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  SHADOW WARS


  Prologue


  “The Disaffeeted … is composed of an infinitude of elements; but we design especially to speak of those persons who, by the fall of former governments, have been injured either in their fortunes or affections. They never take a part in the insurrection as mere common soldiers. [These men] practised in the routine of political life, are too skillful to leave any traces of their maneuvers. Everything of this kind reaches its destination among them only from the third or fourth person. Thus far it [the police] has been unable to follow this train of bribes and intrigues into its obscure shades. These men, who are the very leprosy of the body politic, are uncontestably the most dangerous of all others to every government.”


  —History of Secret Societies


  written in 1864 by Lucien de la Hodde,


  the chief French police spy of the 1830s and 1840s


  Snow, fresh from the heavens, beautiful in the late afternoon half-light. White. Clean. Pure. Fresh … concealing.


  Soot, soot from old factories, soot from low-banked basement furnaces … brown, black, clinging. It was ugly stuff, unclean, violating the purity of the falling snow—until it was concealed.


  You’re lonely, feeling sorry for yourself, Ryng thought, alone in a strange, foreign city and feeling sorry for yourself because once a beautiful woman you don’t deserve to know made you feel more special than anyone since … He kicked angrily at a chunk of dirty ice, ashamed of himself for dredging up that image from so long ago and halfway round the world.


  “Memories of good women and old wars die hard for graying warriors, Bernie.” That’s what Pratt had said so many years before, and repeated more times than Ryng could remember. Pratt, that lovely son of a bitch—he was dead, too.


  Are you lonely, old man? Or are you angry with yourself because you can’t help falling in love with a girl who could be the daughter you both never had a chance to …


  Now, strolling down a snow-covered sidewalk in the ancient city of Prague toward the only apartment the embassy had been able to obtain on such short notice, he forced the image of the woman he’d loved more than twenty years before from his mind. He let the blonde return, beautiful, vibrant, young … young enough to be your daughter for God’s sake! Not so many years ago she was so young he would have been sent to jail for doing what he wanted to do with her now. What does Katherine—Kat she’d insisted because her stuffed-shirt father always used her full name—what does she see in a man my age?


  The crunching of a profusion of winter boots over old ice and new snow combined with the rumble of passing vehicles to blot out individual sounds he would normally have noticed. He never heard the big, black car downshift as it slowed behind him, never had the opportunity to note the tinted windows, never looked up as it slid to a stop at the corner ahead. All he could see was Kat, blonde and blue eyed, vivacious, and so crazy that she’d fallen in love with someone like him.


  Citizens of this eastern European city might have studied the vehicle more closely but for the diplomatic license plates. Those were a given on a car that size. No matter the government in power, communist then or democratic now, that mode of travel and the accompanying anonymity still seemed to the average citizen a right of the current bureaucracy. Security, even in their new world of openness, required it. Old habits were hard to break. Change came slowly. Even the fresh snow lost its luster of purity in hours.


  The passenger in the front seat of the vehicle had raised a hand to indicate the driver should slow as they approached the broad-shouldered individual striding through the snow. “Yes … yes, that’s him,” he said as much to himself as the other two. “I’d remember him a hundred years from now. Stop down the street, by the corner.” Maybe a little older, he thought, but only because I have a picture in my mind from that last time …


  It would have been impossible for anyone who’d ever encountered that broad-shouldered man, Bernie Ryng, to forget him. In an earlier age, he would have been a gladiator, a janissary, a Cossack, a musketeer, a dragoon, a cavalryman—the quintessential warrior. He was a Navy SEAL, revered by his own kind, feared and hated by his enemy, considered a necessary evil by the civilians who depended on men like him. He was also an old SEAL, a man who’d operated on every continent in both official and covert operations for almost twenty-five years. Now his knees were scarred by surgery, his joints and muscles ached after an hour’s swim or a ten-mile run, and there was a new generation who thought his reactions had grown too slow. Old fart—that’s what they were thinking but they wouldn’t have said it to his face, or to anyone who’d ever worked with him.


  So what do they do with an old SEAL? When the black-shoe Navy in the Pentagon determined that his age precluded success in future operations that were designed for younger men, they decided to retire him. But friends, good friends who understood that tiny special warfare brotherhood, and a few knowledgeable officials on Capitol Hill knew he was too good to dump on the civilian world. Assigning him to embassy duty in Eastern Europe as a military attaché was a means of keeping him around until they needed his talents again.


  When the big, black car rolled to a stop, the passenger in the front seat spoke to the two in back without turning his head. His voice was neutral, a monotone—“Remember, above all else you must remain at arm’s length when you speak to him. He can still take you both. Be polite. Be firm. Call him ‘Captain Ryng’ so he has no doubt you aren’t making a mistake. He will know you’re operating under orders but you mustn’t mention my name. Make clear immediately that your orders are not to harm him … that a past acquaintance must speak with him under the most secure terms … that he will be returned to this exact location in no more than two hours.” It would be senseless to mention his name. After their previous encounters, Ryng’s response would be pure hatred—a mutual feeling.


  Ryng froze before the first one had completed a sentence. His civilian clothes, the bulky winter overcoat, that sensation of being out of uniform—it was all so foreign, and so difficult to react when you sensed danger. He turned slightly to study the speaker, a burly individual clumsily attempting to complete his memorized sentences in heavily accented English. But, like the other, he was definitely capable of handling himself. Neither face was familiar. But they were professionals, certainly well trained to use their physical presence when necessary—lousy language ability, yet comfortable in stopping him, definite in their mission whatever that was.


  “Why are you approaching me in this manner?” Ryng asked calmly.


  The first speaker looked to the other for help. The second man never shifted his weight, which broadcast an increasingly nervous, aggressive attitude. “No harm to you intended, Captain Ryng,” he stated. “That we are ordered. Your return to here will be …” but he stumbled searching for the proper words.


