed with POLNOCH’, MIDNIGHT.”
         

         
         Shirazi and his comrades nodded in grave satisfaction. Though he kept a low profile, they knew Voronin was a wealthy Russian
            entrepreneur, a private citizen whose shadowy company—Sindikat Vorona, the Raven Syndicate—provided military and intelligence
            expertise, services, and equipment to the highest bidders in trouble spots around the globe. His close ties to the Kremlin
            and especially to Russia’s autocratic president, Piotr Zhdanov, were less widely known, but they made him the ideal go-between
            for this high-risk, high-stakes secret operation.
         

         
         Russia and Iran might not share a common ideology, but both governments knew only too well that they had a common enemy in the United States and its global network of allies. And in the murky, amoral world of Realpolitik, the old adage “the enemy of my enemy is my friend” pointed the way forward for Moscow and Tehran. The two countries were also painfully aware that time was not on their side. Though outwardly militarily strong, confident, and aggressive, each faced growing internal challenges and weaknesses—troubles that might topple even the most repressive regime if left unchecked. Their growing fear of the future, Voronin knew, was what had made his masters in Moscow, along with Tehran’s theocrats, so eager to find some way, any way, however dangerous and however deadly, to overturn the world’s existing balance of power. 

         
         Cold amusement flickered in Pavel Voronin’s pale eyes. President Zhdanov, Shirazi, and all the others involved in this plan
            were convinced that MIDNIGHT was the answer to their prayers. And so it was. Left unsaid was the reality that it would also
            pave his personal path to even greater wealth and power.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            One

         
         
            Kitzbühel Ski Resort, Austria

            January

         

         Shadows cast by the setting sun stretched across a long, winding ski trail bordered by snow-dusted pines. Down in the narrow
            valley at the foot of the mountain, the Kitzbüheler Horn, lights were beginning to glow—outlining the streets and buildings
            of one of Austria’s most popular and charming Alpine villages. The forested heights of another peak, the Hahnenkamm, the Rooster’s
            Comb, climbed skyward on the other side of the town. Curving white trails crisscrossed the slopes of that mountain as well.
            Kitzbühel was the center of one of the largest ski areas in the Tyrolean Alps, attracting crowds of competitive skiers and
            the world’s jet-setters during the winter months.
         

         
         Nicholas Flynn came gliding around a curve in the trail and turned to a quick stop off to one side. His skis sent a little
            curl of loose powder pattering downhill. He raised his goggles briefly, squinting down the slope ahead. This late in the day,
            the light was going flat, making it difficult to spot any bumps or dips along the surface. Fortunately, this was a trail designed
            for intermediate skiers, and not one of the steep, rugged runs favored by experts or amateurs with lots of medical insurance
            and a death wish.
         

         
         He looked across at the Hahnenkamm. One of the sheer twisting and turning trails he could see was known as the Streif, the Streak. Since 1937, it had been the site of the World Cup’s most challenging race. Skiers plunging down the run’s two-mile length routinely topped more than sixty miles an hour—with nothing between them and a catastrophic crash but their own skill, agility, and experience. 

         
         Flynn felt a wry grin tug at the side of his mouth. Fighting hand to hand against Russian Spetsnaz commandos and parachuting
            into winter storms was one thing, but there was no way in hell he’d ever be crazy enough to believe he could handle a race
            on something like the Streif. “After all, a man’s gotta know his own limitations,” he murmured. As a kid growing up in mostly
            snowless Central Texas, family winter vacations to Colorado and Utah had taught him enough to make it downhill without face-planting . . .
            and to realize that any thoughts of hurtling straight down the local equivalent of a double black diamond slope were purely
            delusions of grandeur.
         

         
         Fortunately, he wasn’t here to show off. Far from it, in fact.

         
         About a hundred yards farther along, Flynn spotted another skier pulled off on the same side of the trail, apparently taking
            pictures of the spectacular views with his cell phone. The other man’s white parka, dark green ski pants, and red knit cap
            signaled that he was Flynn’s contact for this clandestine rendezvous. Arif Khavari was a high-ranking official in Iran’s state-owned
            shipping company. He’d come to Austria as part of an Iranian delegation to an OPEC meeting in Vienna. A short ski excursion
            had given Khavari a chance to escape the constant scrutiny of his compatriots and their official security detail.
         

         
         Flynn glanced back the way he’d come. There were no other people in sight. The lifts would close at four o’clock, and with
            the light fading and temperatures falling fast, most skiers were already headed off the mountain to get ready for a busy evening
            of après-ski drinking, dining, and dancing in Kitzbühel and the even smaller neighboring villages. Satisfied for the moment
            that they were as alone as it was possible to be in a public place, he swung around and skied down to join the Iranian. He
            stopped again a few feet below Khavari—not far from the edge of the woods lining the trail.
         

         
         The other man, shorter by a few inches and dark-eyed, looked nervous.

         
         Flynn donned a friendly smile. “Excuse me?” he asked, in plainly American-accented English. “Can you tell me the time?” He
            nodded over his shoulder. “I’ve got a business call at five, but I’d still like to make one more run down the mountain if
            I can.”
         

         
         Khavari made a show of checking his phone screen. “The Hornbahn gondola stops running in minutes,” he said hurriedly, rushing
            through the agreed-upon recognition phrase selected for this rendezvous. “I do not believe you could reach it soon enough
            to ride back up.”
         

         
         “Too bad, but I guess those are the breaks,” Flynn answered with a shrug, finishing the protocol. He allowed his easy smile
            to tighten just a bit. “Okay, Mr. Khavari, now that we’ve confirmed our respective bona fides, maybe you can clue me in on
            just why you needed to see someone in person instead of communicating through the usual secure channels. We can’t take a lot
            of time here.” In the shadowy world of espionage and counterespionage, any face-to-face contact was highly risky, no matter
            how many precautions those involved took. It was something that should be done only when absolutely necessary. And keeping
            any meeting as short and to the point as possible was one way to minimize those inevitable hazards.
         

