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			For Solveig

		

	
		
			
			We shall fight on the seas and oceans, we shall fight with growing confidence and growing strength in the air, we shall defend our island, whatever the cost may be, we shall fight on the beaches, we shall fight on the landing grounds, we shall fight in the fields and in the streets, we shall fight in the hills; we shall never surrender.

			—WINSTON S. CHURCHILL

		

	
		
			PROLOGUE

			Pain is functionally irrelevant to the doomed.

			Pain is an alarm, an early warning signal to the living: Damage has been done to the body, damage that, if not abated, could lead to disability or death. It is the basest of survival mechanisms.

			But for the doomed—more precisely, the very soon to be dead—pain is superfluous. It serves no useful purpose.

			To Michael Garin, whose timeline was almost at zero, the deep gash on his right shoulder that trailed nearly to his elbow was, therefore, a temporary irritant. The guard, now deceased, who had serendipitously inflicted it had caused little more than a distraction. Garin’s objective remained uncompromised.

			A mistake had to be rectified, a mistake that was potentially catastrophic. Garin, moving silently up the stairs toward the lower level of the fuel fabrication facility, M56 submachine gun pressed against the lacerated shoulder, was charged with correcting that mistake. Successive administrations had let the problem fester, hoping that it would resolve itself or that China would assume some measure of control over its lunatic client. But the lunacy grew unabated until it became clear that a crisis was emerging, one that would escalate from peninsular conflict to regional battle to war.

			Garin’s Omega team—comprised of eight tier-one special operators trained to interdict and destroy rogue WMD programs—should have been deployed sooner, but political advisors in the White House and careerists in the State Department had insisted on a graduated diplomatic approach to induce Pyongyang to curb, if not abandon, its nuclear weapons program. The approach failed. Nuance and sophistication had rarely been effective approaches toward the hermit kingdom.

			President Clarke, with just over a month left in his administration, opted to launch a series of cyberattacks against North Korean nuclear weapons facilities and its missile launches to sabotage its nuclear program.

			The cyberattacks succeeded, causing their missile payloads to crash into the Sea of Japan. But then someone got too clever and decided to disguise the attacks as South African. Until then, the North Koreans believed the misfires had stemmed from ineptitude, but once they discovered the true cause, they employed remedial measures to thwart the attacks. But not before their mercurial leader ordered the missile program to be ramped up significantly, creating a dangerous instability in the region.

			The incoming Marshall administration determined direct action was necessary. As a feint, reports were leaked that SEAL Team Six had been deployed for a decapitation strike against North Korean leadership. The rumor was that the team was aboard the aircraft carrier USS Vinson in the Sea of Japan. This, planners expected, would cause North Korea to harden its defenses on its east coast. Omega, however, would enter the country from Korea Bay, on the opposite coast, and make their way inland to the nuclear weapons complex at Yongbyon, approximately seventy miles north of Pyongyang.

			It had taken the Omega team more than eight hours to stealthily maneuver around the dense coastal patrols and move just one mile inland. From there they rendezvoused with a civilian contractor for the South Korean National Intelligence Service, who conveyed them forty miles by panel van to the outskirts of Yongbyon. They breached the heavily guarded perimeter of the Yongbyon Nuclear Scientific compound, crawling through a claustrophobic tunnel constructed by another group of civilian contractors, and emerged in a storage room in the subbasement of the nuclear fuel rod fabrication plant.

			Garin led the team cautiously down a long, dimly lit concrete corridor under the main floor of the facility. Intelligence indicated that the facility would be largely empty of personnel at this time of night, with only a handful of security guards on the main floor. But, then, intelligence had failed to anticipate the guard in the stairwell with a bayonet affixed to his rifle. Garin, having dispatched the guard with a thrust of a tactical knife to the throat, moved slowly nonetheless, his team following in intervals of five to six feet. Each wore a balaclava and was outfitted exclusively with weapons and gear used by the Korean People’s Army Special Operations Forces to limit evidence of any US involvement in the operation. Of course, if any of them were killed it would be clear the team was of Western origin; thus, their unstated protocol was that none of them would be captured.

			Following immediately behind Garin was John Gates, who moments before had deposited twenty kilograms of Semtex beneath the center of the main floor. Behind him was Gene Tanski, a former Delta operator, who deposited another twenty kilograms of Semtex. Two other quantities of Semtex had been placed at opposite ends of the facility—one between powder vaporization and powder production and the other at powder processing. The engineers assured Omega that simultaneous detonations would collapse the facility. They’d already planted two other packages of Semtex at strategic locations in the adjacent reprocessing building, where weapons-grade plutonium was separated from spent fuel rods.

			Garin began moving his team more quickly, with only minutes before the packages were to be detonated. Four facility guards appeared around the corner ahead. Garin struck the lead guard in the left eye socket with an SOG tactical knife, then spun to his right and whipped his arm toward the second guard, the knife penetrating the guard’s right temple. Before the trailing guards could react, John Gates sprang forward and jammed his own blade in the third guard’s solar plexus, withdrew it, and, with an overhead arc, thrust the blade into the throat of the last guard. Elapsed time: a shade under five seconds.

			Garin signaled to his team to move forward, the group continuing to quicken their advance. As they neared the entrance to the tunnel, obscured behind and between two massive compressors, Manny Camacho, bringing up the rear, stage-whispered to Garin, “Boss, you need to see this.”

			Garin glanced back at Camacho, who was pointing at the entrance to a room to the right. The look on his face was one of astonishment. Garin turned back and entered a room that appeared to be for storage—but the only items within it were four high-backed metal chairs with what appeared to be a human being strapped to each. Their faces were mutilated and their scalps had been pulled from the tops of their respective skulls down to their shoulders, the skin hanging limply across their chests like bibs. Pools of blood were congealed on the plastic-covered floor beneath them. A scene that transcended hell.

			Garin knew they needed to keep moving, but as he motioned his team onward he had a sickening sense that he would soon encounter the author of that scene.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 1

			LOGAN AIRPORT,
AUGUST 14, 6:35 A.M. EDT

			It was all so much nonsense, she thought. Deliriously theoretical nonsense. Almost science fiction. Nonetheless, Meagan Cahill—no-nonsense big-firm litigator Meagan Cahill—sat at the counter of an eatery in Terminal B of Boston’s Logan Airport, sipping iced coffee and listening as Ryan Moore Hammacher once again expounded ominously on something called the Arlanda Event.

			She listened because Ryan happened to be her current romantic interest. She listened because he was endearingly earnest and because there was, frankly, little else to do as they waited for their flight to Reagan National to begin boarding.

