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​To God who gives all good things.

 

“Our help is in the name of the Lord, 

Who made heaven and earth.”

Psalm 124:8

 

To my readers and my behind the scenes team.

Thank you for being part of my good things.


 

 

 

 

 

​18 MINUTES

 

PREQUEL
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The Story

 

What choice can you make with only 18 minutes?

 

Agent Max Thorne is shy and lacks confidence but has never lost any of the high-value detainees he transports … yet. Assigned a daunting new mission, Max must transfer a high-profile banker to a safehouse in Moscow. However, enemies from all sides are determined to free the banker at any cost.

 

With no safehouse, no backup, and no options, Max must make an impossible choice.

 

But can he do it in just 18 minutes?
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Chapter One

 

 

Two Months Ago

FSB Headquarters, Lubyanka Building

Downtown Moscow, Russia

 

FSB operative Maximillian Thornichinovich rushed up the stairs of the FSB headquarters ready for his new, as yet unknown, mission. Ten minutes ago, while he was still driving to work, he had received a cryptic note from his supervisor. It was a brief text message sent to his encrypted agency-issued phone that said: Change of assignment. My office. As soon as you get to HQ. 

So Maxim, as his friends called him, had floored the engine of his brown-gray metallic UAZ Patriot SUV, the vehicle assigned to him by the FSB, Russia’s internal intelligence agency, and had reached the headquarters in half the usual time. He worked as a “transporter,” a transport and escort agent for high-risk transfers of detainees, prisoners, and, occasionally, high-level government officials. He had spent the last three years in this high-paced, adrenaline-fueled position, which had no fixed hours, routine assignments, or regular time off. Maxim could be called at any moment, to transport anyone to any place in Russia. In his years of service, no one had ever escaped from his custody, no matter how hard they’d tried.

The initial assignment was supposed to take him to Podolsk, a small industrial city about an hour’s drive south of Moscow. Maxim and his partner were supposed to pick up a Chechen man, who was suspected of having ties to extremists and terrorist groups operating inside Russia. However, the supervisor’s message had thrown Maxim’s plans up in the air. He couldn’t wait to learn about his new mission.

He reached his supervisor’s floor and made his way toward the office, but the supervisor’s assistant stopped him when he reached the antechamber. She stood up from her desk and said, “Director Yezhov is in a meeting and has requested that no one bother him.”

Maxim nodded and smiled at the middle-aged woman. He had dealt with her in the past, and the tone of her voice left no room for objections. Still, he didn’t want to disappoint his boss. So Maxim pulled out his phone and brought up Yezhov’s message. “The boss asked me to come and see him as soon as I arrived.”

The woman gave him a grin loaded with mischievousness. “I didn’t know they made you executive director…”

Maxim returned a puzzled look. “I … they haven’t…”

“All right, then, since you don’t outrank our boss or the man in the meeting, and he said ‘no interruptions,’ take a seat.”

Maxim tried very hard to keep the upbeat look on his face. “Do you know when they’ll finish?”

“No idea. They’ll be done when they’re done.”

He looked at the black leather sectional sofa and two armchairs across from her desk. He hated doing nothing, so he shrugged. “I’ll come back in a few minutes. They just started, right?”

The assistant nodded. “About five minutes ago.”

“Thanks.” Maxim returned the nod and walked toward the elevator. He had decided to return to his office and work on finalizing the report on his last assignment, transporting three detainees from a safehouse to a new location. There had been rumors of a leak, which had prompted the last-moment move. Thankfully, no one had made any attempt against Maxim’s vehicle, and the detainees were subdued and resigned to their fate. Maxim wasn’t certain if that was because of the charges of “subversion”—a softer kind of crime than terrorism or outright rebellion—or because they knew any resistance was of no use. He didn’t care; as long as they reached the new destination without a problem, his mission was accomplished.

As he walked down the hall toward his office, he passed by the desk of Helena, one of the data analysts working on the same floor. Helena, or Lena as he imagined calling her, was twenty-five, about five years younger than him. She was a petite blonde with a gorgeous smile and great taste in clothes and hairstyles. Her hair flowed down her neck one day, was turned into stunning curls the next, and was arranged in a bun the day after that. Maxim had worked with Lena on a few assignments when he had needed analysis about buildings, routes, or people assigned to the detainees’ transport. But Maxim had never built up the courage to ask her out. She’s way out of my league, he kept telling himself, afraid of her rejection. So he was content to only steal glances whenever they’d pass one another in the halls. One of these days, one of these days… But the day hadn’t arrived yet.

Lena wasn’t in, and he wondered if she had a day off. He shrugged and turned at the kitchen, a few doors down. The strong aroma of coffee filled the space, but when Maxim glanced at the coffee pot, there was only about a finger left, not enough for even half a cup. “Oh, come on, people, how hard is it to be kind?” He shook his head and filled the pot to the maximum twelve-cup level, and began to brew a fresh batch. He waited for a few moments, until he could enjoy the first cup, and made his way to his office on the other side of the floor.

The blinking red light on the fixed-line phone indicated there was at least one message waiting for him. He checked it and smiled as he heard the warm voice of his adoptive mother. She reminded him of the opera performance they were scheduled to enjoy the next evening. His mother also promised that the charming comedy Le Comte d’Ory by Rossini would have him laughing throughout the show. Maxim doubted it, but still smiled. He couldn’t stand operas, ballets, or live theater performances in general. But his mother loved them, so he went along with her.

The second message was from one of his best friends, Sasha. He used to work for the FSB, but, about a year ago, had transferred to the SVR, the Russian foreign intelligence service. They knew each other from childhood, having grown up together in the same neighborhood, in the eastern part of Moscow. Sasha had been the one to encourage Maxim to join the FSB, not only for the badge of status, the symbol of authority and power that it represented. Maxim needed some direction at that time in his life, and Sasha had been there at all times.

