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“It is my firm belief that the infinite and uncontrollable fury of nuclear weapons should never be held in the hands of any mere mortal ever again, for any reason.”

—MIKHAIL GORBACHEV







PROLOGUE

MOSCOW — JANUARY 1584

IVAN CHETVYORTY VASILYEVICH WAS NOT A CRUEL MAN.

Far from it. More careful.

Deliberate.

He was in his fifty-third year of life and thirty-sixth year of rule. He’d inherited a territory from his father vast in space, but lacking any semblance of unity or harmony. Moscow, at its center, was girdled by a ring of fortified posts, an open town, like a temporary settlement. The city proper, its kreml, existed behind tall battlements straddled with towers. Farther out, spreading in ever-expanding concentric circles, were lands that bore no resemblance to organized provinces. More like independent states, constantly warring with one another, accomplishing nothing. But he’d changed all that, forcing them all under his singular rule and bestowing upon himself a new title. His grandfather, Ivan III, now called Ivan the Great, speaking of Moscow, had long ago proclaimed, Two Romes have fallen, but the third now stands, and a fourth there will not be. So he thought it only fitting to merge the secular and the sacred into one name.

Tsar.

He’d been born to the House of Rurik in the grand duchy of Moscow, only three years old when his father died and he was proclaimed grand prince. His mother, the blessed Elena Glinskaya, served as regent for the first five years until she was poisoned by enemies, dying in agony. With her protection gone he’d been treated cruelly by the boyars, trotted out for official functions then locked back away. Rarely was he fed. Often neglected, both mentally and physically. And while subjecting the country to an intolerable tyranny, those same boyars taught him a valuable lesson.

Fear was good.

He grew up in an atmosphere of perpetual conflict, learning that brutality and mercilessness were prerequisites for strength.

No one fears a weak soul.

His earliest pleasures, shared with companions chosen for him, were unique. His great amusement had been to throw dogs from the top of the terraces, enjoying their anguish as they tumbled through the air and smashed onto the ramparts. He once ordered a friend executed over a petty argument. He cut off the tongue of another friend for cursing at him. He grew to manhood watching men being tortured and killed. Finally, at age eighteen, he was crowned grand prince.

Ivan IV.

And his revenge began.

Nobody was spared. All his debts, especially the death of his mother, were repaid in blood. There came a saying. Closer to the tsar you are, the closer you are to death.

Thankfully, he’d always been blessed with a strong constitution. He was tall, stoutly built, high-shouldered, and broad-chested. His nose was long and flat, turned up at the tip, his eyes an icy blue, small, but restless and ever observant. He’d come to sport a long beard, reddish with shades of black, and a thick mustache. But like most of his subjects, he shaved his head.

He was both common and noble.

“Is all ready?” he asked his bodyguard.

Bogdan Belsky had been with him a long time, through nearly every challenge. He may have been the only person left alive Ivan truly trusted.

“As you ordered,” Belsky said.

The afternoon hung leaden with drab skies and a low heaven. They were walking across the open space inside the kreml’s tall battlements, past an array of buildings he’d known his entire life. Fresh dry snow had fallen during the night, now crunching under every step. Soft winter sunshine filtered through the clouds but offered no respite from the cold that clung tight around his temples. The crisp air mentholated his nostrils. Armed soldiers occupied the towers and patrolled the top of the stone walls. A necessary precaution, though no one would dare attack this walled citadel.

He reached the outer wall and climbed the wooden ladder.

At the top he stared out, past the moat, to the frozen river, a mass of solid blue ice that could be traveled across like hard ground. The filtered sun ignited the snow with pinpoints of bright light and dazzling brilliance. Toward the center of the wide river stood an iron cage big enough to hold three men. Per his orders they were gagged, with hands bound behind their backs. These were no ordinary men. They were members of his private security force, specially selected a few weeks ago for a secret mission, their orders coming straight from his mouth.

And they’d performed.

Without fault.

Which meant they now needed to die.

He could see the three men scurrying about inside the cage, kicking the thick iron bars with their boots. None of them wore coats or much of anything to protect from the bitter cold. But that would soon not be a problem. More guards stood beyond the cage, past a dense layer of kindling that had been cut and stacked against the outside.

What was about to happen was not unusual. In fact, it occurred almost every day in one form or another. His torture chambers created a peculiar form of hell. Punishment there came in biblical proportions. Sometimes he was but a mere observer. Other times an excited audience. On occasion he took an active role. Today’s spectacle was a merger of the three, held out in the open for all to see, but he noticed no one on the snowy riverbanks watching. Good. He preferred this be handled quickly and quietly. The three bound men had been chosen for their youth and lack of wives and children, all eager to please their tsar, far less eager to question.

He was coming to the end of his reign. His body was beginning to fail. Death was stalking him but had not, as yet, caught up. He had a little time left and planned to make the most of it. By his first wife he had two sons. The elder, Ivan, had borne a considerable resemblance to his father. They had shared many occupations and amusements. But his heir was dead. Gone now three years. God help him for he’d killed the young man. Not intentionally. More a fit of rage. But dead nonetheless. The anguish from that senseless act remained.

And would never diminish.

As a boy himself he’d shunned studying, preferring instead the company of the skomorokhs, the pagan musicians. But he eventually saw the error of that foolishness and came to embrace reading and learning. He wrote poetry, composed music, mastered foreign languages. At his court doctors, astronomers, and scientists found a willing ear. He collected books. Some of the most precious in the world, which he added to a collection that his father had passed down from his father. He became the scourge of the Ottoman Empire and enemy of Suleiman the Magnificent, defeating and vanquishing the Golden Horde. He’d headed the army himself, risking his own life, and his victories raised both his prestige and his prowess, earning him another moniker.

Groznyi.

Strong. Menacing. Impressive.

Now, at the end of his life, two things were most precious. The mortal remains of his mother and the books from his grandfather.

“Both are safe,” Belsky told him. “Safely hidden, where you instructed. With the nuns at Ascension.”