         
         The Iranian swallowed hard. “You represent your decision-makers in Washington?” he asked quietly.

         
         Flynn nodded, opting for discretion over the absolute truth. If Khavari was under the mistaken impression that he was in touch
            with an official U.S. government intelligence agency, so much the better for operational security. What the Iranian didn’t
            know couldn’t be forced out of him if the Revolutionary Guard’s goons ever figured out that he’d turned against the regime.
         

         
         Besides, Flynn thought dryly, up to about a year ago, he had been working for the government—as a captain assigned to U.S. Air Force intelligence activities. Unfortunately, acting boldly to salvage things when the CIA’s own people screwed up not just one but two of the agency’s sketchy covert operations in a row turned out to be a really bad career move. The bureaucrats at Langley needed a scapegoat to blame for their own blunders. And Nick Flynn, a junior military officer without a drop of influence in D.C.’s political circles, must have seemed perfect for the part. 

         
         So he’d been laid up under guard in a military hospital, recuperating from his last brush with one of the CIA’s “brilliant”
            plans, when the mysterious Mr. Fox arrived to recruit him to join what the older man had modestly described as a “little private
            intelligence outfit.” Months later, after intensive courses to further hone his language, espionage tradecraft, and weapons
            skills, Flynn had come to understand that the Quartet Directorate—commonly referred to as Four by those in the loop—was actually
            something considerably larger and more important. This mountainside rendezvous with Arif Khavari was his first solo operational
            assignment for his new employer.
         

         
         “I have a friend; a good friend,” the Iranian said, lowering his voice even further. “Like me, he secretly despises the corrupt
            men who are ruining our country.” He hesitated briefly before going on. “First, you should know that we both love our nation
            and our people. We are not traitors. The insane mullahs in Tehran and their evil servants are the real traitors.”
         

         
         Flynn nodded his understanding. No one except the utterly mercenary or sociopathic could find it easy to break faith with
            his or her own native land, no matter how vile its current government might be. He fought down an urge to hurry the other
            man along again. Spooking Khavari or unintentionally insulting him now would do more harm than good.
         

         
         “My friend is a naval architect,” the Iranian went on. “He works at our state-owned shipyards west of Bandar Abbas. Recently,
            he approached with me strange news about one of their current projects. Strange and disturbing news.”
         

         
         Flynn hid his surprise. Iran’s seemingly perpetual quest for nuclear weapons was the hot topic in Western intelligence circles,
            not its ship-construction plans. “Go on,” he prompted.
         

         
         Quickly, Khavari explained. According to his friend, Navid Daneshvar, major modifications had been ordered to a large oil tanker named Gulf Venture now under repair at the Shahid Darvishi shipyards—modifications which made no sense for any vessel genuinely intended to
            carry petroleum products to ports around the world. No commercial oil tanker needed concealed compartments, hydraulic cranes,
            special ship stabilizers, and additional high-speed pumps.
         

         
         Equally troubling were strict new security measures that seemed intended to shroud this project in absolute secrecy. Among
            other things, Tehran had ordained the construction of a huge temporary roof over the yard’s largest dry dock in order to block
            any satellite imagery of the work in progress. And all shipyard personnel assigned to the project were being kept under close
            watch in special housing, forbidden to communicate with their families or anyone on the outside, except under very limited
            circumstances. The only exceptions to this policy were a handful of senior staff believed to be absolutely loyal to the regime,
            like his friend Daneshvar. Finally, large numbers of special commandos from the Revolutionary Guard’s Quds Force had been
            deployed as guards around the Darvishi complex—backed up by foreign “mercenaries,” probably Russians.
         

         
         “Russians?” Flynn said, unable to hide his surprise at the thought of Iran’s notoriously xenophobic rulers allowing armed
            foreigners of any stripe to operate inside their jealously guarded territory.
         

         
         Khavari nodded darkly. “So Daneshvar says. Either Russians or maybe Eastern Europeans. Slavs of some kind, for sure.”

         
         Flynn thought for a moment and then asked, “Can you get your hands on blueprints that show the specific alterations being
            made to this ship? That’d give our analysts a much better shot at figuring out what your government is planning.”
         

         
         Sorrowfully, Khavari shook his head. “It’s proved impossible to smuggle out any documentation from the shipyard complex. Everyone is thoroughly searched on entry and departure. And it’s strictly forbidden to take anything, whether on paper or a USB drive, beyond the gates. Or to bring any data storage devices inside. Even the main computer systems are ‘air-gapped’—cut off from any physical or wireless connection to the internet. So far, Daneshvar has been forced to relay every scrap of information to me solely by word of mouth. And even that is incredibly dangerous.” 

         
         “Yeah,” Flynn frowned. If only half of the security measures the Iranian described were actually in place, Tehran was taking
            no chances. Besides a defense against espionage, blocking both physical and internet access to the shipyard’s computers would
            also prevent cyberattacks like those periodically used by the Israelis and other hostile countries to sabotage Iran’s nuclear
            and missile development facilities. Thinking hard, he dug one of his ski poles a little deeper into the snow. “Look, what’s
            the time frame on this project? When are the modifications to this tanker supposed to be complete?”
         

         
         “Not long,” Khavari told him gravely. “Perhaps only a matter of weeks. Two months at the outside. The yard is working around
            the clock to finish its work on the Gulf Venture. No delays are tolerated.”
         

         
         Flynn’s jaw tightened. “A couple of months? That’s not much time to—” He stopped abruptly, aware that his subconscious had
            just sent up a warning flare. Something was off, somewhere. He stared over the Iranian’s shoulder, peering at the slope higher
            up the trail. Was that movement in the trees over on the other side? Maybe around a couple of hundred yards off?
         

         
         Suddenly, Khavari’s chest exploded high up, right over his heart—spraying bright red blood and bits of pulverized bone across
            the white surface of the snow. He’d been shot in the back.
         