  “Guaranteed,” Ryng finished for him. “I know that. Your friend here managed to say the same thing. Who’s so interested in talking with me?”


  “Please, Captain, harm is not …”


  Their hands remained at their sides. “Are you armed?”


  “No guns,” the first one insisted emphatically. “But we can …” and he made a fist and lifted it up for Ryng’s inspection.


  Ryng looked up and down the street. “Would you harm me in front of all these people?” he asked, indicating passersby.


  “Times have changed, Captain Ryng,” answered the second in more passable English. “But it is still hard for these people to realize they might actually come to a fellow citizen’s aid without ending up in prison themselves. We could easily convince them that you were a dangerous criminal resisting arrest.”


  “Time, sir,” said the first, glancing at his watch. “It is …”


  “Fleeting,” Ryng offered. They were correct. There was little point in resisting at this stage. There was something about their approach that signified he would be safe taking the gamble. “Where are we going?”


  “Just ahead, that car—the black one.”


  Stepping out swiftly toward the vehicle, Ryng forced the two men to catch up with him. Reaching the car, he bent down to peer inside. There was only his reflection in the opaque windows.


  The back door was pulled open. “Please, Captain Ryng, if you will join us.”


  Ryng eased into the back seat, sinking into plush velveteen cushions worn smooth by years of bureaucratic rumps. The interior smelled of old, polished wood and stale tobacco smoke. The two others slid in on either side of him as the car pulled away from the curb. There was an awkward silence as the three of them stared expectantly at the mute, unmoving passenger in the front.


  “Captain Ryng,” the man began after they’d settled into traffic, “I thank you for allowing us to speak briefly together. If you will trust me for two hours, you have my personal assurance that you will be returned unharmed regardless of your reaction to me or our discussion.” He did not turn as he spoke in near perfect English, expressionless but polite. “We are proceeding to a place where we can talk privately, just by ourselves. I must ask you to allow my men to blindfold you now as a security measure. It’s certainly an imposition but also as much protection for you as it is for the location of my office in the event you want nothing to do with me.”


  Ryng retained a vision of razor-cut blond hair neatly trimmed across a thick neck as the densely woven black cloth was placed over his eyes and knotted tightly across the back of his head. The car twisted and turned through the streets until there wasn’t a chance of remembering where they would eventually stop.


  When they came to a halt, there was the sound of a garage door closing behind them. The front door of the car opened and shut indicating the stranger had gone on ahead by foot. After a suitable delay, Ryng was assisted from the back seat. With one of the men on either arm, he followed detailed instructions that guided his steps through a door from the garage up a short stairway, then into an obviously ancient and very noisy elevator. When it came to a stop, he was led down a short hallway and passed through a door that closed behind him with the soft thud of an insulated, soundproof frame.


  “You may leave us now,” the calm voice of the stranger ordered in the same monotone. “I am more than capable of handling Captain Ryng.”


  The door shut softly behind him.


  “I would remove your blindfold myself, but I hesitate to give any SEAL, especially you, the opportunity for an aggressive reaction. The knot is a simple one. Please undo it yourself.”


  Ryng’s breath was expelled with a hiss and the blindfold slipped from his hand as he stared into the icy blue eyes of the man standing behind an old, heavy wooden desk. “Voronov … still alive … !”


  “Very much alive. And in perfect health, believe me. If we couldn’t kill each other, Captain Ryng, there’s no man that can.” He indicated a chair to Ryng’s right. “Please, sit before your emotions get the better of you. You’re as subtle as a puppy staring at me like that.”


  Ryng reached out with a hand and felt for the chair without taking his eyes from the Russian’s, but he didn’t sit.


  His eyes remained locked on the other’s. That countenance was unforgettable—broad face, high cheekbones, Scandinavian features with a hint of Tatar from centuries past around the slightly slanted, glacial blue eyes. They were contemporaries and the blond hair might have been a little thinner now but it was still cut short. His lips, thin and expressionless, were now slightly parted over even white teeth in what might have been a mirthless smile. Though he wore civilian clothes, they might as well have been a uniform. The dark suit was obviously custom-made and fit him like a glove. There were razor-sharp creases in both the starched white shirt and the trousers. But no matter how regal Voronov might have been, there was no hiding that aura of brutal hardness that was his trademark.


  “Well, why don’t I be the first one to sit then, just to show my good will, at least for this meeting.” The Russian sat and pushed back from the desk to cross his legs. “Go ahead, sit. My word is good. No harm will come to you.”


  Ryng sat, still too stunned to respond. Paul Voronov was absolutely at ease across from him, acting no different than the ambassador had that morning when Ryng delivered his military briefing. He’d never expected that Voronov was dead just because little had been said of the man in the past couple of years—but Ryng had wished the man dead whenever thoughts of him crossed his mind. What was a piece of shit like Voronov doing in this country … and in civilian clothes?


  “I’ve been told more than a dozen times in the past few days how fortunate it was that I didn’t kill you in our earlier encounters, Captain Ryng. Believe me, that’s still most difficult to accept, given past circumstances, and I’m sure you share the same feelings. But I am also assured that if the outcome of this meeting is positive, we will both be glad the other is alive.”


  “Skip the philosophy, Voronov. Who are you killing for now?” The thin lips pulled back ever so slightly over his white teeth.


  Paul Voronov was obviously pleased with Ryng’s response although the eyes remained icy and penetrating. “Good. I was afraid you might have changed when you left the SEAL teams. No, no one’s getting himself killed right now. If people do start dying, I hope you will be involved on my side this time.” He bit his lower lip playfully at Ryng’s scowl. “I have just come from Moscow—from the president’s Kremlin suite in case you’re curious—and I do report directly to the president of the Russian republic these days … not a soul under him. I repeat again, to the president. What do you think of that?”


  “I find it hard to believe. His business is supposed to be peace these days—glasnost, perestroika, whatever else sounds good. You’re hardly the sort to consort with him.”