			Most of all—she admitted to herself with a twinge of guilt—she listened because railing about an impending apocalypse had proven to be remarkably lucrative, and Ryan had spent a not inconsiderable portion of his earnings on Meagan.

			They’d met a little more than two years ago when the MIT professor of electrical engineering and computer science retained her firm, one of Boston’s most prominent, to sue a Route 128 corridor tech company for appropriating software he’d developed for the Defense Advanced Research Projects Agency (DARPA). She obtained a sizable settlement for Ryan and shortly thereafter he called her for drinks. They’d been seeing each other ever since.

			Her trial lawyer instincts telegraphed that Ryan would propose marriage sometime after they arrived in D.C., perhaps after his testimony later that morning before the House Committee on Transportation and Infrastructure, but more likely after his afternoon testimony before the House Committee on Science, Space, and Technology.

			She would accept, sincerely but pragmatically, knowing that she wouldn’t find a better partner. And he was not unattractive, although his large head, spindly arms, and awkward gait made him resemble a giant marionette. A mischievous and vaguely lustful recess of her mind flashed to an image of his head atop the body of Corey Raines, the brawny Red Sox catcher she’d briefly dated, but she banished the thought with another twinge of guilt.

			This would be the fourth time she’d accompanied him to Washington for testimony before some obscure committee of Congress. Each time previously the hearing had been anodyne. Only a few congressmen, a smattering of staffers, and a few other witnesses had been present. No C-SPAN; no print reporters.

			Yet after each hearing, Ryan’s speaking fees, as well as the number of requests, rose. After the first hearing, he was tendered a consulting agreement from a defense contractor nearly equal to his annual salary at MIT. After the last hearing, he’d entered into another for more than twice the cumulative earnings from his entire academic career. And DARPA had recently retained his services to develop certain software in collaboration with cybersecurity experts. All because Ryan Moore Hammacher was the Herald of Doom.

			As the coffee parted the early-morning fog in her brain, she listened to him finish his latest jeremiad, just as the gate attendant announced that boarding would begin in a few minutes. “. . . And there’s no way of preventing it, at least not on an individualized basis. They’d become weaponized. Scores of catastrophes combined to create an event without parallel in history.”

			Meagan heard herself say “horrible” for perhaps the third time that morning.

			“What’s more, they know it. But they haven’t created the systems or countermeasures to prevent it. Unforgivable.” Ryan fished in his pocket and placed a tip on the counter. “Watch my bag? Quick dash to the men’s room before we board.”

			Meagan finished her coffee as she watched him cross to the lavatory on the other side of the concourse, politely dodging and yielding to travelers headed toward their gates. She smiled. A kind, sweet man playing Chicken Little on a grand scale. Thankfully, he’d already made his small fortune, because news reports showed that the president, Congress, and the military now were more concerned about the threat of electromagnetic pulse, or EMP, attacks, understandable given the recent Russian-Iranian efforts in that regard. It was the EMP experts’ turn to become wealthy preventing Armageddon, while Ryan retreated to the ordinary life of an academic.

			A minute later, priority boarding for the flight to D.C. was under way. Meagan gathered her belongings and Ryan’s bag and proceeded to the line at the gate.

			As regular boarding began, she glanced back toward the men’s room. Ryan’s dash had stopped being quick several minutes ago. A dozen passengers more and the door to the Jetway would soon close. No time for subtlety. Meagan walked briskly to the entrance of the men’s room and called Ryan’s name.

			No response.

			She called again. Nothing.

			She took a few tentative steps toward the entrance. “Ryan, boarding’s about done. We gotta go.” A beat. “Ryan?”

			She cocked her head and listened. “Ryan? Hello?”

			She peeked around the corner into the brightly lit, white-tiled lavatory lined with a series of sinks on the left wall and a half dozen urinals on the right. Between them, lying spread-eagled on the floor and staring at her with lifeless eyes wide open, was Ryan, his chin resting in a pool of foamy saliva.

			Meagan’s screams echoed off the restroom walls and into the concourse just as a voice announced the final boarding call for United Flight 7181, scheduled for a seven A.M. departure to the nation’s capital.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 2

			PACIFIC NORTHWEST, 
AUGUST 14, 9:27 A.M. PDT

			Sean McDermott hated being afraid. He hated having to concede he was afraid as much as the sensation of fear itself.

			He knew that to others he didn’t look like the kind of man who was afraid of much. He was big—a former heavyweight wrestler in college—with a head shaped like an anvil and a face resembling a bulldog’s. In fact, nothing much did scare him. But flying did, even though he had more hours in the air than some commercial pilots. As human resources director for a multinational steel company with facilities across the globe, he flew several days a week.

			And each time petrified him. He knew the fear was irrational. He’d read the literature on the odds of a plane crash, that he’d have to fly for centuries before there might be a catastrophic event. None of that mattered when he was in the air.

			Turbulence, of course, was his greatest concern. The slightest bump, shallowest dip, weakest shudder, set his nerves aflame. He couldn’t help it, no matter how hard he tried.

			During a flight McDermott was alert to every change in speed and altitude, every call button signal, every movement of the flight attendants. He knew when to expect the sound of the landing gear retracting after takeoff and lowering upon landing, the sound of the wing flaps, the bellow and whine of the engines.

			Several of his most frequent flight paths had been committed to memory. Looking out the cabin window, he would identify mountains, rivers, lakes, and monuments marking the points at which the plane should be at cruising altitude, banking toward a final destination, beginning initial descent, or making final approach. Any deviation caused him to perk and wait for some sign of assurance that all was well.

			McDermott took pains never to betray his fear. Whenever one of his flights did experience rougher than normal turbulence, his face would remain placid, almost serene, the only evidence of tension being the bulging veins on the backs of his hands as they gripped the armrests.

			McDermott was on board a 737, the second leg of the flight from Detroit to Seattle, with a connection in Salt Lake City. He’d flown this particular route eight times in the last six months to attend union negotiations at one of his company’s pickling and slitting facilities outside of Tacoma. By the third trip he’d memorized all of the landmarks along the flight path denoting the various stages of the flight.

			He could see the Columbia River to the north. By his estimate they were about seventy-five miles south of Pasco, Washington, and little more than a hundred miles southeast of Hanford, which at one time was home to nine nuclear reactors, and now, after their decommissioning, contained much, if not most, of the high-level radioactive waste in the country.

			McDermott calculated that in a minute or so he would be able to see the plumes of steam coming from the cooling towers on the commercial nuclear power plant that remained in operation at the Columbia Generating Station. They would then proceed northwest for another twenty minutes before beginning their initial descent into Sea-Tac.