When he moved to the SVR, Sasha had hoped he’d be involved in field operations in the role of a covert agent, but he had ended up in a position similar to Maxim’s. Sasha’s message was all business. He had heard about Maxim’s new assignment and wanted to compare notes. How did he hear about this, and what more does he know? Maxim frowned as he sipped his coffee, then dialed Sasha’s office number.

He waited for a long moment, and the phone rang and rang, then came a click and Sasha answered, “Maxim, I didn’t think you’d call…” He sounded distant, and his voice was weak, with background noises that suggested Sasha was in traffic.

“Are you driving?”

“Yes, I’m coming over to the FSB HQ.”

“What for?”

“Our assignment, what else?”

“Our assignment … What is that?”

“You don’t know?”

“No, I haven’t talked to Yezhov yet.”

“Well, in that case, I can’t tell you much—”

“Come on, Sasha. You’re better than that…”

Sasha groaned. “And you know how Yezhov is … He doesn’t like anyone stealing his thunder, and you’re not good at keeping a poker face.”

Maxim nodded. Sasha had worked for Yezhov for a short time while he was at the FSB. Their relationship had gotten worse, since Yezhov had a way of bringing out the worst in people. Sometimes he’d assign or reassign his subordinates to menial tasks or assignments they weren’t trained or prepared for, then use them as scapegoats to cover his own wastefulness and incompetence. He had been a great field agent, but just wasn’t manager material.

So Maxim sighed and said, “Have you talked to him?”

“No, but he talked to my director, who briefed me first thing this morning.”

“Well, you’ve already told me we’re working together—”

“And that’s all I’m going to say. Sorry, Maxim, I just don’t want any trouble…”

Maxim nodded. He understood Sasha’s situation. Plus, they were having a conversation on an open line. Although safe and encrypted, considering he was calling from his FSB headquarters office phone, one could never be certain who might be listening. There were always rumors that calls were routinely monitored, and several FSB employees had been fired or demoted, in part, as a result of their phone conversation “indiscretions.”

Maxim said, “All right, then. Drive safe, and we’ll talk when you get here.”

“Should be in ten, fifteen minutes.”

“See you.”

He placed down the phone and thought about what Sasha hadn’t said. He didn’t sound concerned or excited, so this must be a run-of-the-mill assignment. But why bring in the SVR? If this is a normal transfer of one or a few detainees, why do we need someone from outside the agency? Maxim shrugged, but he had no more time to think about the assignment, because his phone beeped with a text message. It was Yezhov: Meeting’s over. Where are you?!!!

Maxim frowned. He never liked exclamation points, especially when there were three of them in a row and when they were being used by Yezhov. He stood up and dashed through the hall, rushing toward his boss’s office.

As he reached the antechamber, the assistant lowered her glasses to the tip of her nose. She made a tsk-tsk-tsk sound of disapproval and shook her head. “You should have taken a seat.” Her voice dripped with self-satisfaction.

Yes, and you should learn some manners, Maxim thought. Instead, he said, “Is the boss in?”

“Yes, and he’s furious.”

“I gathered that from the message.” Maxim waved his phone at her. “But thanks.” He headed toward the brown wood panel office door.

“You’re welcome.”

Maxim knocked on the door and walked in when Yezhov called for him.

“Good morning, boss,” Maxim said in a sincerely apologetic tone. “Sorry about the wait. I didn’t want to sit there and waste time—”

“Waiting for my orders is never, never a waste of time…” Yezhov’s face was full of wrinkles, and his eyes gave Maxim a harsh gaze. He shook his large head and ran his hand over his thin combed-over gray hair.

Maxim nodded. “I … yes, yes, sir.”

“Sit down.” Yezhov pointed at a brown wooden chair across from his desk of the same color. His office was spacious, but crammed full of metal filing cabinets, and shelves and boxes. “They’re transferring me to a new office, just across the hall. Thus, the mess.” He waved his hand around. “But let’s talk about your new assignment.”

Maxim nodded, but said nothing. He had learned that with Yezhov, the fewer words he said, the better off he was.

Yezhov found a thin manila folder at the top of a pile of documents. “Your initial assignment is scrapped. The police will escort that detainee. You need to focus on this operation.” He tapped the folder, but didn’t hand it over to Maxim.

Maxim nodded.

Yezhov said, “This needs your utmost attention and all your skills. It’s top secret. An extremely high-value detainee. And he’s coming from abroad.”

“Where?”

“London, UK. He’s a banker, a loser who thought he could betray his country.”

“What did he do?”

“Embezzled money. He’s being brought back for trial, to answer for his crimes.” Yezhov’s voice had an almost solemn tone, as if he were the judge rendering a guilty verdict about the banker.

Maxim wanted to ask about the SVR’s involvement in general and Sasha’s participation in this operation in particular, but didn’t want to tip his hand. So he said, “Where do I pick him up?”

“Before we get to that, let me explain something about this operation. Some very important people have an extreme vested interest in this man, this banker. This operation is highly classified, and only a handful of people know about the banker’s arrival.” Yezhov held Maxim’s gaze for a long moment and continued, “However, not everyone’s happy with the banker’s homecoming. He knows a lot of secrets that can bury many people. Some violent opposition is to be expected, but hopefully not before he’s been taken to the safehouse.”

“I understand, sir.”

“I know we have the talent and the resources to handle this in house, but the folks from the SVR insist that we have someone from their agency working with us. SVR agents uncovered the embezzlement, then connected the banker to the missing money. They want the credit.”