  “His business remains peace. Actually, it is preserving the peace under a shaky new order, and that is why he and I have suddenly become so close. Remember, I am a loyal servant of my country and I obey whatever orders I’m given. But, as you also know, the maintenance of peace can sometimes be extremely violent.” He tilted his head to one side and pursed his lips playfully. “As a Navy SEAL, Captain Ryng, you’re certainly aware of that.”


  “You want to talk to someone else, Voronov. I was told I was getting too old for that life. They made me a military attaché.”


  “Exactly why we—really I, to be honest—decided to choose you. Your contacts have improved. You’re rubbing elbows with cultured people who wouldn’t believe what you’ve done in the past. People like you and me are never too old for our line of work. That’s why the president selected me and”—he leaned forward and pointed at Ryng’s chest—“why I selected you. We—you and me—appear to be in the midst of what you Americans call a love-hate relationship. My president called it that after he asked which American I despised the most … and why, of course. He sympathized with my reasoning.”


  Ryng nodded. “You’ve got that right.”


  They studied each other momentarily, each remembering previous encounters. Both instances had been in the northern hemisphere, close to Ryng’s turf, far from Voronov’s. Each time, the Russian came close to completing his mission. Each time, though Ryng had succeeded in protecting American interests, Voronov had escaped intact. The stories that evolved from these operations had made the Russian famous in their covert world of special operations, a man seemingly indestructible.


  “Why did you bring me here?”


  “To offer you a deal.”


  “No deal!”


  “You can say that to me,” Voronov retorted vehemently, “but you can’t say that to my president. If you can’t stand me, just imagine him sitting here in my place because I will be using his words … his exact words,” he added emphatically.


  Ryng rose to his feet. “Time to take me back.”


  “You won’t go if—”


  “Watch me.” Ryng turned to the door.


  “You can’t go …”


  Ryng whirled to point his finger accusingly at Voronov but the Russian continued before Ryng could interrupt.


  “… until you hear what I have to say.” He stood up, his eyes flashing, barely in control of himself, but he managed to say, “Please stay until I explain myself.” His hand was extended toward the chair. “Please,” he repeated without the word sounding like a plea. “What I have to say will mean everything to your president and it comes directly from my president, Sergei Markov. It is critical that you at least listen.” The eyes had changed. The expression was softer.


  “I’ll give you one minute to convince me,” Ryng said folding his arms across his chest, but he refused to sit. Strangers would have thought the two men were brothers. Ryng was slightly shorter, but the build right up to the bull neck was the same. His blue eyes were rounder, more European, the cheekbones less prominent, his hair more white than blond and definitely thinner, but the lips were the same and rarely conveyed what he was thinking.


  Voronov mimicked him, arms also folded, legs spread wide apart, as he returned Ryng’s icy stare. “Imagine, Captain Ryng, a Soviet Union and a Warsaw Pact resurrected, once again warlike, and twice as dangerous as in the past—and then imagine a future with a hundred people like me intent on destroying your country after they finished with your NATO allies. And if you don’t want to accept that, I can furnish proof that my country and my president will perish before these people start on you. Is that interesting enough for you to listen?” Voronov glanced at his watch, then nodded toward the door. “Now that only took twenty seconds of your precious time. Either sit down and listen to more … or leave now. My word remains good. You won’t be harmed.”


  Bernie Ryng warily studied the face he’d learned to hate even before his first encounter with the man. The Russian’s features remained an impassive mask, but Ryng eventually sat down without a word of acknowledgment.


  For the next twenty minutes, Paul Voronov outlined a plot against Sergei Markov and his desperately struggling country, against the reforms the man was struggling to implement, against the delicate fabric of a weakening Russian Republic, against the opposing interests of other members of their shaky commonwealth, against the emerging governments of the former Warsaw Pact nations. Much of what he said was based on supposition. There was little that Voronov could claim as hard fact. But nothing on that scale could ever remain absolutely secret, not when by necessity it had to involve so many people in such an ambitious and sophisticated scheme. It bore no resemblance to the clumsy coup attempt in the summer of 1991.


  The first hint had come to the president from a trusted adviser. A faithful colonel, a man who’d stayed by Yeltsin’s side when Parliament was surrounded by tanks, came the closest to confirming the rumor after exhaustive digging—advising his leader in an abbreviated telephone conversation of the existence of an organization. He also had obtained names that he would confirm with Markov face-to-face. That was just hours before he disappeared.


  There was a conspiracy, no doubt about that, for no one could have imagined something so beautifully conceived. Unlike the ill-fated coup against Gorbachev, there were no names bandied about, no offers for government and military officials to change their allegiance to save their necks. There were only corpses.


  As Sergei Markov noted to Voronov, why would anyone have been overly concerned with apparently random individual deaths without being presented with such a list? It was sad to lose even one or two of these good people, but that was a fact of life—until a pattern became apparent. But when the names were compiled, it meant so much more for they were people contributing their hearts and souls to the new order. It seemed to have begun in the cities of what had once been East Germany and gradually spread to the old Warsaw Pact countries. It had been more gradual in Russian cities until the past month, but that’s what had attracted the colonel’s attention. What had appeared unrelated accidents, coupled with mysterious illnesses among previously healthy individuals, seemed part of a web of brutally executed murders of an emerging generation of political reformers.


  “Why Eastern Europe seems the source remains a mystery,” Voronov responded irritably when Ryng interrupted him.


  But there were as yet no conspirators’ names to reveal, no specific objectives substantiated—just an expanding list of very decent, very dedicated, very dead people. In the former Warsaw Pact countries, they were mostly the new breed, intent on reviving their nations after half a century’s sleep. In the new Russia, they had been part of the short list of loyalists who’d stood up to the right wing in that summer in 1991 when a man could still have been shot for making unpopular statements.


  After the colonel’s death, Markov had gone to a general in the GRU (army military intelligence), one he trusted implicitly, and asked him to recommend the one individual he would select if there was only one man who might be able to unearth such a conspiracy against seemingly overwhelming odds.