			Except they didn’t. McDermott first sensed a slight drift northward in the direction of the Hanford site, then a faint bank to the east, the starboard wing dipping modestly. He swiveled his head to look about the cabin to see if it had captured anyone else’s attention. Nothing. Some passengers dozing, others scanning devices in airplane mode, others playing sudoku.

			McDermott gazed out the window. Despite the northerly drift, he could see the billowing clouds of steam from the Columbia Generating Station’s cooling towers to the west. Likely just a minor course adjustment, probably to accommodate some traffic in the vicinity.

			A few seconds later, however, the plane banked to the west, a more pronounced dip of its portside wing, the northerly drift becoming northwesterly. McDermott once again glanced about the cabin. A few more passengers were looking up, curious if not concerned.

			The cooling towers grew larger in his window as the plane continued to bank in a northwesterly direction. The flight attendant from the main cabin passed him on her way to first class, where she spoke briefly to another attendant, who then picked up the wall phone opposite the flight deck. After a brief conversation, she turned to the other attendant with an urgent expression and said something to which the attendant replied with a curt nod before returning to the main cabin.

			Seconds later, the plane began to descend noticeably, far too soon and steep for initial descent. They were probably a good two hundred miles from Sea-Tac and still around a cruising altitude of thirty-one thousand feet.

			The seat belt sign illuminated. A couple of seconds later the voice of the flight attendant came on the speaker. “Ladies and gentlemen, the captain has turned on the seat belt sign. Please return to your seats and make sure your seat backs and tray tables are upright and in their locked position and your seat belts are securely fastened for the remainder of the flight. We’re experiencing a few minor bumps before landing. We’ll be passing through the cabin to collect any remaining service items.”

			McDermott, affecting an attitude of nonchalance, began tightening his seat belt just as the plane shuddered violently and pitched in a steep dive to the west. Panic spiked from McDermott’s stomach through his throat, which struggled to suppress a cry of terror. He watched the attendant in first class get knocked off-balance and fall against the seatback of 4A—opening a deep gash on her right temple. Baggage flew from the overhead compartments and oxygen masks dipped to screaming passengers, many of whom were too preoccupied with bracing themselves to even notice.

			Amid the shouts, cries, and prayers McDermott, strangely, found himself becoming composed. It was as if the overwhelming sensation of fear had tripped some gauge in some gland that flooded his brain and body with serotonin and endorphins, producing an incongruous sense of calm and ease. He quickly considered and dismissed possible causes for the impending disaster, as if he’d be able to correct the problem upon identifying it.

			The roar of the engines grew louder and swiftly changed to a high-pitched whine. McDermott closed his eyes and the screams of the passengers and the whine of the engines receded into white noise. He shook his head once at the irony that all of his worst fears of flying would be confirmed by his own death.

			But in the very next second the whine of the engines dropped several octaves, the volume of noise dropped almost to normal, and the plane began to level and stabilize.

			McDermott’s eyes snapped open and he looked out the window. The plane appeared to be at between fifteen and twenty thousand feet, far higher than he’d expected; it felt as if they’d been diving for much longer.

			He heard whispers, gasps, and sounds of relief from other passengers. The flight attendants, including the one who’d hit her temple, were moving about, checking and comforting the passengers.

			McDermott did a quick personal inventory to confirm he hadn’t been hurt and waited for the captain’s voice to come on the speaker with assurances and an explanation of what had gone wrong. But after several minutes of waiting, it became clear that no explanation would be coming.

			They don’t know why it happened, he thought.

			For Sean McDermott, the lack of an explanation didn’t matter. In fact, for his purposes, there was no possible explanation that would’ve mattered. Because at that moment, Sean McDermott resolved never to fly again.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 3

			IRVING, TEXAS, 
AUGUST 14, 2:20 P.M. CDT

			Todd Wells was in agony.

			The hot, dry air seared his lungs as he gasped for oxygen. His legs were engorged with lactic acid, making both his quadriceps and his hamstrings feel as if they were about to tear with each step he took. His heart rate was in the red zone.

			Yet disbelief nearly dwarfed his agony. The rookie—the no-name—was winning. Beating the toughest, fittest man on the planet. That’s what Wells was, after all. He’d proven it by winning the Crucible two years running.

			And the rookie was not just beating him; he was smoking him. In fact, the last event wasn’t even close. The rookie had finished the forty-by-forty-yard shuttle run a good nine seconds ahead of Wells. Impossible.

			But he’d prevail still. One event remained in the Crucible, a five-day competition created by a former German decathlete who’d graduated to a career as an operator in GSG-9, the vaunted German counterterrorism unit. Convinced that other extreme physical competitions tested only a limited range of physical prowess, he developed the Crucible to measure every aspect of physical fitness.

			The Crucible included multiple sprints, 5K, 10K, and marathon runs, a variety of obstacle courses, surface and underwater swims, graduated power cleans, dead lifts, squats, and reaction drills, all with barely a pause between events. The competition was capped by a series of one-on-one fights, consisting of three one-minute, no-holds-barred contests, scored on a point system: the Cauldron.

			It was this last event that Wells was depending upon. It had provided his margin of victory the last two years. The rookie, Tom Lofton, presently held a seven-point lead in the overall competition. In six years of competing in the Crucible, Wells had never lost a Cauldron match. As he stood hunched over, he looked at Lofton. Though he appeared exhausted, his expression was placid and his body relaxed. But his eyes had an intensity Wells found somewhat unsettling. No matter. Lofton would be toast in the Cauldron.

			

			—

			Mike Garin, the man known to the other competitors as Tom Lofton, was doing the math. He held a seven-point lead on the reigning champion with only the Cauldron remaining. The winner of the fighting competition would get ten points, the runner-up seven, third place five, fourth three, and fifth one. Therefore, all Garin had to do to win at least a share of the championship was to come in fourth place or higher in the final event. But if he did that, with all of the attendant notoriety of being champion, someone might discover that Tom Lofton was actually Mike Garin, former Omega special operator.

			So, quite simply, he’d make sure to come in no higher than fifth. In other words, he had to lose. Not something he relished doing.

			Garin rose upright, placed his hands on his hips, and scanned the sidelines, ringed with TV cameras, judges, and support team personnel. The other competitors had three or four team members each. Garin’s support consisted only of Luci Saldana, and that was sufficient. She was already jogging toward him with an ice pack and a bottle of diluted Gatorade, looking cool and comfortable in white shorts and T-shirt.

			Luci draped the ice pack over the back of Garin’s neck and handed him the Gatorade.

			“You didn’t pace yourself, Tom,” she admonished. “You need to have something in reserve for the Cauldron.”

			“How much time do we have?”