“Naturally.”

“But the SVR also wants discretion. Against my better judgment—and I’m certain yours as well—the SVR is dispatching only one agent. He used to work for us and is a good friend of yours. Sasha Nikonov. The two of you will pick up the banker at the Sheremetyevo Airport, then take him to a safehouse. The address and all other details are in the folder.” He slid it across the desk.

Maxim picked it up, but didn’t look at it. He said, “I agree that we need a larger crew. But if the order, your order, is to get this done with just two people, we’ll get it done.”

“You will get it done.” Yezhov pointed his finger at Maxim. “Your job is on the line, along with the reputation of our agency, if this operation goes haywire.”

And yours, of course. Maxim nodded and offered a small smile. “As always, I will do my best.”

“That you’ll do. Now, talk to Nikonov and update him on the assignment. His director should have briefed him already, but we’re the ones that have the files and are the lead on this operation.”

“Right away.”

“We still don’t know the time of the airplane’s arrival. The SVR is keeping things under wraps. Once they call me, I’ll let you know, and you can head to the airport.”

“I’ll do that.”

Yezhov nodded, then waved his hand toward the door. The meeting was over.

When Maxim walked into the antechamber, he flipped open the folder, not only to avoid the sarcastic look of Yezhov’s assistant, but also to begin studying the file. Usually, the first page was a sheet of information about the detainee, along with his picture. The name of the banker was there, but his picture was missing. Maxim heaved a deep sigh as he rounded the corner. No picture of the detainee. Unknown opposition. Rushed preps and just a two-man crew. What else can go wrong?


​ 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Two

 

 

Outside the FSB Headquarters, Lubyanka Building

Downtown Moscow, Russia

 

Maxim walked at a brisk pace toward the meeting point with Sasha, which was a small café on Zlatoustinskiy Bol’shoy Street. It was about ten minutes from the FSB headquarters, which made it the perfect location for those situations in which Maxim didn’t want to run into anyone from the office. Few of his colleagues would venture this far for just a cup of coffee or sandwiches, which, truth be told, were just above average. Besides, winter had arrived in Moscow as it usually did: without a warning and with a vengeance. Maxim was still in denial and was wearing only a white t-shirt, gray cargo pants, and a gray windbreaker. He still wore his black aviator shades even though a thick and depressing grayish layer of clouds had blanketed the city, hovering just above the tip of the skyscrapers. 

When he came to the intersection across from the café, Maxim lowered his sunglasses to the tip of his nose. He had a nose that belonged in a Rembrandt painting, the one that showed Jesus with long flowing hair and a long narrow nose. Unlike Jesus, though, Maximillian had short, clean-cut brown hair. The sharp wind gusts were toying with his hair, so he brushed it back.

Then he fixed the collar of his jacket and glanced at the mirror-like glass of the nearby store, pretending he was window-shopping. In fact, he was checking over his shoulder. He had noticed a couple of men who seemed to be following him as soon as he left the headquarters. He could be mistaken, because this was a busy street. Perhaps they were simply going about their own business, which was taking them in his direction. Or perhaps they were after him, surveillance from the opposition, whoever that might be: the CIA, MI6, or a host of agents from other foreign intelligence agencies operating in Moscow. 

There were two types of surveillance: covert—where the objective was to stealthily follow the subject and gather as much intelligence as possible, like where he was going, what was he doing, or who he was meeting with—and overt—where the objective was to make known their presence and unnerve the subject, spooking them into irrational actions. They might decide to make a phone call, which could be intercepted and monitored, or call in for backup, with damning consequences.

Maxim thought about the possibilities for a long moment. What were the chances that the people who wanted the banker dead were capable of following him minutes after he had received his assignment? His line of work had made Maxim extremely suspicious, “paranoid,” if one asked Sasha or Maxim’s other friends. He didn’t believe in coincidences. As the saying went, Three people can keep a secret, if two of them are dead. If Yezhov was correct in his assessment that powerful people wanted to silence the banker, then, in his own words, Maxim was to expect “violent opposition.” 

But will it start right away? He shrugged. I’ve got to keep my eyes open, as always.

Then he nodded to himself, because in this case, there might be a third option. The FSB operatives were occasionally known to play tricks on transporting agents or other employees they despised, ones who, in the operatives’ eyes, were below them. The operatives—the ones who liked to call themselves “true spies”—would follow an unsuspecting employee and give them a good fright, or cause them to start an avalanche of paperwork reporting false sighting of foreign agents. In turn, this wild goose chase would validate the FSB operatives’ claims that the rest of the agency was “good for nothing.” Of course, none of these allegations were ever proven, but Maxim knew he lived in a world of half-truths, gossip, and rumors.

Maxim didn’t know what to make of the situation. One of the men was still there, about twenty yards behind, staring at his phone and lingering in front of a clothing store. Then he raised his phone and seemed to be taking a picture of the store’s window. He was a young man in his twenties with an anchor beard, and he was wearing a dark blue sports coat and black jeans.

Maxim smiled. This totally smells of FSB jerks. He shrugged and crossed as the traffic lights switched. He didn’t mind anyone from the FSB knowing he was meeting with Sasha. If the operatives or suspicious individuals entered the café, then all bets were off.

Sasha had already arrived, but he must have parked behind the café, since his silver BMW sedan was nowhere in sight. The SVR agent was sitting next to the window, dressed in a black jacket and matching pants. His style was to overdress. People always complained about someone dressed too casually for the occasion, not the other way around, Sasha used to say, and he always carried a tie and a gray jacket in his car, just in case.