  “So, assuming you’re that one man, who’s behind it?” Ryng inquired flippantly.


  Voronov let the remark pass. “If I knew, I wouldn’t be talking to you now. We have no idea who the leaders are. If I had to guess, I’d go to where it seems to have sprung up—Eastern Europe, perhaps the old GDR [East Germany].” He shrugged. “Perhaps the final move could start there, too.” He shrugged again. “Perhaps Eastern Europe is more important than Russia today. We don’t know. I hope not. I also hope we’re not already too late.”


  “The concept is fantastic, but there’s a hole in your story,” Ryng said caustically.


  “Tell me.”


  “If such a plot really existed, your president would have confided in our president directly and the military would have been brought into it. For that matter, our CIA would clearly have reported—”


  Voronov shook his head with disgust. “You’re disappointing me, Ryng. Maybe I was wrong about you. Your CIA is still spending too much time worrying about the remnants of our KGB. We don’t think these people are just disenchanted outsiders. And I’ll admit we don’t know enough to lay out specifics to you. But have no doubt that today some of them sit at President Markov’s conference table, just as others did when they attempted to dump Gorbachev. They dine with him. They toast his good health and success. Only they are so good at what they are doing, so secretive, so capable, we can’t be sure exactly who are loyal—or how many. I have to believe that some of them are also my loyal, trusted comrades, many of them men who fought beside me against people like you … and perhaps they have yet to include me. And think about this,” he said leaning forward, “I have confirmation from General Shaporin, who is the one man I believe in over all the rest, that he thinks there might be Americans involved … perhaps people in high places who have access to your president … and that’s why you—”


  “That has to be pure bullshit!” Shaporin was KGB, a loyal survivor who’d also stood by Yeltsin. He was as tough as Voronov and reputed to be head of a secret unit.


  “… so we can’t simply write your president a letter or call him on the phone. We need to establish a system that can be backed up by his advisers. And you have to be his direct liaison just as I am for President Markov.” He pursed his lips. “Once that’s done, then maybe I can deliver one of those Americans to you …”


  “I don’t believe that shit for a moment.”


  “Fine. Believe what you will about me. Sooner or later you’re going to stay quiet long enough to comprehend why we’re taking this approach. But you’d also better believe that I’d never go to the trouble of bringing you here and telling you this story if I didn’t believe it myself. When you have no idea who your enemy is, you don’t go around asking.”


  “I think maybe you’re the one who’s slipping, Voronov.”


  “Tell me, Ryng, would you feel better if I just took out a gun and shot you now, proved it was all a ruse?”


  “Are you armed?”


  “No. I don’t need a weapon to handle you.”


  Ryng stroked his chin thoughtfully. “So if everything you’ve said is true, what’s in this for you?”


  “A great deal, or else why should I turn against my own kind? Is that what you’re thinking?” For the first time, the trace of a smile appeared at the corners of Voronov’s lips. “But that is none of your concern.”


  “What guarantee do I have that you wouldn’t go over to the other side if it appeared they were going to succeed?”


  “I am a man of my word … from my own point of view. I’m totally loyal to my leader, more so now that he has taken me into his confidence. I also said you would not be harmed and that you were free to go after we talked.” He waved a hand in the direction of the door. “You may go. The only other promise I will make to you …” and Voronov paused momentarily, “… is my assurance that I will go over to the other side if you don’t agree to help me.”


  Ryng said nothing.


  “Sergei Markov told me, in no uncertain terms, that we need the help of the United States, that we couldn’t succeed without it. Our hold on Mother Russia remains so tenuous …” he said softly, “… so tenuous that I—any of us—can’t go running off to other countries. Time is so short. Everything seems to be happening so fast now that we most likely will have lost the luxury of caution, or even of building a case. Markov said explicitly that we must remain within our own borders. But you … you Americans,” he tossed off distastefully, “can come and go and interfere as you please. Our efforts must be entirely covert, but Markov needs your president’s approval and cooperation and, most of all, his moral support.”


  “So you’d like me to call President Crandall and tell him I’d like to drop by,” Ryng said acidly.


  “There is a method he and your president established for communication in just such a situation. Since that is the case, he authorized me to reveal this to the one American I felt could complement me.”


  “You don’t seem to realize that the president doesn’t make time on his schedule for any military attaché who’d like to talk with him.”


  “Our leaders are smarter than either of us, Captain Ryng. As I just explained, there is a way. You will send him a cable through your normal diplomatic channels explaining that you’ve been asked to ship him a case of the finest Polish vodka—not Russian, Polish. It’s called Luksusowa. I’m told you’ll be surprised at his reaction.”


  “Nothing can possibly surprise me now, not after meeting you under these circumstances … and in a free country no less!”


  “Please believe me, Ryng—under any other circumstance, I would just as soon kill you.”


  Ryng smiled broadly.


  It was dark when the black limousine left him in front of his apartment building. The snow was falling harder now, its freshness a patina of purity assuring him that anything could be hidden—for a while.


  1


  Shadows Emerging


  Chance shaded his eyes against the brilliant Colorado sun. The view from the summit at Vail reminded him of astronauts’ photographs of earth. He was on top of the world, the rarefied air absolutely clear, one mountain peak after another winking back in silvery splendor as his eyes swept the panorama of the Rockies.


  Then they settled on the girl in the pink stretch pants and windbreaker who’d ridden up with him on the Vista Bahn lift. He’d lost sight of her when she went on to the summit and felt like a kid when he caught sight of her at the Far East. Her outfit clung to her like a second skin. Superb muscle control, he decided admiringly, as she lifted one ski, then the other, shaking each leg like a ballerina. She held her Vuarnets up for inspection, blew an imaginary speck of dust off one of the lenses, then retied the pink bandana that circled her head to protect her ears. It was when she swung her shoulders from side to side, breasts stretching against shiny pink windbreaker, in preparation for the descent that Chance murmured to himself—an admirable physique, fit for the gods—and knew he would follow her at a distance.