He knew that, once he was gone, the boyars would destroy everything he’d deemed precious. They all hated him. His new heir, his second son, Feodor, was a good-natured, simple-minded man who took no interest in politics. He was sickly in body, weak in mind, and childless. His life was spent in prayer and contemplation. Through him the House of Rurik would only end. So what he’d done, and what he was about to do, was all the more imperative. In a few short minutes only he and Belsky would know. His bodyguard had been included in the conspiracy for a practical reason.

“When I am dead,” he whispered, each breath smoking around him like a cloudy haze. “Put me with them.”

“I shall. Without fail.”

He had no desire to be buried inside the Cathedral of the Archangel where his father, grandfather, and son rested, along with all the other grand princes.

“The fortune teller was right,” he whispered.

Seers had gathered from all over Russia after the appearance of a comet. One in particular uttered a dire warning. The tsar will die within the year. Instead of having her executed, he’d listened.

And prepared.

“Dress me in a monk’s habit, so I might achieve God’s forgiveness for all the bad I have done.”

His old friend nodded.

He turned his attention back out to the river and, with his right arm, slashed the cold air.

The signal.

The guards with torches approached the kindling that engulfed the cage and set it on fire. It took only a few short moments for the bone-dry wood to catch and dense smoke to curl into the afternoon sky. The men inside the cage moved away from the bars, toward the center of their prison, trying to escape the flames but also surely wanting to soak in some of the warmth. The idea was neither to burn nor to suffocate them. They were gagged so they could not cry out anything they knew, their hands bound to prevent them from removing the gags. No explanation had been given as to why they were being punished.

But none was needed.

Licks of fire played through the bars. Surely welcomed at first, but growing in intensity to become unbearable.

A loud crack echoed across the river. The ice was beginning to weaken. That had not taken long. The guards with torches retreated backward, away from the cage. The fire around the cage kept raging. Another crack. He stared up at the sky, which cast no depth, no hidden places, no shadows. A chilling breeze caused him to shiver under his cloak. A final crack, like that of a tree snapping under an ax, and the cage became an island. But its weight was too much for the floating ice supporting it and the entire thing sank in one quick motion, disappearing beneath the river water, only a hiss of steam left in its wake.

Done.

All was safe.






PRESENT DAY






1.

LISBON, PORTUGAL

MONDAY — MAY 19 — 4:00 A.M.

LUKE DANIELS KNEW THERE WAS A SAYING AMONG MOUNTAINEERS THAT reaching the summit was but the halfway point. Hard as hell to do. No question. But once you were at the top the job wasn’t over. Not until you made it back down to base camp, safe and sound. Then, and only then, were you finished. And while this, his latest assignment for the Magellan Billet, a simple escort job across the Spanish border, was no mountain climb, the metaphor definitely applied. He’d successfully completed his mission yesterday and was now headed home.

The problem?

In staggered formation the two dark sedans behind him had matched his last four turns on his way to the airport. They’d also kept their distance, like two fighter pilots flying on his wings.

And making no real secret of the fact.

Dawn was still two hours away, so Monday-morning rush hour hadn’t yet begun. The four-laned, median highway was largely deserted, though having never been to Lisbon before he had zero idea what busy meant here. All he knew was what he could see. Those two black sedans. And whoever was inside them. Behind him. A mile or so ahead he spotted the twinkling of the airport runway lights and navigation beacons.

Base camp. Almost there.

His options were to either make a run for the airport or find out more about his inquisitive friends. He decided on the latter. Why? First, the soldier in him didn’t like being stalked. Army Rangers were the ones who did that, not the other way around. He was a former Ranger, and it was the principle of the thing. Second, he had no idea what these people wanted. Were their intentions hostile? Were they armed? No way to know. But he couldn’t risk gunplay at an airport crowded with innocent bystanders. The downside, though, was that he was unarmed. If it came to a gunfight he’d be little better than a bystander himself. To top it off he was sleep-deprived, grumpy, and not looking forward to a seven-hour flight, in coach, across the Atlantic back home to DC. You would think the United States government could spring for business class for its intelligence officers.

But that wasn’t the case.

He took a moment to glance at his phone’s map then speed-dialed the Magellan Billet’s operations desk. The line clicked open and he said, “I have followers, in two cars, parties and intentions unknown.”

Then he rattled off the MGRS coordinates.

The Billet often coordinated with U.S. military assets, so it used the Military Grid Reference System, which was accurate down to three feet. He knew it well. Back in Afghanistan, during his Ranger days, knowing your exact location meant the difference between calling in a Hail Mary artillery barrage and a helicopter evac for a gravely wounded comrade.

“Are you requesting support?” the voice asked.

“No. But put me on the clock. Sixty minutes. After that, come looking.”

He ended the call and glanced in the rearview mirror. The cars were still there, now only a hundred yards back, staggered like a pair of hungry sharks.

You wanna play? Okay. Let’s play.

He stomped the gas pedal, gaining twenty miles per hour. Then, at the last moment, he swung hard right onto the upcoming exit and accelerated again, taking the curving off-ramp as fast as he dared. Behind him the two sedans were skidding to a stop.

He smiled.

His pursuers had been caught napping and overshot.

The downside?

Now they knew their quarry was onto them. Almost certainly their tactics would change, perhaps becoming more aggressive. At the bottom of the ramp he tapped his brakes and glanced left to make sure he wasn’t going to T-bone an unsuspecting motorist.

The way was clear.

He blasted through the stop sign, spun the wheel hard, and accelerated into a fishtail turn. The road curved again and almost immediately he found himself on the outskirts of a bairro. The typical Portuguese neighborhood loomed quiet this early in the morning. Out his window to the right was a half-mile-wide area of scrub land bisected by a canal marked by a serpentine line of tall and lush trees. Beyond that was the frontage road of another bairro, its contours lit by streetlights. He cast a glance in the rearview mirror. No sign of his pursuers. He hadn’t lost them, of course, but he’d forced them into catch-up mode. Which might make them a little desperate.

Hopefully a bit more careless too.

Ahead he saw a turn onto a dirt track. He slowed slightly and swung onto it. Now he just needed the right spot. The longer this chase went on, the worse for him. He had to assume his pursuers could call in backup, and he didn’t want to get pincered in a high-speed car chase. His best chance was to make them play his game, hunter-killer, on foot, on the ground, by his rules.

The road swung right, parallel to the canal.