Maxim waved at Sasha, then studied the almost empty café. Most of the business had been taken by a Hooters across the street, and a few other eateries around the area. But the eighty-six-year-old man who owned and ran the café couldn’t care less. Operating the business kept him alive.

“Morning, Maxim.” Sasha stood up, and they exchanged a hug, even though they had seen each other just three days ago. The poker game at the house of one of their friends Sunday night had left Maxim’s pockets about 1,000 rubles lighter. It was barely enough to buy him a decent lunch, so he hadn’t minded paying the price to have a great time with the guys. “You look worn-out.”

“I didn’t sleep well last night.” Maxim sat across from Sasha. “Too much gel, my friend.” He gestured at Sasha’s medium-length strawberry blond hair, which he kept in a slicked-back style. At the base of his neck, a few strands had flipped up in rebellious wisps.

“I take after my father. In a few years, I’ll be completely bald. So I do what I can, while I can.”

Maxim’s brown eyes studied Sasha’s clean-shaven face, then glanced at his dark blue eyes, but didn’t find any sign of mischief. Sasha’s voice had rung with true regret. “What do the French say? C’est la vie…”

“What does that mean?”

“That’s life. Things are the way they are…”

Sasha shrugged. “That’s true. On the topic of this … selavi stuff … did you notice the FSB jokers following you?”

“I did, but what if they’re not FSB?”

“Then who?”

“The people who want our target.”

“And they moved on us so fast?”

“Do you find that impossible?”

“No, just very unlikely. Unless they’re well-connected.”

“The banker is extremely well-connected, and has friends in high places.”

“And enemies in even higher ones. Coffee?” Sasha pointed at his empty cup.

“Yes.”

Sasha picked up his cup and gestured with it to the young woman behind the counter. She nodded her understanding, and Sasha said, “How’s your mom?”

“She’s very well, but misses you. When was the last time we went over to her place for supper?”

“I don’t know. A month or so.”

“Yes, so plan for tomorrow night. She’s making borscht and rye bread, then we’re going to the opera, but you can come for just the supper, or just the opera.”

“Oh, opera, enticing.” Sasha dragged out his words, and his voice indicated he was anything but excited. “Tell me more about it.”

Maxim decided to play along. “It’s a comedy by Rossini. Lots of laughs.”

Sasha shook his head and frowned. “I’m more of a tragedy kind of guy. Rossini is not my man.”

Maxim grinned. “Do you even know who he is?”

“Some dead Italian dude who didn’t have to work, had nothing but time, and made music to entertain rich people who didn’t have to work and had nothing but time.”

“Exactly. That sums it up very well. But why can’t you come for supper?”

“I might be out of town for an assignment. Can’t tell you more about it.”

“Oh, I thought you were going out with a girl…”

“No, not yet. After Natalya, I’m taking some time off.”

“Too bad it happened that way.”

“Eh, it’s all right. She wasn’t the right one. And you, have you talked to Helena…”

“She wasn’t in today…”

“What about yesterday? The day before?”

“It’s not the right time, Sasha. One of these days—”

“One of these days, you’ll find out she has a boyfriend, or is engaged to some dimwit, when it could have been you.”

“I don’t know.” Maxim shrugged. “Maybe she’s not the right one…”

“How do you know?” Sasha leaned closer to the table. “Have you asked her out?”

“What if she says ‘no’?”

“Then you’ll know, and you can move on.”

“I’m not sure I want to move on.” Maxim sighed.

The red-headed waitress with tattooed hands and a silver nose-ring walked toward their table, and they ordered black coffee. When she was gone, Sasha said, “What does our assignment file say?”

“Thin on details.” Maxim brought it out of his brown leather briefcase. “Take a look.”

Sasha opened the manila folder. “Where’s the photo?”

“Like I said, thin on details. But we have a name, Rabinovich. He worked as executive manager for UBS Financial Services, a multinational company that operates in over fifty countries.”

Sasha nodded and read from the file in a voice barely above a whisper, “UBS is a multinational company that offers a host of financial transactions for individual and corporate investors, such as securities and commodities brokerage services, and portfolio management products and services. Rabinovich is suspected of defrauding MoscOil…” His voice trailed off. “This guy has signed his death warrant. And the FSB is sending just the two of us?” He shook his head.

Maxim didn’t answer right away. Sasha’s incredulous voice made it clear that he wasn’t expecting an answer. He cursed under his breath, then looked at the waitress bringing their coffees. After a minute’s silence, Sasha sipped from his cup, then said, “My director told me I was to help you and the FSB with a routine pick-up … I had no idea who this guy was, or what he had done.”

Maxim grinned. “Is my little Sasha scared?”

“Stop it. I’m not scared, but I’m also not stupid. We can’t do this on our own. We’ll need reinforcements.”

“We’re not getting them. It’s just the two of us. This is supposed to be discreet.”

“Discreet? The file said he embezzled twenty million dollars from MoscOil, one of the largest oil and gas companies in all of Russia. Do you know who owns MoscOil?”

“Not really. I know that it’s a private company…”

“Right, but these guys, these oligarchs, they didn’t build their companies by playing nice and stressing forgiveness. They’ll come after the banker and everyone who tries to stop them…”

“What are you saying, Sasha?” Maxim gave him a look full of concern.

Sasha sipped his coffee again and shook his head. “I’m not saying I’m deserting you or this mission. I can’t. But we need to be smart here.”

Maxim nodded. “We are, and we will be. We can’t have more people, but we can have more weapons, so that we’re prepared. And we’ll keep our eyes peeled, triple-check everything.”

“Like that slimeball that’s still out there.” Sasha pointed at the man who had been following Maxim.

“I’d pay no attention to him. He’s FSB, trying to play a trick on us.”