  Bowl skiing is not an exacting science but it also is not for the fainthearted. Groomed trails are for normal skiers, and most people at Vail never give a thought to the backside of the mountains that faced their fairyland valley. Few would ever understand the effect that mostly treeless, unmarked snowfields plunging into hanging valleys could have on the fanatic who rejoiced in the opportunity to carve his own unique trail through a couple of feet of dry powder snow.


  The girl pushed off to the left, traveling east along the ridge line. She skied easily along the gentle incline for a few hundred yards toward the Siberia Bowl, then turned directly down the fall line on the Gorky Park section. Chance saw her arms lift perpendicular to her sides, like an eagle, just as she became airborne and dropped from sight off a hidden ledge. He waited to see her appear below and when there was no sign he eased over to the invisible edge and peered down.


  Nothing!


  He looked to the right, then the left before seeing her tracks disappear over a second precipice. No wonder there were no other skiers here yet. He’d only found one location like this in Europe—and hardly ever saw a woman skiing it.


  She appeared below now, a flash of pink combing back and forth through fresh powder, a trailing white rooster tail turned into a sparkling plume by the sun.


  Don’t lose her!


  Chance pushed off straight down, finding himself almost instantly airborne off the front of the initial ledge. He landed in drifted powder that burst around him like steam, knees bent, body curled, absorbing the impact before he hurtled down the steep slope on a diagonal before the next drop. Those were not only beautiful legs in the pink, they were also powerful. For just a second, Chance allowed his imagination to roam, then he was in space again floating for an instant, then dropping rapidly, knees bent to absorb the shock.


  The slope flattened out within yards after landing and the sudden change in pitch, like “g-forces” to a pilot, almost upended him. Recovering, he glanced to his left, then caught her out of the corner of his eye to the right. She was gliding in long, wide turns, like a water-skier, as she approached an outcrop of trees. He tightened his own turns to close on her before she entered the trees, afraid she would be too far ahead and disappear just when he was ready to make his approach.


  It was a rare morning, one seen only in ski movies, a day so perfect that it seemed a creation of the imagination. Almost two feet of powder snow, soft as a baby’s ass, had fallen the previous night with little wind to blow it away. It was something you were lucky to encounter once or twice in a lifetime—like a girl sculptured in pink who could ski circles around most men.


  Chance never caught up with her until he reached the base of the Orient Express lift and saw her balanced casually on one hip against a wooden bar, her ski poles stuck in the snow to one side. Was she smiling? Perhaps at him? He couldn’t see her eyes through the sunglasses. It would make a difference—whether she was smiling at him or congratulating herself for that superb run.


  “I came down behind you—“ he began.


  “I know. I saw you before I took off.”


  “… and I just wanted to tell you that was some of the most perfect skiing I’ve seen in years.”


  “Thanks. You’re not bad yourself. I caught the last part of your run, and”—she pointed up the mountain—“you do a nice imitation.”


  Chance glanced over his shoulder. His own trail crisscrossed hers above the tree line creating an almost perfect helix. “I’ve been doing this sort of thing in Europe. There aren’t many women who can—”


  “I know,” she interrupted again, “I’ve heard that before—in Europe. There’re just as many men over there who show up with their tongues hanging out when they try to ski powder like that.” She removed the pink bandana and shook out thick blonde hair. Then she offered a brilliant smile. “Most of them don’t cut a trail like yours.”


  “You look like you’ve caught your breath now. Shall we share a lift to the top?”


  “Why not.” She pushed upright then bent down for her poles. “I’m game for another run before lunch. We can try the China Bowl this time. Have you ever been down Genghis Khan?”


  He shook his head. “This is a first for me.”


  She slid the Vuarnets down her nose and peered up at him through clear blue eyes. “How come you haven’t introduced yourself yet?”


  “David Chance.” He extended a mitten in her direction.


  She stared for the briefest moment as if she’d heard his name before, then reached over to squeeze his fingers through her own mitten. “Katherine Ellyson.”


  “Kathy?”


  “My stuffed-shirt daddy always calls me Katherine so I insist that my friends call me Kat,” she answered as they moved toward the lift.


  “Then I’ll call you Kat, if you’ll consider me a friend.”


  “So far, so good. And you? Are you a Dave or a more formal David?”


  “A more formal David, even to my best friends. Never been a Dave,” he added as the chair scooped them into the air.


  “Chance? … Sometime,” she said, “I’ll remember why your name sounds familiar.”


  “That means you won’t forget it then,” he said with a cocky grin.


  “Do you ski Vail often?” she asked.


  “Hardly ever. I got the loan of a condo across the highway in the Redstone from a friend. You see, it never pays to bum your bridges behind you. It was a freebie flight from D.C., too.”


  “I see—Washington. Maybe that’s where.” She slid the Vuarnets down her nose to glance at him with knit brows. “Are you a bureaucrat by chance? You don’t look it.”


  “No, ma’am. Far from it. I came from the Norfolk area. Military, I’m afraid. I hope that’s not as bad as a bureaucrat.”


  “Nothing could be, believe me,” she noted acidly. “Navy, right?”


  “Good guess. That’s not bad, is it?”


  “I guess not.”


  “How about you?” Chance asked. “Is Vail a second home or are you just vacationing?”


  “I don’t spend much time here, but I’m using my daddy’s condo in the village. And my trip here was a freebie, too, just like yours, because that same daddy paid for it. Right now he’s not too keen on the Navy. So let’s talk about skiing.” There was no doubting her tone of voice.


  By the time Katherine Ellyson had finished explaining the places she’d skied around the world, Chance understood how she’d handled the powder in the bowl so easily. He also learned that even though she was willing to take another run with him, she had a lunch date with a friend in the village (a woman, she explained, when he looked hurt), and planned to shop that afternoon with the same individual, but she was willing to have dinner with him that evening if he didn’t mind that she was going to marry a friend of his.