			“First round starts in twenty minutes. You need to get out of the sun. Go into the tunnel to the locker room. That’s the coolest place in the stadium. They’ve got examination tables you can lie down on. I’ll rub you down to keep you loose.”

			Several of the competitors were beginning to make their way to the tunnel. “Thanks, but I’ll stay here—too crowded in there.”

			“That’s crazy, Tom. The sun will take it out of you. They’ve already taken four people to the urgent care.”

			“I’ve been in worse.”

			All of five foot three, 105 pounds, Luci Saldana looked up at Mike Garin with a stern expression. “No self-respecting support member would let their competitor do that. You could get heatstroke. Go into the tunnel. Right now.”

			“I’ll be okay out here, Luci. Besides, it’s going to smell like a zoo in there.”

			“I don’t care. Go in there.”

			“No.”

			Luci was furious. “Then just remember, if you don’t win the competition, it’s because of this boneheaded decision.”

			And that’s precisely what Garin was hoping Luci, and everyone else, would think.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 4

			BETHANY BEACH, DELAWARE, 
AUGUST 14, 3:35 P.M. EDT

			A lone figure with a patrician bearing stood on the second-floor balcony of the large beach house, smoking a Winston and watching the gulls skim across the surface of the ocean searching for prey. It was a hot day, but the northerly breeze skirting along the coast made it bearable. Comfortable, almost.

			His cell phone rang as expected, the ringtone reserved for a specific caller. He transferred the cigarette to his left hand, reached into his pocket with his right, and spoke without any salutations or pleasantries. “Status?”

			“Double-blind staging is almost complete,” the assassin replied.

			“Implementation?”

			“Forty-eight hours.”

			The patrician paused for a moment, drew the cigarette to his lips, and then expelled the smoke slowly. “Begin to execute.”

			“The impediment, however, remains.”

			“The impediment is not operational.”

			“The impediment remains formidable,” the assassin insisted.

			The patrician was unused to the assassin expressing concern about obstacles to mission success. He brought the cigarette to his lips again, inhaled deeply, and scanned the horizon for several seconds before speaking. “Where is the impediment?”

			“Secured.”

			“How much time is needed to address the impediment?”

			Silence for two beats. It also was unusual for the assassin to hesitate. “Unknown.”

			The patrician was neither surprised nor perturbed by the response. Their previous experience with the impediment demonstrated it was the most truthful answer.

			“We have ninety-six hours to execute. Use whatever assets are necessary to eliminate the impediment.”

			Ending the call, the patrician turned around and walked casually to the picture window facing westward to gaze upon a mainland that soon would be changed forever.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 5

			IRVING, TEXAS, 
AUGUST 14, 2:45 P.M. CDT

			Of the forty remaining competitors, those who ranked among the top eight were chosen to compete in the Cauldron. As the competitor with the most points thus far, Garin was the number one seed. His opponent was the eighth seed, Magnus Olsen, with the winner advancing to the semifinal match.

			At six foot four, 250 pounds, Olsen had accumulated much of his point total in the strength events, but he was surprisingly agile and had impressive endurance for a man his size. According to the media guide, he’d been an All–Big Ten tight end at Minnesota before spending several years in the Marines. He now was a construction contractor. Solid, but under ordinary circumstances he wouldn’t last more than fifteen seconds against Garin’s speed, skill, and ferocity. More lethal fighters had lasted even less.

			But this was Magnus Olsen’s lucky day.

			

			—

			Garin’s was the last of the four matches in the preliminary round. Wells had already prevailed in his.

			The match took place in a conventional boxing ring in the center of the football field. No holds or punches were barred, save for strikes to the eyes, throat, and testicles. Points were awarded for punches landed, takedowns, and knockdowns.

			A buzzer signaled the start. Magnus Olsen strode purposely from his corner toward Garin, fists up, weaving from side to side. Garin stood his ground and assessed: ponderous; poor weight distribution. If this were a true fight out in the field Garin would’ve incapacitated him with a single blow.

			But he endeavored to make it look like a fight, a real struggle. As Olsen got within arm’s length to deliver a blatantly telegraphed left hook, Garin dropped to the canvas, wheeled his right leg toward Olsen’s calves, and swept his legs, sending him crashing onto his back.

			Rather than seize the advantage, Garin rose sluggishly and withdrew, allowing Olsen to roll away and get back to his feet.

			Garin advanced toward Olsen with his hands down and an air of cockiness. Olsen spun to his right, slamming his right elbow into Garin’s left cheekbone. Garin crashed to the canvas as if falling through a trapdoor. Although the blow was quite painful, Garin remained in complete command of his faculties. He made a show of rolling about for a second on the floor, then staggered to his feet in time to receive a knee to his abdomen before he could stand fully erect. He suppressed the instinct to jam the heel of his hand into Olsen’s foolishly exposed face and instead permitted his opponent to throw an uppercut into Garin’s purposely exposed jaw, snapping his head back. Again, he dropped to the canvas.

			That really hurt, thought Garin. He’d resolved to lose, not get injured. He rolled about on the floor for a few seconds. Olsen didn’t press, knowing the match would be over in seconds and that he led on points. The buzzer sounded. Garin succeeded in dropping out of medal contention and remaining in relative anonymity. A fairly credible performance, thought Garin. No one would think that he tanked it.

			Murmurs of disappointment came from the crowd, which, like most sports crowds, had been rooting for the unknown rookie who looked on the verge of upsetting the champ. No one, however, looked more disappointed than Luci. More accurately, no one looked more bewildered. She knew Garin’s capabilities, watched him train at the Dale City Recreation Center, where she worked part-time. His workouts were brutal. She’d never seen anyone with an even remotely comparable pain threshold. Olsen’s blows wouldn’t even have slowed the Tom Lofton she knew, which made her angry.

			Lofton stepped out of the ring and proceeded to the locker rooms as the next match was set to begin. Luci ran up beside him.

			“That was a hell of a performance,” she hissed. “Why’d you take a dive?”

			Garin was startled. “What are you talking about?”

			“You heard me. You were going to win the championship. Prize money. Endorsements, fame. Why on earth would you tank it?”

			“He beat me.”

			“Bullshit, Tom.”

			“Okay. You’re right. I should’ve listened to you. I was drained. Had nothing left.”

			“Again, bullshit. You always have something left.”

			More than feeling guilty for deceiving Luci, he regretted disappointing her. This wasn’t just his competition. She devoted time and effort to be his support team, too. Being the trainer of the best-conditioned person on the planet could have done wonders for her career. He stopped and looked at her. “There’s always next year, Luci. And I can always do Badwater or CrossFit.”

			“They’re already over.”

			“Then next year.” Garin put his hand on her shoulder. “Stick with me, okay?”