         
         Shit, shit, shit, Flynn thought furiously. He threw himself prone, just as another bullet ripped past his own head and smacked into a tree
            farther downslope. A third round slammed into the Iranian, who was already dead. His corpse toppled sideways and fell in a
            heap just uphill.
         

         
         Flynn reacted without hesitation. Khavari’s body wasn’t good cover. Not for long, anyway. It wouldn’t take whoever’d just bushwhacked them more than a few seconds to find a new vantage point, one with a clear angle on him. So it was move and move fast. Or die right here. 

         
         He punched the tip of one of his poles into the binding release levers on his skis—popping them free. Then he curled around,
            grabbed both skis, and tossed them sideways into the woods lining this side of the run. Frantically, he rolled after them
            across the slope. Ice crystals spurted up near his face from another near miss.
         

         
         Swearing under his breath, Flynn reached the wood line and scrambled behind the trunk of a pine tree, whose heavy, snow-covered
            lower branches almost brushed the ground. “Son of a bitch,” he muttered through clenched teeth. Being shot at sure got old
            fast. Especially since he wasn’t armed himself right now. Austrian gun laws were more relaxed than those of many other European
            countries, but he’d still figured the local authorities would pretty seriously frown on a foreign “business consultant” carrying
            a concealed pistol if he was caught. Well, mark that decision down as a triumph of excessive caution over common sense, he
            thought bitterly.
         

         
         Then again, he realized, the assassin who’d just killed Khavari and tried to blow his own brains out had to be using a scoped
            rifle. And one with a hellaciously effective suppressor at that. Even through the crystal-clear Alpine air, the sound of the
            shots had been remarkably muffled, more like the mechanical snap of a bolt cycling than the sharp-edged crack usually made by a high-powered round exploding outward from a rifle barrel. So even if he had a sidearm right now, charging
            back up the mountain through the snow to go mano a mano with a trained sniper would be a terminally stupid plan. The enemy
            would nail him the instant he broke cover and came out into the open.
         

         
         No, Flynn decided. There were situations where attacking into an ambush was the least bad option. But this was most definitely
            not one of those situations. Instead, much as he hated it, the smart play now was to bail out and get clear.
         

         
         Swiftly, he scooted downhill to where his skis had slid, careful to keep the trees between him and that unseen, distant gunman. It took only moments to brush away the caked snow from his boots and bindings and snap back into his skis. He paused for another few seconds to get his bearings. He’d ducked into the woods on the northwestern edge of the trail. And according to the trail maps he’d studied before meeting Khavari, there was another run just on the other side of this thin strip of forest, one that would get him off the mountain. 

         
         Flynn’s mouth twisted in a self-conscious grin. So much for his earlier plan of taking the easier way down the Kitzbüheler
            Horn. His chosen alternate route was marked as a more advanced slope, a lot steeper and more rugged than he ordinarily found
            comfortable. Still, he was okay with taking the risk of sprawling flat on his ass in front of more experienced skiers if it
            meant staying out of the rifle sights of an assassin. Moving carefully through the softer, deeper snow under the trees, he
            glided away at an angle, heading for the neighboring run.
         

         
         He stopped again just before coming back out into the open. Both native caution and his training dictated that he make a few
            rapid changes to his appearance. For one thing, the bright blue outer shell of his ski jacket was spattered with Khavari’s
            blood. That was bound to draw unwanted attention, whether from the ski area’s security personnel, the general public, or,
            just conceivably, other members of the hit team who might already be looking for him near the lower lifts.
         

         
         Quickly, Flynn unzipped the shell from its insulating layer and then reversed it to show the black inner lining instead. Next,
            he pulled off his goggles and stuffed them out of sight in a pocket. This late in the day, they were more hindrance than help
            anyway. Finally, he tugged a ski hat down over his bare head. Taken separately, none of these tiny alterations were exactly
            major measures of disguise. But together, he hoped they would alter his visual profile just enough to confuse anyone hunting
            for the man who’d been seen talking to Khavari right before he was shot.
         

         
         Satisfied that he’d done all he could for now, Nick Flynn squared his shoulders and skied out from the tree line.

         
          

         Several hundred meters higher up the Kitzbüheler Horn, Viktor Skoblin finished disassembling the VSS Vintorez sniper rifle he’d used to eliminate the Iranian traitor. The separate components of the silenced weapon, originally designed for use by Russia’s Spetsnaz units, fit easily into an inconspicuous backpack of the type carried by many skiers. He zipped the backpack closed and slid it across his broad shoulders. 

         
         Then he glanced over at his spotter, another former Spetsnaz officer like him. “Any sign of movement?”

         
         The other man, slimmer and shorter than the bullnecked Skoblin, lowered his binoculars. “None. Our second bird has flown.
            There’s no way we can hope to catch up to him now.”
         

         
         Skoblin scowled. Their orders from Pavel Voronin were explicit: the security leak represented by Arif Khavari must be permanently
            sealed shut, by any means necessary. Dead men, the Raven Syndicate’s head had reminded them tartly, could tell no further
            tales. That made this failed attempt to kill the Iranian government official’s unknown foreign contact deeply worrying. Voronin
            was not known for forgiving those who disappointed him.
         

         
         Still, the Russian reminded himself uneasily, there were only so many ways out of Kitzbühel. Sooner rather than later, they
            would get another shot at their second, more elusive target. And in the meantime, he and his spotter still had one more task
            to complete here on the mountain. He stomped back into his skis. Then, together with the other Raven Syndicate operative,
            Skoblin moved off down the slope toward the red-stained patch of snow marking the location of Khavari’s bullet-riddled body.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Two

         
         
            Kitzbühel, Austria

            A Short Time Later

         

         With a friendly wave goodbye to the staff, Nick Flynn stepped out of the shop where he’d just returned his rental skis, poles,
            and boots. His breath steamed in the cold evening air, a brief puff of fog visible in the warm, golden light from streetlamps
            and windows. Softly falling snowflakes swirled down out of the sky, deadening sounds.
         