  “I can’t imagine you wanting to marry any friend of mine,” he retorted.


  “If you still want to have dinner with me, I’ll tell you about it tonight. But it’s a big secret until then. I’ll even go halfsies with you because it’s not going to lead to anything.”


  “My bad luck. Okay. We’ll argue about halfsies over dinner. Depends on the friend.”


  There was little need for a car at Vail. Local buses operated constantly throughout the village transporting skiers to the lifts, returning them to their quarters at the end of the day, and moving them to the restaurants and night spots all evening. Without this, the narrow streets and lanes would have been gridlocked in the winter.


  Chance was also relieved that neckties were a rarity in the village. Men with his build were never comfortable with a tie knotted around their neck. He was medium height with wide shoulders and a neck thick enough to require custom shirts that were also made to accommodate a barrel chest. He was a Navy SEAL and superb physical conditioning had been a fact of life for more years than he cared to remember. Now, closing in on forty faster than he cared to think of, those years were said to be gaining on him. There were even some who said his reactions weren’t quite the same. He’d been moved from an operational team to a staff position and one of the reasons for coming to Vail on his own was to decide whether he was going to remain in the Navy or resign.


  When he stepped off the bus near Kat’s condo that night, few observers would have been concerned with his age. Perhaps his black hair was a little thinner but his tanned face, even darker from the day’s sun, was still a young man’s. Out of habit, his brown eyes covered the surrounding area, pausing for an instant on the shadows to see what might be moving there. Then he stepped out briskly through the lightly falling snow.


  The Ellyson condo was in an older part of the village where the early buyers had settled. Their addresses were a distinguishing feature of a family’s longevity in Vail. Chance was surprised when he noticed that the windows were dark in Kat’s condo.


  There was no answer when he pushed the button. He waited before pushing it again. Still nothing. Then he knocked gently on the door before impatiently banging on it when there was still no response.


  The door behind him opened and a woman about Kat’s age said, “May I help you?”


  “I was supposed to meet Miss Ellyson now,” Chance answered looking self-consciously at his watch. “I assume I have the right place.”


  She frowned. “It’s Kat’s all right. You’re the dinner date she mentioned?”


  “I thought so.”


  “Strange. She told me earlier this afternoon she was looking forward to seeing you. You didn’t call first, did you?”


  Chance grinned uncomfortably. “I’m afraid I never asked for her number. We were on the lift and I just made sure I remembered this address.”


  “That’s no problem,” she answered with a smile. “A lot of dates are made that way in Vail. I’ll tell you what, let me try Kat on my phone just to make sure she doesn’t answer. Then I’ll use the spare key she gave me to make sure she doesn’t have some sort of problem.”


  She was back in less than a minute and unlocked the other door. “Wait here until I make sure she’s not running around in the buff,” she said as she snapped on the hall light.


  There was a quizzical look on her face when she returned. “There’s no one here. It’s almost like there never was.” Chance moved past her and stepped into the living room. There was no indication that anyone had even lived there recently. The cushions on the furniture had been puffed and there were still lines on the carpet from a vacuum cleaner. The kitchen was spotless, the dishwasher empty. The cupboards were neatly stacked with clean dishes. The bedrooms were freshly made up, the closets and drawers empty. The bathroom had been laid out with new, unopened toiletries for the next occupant, fresh towels neatly hung on their racks.


  “I could have sworn she was here all this afternoon,” the woman said with concern. “We came back from shopping about three-thirty.”


  “Did you see her again, or talk to her?”


  “I napped after that. Haven’t seen or heard a thing since then.” She folded her arms and bit her lip nervously. “I’m scared … scared for Kat”—and then she glanced at Chance—“and for that matter, I don’t even know your name.”


  “You know, that’s the strange part of meeting Kat. When I told her my name was David Chance, it was almost as if she’d heard it before.” His eyes scanned the living room again and came up with nothing more than the fact that not a thing was out of place. “She told me she was using her father’s place here. Do you know where she’d been before she came here?”


  “If you can believe it,” she said shaking her head in wonder, “she came from Europe to ski here. Her father’s a bigwig with the State Department, an ambassador or something like that in one of those countries near Russia. Kat didn’t spend a lot of time explaining why she showed up in Vail, but I gather she and her father didn’t see eye to eye on something … just maybe some problem with a guy, but I can’t say that for sure. She lived in … Prague? Does that sound right?”


  Chance nodded. “Thanks. I appreciate your help. Lock the place up tight,” he said, moving toward the door. Then he turned around. “Don’t let anyone else in here who doesn’t have a badge. I know someone in Prague—someone at the embassy—that I’ll be in touch with tonight.”


  On a quiet night in the middle of the winter, the watch officer in the military attaché’s section in Prague was allowed to use a cot in his office. His responsibility was being available if the phone rang but there was no reason to remain awake between security checks. The last one had been made at midnight and it was assumed that the watch officer could sleep with one ear out for the phone.


  “Military section, Master Chief Gannett speaking,” he answered sleepily. “This is not a secure phone.”


  There was a pause, followed by the hollow echo of an overseas call. “This isn’t the famous Ben Gannett, the bald eagle of the Gettysburg, that lover of gin, women, and off-color song.”


  “Who,” the chief growled, “is taking the trouble to wake me up just to slander my reputation? Do you know what time it is?”


  “Not quite twenty hundred in Colorado. The evening’s just begun.”


  “Which means it’s not quite”—Gannett squinted at his watch—“zero four hundred in Prague and morning hasn’t even started. Who the hell is this?”


  “They call me Chance,” came the hollow answer, followed by an equally hollow laugh. “My friends call me David.”


  “David! Son of a bitch but it’s good to hear your voice. Or should I say Captain Chance? It is captain now, isn’t it?”