He skidded to a slow roll on the shoulder, only stopping when the tall grass was slapping the car’s undercarriage. He left the engine running and the headlights on and climbed out into the cool morning. He popped the trunk and leaned in, found a tire iron, then butt-scooted under the car until he was lost in the grass. He’d pulled this trick before, most recently in Liechtenstein outside an abandoned Wehrmacht airbase.

Worked then. Why not now?

Thirty seconds later a pair of headlights appeared on the road, followed by a second set. Tires crunched on the dirt and gravel. The lead car slowed then passed his rental and came to a stop a few feet off the front bumper. The trail car took up position at the rear, boxing him in. Smart move, all things considered, but the wrong one.

Doors opened.

“Check that car. Careful,” a male voice said with authority.

Feet swished through the grass on either side of him.

“Clear,” a woman called out. “Car’s empty.”

“Trunk’s empty,” another voice said. “Must have taken his bags.”

“He’s in the trees,” the first voice said. “That’s where he wants us. Luke Daniels, come out. We need to talk.”

The shouted voice was familiar, but he couldn’t quite place it. Another pair of feet approached the trunk within arm’s reach.

“The tire iron’s missing, boss.”

“Let’s go get him,” the female said.

The feet beside the trunk stepped away, past him.

He quietly wriggled out from under the car, rose to his knees, then smashed the tire iron into the man’s ankle. The guy howled and buckled sideways then hit the ground. His gun thumped into the dirt. Luke pressed the tire iron’s wedge point into the man’s larynx and whispered, “Not a sound.” He grabbed the gun and motioned. “On your feet.”

“I… can’t. I think you broke… my ankle.”

He bodily lifted the man to his feet. The guy hobbled, listing sideways, but was stable enough for Luke’s purposes. He jammed the gun into the man’s ear. “Weapons on the ground, or I’m going to ruin this guy’s day.”

A figure appeared and faced him, silhouetted by the twin beams of his rental’s headlights. “I suppose I should have seen this coming. Classic Luke Daniels. You didn’t have to hurt the guy.”

Now he recognized the voice.

Sean Fernando.

A hard name to forget for several reasons, not the least of which was that it had always reminded him of a villain from a Mexican telenovela. Or an ABBA song. But this man was a trained intelligence operative.

CIA.

“You should know there are only rubber bullets in that gun.”

“At point-blank range it’ll still get the job done.”

“Are you really going to shoot him, Luke?”

“Depends on whether I buy your explanation for why you’re following me.”

“We’re sure as hell not here to hurt you. Didn’t I announce our presence clear enough?”

“A little too clear.”

“I just wanted to test you a bit, see if you’re still sharp.”

“Did I pass?”

“With flying colors. Let him go. I’m just here to talk.”

Fernando was from the CIA’s Directorate of Operations, aka the Clandestine Service, aka the agency’s field spooks. They worked under the radar. In the shadows. If they’d wanted him dead he never would have seen them coming. Plus, Hollywood movie portrayals aside, the CIA was relatively circumspect when it came to murder. Fernando was here for a specific reason and, he had to admit, he was curious. So he let his captive go, then helped him sit on the bumper.

“You broke my ankle, Daniels.”

“You’ll be fine.”

He racked the pistol’s slide, ejecting a rubber bullet. He caught it in midair, popped the magazine, then pocketed both. He handed the weapon back to the man on the bumper.

“What’s this about, Sean?” he asked. “What’s so important that you might make me miss my flight? I’m tired and want to go home.

Fernando stared him down.

“John Vince.”







2.

LUKE FOLLOWED FERNANDO’S TEAM BACK THROUGH THE BAIRRO TO AN all-night diner on the outskirts of the airport. The mention of John Vince was enough to make him forget his flight, and Fernando’s offer to buy him coffee seemed more than enough to marginally improve his mood. While the other people from the cars assumed protective positions near the diner’s entrance, he and Fernando settled into a booth. Past the windows he spotted the twinkling of the runway lights. A jet lifted off, banked, and disappeared from view, silhouetted from the east by the rising sun.

“Not to worry,” Sean said. “If you’re not interested in what I have to say, I’ll get you booked on the next flight home.”

“Efficient as ever,” he said, not impressed.

Fernando was an interesting fella. His mother was Sri Lankan, his father a lapsed Catholic Pakistani who’d left the church after meeting Sean’s mother on a trip to India. It had been love at first sight so they’d eloped a week after and moved to the U.S. before their respective parents could either protest or find them. Sean had wavy, thick black hair, cinnamon skin, and a pair of intense dark eyes. Near his hairline was a scar that looked suspiciously like a bullet graze, an oddity Luke had asked about in the past. The answers had ranged from drunk barber to lawn mower accident. Each reply had been accompanied by a smile, but the glint in those eyes told Luke it was all a bad memory.

Coffee arrived and Sean said, “We got word three days ago—”

He held up his index finger, silencing Fernando, and enjoyed a sip.

Then another one.

“Better?” Sean asked.

“It’s a start. Go ahead.”

“We got word three days ago that Vince has resurfaced.”

He had about a thousand questions, so he took a moment to prioritize the most important ones. “You said ‘word.’ What does that mean?”

“A source.”

“I see you’re being the ever-true-blue CIA officer, reluctant to discuss sources or methods. Stop dancing. What source?”

“I was told it’s a stringer agent who definitely has firsthand information.”

“Level of confidence?”

“In the stringer? Or the source?”

“Both.”

“The source I trust implicitly. The stringer? That’s where you come in.”

“Where’s the source?” he asked.

“Hungary. Kisvárda.”

Now he understood. “That’s no coincidence.”

“You think?” Sean asked.

Kisvárda sat inside Hungary fifteen miles from the Ukrainian border. It had been his and John Vince’s base of operations for Operation Sommerhaus, something he would never forget. In fact those thoughts had never been far from his mind ever since the operation had fallen apart two years ago.

Its premise had been straightforward, but its execution perilous.