         
         After a quick glance both ways to make sure he wasn’t being observed, he joined the other tourists sauntering along the little
            town’s narrow streets. Brightly lit buildings painted in pale blues, yellows, greens, and other colors created a festive atmosphere.
            From the snatches of different conversations he overheard in multiple languages, most of those who were out and about were
            headed for dinner or drinks at one or another of the local restaurants and bars. There were a few couples strolling hand in
            hand, but the majority were clumped in larger groups, abuzz with laughter and good cheer after an enjoyable, active day on
            the ski slopes.
         

         
         Conscious that someone obviously on his own in the middle of this convivial scene might draw unwelcome attention, Flynn tucked himself in behind a gaggle of casually dressed men and women around his own age. Casually, he ambled along the sidewalk a few feet from them—close enough to make it seem like he was one of the group to anyone watching, but just far enough away that none of them felt crowded by a stranger. And whenever they stopped to check out shop windows or read one of the menus posted outside different restaurants, he followed their example. 

         
         From what he could make out, these people all worked for the different regional offices of a larger multinational enterprise—some
            of them British, others French or German or Swiss—who’d been invited to Kitzbühel for a corporate “team-building” exercise . . .
            which really translated as a lavish ski weekend with lots of late-night partying. One hell of a nice boondoggle if you could
            wangle it, he decided with a touch of cynical amusement. Maybe he should pitch a similar idea to the sharp-eyed Mr. Fox, his
            Quartet Directorate boss. But at the thought of his new employer’s likely reaction, one side of Flynn’s mouth quirked upward.
            Considering the questionable results of his first assignment so far—a dead senior Iranian government informant and at least
            one unknown assassin on the loose—it might be wiser if he held off on making smart-ass suggestions for the time being.
         

         
         While he was pretending to be interested in a display of new ski jackets and other winter apparel in a store window, his cell
            phone vibrated once. It did the same thing again a moment later. Those back-to-back aborted calls were a signal confirming
            that the brief mission status report he’d sent to Four had been received. Structured as a routine business communication,
            his text had read: Client meeting productive but no firm agreement reached. Unfortunately, competition reacted fast and beat our price. That was it. Short, simple, and completely dull. But while there were no hidden layers of encryption buried in the message,
            the ordinary-sounding phrases he’d chosen were sufficient to let Fox know that his rendezvous with Arif Khavari had yielded
            intriguing intelligence, but no hard evidence . . . and that the Iranian had been killed before he could say more.
         

         
         At least the elderly Englishman who’d tutored him in the Quartet Directorate’s covert communications protocols would have applauded his technique, Flynn hoped—though perhaps not the results he was reporting. “Tell me, in your view, what is the very best sort of code?” the other man had asked in a dry, Oxbridge-tinged voice at the very beginning of their lessons. 

         
         “One that doesn’t look anything like a code at all,” Flynn had shot back.

         
         “Full marks, Mr. Flynn,” the Englishman had said with a slight smile. The world’s major intelligence agencies, like his old
            employers in the UK’s premier signals intelligence organization, the Government Communications Headquarters (GCHQ), routinely
            sifted all phone calls, texts, and emails—using powerful supercomputers to scan for anomalies, key phrases and words, and
            indications of unusually strong encryption. “Which is why those of us in Four, when we communicate amongst ourselves, are
            very careful to avoid any such nonsense. Plain language messages, innocuous-seeming, thoroughly uninteresting, and perfectly
            appropriate to your current cover story, are the surest means of flying under the radar of unsympathetic people like my former
            colleagues at Cheltenham, those in your own country’s NSA, and others working for Russia’s SVR and GRU or China’s Ministry
            of State Security.”
         

         
         Flynn winced inside at the painful memory of what had come next. Like most things involving the Quartet Directorate, what
            had seemed simple at first was actually fiendishly complex. Making this “hidden in plain sight” communications method work
            in the field required the rote memorization of hundreds and hundreds of seemingly ordinary phrases and words in different
            languages, each of which had specific secret meanings depending on how they were used in any given sentence. Thanks to a good
            ear and a near-perfect memory, he’d managed the arduous task over the course of a couple of weeks of intensive practice, but
            only at the cost of grade-A migraines and dry, bloodshot eyes.
         

         
         He looked up, suddenly aware that the international group of late-twentysomethings he was tagging along behind had finally decided on a place to eat. Smiling and laughing, they all began filing into a little Asian restaurant next door. Which meant he’d just lost his primary source of camouflage. 

         
         Unhurriedly, Flynn glanced around, discreetly scanning his surroundings again. The dinner-and-drinks crowd was definitely
            starting to thin out, but there still seemed to be a few people headed toward Kitzbühel’s train station—which was his destination.
            He checked his phone. The last train that would get him to Vienna tonight was due to arrive in a half hour. And he planned
            to be aboard when it pulled out.
         

         
         He slid his phone back out of sight and started off, trailing after an older couple towing rolling suitcases. Mentally, he
            crossed his fingers. So far, this entire supposedly low-key operation had seemed jinxed from start to finish. Now, if ever,
            would sure be a good time for some of the luck his Irish immigrant grandfather so often swore by.
         

         
         Five minutes later, Flynn figured out he was not going to be that lucky. From a shadowed vantage point across the street from
            the train station, he’d spotted trouble waiting for him on its brightly lit platform. He could make out two hard-faced men
            trying to blend in with the other passengers already gathered there. Although they were dressed in ski apparel pretty much
            like that worn by everybody else, their behavior was different. And it was clear to him that they were covertly surveilling
            the small crowd . . . looking for someone.
         

         
         Looking for him, he was sure.