Sasha gave Maxim a sideways glance. “Didn’t you just say that we need to triple-check everything?”

“Yes, but you’ve already done that, and so did I…”

Sasha gave Maxim an exaggerated look as if he had said something outlandish. Then Sasha raised both his hands and turned them toward Maxim. “Let me teach you some math, Maxim. One plus one equals two—”

“Don’t be a smart-aleck. It’s a figure of speech. But since you like math, let’s go check again.”

“How?”

“We’ll get in your car and see what happens.”

“I like that.”

Maxim had a sip of his coffee, then looked at the folder. He thought about Rabinovich and what was going through the man’s mind when he thought he could defraud MoscOil and live to enjoy the misappropriated money. Perhaps he wasn’t thinking. Or he was in debt to someone else, or something. Maxim had seen people do even more outlandish things to feed their addictions or hide their vices.

He finished his coffee and said, “Where did you park?”

“At the back.”

“Let’s go through the kitchen.”

“Good plan.”

They walked to the counter and paid for their drinks. Maxim noticed the man moving toward the front entrance of the café. Now, he could no longer see Sasha or Maxim.

The FSB agent began to wonder whether the surveillant was a prankster or a member of the opposition, someone dead set on stopping, or at least following them. Maxim nodded to himself. It makes sense. A reconnaissance mission, to determine our numbers.

He looked at Sasha, who had already entered the kitchen. Loud voices came for a moment, then the sound of a pan—or a pot—slamming against another metal object. When Maxim stepped through the door, he was met by the angry stare of the old man. “This is not right.” He waved his finger in Maxim’s face. “What are you doing here?”

“Running for our lives,” Maxim said. “Sorry, we have to go through here.”

The old man’s fury subsided, but concern lingered in his gray, beady eyes. “Who’s after you?”

“Don’t know.”

“I’ll stop them. No one harms my guests.”

“No, don’t do anything. They will not—”

“I fought the Germans when I was twelve. I’ll take care of them.”

Maxim felt bad for exaggerating and sincerely wished the man outside the café was an FSB operative. “Look,” he said to the old man. “There’s a slight chance he might be one of us, a good guy. So go easy on him. Don’t kill him, okay?”

Maxim’s words startled the old man. “You’re running away from a friend?”

“It’s … I can’t explain it. Just stand there and cook some beans or something.” He ran through the kitchen and toward the back door.

“We don’t serve beans here,” the old man shouted as Maxim bolted through the open entrance.

Sasha had already started the car. “What happened?”

“Nothing, it’s all good now. Go, go, go.”

Sasha shifted into gear and stepped on the gas. The tires squealed, and the BMW shot out of the small parking lot. It almost collided with a van coming from the other direction, but Sasha turned the wheel. The BMW fishtailed and entered the next road, disappearing past a row of vehicles along a small park.

Maxim looked over his shoulder. No vehicles were following them. A few moments passed, and he still kept his head turned around. Then, a blue Audi SUV swung into the road. The driver took the turn a bit too fast. The Audi drifted and almost hit a bench on the sidewalk. The driver regained control of the vehicle, straightened the wheel, and began to gain on Maxim and Sasha.

Maxim looked at Sasha and said, “Bad news. They’re following us.”
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Chapter Three

 

 

Northeast of Zlatoustinskiy Bol’shoy Street

Moscow, Russia

 

“Who are they?” Sasha said.

“Too far to tell. Let’s lose them.”

“What if they’re FSB?”

“What if they’re not?”

“All right. But no shooting, unless we’re fired upon.”

“Got it.”

Maxim pulled out his MP-443 Grach 9mm pistol from the waistband holster on his left side. He cocked the weapon and held it next to his thigh. He hoped the people in the Audi were FSB tricksters, and he wouldn’t have to fire his pistol. He detested writing after-action reports, answering inquiries, and explaining all his actions, instead of being in the field and running operations. However, if the opposition was here to draw blood, they had no idea what was coming their way.

Sasha made a right turn, followed by a left, which brought him onto a wide street. He swung around a city bus, then slowed down and stayed in front of the bus. As expected, the annoyed driver honked the horn. Sasha changed lanes, but kept the same speed as the bus. The maneuver put a few vehicles in between their BMW and the Audi.

Maxim looked at the side mirror, then over his shoulder.

No Audi.

“I think we lost them.” He peered and sat up straighter in his seat. “No, they’re still there.”

“If I can get in front of that truck, they might miss us.” Sasha gestured at a ton-and-a-half flatbed truck up ahead. “Then, we can see who they are.”

Maxim nodded. He liked Sasha’s strategy of not trying to evade surveillance by leading them on a high-speed chase through the city. If these were FSB agents, they’d give up easily. Plus, the license plates would give Maxim and Sasha the information they needed to discover the identity of the surveillance team.

Sasha shifted gears, stepped on the gas, and yanked at the wheel. He drove in front of the bus again, then, before the driver had even reacted to the dangerous maneuver, Sasha sped up and moved into the next lane, in front of the truck. Its driver was a middle-aged woman, and she showed no signs of irritation. She stepped on the brakes, and Sasha slowed down to fit in the flow of traffic.

They came to an intersection just as the traffic lights changed from green to amber. The bus driver stopped alongside the BMW, blocking their view of the next lane. Sasha had to stop as well.

A loud honk came from the back, followed by the sound of screeching tires. The blue Audi SUV rocketed up the third lane and shot through the intersection, then made a sharp left turn. Its driver must have thought the BMW had gone in that direction.

Sasha stepped on the gas, and the BMW went after the SUV.

Maxim was caught by surprise. “What are you doing?”

“Going after them. I saw two men inside.”