Vince, a veteran of the CIA’s Directorate of Operations and an expert agent recruiter, had been tasked with assembling a network of local spies inside Ukraine. Russian president Konstantin Franko’s dictatorial saber rattling had escalated into an armed incursion into Ukraine’s Luhansk Oblast. So the director of national intelligence had ordered the CIA to begin preparing information networks into Ukraine through which the United States could funnel both advisers and intelligence. Corralling local expertise was the natural place to start. Technical intelligence methods, like satellite imagery and electronic eavesdropping, were superb assets but they were no substitute for live eyes and ears on the ground.

Luke, on loan from the Magellan Billet, the Department of Justice’s covert operations branch, had served as Vince’s security overwatch, shepherding agents and material back and forth across Ukraine’s border with Hungary. He was needed since there’d been an influx of Russian SVR operatives determined to foil exactly what the CIA had planned. So tight was Sommerhaus’ security that neither the Ukrainian nor the Hungarian government had been informed of the operation, leaving Luke and Vince to stand alone between two competing intelligence services. Russian and Ukrainian. Three, if you included Hungary, whose government was tipping toward hardcore right-wing politics and ever-increasing support of Franko’s Russian ambitions.

While Vince was accustomed to living in the shadowy world of plausible deniability, for Luke there’d been an anxiety-ridden learning curve. In that pressurized environment he and Vince had become friends, which made what happened five months into Sommerhaus all the more painful.

Everything collapsed.

Beginning with agents disappearing and dying and culminating with John Vince vanishing one frigid night outside Ternopil. It had been reasonably assumed he’d been kidnapped by the SVR and either murdered or spirited back to Russia for interrogation and imprisonment. While the idea of both options haunted Luke, the thought of his friend living in the hell of a Russian black site had frequently kept him up at night.

Years ago he’d toured Lubyanka, the infamous KGB prison in Moscow turned museum and sightseeing stop. He’d walked the dimly lit corridors and stood in the cramped, cold cells, their walls covered in the same scabrous, mint-green paint its inmates had stared at while awaiting execution or torture. Few that went into Lubyanka left, and those who did were never the same. And though he’d been only an hour inside he’d also left changed. Stepping back out into the sunlight that day had felt like a rebirth of sorts. It hadn’t been the claustrophobia or the smells or sounds, or even the brutal history of the place. It had been the hopeless feeling of inescapable doom. While he doubted the political prisons in modern Russia looked anything like Lubyanka, or any of the thousands of gulags that existed at the height of the Cold War, he was sure that under Konstantin Franko imprisonment was no less grim. On those sleepless nights he’d found himself mulling the same questions. Was John still alive? If so, what were they doing to him? What kind of walls was he staring at?

“Is Bloodhound involved?” he asked.

Sean’s yes came in the form of a slight cocking of the head.

Pavel Reschshikovets, code-named Bloodhound, known to them as Pasha, had been one of Vince’s first recruits, a stringer agent whose restaurant supply business had clients throughout Ukraine. The perfect false front. He and Vince had lived in Pasha’s house and worked out of his warehouse. They had been treated like family.

“Bloodhound spoke with the stringer?” he asked.

“I assume so. His message came to us via a back channel. It said simply, Squire may be up. Worth a look.”

Squire was Vince’s operational name. Luke had been Gallop.

“Sounds fishy,” he said, taking another sip of coffee. “Pasha might be compromised. It could be the SVR tickling the wire to see if we’ve tried to reestablish Sommerhaus, crossing their T’s, dotting the I’s.”

“We agree,” Sean said. “But we’ve got two options. Ignore it or investigate.”

“We’ve got zero options. If there’s a chance Vince is alive, we go in. In fact, I’m going with or without your support.”

“Like you say, it could be a trap to get another one of ours.”

“I’ll take that chance. Do I have your support?”

“Me, personally? Absolutely. The agency? Afraid not. Before now we had no idea what had happened to John. But if you confirm the source is good, and he could be alive, then this all goes to the State Department.”

He knew what that meant. Years of talking. Negotiations. Until a diplomatic deal could be made to trade John for something or someone else. All part of the intelligence game. Every case officer knew the score. Pawns on a chessboard, there to protect the king and queen, nothing more.

“Officially,” Sean said. “I’m asking you to evaluate the source and report back. That’s all.”

But he caught the glint in Fernando’s eyes.

Though he knew only a little about Sean’s background, or even his current position at Langley, he’d seen how the man had reacted to losing John Vince. They’d exhausted a week’s debriefing at a safe house following Luke’s narrow escape. Sean had been genuinely heartbroken and they’d spent days brainstorming ways to find out what happened. No faking that kind of anguish. In the end Luke suspected the higher-ups at Langley had quashed Sean’s demands to go back into Ukraine for a look.

He knew what had to be said. “Officially, that’s exactly what I’ll do.” He finished his coffee. “I’ll make the assessment.”

But he left the rest unsaid.

Then determine if it’s worth moving forward. If so, I’m going to get John out.

The world of espionage was brutally pragmatic. If push came to shove and the choices were to sacrifice Luke to Vince’s fate, or provoke an already volatile Konstantin Franko, Langley would choose the former. Going into another country and committing open acts of aggression, for whatever reason, was an act of war. But as long as there was a chance to get John out, he was going to take it.

He owed him. Big time.

“That whole area is now a boiling pot,” Sean said. “Ukraine is Konstantin Franko’s trial balloon. Most Western intelligence agencies believe that Franko has ambitions for reclaiming a huge chunk of the former Soviet Union, which is now all sovereign neighboring territory. That means war since NATO will never accept any of that, and rightly so. Franko is testing NATO’s resolve to see who blinks first.”

He got it. Anything could set the region off.

He refilled his mug from the carafe. One more thing. “Since I don’t actually work for the CIA, I assume you’ve already talked to Stephanie Nelle?”

His boss at the Magellan Billet.

Sean smiled. “She’s waiting for your call.”
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LAKE BELOYE, RUSSIA — 10:12 A.M.

ALEKSEI DELOV STARED OUT THE WINDOW, WELL AWARE THIS WAS going to be an unpleasant visit. And possibly dangerous. Coming out of the shadows always was.

The overlook on which his dacha sat had a sweeping view on one side of the nearby birch forest, its old-growth trees dusted in snow from yesterday’s late-spring blizzard, the water on the other. Lake Beloye had formed in a round shape, its diameter a little under fifty kilometers. It drained into the River Sheksna, which led to the Rybinsk Reservoir, part of the mighty waterway that connected St. Petersburg with the River Volga. One of many wonderful innovations started by Peter the Great three hundred years ago in an attempt to modernize Russia.