         
         He dismissed the possibility that these guys were just plainclothes Austrian federal police keeping travelers safe from pickpockets
            and other petty criminals. They didn’t have the right demeanor. If he had to bet his life on it, and he did, he was confident
            those two men were part of the opposition team that had taken out Khavari so effectively and permanently. But neither of them
            looked Iranian or even Arab. Instead, something about their facial structure and mannerisms practically screamed “made in
            Moscow” to his twitchy subconscious. Which strongly suggested they might be more of the foreign mercenaries Khavari had warned
            about.
         

         
         Flynn frowned. In his considered judgement, he had just two chances of slipping past those watchers to board the train without being detected—slim and none. And he sure as hell didn’t want to give them another shot at him sometime during the four-hour-plus nighttime rail trip to the Austrian capital, especially since he’d have to change trains en route. He might be able to take one of those guys in a fight. Maybe. On a good day. But going up against two of them in the close, confined quarters of a railway coach or at some semideserted transfer stop? No sale, he thought grimly. If he wanted to commit suicide, he’d pick a much less messy and far less public option.
         

         
         Unfortunately, that still left the problem of how he was going to get out of Kitzbühel in one piece. If the bad guys had a
            surveillance team keeping tabs on the train station, they probably had someone watching the bus depot and even the car rental
            agencies in this little town—all two of them.
         

         
         Suddenly, he felt a woman’s warm arm slide through his. At the same time, her cheerful, friendly voice said loudly, “Da bist du, Max! Ich fragte mich, wohin du gegangen warst. There you are, Max! I wondered where you’d gone.” Her German was perfect, with just the slight vowel and consonant changes
            that would mark her as Austrian to any trained linguist eavesdropping on them.
         

         
         Startled, Flynn looked down and saw Laura Van Horn looking back up at him with a mischievous expression on her attractive
            face. When he’d first met her, she’d been the copilot of a crippled Air National Guard C-130J that had made an emergency landing
            at his last duty station, a lonely radar outpost on Alaska’s frozen northern coast. Later, he’d learned that her primary job
            was as one of Four’s top special agents. And it was her recommendation that had prompted a final decision to recruit him into
            the Quartet Directorate.
         

         
         Which left the question of just what on earth she was doing here in Kitzbühel now? This was supposed to be a one-man operation, with Flynn as that one man. But this wasn’t the right moment to ask awkward questions, he knew, at least not while they were out in the open and under probable observation. Instead, it was time to put on a show for anyone paying close attention to them. Adapting fast, he matched her phony conversational gambit on the fly using the same idiomatic Austrian German. “Oh, I thought I’d check to see if Karl and Clarissa had gotten here yet. In case we needed to change our dinner reservations, I mean.” 

         
         Van Horn laughed softly, playing along. “Those two? You must be joking. They wouldn’t be caught dead on a train. I bet they’ll
            drive in later tonight. So, for now, I have you all to myself.” Tightening her grip on his arm slightly, she turned him around
            until they were headed directly away from the train station.
         

         
         A block farther on, Flynn glanced down at her. “Okay, Laura, what’s the deal here?” he asked quietly. “And no bullshit.”

         
         “Bullshit? Who, me?” she said with exaggerated innocence. Seeing his pained expression, she shrugged. “I tagged along on this
            op purely as a precaution, sort of an emergency backup,” she said. “Br’er Fox wanted someone flying distant cover for you,
            just in case the shit hit the fan.” She looked him up and down. “And based on those goons I saw parked at the train station,
            I guess it has.”
         

         
         Somberly, Flynn nodded. Quickly, he filled her in on the sniper ambush during his meeting with Arif Khavari.

         
         Van Horn’s eyes narrowed. “So what’s your estimate of the opposition strength?”

         
         “No way to tell,” he admitted. “Those two men at the train station, for sure.”

         
         “Make that three-plus,” she told him. “I spotted another one keeping an eye on the station parking lot. Whoever these guys
            are, they want you bad.”
         

         
         “I’ve always been a popular fellow,” Flynn said virtuously.

         
         Van Horn snorted softly. “Popular isn’t really the word I’d have chosen, Nick.”
         

         
         “So now what?” he wondered.

         
         She grinned impishly. “Simple. We blow this cow town and leave the bad guys standing around in the cold wondering where you
            went. My ride’s parked not far away, outside a really cute little Gasthaus.”
         

         
         Flynn stared down at her. “You got a car? And a hotel room?” He shook his head in disbelief. “All Four gave me was a second-class train ticket.”
         

         
         “Senior operative status, remember, Nick?” Van Horn murmured in amusement. “There are some perks, you know—along with the
            occasional inconvenience of being tasked with rounding up a newbie gone astray.”
         

         
         For just a moment, Flynn felt himself bristle. Finding out how far he’d been kept in the dark on this assignment pissed him
            off. But then he forced himself to relax. In the circumstances, Fox’s decision to position Van Horn as discreet support if
            things went wrong had proved to be a very sensible safety measure. With an inward sigh, he decided to bow to the inevitable
            and let himself be rescued. “Moo,” he lowed in agreement, mimicking a lost steer she’d just roped.
         

         
          

         Half an hour later, they drove out of Kitzbühel in the four-door Mercedes Van Horn had rented when she flew into Vienna. Her
            usual preference in cars was something flashier, in bright red, but she’d opted for a more discreet dark blue sedan for this
            assignment. “Just another of the cruel sacrifices I make for undercover work,” she’d told Flynn with theatrical sigh and self-mocking
            smile when they got in. “They never stop.”
         

         
         At her insistence, he drove, following her directions to take a two-lane highway heading northeast, toward Salzburg and Vienna.
            Outside of town, the snow-covered fields and small clumps of trees lining the road were in darkness. Clusters of bright lights—ski
            chalets and on-mountain restaurants—dotted the steep slopes rising on either side of the valley. It was still snowing lightly,
            and the falling flakes caught in their headlights glittered briefly as they flew past.
         