			Luci knew she would. When he’d first come to the rec center a few months ago, she’d been instantly attracted to him, as had most of the other female members. He rarely spoke to anyone other than her, and even then, only a polite greeting with a voice so deep it was unnerving. He’d disappear, sometimes for a week or two, but when he returned, he’d resume his workouts—the intensity of which suggested he lacked the governor in his brain telling him when to stop—as if he’d never left. Yet despite his apparent surfeit of testosterone, he was a gentleman, very old-school, as if he’d stepped out of a time machine directly from the Battle of Agincourt, removed his armor, and put on jeans. She had no intention of leaving him.

			“Skip the shower. Let’s get you back to the Omni. I’ll get some bags of ice so you can soak in the bathtub, and then I’ll rub you down. You’re going to be in a lot of pain tomorrow.”

			Garin gently squeezed her shoulder, sending a charge up her spine. “You got it, boss.”

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 6

			WASHINGTON, D.C., 
AUGUST 14, 4:55 P.M. EDT

			Olivia Perry was growing impatient sitting at the witness table. Several members of the Senate Select Committee on Intelligence were huddled around Chairman Harlan McCoy, discussing something out of her earshot. They seemed unconcerned that they were nearly thirty minutes behind schedule. Perry and her boss, National Security Advisor James Brandt, both sticklers for punctuality, had arrived fifteen minutes ahead of schedule. Brandt was seated behind her, Arlo, his German shepherd guide dog, lying by his side.

			This was her second appearance before the committee since the commencement of the bombing campaign against Iran three weeks ago. Brandt also had testified previously. The hearings were related to the congressional investigation surrounding the thwarted Russian-Iranian attempt to strike the United States with an EMP four weeks ago. The catastrophe had been narrowly averted, prompting massive retaliation against Iran by the United States. Chairman McCoy continued reading something in front of him before nodding confirmation to his colleagues flanking him that the hearing was about to begin.

			“Thank you, Ms. Perry, for returning to the committee. We very much appreciate your continued cooperation.”

			“My pleasure, Mr. Chairman.”

			“Excellent. Committee staff have prepared a summary of essential facts adduced thus far, and . . .” McCoy fumbled with a sheaf of papers for several seconds before resuming. “Here we are. I’ll give you the condensed version so we’re all on the same page, okay?”

			“Yes, Mr. Chairman.”

			McCoy brought several papers closer to the glasses perched midway down his nose and began speaking.

			“On or about July 11, seven of eight special operators known as Omega—” McCoy stopped suddenly and looked up, indignant. “I have to tell you, Ms. Perry, despite the fact that I’m chair of Senate Intelligence of the United States of America, I’d never even heard of this Omega before. Not a thing. Neither had any of the forty-plus witnesses who have appeared so far before this committee, with the exception of DDCI Kessler.” McCoy repeatedly stabbed the dais with his index finger. “Did you know about them?”

			“Neither Mr. Brandt nor I was aware of Omega’s existence until the crisis began unfolding,” Perry answered truthfully.

			A staffer rose from behind and whispered into McCoy’s ear. Olivia Perry suspected that the senator’s “extemporaneous” remarks were a rehearsal for when the investigation became public, an attempt to deflect attention from the fact that it was McCoy’s closest confidant, Senate Intelligence counsel Julian Day, who had been funneling intelligence to the Russians—and by extension the Iranians—to facilitate the EMP strike. All right under McCoy’s nose.

			“As I was saying, this Omega team went into Pakistan—without that government’s knowledge or permission—to prevent an attempt by terrorists to acquire a nuclear weapon.” McCoy looked up again with theatrical magnanimity. “Now, I should say in all fairness, they were successful, though that doesn’t excuse this administration’s duplicity in keeping this team secret.”

			Once again he returned to the script. “In the process of preventing the acquisition of nuclear weapons by the terrorists, team leader Michael Garin apparently came into possession of information about the Russians and Iranians. He believed it would lead to the discovery of Iran’s program—with Russian technical assistance—to construct and launch intercontinental ballistic missiles carrying nuclear payloads.” McCoy gazed up. “How am I doing, Ms. Perry?”

			“So far everything you’ve said about the Omega operation is consistent with our understanding.”

			“Within forty-eight hours of returning to the US from the successful operation in Pakistan, every single member of Omega, save for Mr. Garin, was assassinated. Seven members killed in a manner suggesting the sole surviving member of the team, Mr. Garin, was the assassin. Accordingly, given the extraordinarily sensitive nature of the matter, the FBI conducted a hunt for Mr. Garin, the scale of which, as I understand, was unprecedented. Nonetheless, Mr. Garin successfully eluded capture for several days.

			“We now know Mr. Garin was innocent, but throughout the search the FBI and various intelligence agencies were fed information from a source within the government suggesting Garin was the assassin.”

			A different aide whispered into McCoy’s ear. After a brief exchange, McCoy said, “Ms. Perry, it is our understanding that while Garin was a fugitive, you and Mr. Brandt were in contact with him. Is that correct?”

			“I was. Mr. Brandt was not.”

			“But you conveyed information from Garin to Mr. Brandt; isn’t that true?”

			“He was never aware of Mr. Garin’s whereabouts, Senator McCoy.”

			“. . . to conveniently maintain plausible deniability regarding the whereabouts of a fugitive . . .”

			Angered, Olivia began to respond, but Senator Brad Cross, ranking member of the committee, interjected.

			“Mr. Chairman, the evidence makes clear that the reason Mr. Garin was a fugitive in the first place is because disinformation about his culpability was spread through law enforcement and intelligence services. At least some of this information came from counsel to this very committee. I respectfully suggest we return to the focus of the inquiry.”

			McCoy’s face was flushed. The counsel to whom Cross referred, Day, was killed—some reports suggested he actually committed suicide—after his involvement with the Russians became known. To this point no one had made “public” reference to Day’s involvement in the EMP plot. A shot across McCoy’s bow.

			The room remained uncomfortably silent for several seconds, aides looking at the floor and senators inspecting their paperwork. When McCoy resumed speaking, his voice was neutral and measured. “It is our understanding Mr. Garin determined that his team was assassinated by a Russian operator with ties to President Mikhailov. The operator had somehow infiltrated and become an Omega team member. Is that your understanding as well, Ms. Perry?”

			“That’s correct, Senator. We determined the Russian operator had become a member of Omega more than two years ago under the name John Gates. We don’t know how. His true name is Taras Bor. He was able to make it appear as if he had been assassinated along with the rest of the team.”

			“Unbelievable.”

			“Bor was directing the activities of Iranian Quds Force operators here in the US to effectuate the EMP attack.”