  Another chuckle. “I’ll be captain forever, but if we’re still friends you can call me David. Otherwise, it’s CaptainChanceSir,” he added, running the words together.


  “How’d you know I was here?”


  “I didn’t have the vaguest idea. What’re you doing out in the middle of nowhere? Don’t tell me they’re putting you out to pasture, too?” he asked.


  “Hell, I hope not. I was told I could have any choice of shore duty I wanted because of a letter sent by a certain Commander David Chance, who I now know has since been kicked upstairs. Can you imagine a better deal than embassy duty? This is what I wanted. I could bore you for a week about the short hours, the lonely women, the cheap booze. There’s even a couple of bartenders in Prague who now know how to make a great martini.”


  “I wouldn’t have expected any less from you. Now your voice just began to fade for a second, so before we lose this connection I need to get in touch with a friend of mine who I understand is your local attaché, Bernie Ryng. I need his phone number.”


  “Captain Ryng’s mentioned your name before. You can’t believe how impressed he was that you and I are friends—even made me feel famous for about five seconds. But I’m afraid I’m not enough of a friend to give you his number. Right now I couldn’t even give it to the president of the United States. The captain came back here this evening and left strict orders that no one—and he said not even the president of the United States, to make sure I got the message—should get his address or phone number.”


  “Any idea why, Ben? I’m not positive but this could be pretty important. I need to talk to him.”


  “The best I can do is take your number back in the States and ask him to call you if I can get hold of him. Is it important enough to wake him up right now?”


  “Do you know the ambassador?”


  “Ellyson?”


  “That’s the one.”


  “I could say more if this was a secure line.”


  “Does he have a daughter?”


  “Now you’re talking about something I understand, Captain. She’s a lovely blonde, very nice to everyone on the staff. Her mother’s back home for some reason right now and Katherine was standing in for her at the embassy functions until she went back to the States unexpectedly the other day. Probably something to do with her father. I should add that she’s also a friend of Captain Ryng’s, probably more of a friend than her father liked.”


  “Then I really need you to get a message to Bernie now, not later.”


  Morning came slowly to the wintry outskirts of Berlin. The sun struggled to rise above the early morning clouds, struggled to penetrate raw ground fog depositing a thick hoarfrost on everything, struggled to warm the unmoving air. It was a city that never really slept but it was quieter in the winter and early morning sounds were more obvious in the cold, hollow air.


  There were still more shadows than light when the chief justice of the Supreme Court was jolted rudely awake by a cold glove clamped over his mouth. A harsh voice snarled, “Don’t move, Herr Strauss, or your wife will be dead before you can count to three.”


  The bedside light was snapped on and the judge’s chin was wrenched forcibly toward the adjacent form. His wife lay quietly, her eyes wide with fear staring up at a ski-masked individual with one gloved hand covering her mouth, the other pressing a knife to her throat. The judge’s head was snapped back in the opposite direction so he could see the two other people who had invaded his bedroom. They were also masked, tiny holes for eyes and mouth the only indication of life behind the frightful designs.


  “I also have people outside your children’s rooms,” the muffled voice said. “They’re still sound asleep. I assure you they can remain so but they will also die if either you or your wife cause us to harm you. Do you agree it would be a shame to end their young lives so abruptly?” He motioned toward the man covering the judge’s mouth. “My friend is going to remove his hand, but remember that your wife dies first if you do anything other than answer me quietly and calmly. Now,” he said as the gloved hand was removed, “do you agree with what I said about your children?”


  “Please …” The judge’s voice was barely audible. “… please … I promise not to—”


  “Enough,” the man snapped. “We’re not here to listen to you make speeches. You will respond only with a yes or no when I ask you. You all will be left unharmed once you understand and agree to my message.” He leaned forward until the justice could smell the perspiration under the woolen mask. “You see, there is no other option—you understand, you agree.” He straightened and took a step backward. “Today, when you arrive at your chambers, you will place a call to Judge Schaude, who is presiding at the trial of Rolf Gerters. You will explain that Gerters’s case must be thrown out.” He extracted a piece of paper from a jacket pocket and held it up to be seen before placing it on the bedside table. “That is your reason. You’ll agree with it after reading it. I’m assured there is judicial precedent for your decision. And by the way, Schaude expects your call and will agree with you. When he announces his decision, he will quote your words for the newspapers. Is this all quite clear?”


  “Yes.” A distinctly uncontrolled shudder ran through the judge’s body.


  “Let me explain why you will be glad to comply. Before noon today, one of your associate justices will die. That is his fate. Any effort between now and then to protect any of them will mean the extermination of your family. Please make no effort to arrange protection for them because your phones both here and in your office are being listened to. No matter what you try, we’re always listening. Eyes will always be on you no matter where you are. You will be surprised to learn that some of my people work for you. There’s no way, absolutely none at all, that you can learn who they are. But they’ll be watching. The same is true for your wife and children. Their situation is no different so they might just as well go along as they normally would. Do you understand what I have said so far?”


  The judge’s mouth opened and his tongue moved, but there was no sound.


  “Please be more specific, Judge. If you act like this in public, someone is going to think there’s something wrong with you. Now, do you understand?”


  The response—“Yes”—was a whisper.


  “Now, let me explain the reason for the death of one of your colleagues. While it will appear to be an unfortunate accident, there are five of us right in this room who know better. My purpose in removing one of your associates is to convince you to continue to cooperate with me in the future. I need to have more of our people back with me again. If you hesitate in releasing them, then others will die, though not all of them will be members of your court. There would be too much cause for suspicion then. After all, I am a reasonable man. Mrs. Strauss,” the man asked, “you wouldn’t do anything to endanger your family, would you?”