The weather had turned cold again. He’d hoped they might have an early spring, but that did not seem the case. His favorite trout stream, which had been thawing nicely, was once again crusted with ice. Occasionally he could hear the crack and groan of newly formed sheets scraping against one another. Some fresh fish would be good, but that treat might have to wait a few days.

He’d survived the collapse of a communist empire along with two violent coup attempts. He’d led the formation of the new Russian Federation, becoming its first duly elected president, serving one term, stepping aside voluntarily for others to rise to the occasion. He was nearing ninety-three years old and feared nothing. But he did dread what was about to happen.

He checked his watch.

His guest was already an hour late.

By design, of course.

In the playbook of power moves Make Them Wait was chapter one. In fact, his contacts in Moscow had already relayed his guest’s departure time and travel route for the 150-kilometer trek to the northeast. If his visitor wanted to be on time, he would’ve been.

But that would have sent the wrong message.

The copper kettle, almost as old as he was, began whistling and sputtering, which reminded him of the frenetic ending to Tchaikovsky’s 1812 Overture. Lots of cannon fire, ringing chimes, and brass fanfare. Quintessential Russian. Yet a common accompaniment to fireworks displays in the United States on their Independence Day.

How ironic.

He shuffled into the kitchen and filled the samovar with the kettle’s boiling water, then replaced the lid to allow the loose-leaf Caravan to steep. The blend was specially made for him, so intense it bordered on bitter.

Just the way he liked it.

The front door banged open and a figure bundled in a parka and mittens entered. For the thirty-eight years he’d known Edmon Grishin, his friend had worn the same hat.

An ushanka.

The fur cap, with ear-covering flaps tied up to the crown, never seemed to age. Edmon liked to say it kept his balding skull warm, but the dense fur also offered protection against blunt impacts. It was, as Edmon was quick to point out, not made of sheepskin, rabbit, muskrat, or even sable.

But rather bear.

And not just any bear.

One that had unsuccessfully tried to eat Edmon when he was a teen.

Coming from any other man Aleksei would have suspected it was all fiction, but not with his bullnecked friend. In his youth, until a shoulder injury had sidelined him, Edmon had been a gold-medal contender for the Soviet wrestling team. A twenty-year veteran of the Moscow City Police, he’d been with Aleksei since the Berlin Wall came down. As a cop there was little Edmon hadn’t faced, from machete-wielding PCP addicts and Chechen separatists to street gangs and serial killers. As his chief of security they had weathered many a threat from all sources.

Friend and foe.

“You’re just in time for tea,” he said.

Edmon shook off his parka and hung it on the wall hooks beside the door. “I’ll take—”

“Six sugars. I know.”

“Seven, if you’ve let it steep too long.”

He chuckled. They were like an old married couple. They’d both lost their wives to cancer decades earlier and had never remarried. Of course, there’d been lady friends that came and went, but none could replace their beloved Sofia and Anastasia. Another unspoken bond they shared that nothing could break. Of all the people in the world, Aleksei trusted just one.

“His Highness’ ridiculously big convoy just passed the outer security checkpoint,” Edmon said. “They’ll be here in three minutes. What is it they have in America, the parade where a bunch of men in red hats ride around in those tiny cars? They are called Shriners, I believe. That’s what I’m expecting to see.”

Aleksei chuckled and dumped the last spoonful of sugar into the mug, then handed it over.

“The boss should not be making tea for his subordinates,” Edmon grumbled. “One more spoonful, please.”

“This again?”

“It’s a matter of protocol.”

An old argument, halfhearted and with tongue firmly planted in cheek, but it was classic Edmon. One of the many rituals that anchored their friendship. He’d been president. Edmon his bodyguard. And both knew where the line was drawn, neither ever breaching it.

“Next you’ll be picking out my girlfriends,” Aleksei said.

“You must admit, your taste is questionable. What was the last one’s name? Dagmar?”

“She made excellent borscht.”

“Your taste in borscht is also questionable, my friend.”

He let out a grunt, and said, “Beets are beets.”

He approached the blazing hearth and stood close.

“The jackass has five vehicles,” Edmon said. “All SUVs. I’m fairly certain I heard drones flying around, too.”

He frowned. Jackass? Who was Edmon talking about? It took a second, but his troubled brain finally remembered.

How could he have forgotten?

If only for a moment.

“The man is cautious,” he finally said.

“The man is paranoid. And if he thinks I’m letting him crowd this dacha with his shovel-faced goons, he’s dead wrong.”

“He will do whatever he wants to do.”

“We’ll see about that,” Edmon said, and blew on his steaming mug.

Aleksei heard the growl of engines outside. “They’re pulling in.”

He placed his cup on the mantel, buttoned up his wool cardigan, and smoothed out the front. A wave of dizziness washed over him, followed by a sharp stabbing behind his eyes. He blinked, reached for the wall, then Edmon was at his side, hands on his shoulders.

“Again, the same pain?”

He squeezed his eyes shut and nodded.

Thirty seconds passed, then sixty.

Vertigo. The room spun. Nausea roiled in his belly. His mouth filled with bitter saliva, which he swallowed. Finally, the sensation eased and the wave subsided. He gave his old friend’s hand a pat. “It is better now. Stop fussing.”

“This is happening more and more frequently. You should talk to—”

“I have. Yesterday on the phone. This is to be expected. I took something before you came. It will pass.” He breathed in and out until the world stopped swimming before his eyes. Then he straightened his spine and nodded. “Let us greet our guest.”

Together he and Edmon stepped out onto the front porch. The motorcade swept onto the circular driveway trailing a cloud of billowing snow. The third vehicle drew parallel and stopped, tires skidding on the frozen gravel. In perfect unison a dozen bodyguards exited the SUVs, glancing about for threats and setting a perimeter around the motorcade. Each wore his own ushanka, surely of plain wool.

“Shriners,” Edmon muttered.

“Manners, my friend.”

“All they’re missing are the red hats.”