			McCoy shuffled papers, skipping several pages. “On or about July 17, and while still a fugitive, Garin received information from an Israeli agent, Ari Singer, that a clandestine Iranian effort to construct a nuclear weapon and place it on an ICBM had reached completion and the missile would be launched within hours. Accurate?”

			“It is, Senator. Mr. Garin determined that three ICBMs armed with nuclear warheads were to be launched imminently. The ICBMs were constructed in and for Iran—largely by Russian personnel—with assistance from North Korea. Two of the ICBMs were targeted at Israel. The third, with a one-megaton yield, was targeted at the United States, to be detonated at an altitude of one hundred miles between Chicago and Kansas City, thereby creating an electromagnetic pulse that would cover most of the continental United States. The EMP would knock out anything and everything that uses electricity, sending us back to the Dark Ages.”

			“We’ve heard from witnesses who estimate that the death toll from disease, starvation, and unrest would be in the millions in the first year alone,” McCoy informed the room.

			“Conservative estimates put the death toll at twenty percent of the population,” Olivia confirmed.

			“How did the Iranians think they could do that without massive nuclear retaliation on our part?”

			“The Iranians believed all three ICBMs were targeted at Israel. They didn’t know one was targeted at the US. The Russians had controlled the entire project, permitting Iranians to assist only with the warhead, so that the nuclear signature would be Iranian. Thus, the entire world’s tracking systems would’ve seen the ICBM launched from Iranian soil. The Russians would’ve been in the clear.”

			McCoy’s brow furrowed. “Ms. Perry, in anticipation of your appearance, staff has examined all of the FBI, NSA, CIA, and DIA reports on the matter and found absolutely no intel gathered by such agencies showing Russian, Iranian, and North Korean involvement in constructing an Iranian ICBM ostensibly designed to detonate a nuclear device and set off an EMP. Yet this administration launched a massive bombing campaign, still under way, premised on Iran’s having deliverable nuclear capability poised for imminent use against the US in the form of an EMP. When and where did the administration get that info?”

			“From the Israeli operative, Ari Singer, who prior to his death had relayed it to Mr. Garin.”

			McCoy raised a skeptical brow. “All of this came from Singer?”

			“Yes, Senator, most of it.”

			“Most of it,” McCoy repeated. He glanced back at an aide, who nodded in return. “And where did the rest of it come from?”

			“I’m afraid I don’t follow, Senator.”

			“I’m certain that you do, Ms. Perry. Where did the rest of the details concerning the imminent EMP attack come from?”

			Perry hesitated a moment. McCoy filled the void. “They came from the very same Julian Day whom my colleague Senator Cross referred to a few moments ago, didn’t they? Except they weren’t supplied by Mr. Day voluntarily, were they, Ms. Perry?”

			Olivia shifted in her seat. “I was in the room when Mr. Day provided the details of the EMP strike. He provided the locations of launch sites, payload capacities, and timing of the launches. The warhead that was going to detonate over central United States was to have been launched from an underground facility at the base of Mount Azud Kuh in the North Alborz Protected Area of Iran.”

			“But again, he did not supply that information voluntarily, did he?” McCoy asked.

			“I don’t quite follow, Senator. He may not have wanted to supply the details because doing so confirmed his complicity in treasonous activities, but upon being caught, he provided them.”

			“My point, Ms. Perry,” Mr. McCoy said harshly, “is that Mr. Day supplied that information only after being tortured by Garin, isn’t that true?”

			Olivia appeared shaken. “I observed no evidence of torture, Senator. I was in the room when Mr. Garin interrogated Julian Day. At no time did Mr. Garin make any physical contact whatsoever with Mr. Day.”

			“Isn’t it true, Ms. Perry, that you were in the room with Garin and Day for only part of the time? Isn’t it true that Garin was alone with Day for several minutes before you entered?”

			The hearing room was absolutely silent but for the voices of the senator and the witness. The purpose of McCoy’s line of questions was plain to everyone in the room. This was his preemptive attempt to shift attention from his aide’s traitorous conduct to alleged torture by Garin. The media was almost certain to seize upon the torture angle, which, in their judgment, would eclipse Day’s treason.

			“Senator, I was in the very next room when Mr. Garin and Mr. Day were alone together for, perhaps, a few minutes. I heard no evidence of torture when I was in the next room and I observed no signs of torture when I entered the room.”

			McCoy held up a sheet of paper. “According to this affidavit from a member of FBI HRT who was present after Mr. Day emerged from the room you and Garin were in, Day looked, quote, stunned, terrified, and exhausted, end quote. What do you think accounts for Mr. Day’s condition at that time, if not torture?” McCoy asked sarcastically.

			“Perhaps, Senator, he was stunned at having been caught, terrified of the consequences, and exhausted from the effort in avoiding detection of his involvement in a plan that would have resulted in the deaths of millions.” Olivia’s voice became more strident with each word, a small vein pulsing at her left temple. “Mike Garin was singularly responsible for preventing an extraordinary catastrophe, and he did so at great risk to himself and his family—all while members of this body were sticking their heads in the sand and behaving as if the world is populated by unicorns threatened only by American imperialism; and all the while your assistant was conspiring with the Russians.” From behind, Brandt kicked the back of Olivia’s chair. She was swerving precariously close to contempt of Congress. “Michael Garin should be given an awards ceremony by this committee. Respectfully, Senator.”

			A scowl grew on McCoy’s face as it turned crimson. His aides seated behind him winced and looked down at the floor. McCoy would have to find another diversion.

			Senator Cross spoke up. “Mr. Chair?”

			“The Chair recognizes Ranking Member Cross.”

			“Thank you, Mr. Chairman. Ms. Perry, it’s our understanding that the Russian agent involved in this entire matter evaded capture and disappeared. It’s only logical that he put as much distance between himself and the United States as possible. I’m sure his whereabouts are at least as big a concern to you as they are to everyone on this committee, but the FBI and every other law enforcement agency we’ve asked has no idea what happened to him. Do you or anyone on the staff of the NSC have any information as to his whereabouts?”

			Olivia Perry felt a familiar twinge of anxiety for the first time in weeks.

			“We do not, Senator.”

			

			—

			Olivia cast a shy smile at the security guard whose eyes were riveted to her.

			As she stepped out onto the sidewalk and into the brilliant sunshine outside the Hart Senate Office Building, she was still on edge from the hearing and walking at a brisk pace, not the best speed for a hot, humid August day in Washington, D.C. Pedestrian and vehicular traffic were slow. Bureaucratic Washington was on cruise control during the August recess, the committee hearing one of the few signs of political life in the nation’s capital.