“Yes, same here.”

“But I didn’t catch the license plate. Did you?”

“Partially. B21 and something.”

“Yes, insufficient. I’m tired of this game. Let’s catch them red-handed.”

Maxim didn’t like Sasha’s approach, but he wasn’t about to argue with his best friend and partner.

The Audi driver realized the tables had turned, and now they had become the target. The SUV picked up speed and turned right. Its driver miscalculated the distance, and the vehicle’s side hit a traffic sign post. The SUV seemed to be stuck for a moment, but then it zoomed forward and onto a side street.

Sasha hit the brakes before they came to the turn, and followed the Audi. It was now maybe thirty yards away. A large truck was coming from the other direction. The truck was taking up more than its lane, since a motorcycle was parked on the opposite side of the road.

The Audi driver honked, and the truck driver replied with a honk of his own.

“They’re stuck,” Sasha said.

“I hope so.”

He kept the pistol to his side, again hoping he wouldn’t have to use it.

The Audi driver began to accelerate. He moved as far as he could to the left, trusting he could squeeze in between the oncoming truck and the streetlight post on the side of the road.

He was wrong.

The front of the Audi hit the post. The hood flew up and over the Audi, going straight for the BMW.

Sasha swerved, almost on instinct, and the hood missed their car. Then Sasha swerved again, returning into his lane, as the large truck whirled inches away from them.

“Now they’re stuck,” Maxim said.

The Audi was stalled and hadn’t started to move as Sasha parked the BMW behind the Audi SUV. Maxim jumped outside, his pistol aimed at the front passenger. “Get out of the car. Now! Out, out!”

The door opened slowly, and the man who had been following Maxim stepped outside. He held his hands up in the air. His facial expression showed no fear, but rather a sense of embarrassment. “Put that gun away. I’m FSB, just like you.”

“Shut up,” Maxim said. “Get down, down on the ground.”

“Didn’t you hear—”

“I heard you.” Maxim was now a couple of feet away from the man. “And you heard me. On your knees, and hands behind your head.”

Maxim stepped slowly and cautiously around the passenger and disarmed him.

Sasha was already shouting at the driver, and he seemed to follow orders without any objections. A moment later, Sasha brought over the unarmed driver and shoved him so he could kneel next to the passenger. “Who are you?” Maxim said and kept his pistol trained at the man.

“I told you: we work for the FSB.”

“You got ID?”

“Yes, in my pocket.” He tipped his head toward the left side of his sports coat, then began to lower his hand.

“Stop, stop. I’ll check.”

Maxim searched the driver, then the passenger, and found their IDs. They looked just like his and seemed to be genuine. Maxim tossed the IDs in front of the men and said, “Why are you following us?”

The passenger didn’t answer. The driver, who was a few years older than the passenger—considering the grayish two-day stubble covering his face—shook his head and said, “Gentlemen, there has been a serious mistake here. No one was following you.” His voice was calm and steady, and the words sounded rehearsed.

“A mistake?” Maxim lowered his pistol and stood right above the passenger. “You were outside the café. You’ve been following me ever since I left HQ.”

“No, I was … just going for a walk around the area.”

“A walk?”

“Yes. Is that alright with you?”

Sasha’s pistol was still aimed at the driver. “I have no problem with people minding their own business. But when they stick their noses into ours, that’s when I don’t like it.”

The driver shrugged. “Like I said, this is a mistake and—”

Maxim’s phone rang. It was Yezhov. “I’ve got to take this,” he said to Sasha, who nodded.

Maxim walked beyond the FSB agents’ earshot and answered the phone. “This is Maxim…”

“Are you in the office?” Yezhov sounded displeased and impatient.

“No, I’m discussing the assignment with Sasha … I mean Agent Nikonov.”

“Yes, okay, about the assignment. I have an update. The plane will land in an hour. Rush to the airport right away.”

“Got it.”

“And I’m sending you the banker’s photo and the complete file with the landing information and everything else we have. The SVR director just sent them to me.”

“Okay.”

“That’s all. Good luck.”

Maxim pocketed the phone and returned to Sasha. “We have to go.”

“What about them?”

“Do you have handcuffs?”

The driver shook his head. “Hey, no—”

“Shut up.” Sasha waved the pistol at him, then said to Maxim, “Glove compartment.”

“Let’s cuff them to their Audi and call the police. They can sort this out.”

The passenger said, “No, you can’t—”

“Of course I can, and I will. This will teach you not to bother your colleagues,” Sasha said, while Maxim ran to the BMW.

“But we told you—”

“You told me lies, and I’ve had enough. Shut up, just shut your mouth. And stay down.” The driver had started to get up, so Sasha tapped him on the head with the muzzle of his pistol.

Maxim returned in a moment, and they handcuffed the driver and the passenger around the steering wheel. They cursed and swore and threatened Sasha and Maxim, but it was all in vain.

Maxim took the Audi keys, while Sasha called the police and gave them the location of the scene, along with a description of the suspects, who had committed the crime of following two FSB officers. When he was finished, he said, “They’ll be here in five minutes. So, don’t go anywhere, boys.”

“You will pay for this,” the driver said.

Sasha shrugged.

Maxim was already walking to the BMW. “I’ll drive now, since we’re heading to the airport.”

“Package is ready?”

“Arriving in sixty.”

“We can get there in forty.”

“How about thirty?”

Sasha gave Maxim a sideways glance. “You’re pushing your luck.”

“Let’s try it.”

“Sure, just don’t kill us.”

“We’ll go get my SUV at HQ, then straight to the airport.”

Sasha nodded.

Maxim threw the car in reverse. The FSB is out of the way. Now, let’s hope there’s no opposition, at least not right away.