         
         Apart from the tiny red taillights of a car briefly visible far ahead before vanishing around a curve, they seemed to have the road all to themselves. Much as Flynn wanted to put distance between himself and their unknown enemy’s kill team, he fought the temptation to floor it. The snow wasn’t accumulating fast enough to make driving dangerous, but there was no point in making themselves unnecessarily conspicuous by speeding. 

         
         Despite his careful driving, they were just a couple of miles north of Kitzbühel when Flynn saw a pair of blue flashing lights
            appear suddenly in his rearview mirror and turn out onto the highway behind them. It was a lone rider on a motorcycle. And
            he was closing the gap between them fast.
         

         
         “We’ve got company,” he muttered to Van Horn.

         
         She craned her head around to peer back through the sedan’s rear window. “Yeah. How truly nice.”

         
         “Is that a cop?” Flynn asked.

         
         She turned back around with a frown. “Maybe. And maybe not.” Her right hand slid inside her jacket. “But somehow I don’t think
            Br’er Fox will be very happy if we end up in an Austrian slammer after a high-speed chase through the Alps.”
         

         
         Nodding tightly, Flynn eased his foot off the accelerator, moved over onto the narrow verge of the road, and then braked to
            a stop. He tapped a control to roll down the driver’s side window. A blast of cold air whistled in, along with a few snowflakes
            that spun and swirled around the interior before melting.
         

         
         In his rearview mirror, he saw the rider pull in behind them and dismount from his motorcycle. The blue lights on the bike
            strobed rhythmically, eerily illuminating the night around them. The cyclist pulled off his white plastic helmet and hung
            it on the handlebars. Then he strode forward confidently, with one hand on the pistol holstered at his hip.
         

         
         Flynn’s eyes narrowed in concentration. Was the other man wearing a police uniform? Or just a mix of dark-colored civilian clothing? In the weird, oscillating blend of light and shadow created by those flashing lights, it was almost impossible to be sure one way or the other. 

         
         The motorcycle rider reached the window and bent down to peer inside.

         
         “What’s the problem, Officer?” Flynn asked politely in German.

         
         The other man shrugged. “Nur eine Routineprüfung. Ihr Führerschein, bitte? Just a routine check. Your driver’s license, please?”
         

         
         Flynn’s hackles rose. He’d caught the faint hint of an accent—the wrong accent—in the man’s voice. He felt a rush of adrenaline flood his system, ice-cold even in the already frigid winter air.
            Time seemed to slow. One part of his brain noticed the man’s right hand darting fast toward the weapon at his hip. Oh, hell.
         

         
         “Lean back, Nick,” Laura Van Horn said conversationally. Then she fired twice with her own pistol, the sound of the shots
            deafeningly loud inside the car.
         

         
         Hit dead center by both rounds, the motorcyclist staggered back from the window. His mouth opened wide in shock. Reddening
            stains spread outward from the holes punched through his black leather jacket. He fumbled again at his holster. Without hesitating,
            Van Horn leaned even farther around Flynn and squeezed the trigger two more times. Her third shot slammed into the man’s chest.
            Her fourth caught him in the face and exploded out the back of his skull.
         

         
         He collapsed onto the road and lay still.

         
         Flynn didn’t wait to see more. He put the Mercedes in gear and pulled away. He glanced at Van Horn.

         
         “Not a cop,” she mouthed. Both their ears were still ringing from the sharp crack of four shots fired in rapid succession.
         

         
         He nodded grimly. Whoever these guys were, they’d launched a full-court press to find and kill him—with lookouts apparently
            posted at all the exits from Kitzbühel. He sped up. The more miles they put between themselves and the dead man lying twisted
            on the highway, the better.
         

         
         A little farther up the road, Van Horn had him swing left at a junction—turning onto a highway that would take them west to Innsbruck, then south to the Brenner Pass, and from there into Italy. “Change of plans,” she told him, reading the text she’d just received from Fox. He wanted Flynn back in the States ASAP, and it had just become blazingly obvious that Austria was too damned hot for both of them. With Arif Khavari dead and their still-unidentified opposition out in force and looking for blood, returning to Vienna would be a sucker’s move. 

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Three

         
         
            Mercury City Tower, Moscow, Russia

            The Next Day

         

         Pavel Voronin stood perfectly at ease, looking out the east-facing, floor-to-ceiling windows that formed one whole wall of
            his spacious private office. From here, forty-four stories up the Mercury Tower, one of six ultramodern skyscrapers that made
            up the city’s International Business Center, he could see all the way across the frozen Moskva River to the Kremlin’s redbrick
            walls and spires and beyond. A cloudless blue sky overhead signaled the arrival of a massive wave of high pressure from Siberia,
            sending temperatures in the Russian capital plunging to well below zero. In the bright sunlight, the Mercury Tower’s bronze-tinted
            reflective glass glowed like a soaring pillar of fire on Moscow’s skyline.
         

         
         It was an ostentatious display that mirrored the self-proclaimed status of the building’s prosperous tenants—five-star restaurants,
            luxury-apartment owners, high-end retail stores, and the business offices of some of Russia’s most successful enterprises.
         

         
         Including his own Sindikat Vorona, the Raven Syndicate, which now occupied three full floors of the gleaming skyscraper.

         
         Idly, with a thin, cold smile that never reached his pale gray eyes, Voronin gazed down across Moscow’s icy streets, so full of tiny-seeming cars and trucks and scurrying, antlike pedestrians. It was a view he relished—especially since this office had once belonged to Dmitri Grishin, one of Russia’s most powerful and wealthiest oligarchs, the man who had been his mentor for more than a decade. 

         
         Grishin had prized both Voronin’s outward polish—the product of the best preparatory schools and universities in the United
            Kingdom and the United States—and his utter ruthlessness. And he had used the younger man to run his most illegal ventures,
            culminating in a daring scheme to secretly orchestrate the theft of Russia’s most advanced stealth bomber and then sell it
            to the highest bidder. In the end, they’d obtained huge sums of ransom money from both Moscow and Washington, D.C.—only to have the aircraft unexpectedly crash and explode deep in Alaska’s uncharted wilderness,
            making it impossible to return the technological marvel to their own country as promised.
         