			The swarm of cabs that usually patrolled the streets of Capitol Hill had winnowed considerably, so Olivia headed in the direction of Union Station, where they remained omnipresent. She needed to get back to her office at the Old Executive Office Building, known to Washingtonians as the Eisenhower Building or OEOB, and draft a memo recounting the hearing while it remained fresh in her mind. She had a meeting with Brandt and Iris Cho to discuss the hearing and what, if anything, Brandt should tell the president about it.

			Her mobile device vibrated gently in her hand. She pressed the icon, raised the device to her ear, and heard a familiar voice.

			“Now that you’re famous, I expected someone else to be answering your phone for you.” It was Laura Casini, Olivia’s former Stanford classmate, now an analyst with the National Geospatial-Intelligence Agency.

			“With fame comes neither fortune nor privilege.”

			“Very Churchillian. But try being a worker bee like me.”

			“Not only have I tried it, it stuck,” Olivia replied. “What’s going on?”

			“I thought you might be interested in something I happened to notice in the last day or two. Thought maybe you’d like to drop by.”

			Olivia’s focus sharpened. The last and only time she had “dropped by” Casini’s office was to view highly classified satellite imagery revealing peculiar production patterns at Russian industrial sites, patterns that only later became alarmingly decipherable.

			“I take it you can’t give me a preview over the phone,” Olivia said.

			“That Stanford education really didn’t go to waste, did it? When should I expect you?”

			“About twenty minutes after I find a cab, which at this rate should be early September.”

			“I’ll be here.”

			

			—

			
			Olivia stood behind Laura Casini as she tapped commands onto a keyboard and a blurred image appeared on the seventy-two-inch screen in front of them. Casini manipulated a mouse, causing the resolution to become sharper.

			“That looks familiar,” Olivia said.

			“It should. It’s one of the same places you had me call up last time.” Casini pointed to the screen depicting a mammoth industrial facility. “Do you remember which one that is?”

			“Arkhangelsk.”

			“Right. Notice anything interesting?”

			Olivia scrutinized the screen. “Not really. Looks about the same as I remembered it.”

			“That in itself should be interesting, don’t you think? Mountains and mountains of electrical equipment lying about? Going nowhere?”

			Olivia shook her head. “The EMP never went off; nothing got fried. So there was no market for replacement equipment.”

			“Fair enough,” Casini said, producing an even sharper image with a single keystroke.

			Olivia was astounded by the clarity of the image. “That’s scary.”

			“Brought to you by your friendly neighborhood KeyHole 13 satellite dealer,” Casini said. “We can spot dandruff on top of Yuri Mikhailov’s head with this. Notice anything interesting now?”

			“Forklifts. Some of the equipment’s loaded on the forklifts.”

			“Got your attention now?”

			“When was this shot?” Olivia asked.

			“Today, 6:15 A.M. our time.”

			“Can you go back a few days?”

			Casini hit a few more keys. Another image appeared. “From three days ago.”

			“There’s actually more product there. Hard to tell, admittedly. But there seem to be at least five more rows of generators. And hardly any forklifts in sight. What about the other sites we looked at before?”

			A few more keystrokes later, another image appeared on the screen. “Murmansk, earlier today,” Casini said.

			Olivia scrutinized the screen. “Go back a few days.”

			“There you go.”

			“Again, more product,” Olivia said. “Just like Arkhangelsk. Now go back a little more.”

			Casini did so. Olivia scanned the image slowly. “The difference isn’t as apparent as in Arkhangelsk, but it still looks like there’s less product in the later image. What do you think?” Olivia asked.

			“I concur.”

			“Can you do a split screen?” Olivia asked. “Arkhangelsk, Murmansk. Shots from today on one side and shots of the same locations from a few days ago on the other side?”

			Casini tapped the keyboard, producing the requested grid of images. The two stared at the screen for a long time in silence. Olivia spoke first.

			“Each site appears to have less product in the later image. Hard to tell how much less, but product’s definitely being moved. What do you make of it, Laura?”

			“You’re the big brain. When you saw something similar a few weeks ago you concluded the Russians were up to something sinister. When the bombing campaign against Iran began, the Russians stopped moving equipment. Now they’ve resumed. So you tell me.”

			“Could be nothing.”

			“Come on, Olivia. You work for James Brandt. According to him, everything the Russians do is sinister.”

			Olivia remained silent, pondering the range of implications from what was on the screen. The one she thought least plausible was also the one that posed the greatest threat. That threat was at a level she could discuss with only a handful of people, and her friend Laura wasn’t one of them.

			Without another word Olivia Perry turned from the screen and left the room to hail a cab to take her to the White House.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 7

			IRVING, TEXAS, 
AUGUST 14, 6:12 P.M. CDT

			Garin stepped out of the ice bath Luci had prepared for him, toweled himself off, and examined his face in the mirror. Other than a small welt on his cheek where Olsen had struck him, he was in pretty good shape. The cheek ached a bit, but the ice bath had done wonders for the rest of his body.

			He put on a pair of linen trousers and opened the bathroom door. Luci had arrayed tubes and bottles of ointments and analgesics on the nightstands flanking the queen-size bed. She shook her head, pointing accusatorially at his pants.

			“That will not do, mister. No. No way. Off with them.”

			When Garin hesitated, she continued, “I can’t do much for your legs and glutes with those on. Don’t worry, I’ve seen the male form once or twice before.”

			Garin disappeared into the bathroom and dutifully returned seconds later, a towel draped modestly around his waist. Luci rolled her eyes. “I never would’ve pegged you for the shy type.” Not with a body like that, she thought.

			She waved him to the bed. “On your stomach first.”

			Garin lay diagonally across the bed and Luci straddled his hips, applying lubricant to his shoulders and back, using her fingertips to define the individual muscles, expertly kneading them to drive out the lactic acid. If the man had a single fat cell on him, she couldn’t find it. It felt like she was kneading iron.

			Luci felt featherlight astride Garin’s back and was quite adept at what she was doing. He’d eschewed rubdowns as a waste of time in the past, all the way back to his college football days. He submitted now partly to mollify Luci as well as to assuage his guilt for having deceived her. But this felt very good.

			She massaged in silence for nearly ten minutes, then: “I saw you at Saint Francis of Assisi a couple of weeks ago,” Luci said, referring to a small church near the Marine base at Quantico, Virginia. “It was during the week, midafternoon. You were by yourself in one of the first pews. No Mass. No priest.”

			She paused and continued kneading iron; then, with a genuine curiosity in her voice, she asked, “What were you doing there?”

			“What were you doing there?”

			“Come on, Tom. You make people pee their pants just by saying ‘hi.’ I mean, you have a look. Seeing you at a human sacrifice? Plausible. Church? Not so much.”