A pair of bodyguards assumed a position beside the third SUV’s rear door. One of them opened it. A figure emerged. Tall, sinewy, with a shock of thick salt-and-pepper hair above a shelf of tall, smooth brow. His intense blue eyes were the talk of the media and just one of many traits women inexplicably found attractive. And there’d been many of those. In fact, for a man so careful with his political life he was somewhat careless with women.

A weakness? For sure.

But not one that had slowed this ambitious devil down in the least. The face and voice were known around the world, carrying the calm expression of a man who does not expect others to pick a quarrel with him.

Konstantin Franko.

President of the Russian Federation.
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ALEKSEI STOOD AS STRAIGHT AS HIS OLD BODY WOULD ALLOW AND watched as Franko scanned the house and surrounding landscape before finally focusing on him.

“Mr. President, welcome to my dacha,” he said, forcing a smile.

Franko whispered something to his nearest bodyguard, then mounted the porch steps until he was face-to-face with Aleksei.

“Thank you for coming, Konstantin,” he whispered, extending his hand to shake.

Franko glanced at it, frowned slightly, then removed his leather glove and shook hands. “You said it was urgent. And who am I to refuse the summons of a legend.”

He knew this was a sore spot. Aleksei held a unique place in the hearts of Russians. He’d been there to guide them through the difficult times between the fall of the communists and the rise of some semblance of democracy. He’d been the first president of Russia that the people themselves chose through a free and open election. Franko had likewise been elected, but he had held on to the office long after the constitutionally mandated term limits expired through a manipulation of legislation that allowed him to essentially be president for life. And none of the elections he’d won were considered fair or open.

He decided it best to ignore the jab. “Come in, please.” He turned toward the door. “I have just made tea.”

A trio of bodyguards mounted the steps behind Franko. Edmon stepped forward to block their path. For a tense five seconds Edmon and Franko’s men stood staring at each other. A hint of a smile on his old friend’s face said, Go ahead and try me, young pups.

In his youth Edmon had been a Volga fisherman’s son, which when added to his wrestling had left him with hulking shoulders, steel-cable forearms, and massive hands. Though he was well into his seventies the impressive physique remained. Years ago, in his early days on Aleksei’s security detail, Edmon had intercepted a knife-wielding attacker single-handed. His subduing grip on the man’s hand had crushed eleven bones. In his prime few ever bested him. And though time had also caught up to his old friend, it would not be advisable for anyone to seriously mount a challenge.

“May I suggest,” Aleksei told his guest, “that privacy is preferable. We have things to discuss. Between us.”

Franko nodded curtly and told his bodyguards, “There’s nothing to fear here. I will not be long. Wait outside.”

“The house has not been secured,” one of them said.

“It is more than secure,” Edmon declared.

He and Franko stepped inside and everyone else, Edmon included, waited on the porch. He took Franko’s coat and gloves and hung them up, then poured his guest a cup of tea. Together, they settled into a pair of worn leather chairs before the fireplace. Franko enjoyed a sip, his face wrinkling for a moment at the bitterness.

“You like this?” Franko asked.

“It keeps me humble.”

Franko chuckled. “I am sure it does. This place lacks a woman’s touch, do you not think?”

“I am a simple man,” he said.

“Indeed. Tell me, Aleksei, are you well? You look pale. You have lost weight. I understand you were in the city last week. A doctor’s appointment?”

The use of the first name instead of President Delov signaled some semblance of equality, though age and experience widely separated them. The additional information about his presence in Moscow had been offered for a more specific reason, to show that the president of Russia was keeping tabs on a predecessor, no matter how far removed in years they may be. None of which was surprising. It seemed a uniquely Russian thing to watch people. But he nevertheless felt a quick pang of anxiety.

Does Franko know?

“I was there for my annual checkup,” he said. “A touch of anemia and a bit of high cholesterol. You know doctors, always about the waistline and diet.”

“I would not know about that. I am quite fit.”

Which Franko loved to display in official photographs of himself, bare-chested, riding horses, shooting rifles, playing hockey.

“How are things in the Kremlin?” he asked.

“Busy.”

“A challenging time, I am sure, both at home and abroad.”

Franko waved a dismissive hand. “The West is doing what it does best. Being a thorn in our side. China remains a problem. But they are all fearful. Weak.”

“The party conference is coming soon,” he said. “All is ready?”

Party congresses, the nominal policy-setting conclaves of the old Communist Party of the Soviet Union, had been held at intervals ranging from one to five years. The first was in 1898, the twenty-eighth and last in 1990. Then it comprised about five thousand delegates from the party’s local organizations. The congresses had been empowered to elect the Central Committee, to determine party rules, and to enact resolutions that laid down basic policy. Nowadays they were still grand events but much different, merely a place for autocratic leaders like Franko to show off their power.

“We will have a huge gathering. About six thousand from around the federation.”

Good to know.

“You, of course, will preside?”

“Absolutely. Just as you did in your day.”

Even better to know. “And your family? Everyone is well—”

“You didn’t summon me here to discuss the congress or family, did you?”

“I did not summon anyone. I asked to speak with you. In private. And thought this the best place.”

“And given your past service to Mother Russia, and your continued popularity, I am showing you this courtesy by being here.”

“I appreciate the gesture, Mr. President.”

The words burned his mouth, but he reminded himself of the larger picture. So much more was at stake than personal feelings or ego. So he tried, “I also thought perhaps a visit to the countryside might be a welcome respite from Moscow.”

“I need no respite.” Franko set his cup aside and picked a piece of lint from his trouser leg. “What is this about, Aleksei? Come to the point.”

He savored a breath, steeling himself. “I want to talk about the future.”

“Of Russia? The Motherland is in good hands. Do not worry yourself about that.”

Motherland. It wasn’t the word itself that troubled him. It was, after all, the historical moniker for Russia, regardless of the time period. But from Franko’s lips the word sounded ominous. Authoritarian. Ultra-nationalist.

“Worry is part of my character,” he said. “It is a leader’s onus.”

“One that lifted from your shoulders decades ago. Now is your time to enjoy life. Fish, drink tea, and do whatever else holds your attention.”

“Change is challenging, Konstantin. I know that all too well. You were there at the end, you saw the pain and struggle as we left communism.”