A feeling deep in his gut told him that he was mistaken.
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Chapter Four

 

 

Dmitrovskoye Road

Moscow, Russia

 

As he turned the steering wheel of the brown-gray metallic UAZ Patriot SUV, Maxim’s mind focused on the operation. While it was still just him and Sasha, they now had a photo of the detainee. Or it was supposed to arrive soon. Maxim was checking his phone every thirty seconds, but his boss hadn’t sent it or the complete file yet as he had promised. Maxim shrugged. At least there’s no opposition.

Not yet.

He tried to suppress that thought, but he couldn’t shake the feeling that something was going to go wrong. Yezhov had warned him, but still had only sent a small team. Does he expect, no, want us to fail?

“Maxim, what’s going on?”

Sasha’s voice interrupted Maxim’s deep thinking. He shook his head and drew in a deep breath. “What if this is a set-up?”

“What?”

“Yes, we’re sent in, just the two of us, so that we can fail.”

Sasha took a moment to process the thought. “Do you realize what you’re saying?”

“I do, and I have no evidence for it. But there’s something here that just doesn’t seem to fit. The short notice. The missing intel. Small team.”

“All normal to me. We’ve done such missions in the past.”

“Not when dealing with such high-level detainees.”

“SVR doesn’t want to attract attention.”

“I get that, but still, two more people wasn’t much to ask. We’d be in the same vehicle.”

Sasha shrugged. “It’s what we have, and we’ll get this done.”

“No doubt about it. Just might be tougher than expected.”

“Isn’t it always?”

Maxim nodded. His phone pinged with the arrival of an email. He glanced at the screen. “It’s Yezhov. We got the file.”

“Forward it to me.”

Maxim had begun to tap the phone when it started to ring. “Oh, now the boss wants to talk to me. Yes, this is Maxim…”

“Why are you and Sasha out of control?” Yezhov shouted.

“What? I don’t—”

“What’s there not to understand? You called the police on your colleagues?”

Maxim bit his lip. He wasn’t expecting the word to go around so fast. “They were following us, director, endangering our operation—”

“They say they were on an assignment, looking for a contact, whom they missed because of you.”

Maxim shook his head and gave a look to Sasha, who made a gesture with his hand, indicating that Director Yezhov was crazy. Maxim sighed and said, “Director, at the time it looked like a good idea, but in hindsight—”

“Yes, hindsight, but the damage is done. You should have called their supervisor, checked their story, seen if what they were saying was true. But you wanted to be the tough guy.”

“No, it’s nothing like that—”

“That’s all I have to say now. We’ll discuss this when you return from your assignment. And, for your own sake, don’t mess it up.”

“I won’t, director, I—”

Yezhov hung up on Maxim.

He bit his lip again, this time to stifle some swearing.

Sasha said, “The man has gone mad.”

“Yeah, well, he’s still my boss. He said we should have called the office, not the police.”

“And their boss would have covered for them, or given them an easy way out.”

Maxim slammed his fist against the steering wheel. “This … this is infuriating.”

Sasha placed a hand on Maxim’s shoulder. “Man, have you thought of a transfer? Somewhere a little less frustrating?”

“What, the SVR?”

“Perhaps, if you must … Or another section within FSB, or maybe you can be reassigned to work with another—”

“That wouldn’t look good on my record. I can get along with Yezhov.”

“But can he with you?”

Maxim shrugged. “He needs to show off that he’s the boss. I get it.”

Sasha’s eyes lingered on Maxim’s frustrated face a moment longer. “I can put in a good word for you … if that’s what you need.”

“I’ll let you know. Now, let me forward you those files.”

He sent to Sasha the email received from Yezhov and scrolled through the screen. The PDF file started with a picture of the detainee. Rabinovich was in his late fifties, maybe early sixties. The photo showed him well-groomed, wearing a crisp white shirt, a brown wool vest, and a bowtie. He had a handlebar mustache and goatee and resembled an aristocrat of days gone by.

Maxim shook his head and glanced up ahead. The traffic was smooth with few vehicles and no erratic drivers. He could keep up with just one eye on the windshield. I guess he messed with the wrong guys, he thought as he scrolled through the file. He must have been at a tight spot if this was his only way out… 

MoscOil was supposed to be private, but Maxim knew that nothing was really private in today’s Russia. The company’s executives had close ties to the current government. It was very likely they had pulled strings and had received the assistance of SVR’s operatives in London to nab Rabinovich. Perhaps they played the “treason” card, asserting that Rabinovich was defrauding the country. They wouldn’t be completely wrong, since the Russian national oil company Rosneft owned an eleven percent stake in MoscOil. Yes, Rabinovich sealed his fate when he took this wrong turn… The banker had crossed some extremely powerful people, who had twenty million reasons to get even.

Maxim looked through the windshield, then at Sasha, who said, “This banker, he’s a dead man walking…”

“Yes, and we need to make sure he keeps walking…”

“For how long, though? How much did you read?” He tapped his phone.

“Skimmed through the first couple of pages, but it’s enough…”

“Agreed. We’ve got to be extremely careful.”

“Well, those will be some tense eighteen minutes. The detainee’s transfer will take eighteen minutes, from the tarmac to the safehouse. Provided there’s no interference…”

“Do you really think this will be an in-and-out job, just like that?” The SVR agent snapped his fingers.

“No, but I’m glad it’s a short trip. Imagine if it were an intra-city transfer, taking hours.”

“They would have given us more people.”

“I don’t think so. More weapons maybe.”