			Garin shrugged and said nothing.

			Luci slid down to straddle his thighs so she could work on his hips and buttocks. Still iron, molded and contoured.

			“The ladies at the rec center have a pool going. Just pennies. They’re betting on what you do for a living. The winner tries to talk to you.”

			No reaction.

			“Want to help me win?”

			“You’re already talking to me, Luci.”

			She slid down to his ankles to work on his thighs and calves for a while. She had treated some of the Baltimore Ravens a few years back during an undergrad internship. Superb physiques and conditioning, yet nothing like this. This body looked and felt like it had done something serious.

			“What do you do, Tom? I mean, seriously.”

			“Not much of anything right now.”

			“Then how did you pay for our travel and rooms?”

			“General frugality.”

			She slapped his side. “On your back.”

			Garin rolled onto his back and Luci straddled his hips again, kneading his chest, shoulders, and arms. All bulges and veins and striations. She took her time with each trapezius, each deltoid, each biceps, each brachialis. Then the pectorals, where she scrutinized a four-inch scar over his heart. Something had been able to penetrate the iron.

			She hunched over to take a closer look, her hair falling over her face and onto his chest. She traced the scar with her index finger.

			“What’s this?”

			“Nothing much.”

			Luci snorted. Tom Lofton, inscrutable to a fault. Placing her palms flat on his chest, she leaned forward a bit more, examining his eyes with a hint of frustration. And a bit of something else.

			Garin liked Luci’s eyes. They were big and intelligent, set deep in a bronze face. He liked her body, too. Fit and firm. He liked Luci.

			“Ms. Saldana, you were at church on a weekday afternoon?”

			“Just like you.” She smiled.

			“I bet you went to Catholic school as a kid.”

			“K through eight.”

			“Then you know the imperative to avoid the near occasion of sin,” Garin said.

			Luci stopped kneading, blinked several times, and grinned. Where did he keep that damn time machine?

			Luci scooted off Garin onto the floor, still grinning.

			Bemused, she stared at him for a second, then rubbed her hands together. “How about some dinner?”

			“Sounds good. I could use a wheelbarrow of carbs right about now.”

			“Take a shower. Get dressed. You want carbs? How about pasta? There’s a place down East Las Colinas.”

			“I could use some turmeric and ginger.”

			“I picked up both this morning. They’re in my room.”

			“Marry me.”

			Lofton disappeared into the bathroom to change, leaving a grinning Luci to ponder her situation. She was alone in a plush hotel room with the most dangerous-looking male in the Western Hemisphere, who nonetheless behaved with altar boy rectitude. She expected to feel disappointment, frustration. Instead she felt a sensation akin to elation, anticipation at the very least. This wasn’t a rejection. It was something closer to . . . respect, chivalry.

			Luci’s eyes flitted about the room as she waited. The sliding mirrored door to the closet was open and she glanced inside. No clothes on the hangers. Only a pair of running shoes on the floor and a black gym bag on the overhead shelf. Spartan, like everything else she’d observed about Garin. Yet he’d flown them first class from Reagan National and booked two rooms for five nights in a luxury hotel.

			Garin emerged a few minutes later. The linen pants were accompanied by a white linen shirt. He held his arms at his sides and raised his eyebrows.

			Luci nodded in approval. “Nice. I should go back to my room to shower and change too.”

			“You’re fine as you are, Luci.”

			“Will only take a minute. It was hot out there and I’ve got analgesic all over me.”

			“All right,” Garin said, nodding.

			“You can wait for me in the room.” She cast a mischievous look. “I’ll keep the bathroom door locked to avoid ‘near occasions.’”

			Garin smiled, an event that occurred with the frequency of a lunar eclipse. He followed her to the door and she opened it.

			For Garin, the milliseconds slowed to seconds and the seconds to minutes. Standing in the hallway outside the door were two men dressed in sport coats with PB-6P9 handguns raised at eye level, suppressors attached.

			With his left hand, Garin jerked Luci back into the room behind him as he crouched and thrust his right hand toward the pistol of the man to Garin’s right. He grasped the barrel just as the weapon discharged, striking the man to Garin’s left in the neck. Garin ripped the pistol from the grasp of the shooter on the right, then reversed its grip and fired two suppressed rounds into the assailant’s chest, followed by another just above the bridge of his nose. Without pausing, Garin pivoted to the man on the left, now lying on the hallway floor, and fired an insurance round into his forehead as well.

			Elapsed time from door opening to dead shooters: a tick under four seconds. Speed, Garin always maintained, kills.

			He quickly examined the hallway. Empty. He noticed something amiss with the bottom hemisphere of the surveillance camera affixed to the ceiling down the hall. The shooters had, thankfully, disabled it.

			Garin secured both weapons in the process, then quickly dragged the bodies of the shooters to the emergency exit stairwell two rooms down, depositing both on the landing. When he returned to the room, Luci had staggered to her feet, her eyes wide with panic and bewilderment. Garin wrapped her in a brief bear hug and then held her at arm’s length, looking dead into her eyes.

			“Grab every single thing that belongs to you here and in your room as fast as you can. Time to check out.”

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 8

			MOSCOW,
AUGUST 15, 3:44 A.M. MSK

			Piotr Egorshin should not have been nervous.

			Piotr Egorshin was a star, and stars shouldn’t get nervous, or, on the rare occasion when they might, it should not be noticeable.

			Yet it was painfully apparent to Egorshin’s driver that his boss was nervous, if not downright fearful. Though he appeared to be reclining comfortably in the expansive back seat of his Kortezh limo, his driver, looking in the rearview mirror, could see his body was tense, his fingers drumming rapidly on the armrest.

			Not only was Egorshin a star, but his stardom was on the ascendancy, with no apogee in sight. At age thirty-eight he had rocketed through Russian military intelligence, the head of a special cyberwarfare unit within the Glavnoye Razvedyvatel’noye Upravleniye, or GRU. The unit sat at the pinnacle of Russia’s vast cyberwarfare apparatus, an apparatus that transcended government agencies, coordinating cyberespionage, counterintelligence, degradation of foreign information services, distributed denial of service attacks, and other informational war capabilities among an array of military, intelligence, business, and cybercriminal networks.

			The unit had no name, purposely so. The West had not even heard rumors of its existence, though its effects were spectacular.

			Because there was scant daylight between military cyberwarfare efforts and those of the highly sophisticated Russian cybercriminal syndicates, it was staggeringly difficult, if not impossible, for the cyberforensics of Western intelligence services to attribute, if not trace, cyberattacks—whether inconsequential or devastating—to the Russian government. This permitted the
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