“Unnecessary pain, born of weakness.”

“The Soviet empire was crumbling. There was no stopping it. The Cold War had bled us dry. Our policies were out of step with the rest of the world.”

“The rest of the world was out of step with us.”

“Our people were hurting. No hope, no vision of the future, all our horizons dim, and now I fear we are slipping back toward that living hell once again.”

“Back?” Franko barked out a laugh. “We are marching forward. Into the light. Into greatness. Your problem, Aleksei, is you were seduced by the illusions America casts. Roses and rainbows. A world of nations sitting around the campfire holding hands, each looking after the other. It is nonsense. Unrealistic. International politics is a blood sport. It always has been. It is also a selfish endeavor. Nations only look after themselves. Weakness begets weakness. It is a disease.” A finger was pointed. “One you let in our door.”

“I presided over a bloated corpse. The communist system was so corrupt it was devouring itself. Not the apparatchiks, of course, not them, or their cronies, but the working class. Lenin’s revolution had long ago left them behind. Communism was a façade, nothing more, and had been for decades.”

“Stalin did what was necessary,” Franko shot back.

“He slaughtered millions of people for nothing. As did the communists who came before and after him.”

“Leadership is not a popularity contest. You do what must be done for the greater good. That is another thing you never understood.” Franko leaned forward, chin jutting outward. “I saw you at the end, Aleksei. I watched you. I was a mere low-level administrator then. But you had a chance to stand up and make the right choices for Mother Russia. To be tough and unrelenting. To keep what is ours. Instead, you backed down.”

That was not exactly the truth. Franko wasn’t just there at the end. He was part of a hard-line KGB faction that refused to let the USSR go down without a fight. In fact, there had been rumors out of Lubyanka that the KGB wanted to assassinate Aleksei. For whatever reason the plot never materialized. Had Franko been involved with that?

More than likely.

“The Cold War was over. We lost,” he said. “The only chance we had was to change. Which was coming no matter what we did.”

“You gave away Afghanistan, after our brave soldiers sacrificed—”

“They were fed into a meat grinder is a more accurate description of what they faced.”

“How dare you—”

“How dare you.” His voice rose. “The Soviet Union was in a storm, Konstantin. When you are in a storm you survive by steering into the waves. But now, what you’re doing is—”
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ALEKSEI DID NOT FINISH THE THOUGHT.

He’d sworn to himself he would keep his temper and not be lured onto the path of blame. That would only stiffen Franko’s resolve. Unfortunately, he might have already gone too far.

“Go ahead, let’s hear it,” Franko said. “Share your aged wisdom.”

“I am simply saying there’s a middle way. Extremes always end badly.”

“For example?”

“Ukraine.”

“Ukraine is part of Greater Russia. It always has been. The majority of the Ukrainian people want reunification.”

“Says who?”

“Protesters march in the streets there begging for change.”

He knew that was all manipulated footage, staged for the camera. Propaganda that would make Lavrentiy Beria, Stalin’s old secret police chief, proud.

“That change will come from you at the tip of a spear,” he said. “Hundreds of thousands will die. Even more refugees will be displaced.”

“Hard choices. Resolute action. It takes spine, Aleksei, to command this country.”

“Ukraine is a sovereign nation. You cannot—”

“Words on paper, lines on a map. They mean nothing.”

“Do you think NATO will sit back and let you have Ukraine?”

“They have no stomach for a fight.”

“Do not be so sure. You are marching us toward a world war.”

And to dictatorship.

In the last “election” Franko had received 88 percent of the vote. Which was ludicrous. Rivals had been imprisoned or died in all-too-convenient accidents. The media bullied into toeing the line. Voters terrorized. Was he too late in having this conversation? Should he have spoken out sooner? Probably. But he’d not known then what he knew now.

“They will all back down,” Franko declared. “They have no fight left in them.”

“Once you have brought Ukraine back into the fold, who is next? Belarus. Lithuania. Latvia. Estonia?”

“If that is their wish.”

“I have no doubt you will make sure it is.”

Eyes glinting, Franko leveled another finger at Delov. “Careful with your accusations.”

He spread out his hands in what he hoped Franko saw as a conciliatory gesture. “Surely you can see the old ways were disastrous.”

“In the right hands the old ways are often the best.”

“But not without democracy. People need a voice. They deserve a voice. It is the only way forward.”

“If history has taught us anything it is that Russians do not know what they want until it is handed to them. This nation has been dominated for centuries. First by Mongols. Then tsars. And finally communists. Russians do not crave democracy. They seek authority. They deserve to live in a land they can be proud of, not one that goes hat-in-hand to Western powers begging for peace.”

“And you are going to give them pride with war?”

“Small prices to pay, in the grand scheme of things.”

Franko definitely had all the makings of an unrepentant tyrant. Stalin would have been proud.

“I know what this is about,” Franko said, his blue eyes narrowing. “How could I not see it before? This is about your legacy. The great reformer, Aleksei Delov. Darling of the West. Nobel Peace Prize winner. It is so clear now. You are worried about yourself.”

“That is simply not true. I had my time. Now my days are dwindling.” More rapidly than he once thought. “Now is your time. You can still go down in history as a great leader, Konstantin. I share your vision of Russian greatness, but not like this. We are better than this. Please reconsider the course you are taking before it is too late.”

“The damage you, and your successors, caused is immeasurable,” Franko said. “You once spoke of political corruption. Weakness is also corruption. Irresoluteness. No more. My way is the only path forward.”

“Is there anything I can say or do to change your mind?”

“No, but you can stay out of my way and keep your opinions to yourself. Live here, in your dacha, to your dying days. Otherwise, I am going to give your legacy much more thought. How will history remember you, former president Aleksei Delov? A great man? A mediocre man? Or a criminal?”

He should have expected this.

“I control your legacy, Aleksei. Never forget that. Cross me and there will be no state funeral. No speeches or monuments. In our history books you will be nothing but a footnote, forgotten by everyone. Schoolchildren will spit on your grave.”

Which mattered not to him. “Konstantin, slow things down. Ease your rhetoric. Talk to the American president. He is a reasonable person.”

“There is nothing to talk about.” Franko glanced at his watch. “Is there anything more? Are you done lecturing me?”