  Her eyes seemed to bulge out of her head as she stared back. After two quick breaths, she managed to respond, “No … no …”


  The man moved down to the end of the bed and bent forward until his palms were balanced flat on the blanket between the two. Hard eyes peered through the mask slits, settling first on the woman, then her husband. “I want you to know you are not alone. There are others just like you, important people, people vital to Germany, people vital to other nations, being asked to make similar contributions. Initially, their decisions, like yours, will be difficult, but I predict in the coming years you will be considered a patriot.” He straightened and said, “You and I will be in contact in the future, but…” and he leaned forward again and pointed directly at the judge, “… but you will never know who else might be the one to represent me when you least expect it.”


  When the intruders were gone, the bedroom was as silent as death itself. Neither the man nor the woman sensed the other’s breathing. Minutes passed before either the judge or his wife were able to look at each other. And there were tears in their eyes when they did so because they knew their comfortable lives had just changed forever.


  “How’d you pull that one off, Ryng? You’re the luckiest son of a bitch in the world to have a chief like Gannett running your section,” Chance commented after he recognized the voice on the phone. “That guy saved my neck more than once.”


  “I had my pick when I agreed to take this job. It was either take this or hang it up. Your recommendation got him here, you know. The only problem Gannett’s had so far is waking me in the middle of the night. Then he couldn’t tell me why I had to call you. What gives?” Ryng asked.


  “You’re not on a secure line there, are you?”


  “The whole world can listen to us, David, so don’t start talking dirty.”


  “What the hell, Bernie, I just wanted to tell you about my love life. I’m enjoying life in Vail, skiing my ass off, and the women are more than friendly.” The pause was obvious. “Sometime I have to tell you about this gorgeous blonde by the name of Kat I was skiing with today.”


  It was Ryng’s turn to pause. “Is this another score you’re going to rub in my face?”


  “This is the one who’s so exciting I can’t tell you about her with the whole world listening, but I’m willing to share her with an old buddy. Why don’t you call me back on your secure line if you want her phone number.”


  “You’re on, old buddy. Don’t leave where you are now. I’ll be in my office in half an hour.”


  Four-hundred-fifty miles to the southeast in Budapest, the capital city of Hungary, a slight, gray-haired man awakened from his sleep and rolled to one side, his head lifted from the pillow to listen. The muffled meow of a cat again floated up to him from the kitchen below. For a moment, he was tempted to wake his wife and suggest she go down to the kitchen to find out why her cat was disturbing their sleep. But a soft, contented snore appealed to his better instincts. The president of the country, a man who deeply believed that no one person was better than another, climbed quietly from the warm bed and put on his bathrobe and slippers without waking his wife.


  The dim light of dawn was filtering through the smoky panes of glass in the ancient windows of Hungary’s presidential residence, in reality his own home because he considered himself no better than any other citizen, as he made his way downstairs. These old stairs, smoothed by centuries of shuffling feet, creaked as he pulled the bathrobe tighter and tucked his hands under his arms against the morning chill. The cranky sound of a cold diesel engine, the local milk truck, drifted down the empty street, followed by the more demanding sound of the cat coming from the kitchen.


  He swung open the door with one hand and automatically snapped on the wall switch with the other as he entered the kitchen. A movement behind him was sensed rather than heard, and he whirled with his hands instinctively drawn up in front of his chest for protection.


  “Meow.” It was the sound of a cat but it was made by a man with his hands cupped to his mouth.


  “We knew you were an animal lover, Mr. President,” said the man with the gun pointed at his chest. The man was the former head of the country’s former secret police. He indicated the device on the end of the barrel. “This is silenced in case you were wondering.”


  “How did you get in here?”


  “You are a very open man, a very public man. And you are also foolish about the ways of the world. You made the mistake of assuming that your own good will would touch everyone so you could reduce the size of your personal security force. As a result, the section assigned to this residence last night was just four men, one of whom belongs to me. He helped to neutralize the others for us and—”


  “And he lives while good men die.”


  “Not quite, Mr. President. He was never aware of the fact that we can’t leave any witnesses. If one out of four men responsible for your survival was to have survived himself, it wouldn’t look good. And, believe me, there are members of your security force who still employ the proper methods to make people talk. It was unfortunate that we had to dispose of our own man.”


  The president indicated his attire and asked, “May I sit? Obviously I’m not armed.”


  “I’m afraid not. It would be foolish to delay our business and allow someone to come upon us.” The sound of the once distant diesel engine had drawn closer. “The daily milk truck will be arriving and we mustn’t keep it waiting.”


  “You’re taking me—”


  “Put these on.” An overcoat, a woolen ski hat, and some boots were thrust at the president. “We can’t have someone recognizing you, and I guess we should make you as comfortable as possible in this cold.”


  The sound of the truck halting outside and the diesel engine idling was the signal.


  “We haven’t a moment to waste. Come now. You won’t be harmed as long as you follow instructions.”


  “But I—”


  “Really, do you want to be forced to join us? I don’t want to hurt you if that can be avoided.”


  The president allowed one of the others to help him on with the coat. The ski hat was pulled down around his ears. He shoved his feet into the fur-lined boots placed in front of him.


  The former general opened the side door, glanced both ways, then signaled with his hand. They hustled the president out the door and down the alley to the waiting milk truck. As the sliding door was closed behind them and the truck began to move down the street, a needle was plunged into the back of the president’s neck. He was unconscious in seconds.


  The truck worked its way down the next few blocks, making its customary stops, until it came to Peace Park, the end of its route. Then it turned in the direction of its garage. Anyone noting its progress would be able to report that every movement was customary.


  But it never stopped at the garage. It continued into the country, north toward the city of Vac. It turned off the highway long before Vac and proceeded to a farm at the end of a long dirt road. There the truck was driven down into a deep pit that had been hollowed out that night beside the barn.


  As a bulldozer began to fill the pit around the vehicle, the general took it upon himself to eliminate the unfortunate driver of the milk truck. There was always the possibility that he could have been noticed by someone at the plant as a new man when he picked up the truck. As soon as the pit was filled, fresh, steamy cow manure was pushed over the remaining dirt pile. It froze quickly. During the coming days
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