         
         But in this seeming setback, Voronin had immediately seen the opportunity he’d long craved, a chance to permanently end his
            apprenticeship to Grishin. He’d callously betrayed the oligarch to Russia’s state security services and to the lethal vengeance
            of the nation’s authoritarian ruler, President Piotr Zhdanov. Then, posing as a patriot appalled by the older man’s “crimes,”
            he’d helped the Kremlin also retrieve the hundreds of billions of rubles it had paid into some of Grishin’s secret accounts.
            Of course, now secure in Zhdanov’s good graces, he’d kept for himself the three billion dollars so unwisely paid into other
            hidden accounts by the American CIA—using it to fund the creation of the Raven Syndicate, his own private military and intelligence
            “consulting” firm.
         

         
         His smile widened slightly at the memory of watching Dmitri Grishin’s bullet-shattered corpse drift out to sea. That one small, perfect act of treachery had freed him to pursue his deepest ambitions . . . and simultaneously provided the wealth he required. In little more than a year, he’d built up a deadly and efficient organization—luring many of Russia’s best-trained special forces soldiers and intelligence specialists away from its vaunted Spetsnaz commando groups, its foreign intelligence agency, the SVR, and its military intelligence unit, the GRU, and into his own service. Poaching so many of their best people hadn’t won him any friends in Russia’s Ministry of Defense or its official intelligence organizations. But he didn’t really give a damn. 

         
         After all, thanks to MIDNIGHT, the audacious covert operation he’d first conceived, and to the irreversible strategic changes
            it promised to unleash on an unsuspecting world, Pavel Voronin had become, as he planned all along, President Zhdanov’s indispensable
            man.
         

         
         He turned at a discreet knock on his office door. A specific tone chimed, indicating the visitor waiting outside was his top
            deputy, Vasily Kondakov, a former colonel in the GRU. He tapped a small icon on his smartwatch, disengaging the door’s security
            lock. It buzzed open and Kondakov hurried in carrying a manila folder. Nearly as tall as Voronin, the ex-intelligence officer
            was balding and wore a pair of horn-rimmed spectacles.
         

         
         “Well?” Voronin snapped.

         
         “Our courier from the team in Vienna just arrived,” the other man told him. He held up the folder. “With Skoblin’s full report
            on the Khavari . . . affair.”
         

         
         Voronin hid his amusement. In more than a decade of service with the GRU’s notorious Unit 29155, agents under Kondakov’s direct
            command had been responsible for the deaths of a number of dissidents, defectors, and even foreign nationals deemed dangerous
            to Russia’s national security. Despite that, he was still oddly squeamish, preferring vague euphemisms like “affair” to blunter,
            more accurate terms like “hit” or “murder.”
         

         
         He sat down behind his desk and gestured Kondakov into the lone chair on the other side. “And?”

         
         The other man frowned. “As ordered, Skoblin and his people took Khavari off the board. Quite permanently.”

         
         Voronin nodded. The Iranian shipping official had been under suspicion and surveillance for some weeks. His sudden attempt to arrange what was clearly a covert rendezvous while part of a delegation to an OPEC conference in Austria had triggered the quick decision to kill him. With the final preparations for MIDNIGHT so close to completion, it was imperative to seal any potential security breach. “So what’s the problem, Vasily?” 

         
         “Khavari managed to make contact with an enemy agent before they were able to silence him,” Kondakov answered.

         
         Voronin’s lips thinned in irritation. He leaned forward. “Then I assume this agent is dead, too?”

         
         “Unfortunately not,” Kondakov said grimly. “Somehow, he evaded the team’s best efforts to eliminate him. He even took out
            one of our own people, one Skoblin had posted to guard the northern exit from Kitzbühel.”
         

         
         “Took out how?” Voronin demanded.

         
         “Skoblin’s team found our agent dead on the road,” Kondakov replied. “He’d been shot four times, at point-blank range.”

         
         Voronin sat back. His jaw tightened. “And has this mysterious paragon of mayhem been identified?”

         
         “Not yet,” the other man admitted. He opened the manila folder and slid several photographs across the desk. Taken through
            the scope of Skoblin’s sniper rifle and his spotter’s binoculars, they showed only part of the unknown agent’s face. Making
            identification even more difficult, dark-tinted ski goggles hid the man’s eyes and part of his forehead. “Thanks to your authorization
            from the president, we can run these pictures through the SVR and GRU databases without giving them the whole story. But I
            do not expect definitive results.”
         

         
         Voronin took one of the photos and studied it briefly. He saw Kondakov’s point. It would be almost impossible to match these
            partial images with that of any known enemy operative. From what little they had to go on, Khavari’s contact could be working
            for any one of half a dozen Western intelligence agencies. He said as much aloud.
         

         
         Slowly, Kondakov nodded. He tapped the best photo of the bunch, one that captured more of the man’s profile. “He might be
            American,” he said hesitantly. “There’s something about that jawline—”
         

         
         “Working for the CIA?” Voronin said with a snort. “Or one of their other intelligence groups?” He shook his head dismissively. “Not likely, Vasily. I doubt any of their people could have acted so swiftly and ruthlessly against Skoblin’s watcher. The American spy agencies are too risk averse. They frown on the use of unplanned violence by their officers, do they not?” 

         
         Again, the other man nodded. The fictional depictions in so many films and thrillers of CIA officers singlehandedly taking
            out enemy spies and terrorists were a source of private amusement to those in Moscow, who knew how tightly their rivals’ hands
            were so often tied.
         

         
         Voronin looked more intently at the photo Kondakov had singled out. “The Israelis, on the other hand, aren’t such old women.
            They are not at all afraid to act decisively when necessary,” he mused softly. He glanced up. “And Israel is already locked
            in its own long-standing covert war with Iran. That gives them a strong motivation to cultivate a traitor like Khavari.”
         