He closed his eyes. Took a breath. Then let it out.

This madness could not continue.

His options had run out. He had no choice, that was clear now. Which had been the main purpose of this entire confrontation. He had to be sure before he acted.

Now he was.

“Thank you for coming, Mr. President,” he said. “I will take no more of your time.”

Franko stood.

He did too and extended his hand.

Franko glanced at it once again but this time offered no hand in return. “Remember my words, Aleksei. Do not insert yourself into the affairs of state. You will not receive another warning. Next time I shall act.”

“You have made yourself perfectly clear.”

Franko donned his coat and gloves, then stepped out, leaving the door standing open. Aleksei watched, with Edmon, on the porch until the motorcade had disappeared down the driveway.

“Bastard,” Edmon muttered.

He returned inside from the cold and sank into one of the chairs. He had no intention of staying quiet or still. He’d tried talking. Reasoning. But that failed. Thankfully, another route remained. One last gambit that would solve the problem. He fished into his shirt pocket and found a small scrap of paper. On it was scrawled a single line in Cyrillic.

Red Star still flies. Let us talk.







6.

BUDAPEST, HUNGARY

TUESDAY — MAY 20 — 2:05 P.M.

LUKE STARED OUT THE WINDOW AS THE PLANE BANKED INTO ITS FINAL approach to Ferenc Liszt International Airport. The pilot throttled back, bleeding off speed, applying flaps to bring the commercial jet down. Outside, he watched the wing’s air brake lift, further slowing the aircraft. True to his word Sean Fernando had in fact already talked to Stephanie Nelle, who’d given Luke the green light to return to Hungary.

If he so chose. Which he did.

Damn right he did.

“You know the outer limits, right?” Stephanie had asked him. “It’s a sneak and peek to evaluate the source. If credible, then the diplomats take over to get Vince out.”

“I got it.”

“You know you might be walking straight into the lion’s den.”

He did.

The report of Vince’s sighting might simply be bait. Given the current standoff between Russia and Ukraine, exposing an American plot and catching a real live spy would be a public relations coup for Konstantin Franko. Imperialist America meddling in the affairs of European nations. Again. Franko would argue that the only counter to such provocation was a strong Russo-Baltic alliance of which Ukraine was the cornerstone.

“Lions and me, we get along fine,” he told Stephanie.

She surely knew what he was going to do if the source panned out.

“If you get caught, no one’s coming.”

He was having none of it.

“I know I’m toast. Just one thing. Don’t let Pappy come to the rescue.”

But he knew Cotton Malone would be the first to jump to his aid. Unfortunately, though, the former Magellan Billet agent, now Danish rare-book shop owner and occasional contract help, would never let Luke hear the end of it.

And rightly so.

“Just so we’re clear, you know I’m your boss,” Stephanie said. “I call the shots.”

“Yes, ma’am. But I gotta do this. Is the CIA providing anything?”

“You get a fully backstopped passport to get you into the country and some cache locations they pre-positioned before Sommerhaus. But they made it clear your authority does not include a rescue mission.”

He was happy to hear about the passport. A new one created by the wizards at Langley’s Directorate of Science and Technology would pass even the most stringent scrutiny. More important, though, having a fully backstopped identity meant anyone digging into his bona fides would find no inconsistencies. And dig they would.

“If you go beyond that,” she said. “You’re on your own.”

“How about any field support from our end?”

He hoped she knew what he meant.

“Marcia Pooler will be available. She’ll also act as your liaison. Send everything through her.”

While Marcia had a contract with the Magellan Billet, she wasn’t an employee of the U.S. government. After taking a computer literacy class at her local community college, she’d discovered she was something of a marvel when it came to all things computer. She quickly surpassed the teacher’s knowledge base and that guy, instead of begrudging her virtuosity, guided her into the world of freelance work. Within a year she was consulting for Apple, Deutsche Telekom, Raytheon, and the Department of Defense. Most recently, she had proven a literal lifesaver during Luke’s off-the-books mission in Belgium. Good to know she was aboard. Stephanie was taking a big chance here.

And he appreciated it.

“Thank you,” he told her.

“We both know what you’re going to do. I can’t let you be totally bare-ass-to-the-wind. Marcia will be there 24/7. One last thing. At the risk of offending your Ranger sensibilities, are you up for this? Mentally, I mean.”

Actually, the question was a good one. Sommerhaus, and the loss of John Vince, had left a mark. No doubt about it. Going back into Hungary and Ukraine, he needed to be unsentimental. Focused. On his A-game, with no mistakes.

“I’m solid. But I appreciate you asking.”

“Part of my job. Good hunting, Luke. Try to come back alive.”

A whine and a thud signaled that the landing gear had extended and locked into place. The pilot’s voice came over the intercom. “Flight attendants, prepare for landing.”

His memories of Budapest were hazy. During Operation Sommerhaus he’d flown into and out of Ferenc Liszt several times, but his interaction with the city itself had been confined to getting into a car for the three-hour drive to Kisvárda near the Ukrainian border.

Beyond that, the country was a mystery.

The plane’s tires kissed the runway with the barest of jostling. A few minutes of taxiing and they stopped at the gate. He was well practiced at impromptu travel and quickly gathered his Lug shoulder bag and was one of the first out the door and onto the jet bridge.

His fresh-off-the-press CIA passport, bearing the name Lucas Hopkins, saw him easily through the customs desk. On the form’s space for Reason for Visit he’d written scouting locales for Blazebird Games. Blazebird was, he presumed, a CIA front company that did in fact produce role-playing games for eager customers while serving a plethora of other intelligence functions including, apparently, backstopped identities. In this case, as a locale scout he would have cover-for-purpose. In other words, a reason to be where he was, doing what he was doing, without arousing suspicions.

He followed the signs beyond passport control to ground transportation, walked past the rental car desks, and found a seat in a nearby bar, where he nursed a local beer for half an hour. Confident he wasn’t being watched, he paid his tab and crossed over to the rental counter. Little had changed in the two years since he’d last been in Budapest. His car options consisted of an assortment of compact manual transmissions.

Which he loved.

His pride and joy, a wonderfully restored 1967 Mustang with a crap load of horsepower
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