         
         “You think this man could be Mossad?” Kondakov asked.

         
         “The Mossad. Or a member of the Sayeret Matkal,” Voronin said, referring to the special forces unit controlled by AMAN, Israel’s
            military intelligence service. He leaned back in his chair. “Taking everything into consideration, it’s the most likely possibility.”
         

         
         “So what now?”

         
         “Tell Skoblin’s team to institute tight surveillance on the Israeli embassy in Vienna,” Voronin ordered. “I don’t want those
            people able to make a move without us knowing about it. That’s essential in case they try to penetrate MIDNIGHT’s security
            again—by going after another of Khavari’s government colleagues, for example. We can’t risk further security breaches. Not
            this late in the game.”
         

         
         Kondakov looked worried. “It might be better if we turn that task over to the SVR or GRU,” he suggested. “Close surveillance
            operations are manpower-intensive. And if any of their people are spotted and identified, we might be able to pass it off
            as just a routine intelligence-gathering effort.”
         

         
         “Absolutely not,” Voronin said coldly. “Calling in your old comrades or those clowns in the SVR would mean briefing them on the potential gap in our operational security. Right now, President Zhdanov trusts us completely. Which is why we’ve been given a completely free hand to carry out MIDNIGHT as we see fit. Naturally, there are many small-minded men in our government who are jealous of our growing power and influence. They would jump at the chance to discredit me and the Syndicate. So I have no intention of affording them any such opportunity.” His eyes hardened. “Is that clear, Vasily?” Hurriedly, Kondakov nodded. 

         
         “Then you tell Skoblin that I want this matter handled entirely in-house,” Voronin directed. “With our own people and our
            own resources.”
         

         
         “And if they spot the agent Khavari spoke to?” Kondakov asked.

         
         “I want him terminated,” Voronin said harshly. “Without hesitation. Without delay. And without any more mistakes.”

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Four

         
         
            Winter Park, Near Orlando, Florida

            A Few Hours Later

         

         Nick Flynn turned off a quiet residential street and drove up a long, private drive shaded by rows of tall palm trees. Through
            more trees ahead, he caught the dazzle of sunlight reflecting off the placid waters of a small, almost circular lake. He followed
            the driveway around through a half loop and parked in front of a two-story mansion overlooking the lake. Complete with red
            roof tiles imported from Barcelona, muted yellow stucco walls, dark wood trim, tall, arched windows, and a wrought-iron entry
            gate leading to the main door, it would have looked perfectly at home in Spain.
         

         
         Built in the early 1920s as the Florida winter retreat for a wealthy New York banking family, Avalon House now had different
            tenants. Weathered bronze plaques mounted near the main entrance told visitors the building currently housed the Concannon
            Language Institute, the Sobieski Charitable Foundation, and Sykes-Fairbairn Strategic Investments. Their faded, old-fashioned
            lettering conveyed the impression of stolid respectability appropriate to organizations founded in the late 1940s.
         

         
         Flynn suppressed a smile. In truth, of course, none of the three were really respectable at all . . . at least not in the sense that most people would use the term. They were actually front organizations for the Quartet Directorate—some of the many different groups created to conceal its clandestine recruiting, training, and operational activities. Avalon House had been deeded over to Four by one of its founding members, an heir to that same prominent New York banking family. He’d served in World War II as a member of Office of Strategic Services, the OSS—the precursor to the CIA. At his recommendation, the mansion had been converted into the headquarters of Four’s American station. 

         
         At first, Flynn had thought it was odd that the Quartet Directorate had decided to locate one of its major operational centers
            so close to Orlando. Once known for orange groves and as a refuge from harsh northern winters, the area was now a tourist
            mecca more famous worldwide for Disney World, Universal Studios, other big theme parks, and sprawling vacation resorts. A
            private intelligence organization seemed completely out of place in such a setting. But gradually, he’d figured out the shrewd
            reasoning involved.
         

         
         Even seventy-plus years ago, Washington, D.C., and its environs had been crawling with U.S. intelligence and law enforcement
            agencies, foreign operatives, prying journalists, and political busybodies. The situation had only grown worse in the intervening
            decades. Amid D.C.’s toxic maelstrom of intrigue, spies, and counterspies, it would be virtually impossible for the Quartet
            Directorate to operate undetected. In contrast, Orlando—especially with its recent emphasis on global tourism and business
            and travel—was an ideal location for a covert group that wanted to avoid drawing inconvenient official attention. The region’s
            bustling international airport also offered good connections to and from virtually anywhere in the world, like the flights
            that had brought him back from Milan via London’s Heathrow the night before.
         

         
         Finally, from Flynn’s personal perspective, Florida’s warmer and sunnier climate was a huge plus. Between duty in Alaska’s
            far north and his aborted mission to Austria’s Tyrolean Alps, he figured he’d already seen enough snow and ice to last a lifetime.
         

         
         He pressed the buzzer firmly and looked up into the surveillance camera mounted overhead, allowing its biometric sensors to
            scan the contours of his face and confirm his identity. After a moment, the door swung open, revealing a brown-tiled foyer
            with a large reception desk. More doors on either side led deeper into the building. At the far end of the foyer, a wide curving
            staircase swept up to the mansion’s second floor.
         

         
         A petite Korean American woman sat primly behind the reception desk. In her stylish red blazer and cream-colored silk blouse,
            she appeared completely unthreatening, but Flynn knew that was only an illusion. Though strands of gray streaked her dark
            hair, she was still trim and remarkably fit-looking. More to the point, however, Gwen Park had spent years running intelligence
            and counterterrorist operations in some of the most dangerous parts of Southeast Asia’s drug-infested Golden Triangle before
            taking over as the chief of Avalon House’s small security detail. Among other hidden talents, she had a reputation as a crack
            shot and was said to be death in high heels in hand-to-hand combat.
         

         
         “Welcome back, Mr. Flynn,” she said briskly when he came inside. The
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