Sasha laughed and looked over his shoulder toward the SUV’s trunk. Before leaving the FSB headquarters, they had stashed two AK-105 rifles—the shortened carbine version of the famous AK-47 rifle designed by Mikhail Kalashnikov back in 1947—in case things got out of hand.

Maxim said, “Is someone behind us?”

“Lots of people, but none that we need to worry about.”

Maxim inhaled deeply and stepped on the gas. He tried to relax as the SUV picked up speed. He swerved around a couple of slower-moving vehicles, then zoomed through an intersection just as the lights turned red. He kept his foot on the gas, as if they were on a high-speed chase.

One of the crucial parts of the job of a transporter—Maxim believed the most crucial one—was to know how to drive. Not just aggressive or defensive driving techniques, or advanced tactical maneuvers. It was more important to know the exact timing of when to employ each skill. Reading and interpreting every situation, assessing and deciding when and how to act, those made the difference between a mediocre and a great transporter.

“Do you think you’ll draw them out?” Sasha said.

“What?” Maxim replied absentmindedly, immersed in navigating the heavily-armored SUV.

“The high speed. We’ll see who breaks ranks and follows us.”

Maxim smiled. “That, plus we need to make good time…”

“Just don’t try to break your record.”

About a month ago, Maxim had completed the trip in thirty-seven minutes.

“That was different,” he said. “An emergency, and I was driving a police car.”

“Still. Let’s just get there in one piece.”

“Yes, Mother.”

They drove for the next few minutes in silence, broken by Sasha’s reading relevant excerpts from Rabinovich’s file. Maxim mostly nodded. The more he knew about the case, the more he began to expect a hostile intervention. However, a feeling of calm had engulfed him. Maxim was no longer concerned if the opposition was going to appear. He knew they were going to, and when they did, Maxim and Sasha would be prepared.

He kept glancing over his shoulder, checking the rear-view and the side mirror. Nothing suspicious. His high-speed driving had prompted a few drivers to try to replicate his maneuvers, with limited success. At one point, when Maxim squeezed in between a couple of vans, the right corner of the hood almost clipped the back of the leading van. He tapped on the brakes, then slid to the side and turned the steering wheel. The SUV drifted around the corner and went straight into the path of an oncoming taxi. Maxim didn’t even flinch, but yanked at the wheel. The SUV climbed onto the sidewalk, swerved around a couple of metal benches, then dropped down onto the street.

Sasha let out a nervous laugh. “You’re gonna kill us.”

“Either the SVR work has softened you up, or you have a very short memory. You drove like this only minutes ago…”

“The SVR hasn’t softened me up, and that was different. We were being chased, albeit by juvenile delinquents.”

“I’m just warming up.”

“Right, just don’t have too much fun.”

“What did I say earlier, Mother?”

Sasha shook his head. “That wasn’t funny even the first time you said it…”

Maxim shrugged and eased up on the gas as they came to the merging point with the M-11 Highway. He joined the flow of traffic rushing down the five lanes and drove the regular speed for a moment. Then he turned the wheel, switched to the high-speed lane, and flattened the gas pedal.

The half-unexpected maneuver threw Sasha against the seat. He cursed out loud, while Maxim grinned. “Hold on, brother.”

Sasha’s eyes went to the side mirror. A newer model black Mercedes-Benz sedan was gaining on them, driving in the same lane. “Maxim, check that out.” He gestured with his hand.

“What is it?”

“Someone’s following us.”

Maxim looked at the rear-view mirror, then turned in his seat. The Mercedes was coming up fast behind them. If he wasn’t tailing them, he was in quite a hurry to get to his destination. “Don’t think this is FSB.”

Sasha shook his head. “No. This is about the banker. Someone doesn’t want us to do our job.”

Maxim shrugged. “They’ll be sorely disappointed when they find out they won’t do their job.”
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Chapter Five

 

 

M-11 Highway

Moscow, Russia

 

Sasha had already pulled out his pistol, but Maxim shook his head. “No, we won’t turn this into a gunfight.”

“Unless they fire first…”

“If they start it, we’ll end it. But I don’t want to miss the banker. If we’re disabled, and someone makes an attempt on the banker at the airport…”

Sasha nodded. “Yes. So, what’s the tactic?”

“First, let’s make sure they’re really after us. Once we’re positive, we’ll try to outrun them, and in the process, put them out of action.”

“I like that.”

“Hold on to something.”

“Hit it.”

Maxim switched gears and flattened the gas pedal. The SUV rocketed forward, then Maxim changed lanes. He put a few vehicles between them and the Mercedes and kept accelerating. The tactic was fully formed in his mind, and he was looking for the right moment and the right vehicle before he could execute it. It had to be a large vehicle, a tractor trailer, a bus, or a cement truck, something that could take a little bump.

“There.” Sasha pointed at a tractor trailer about sixty yards in front of them.

Maxim nodded. “That’s perfect.”

The Mercedes pulled up from behind the stream of vehicles. The driver seemed dead set on not losing the target.

Sasha held his pistol over his lap. “Now we know they’re following us.”

Maxim nodded. “Let’s make things harder.”

He weaved his way through traffic. As he passed a small white hatchback, the young woman behind the wheel was startled by the unexpected presence of the twice-as-large SUV coming at her. Maxim was still about a foot away from her, and he was going to go past her and to the front of her vehicle, without making contact.

The woman panicked. She turned the wheel to the left, toward the SUV. For a moment, the hatchback scraped against the side of the SUV. Maxim drove away from the hatchback, but there was nowhere to go. The other side of their armored vehicle sideswiped a van. Its driver lost control and drove into the next lane. The hatchback spun around, and the sedan coming behind it crashed into the hatchback’s side.

Maxim cursed under his breath as he stepped on the brakes and switched lanes. He looked over his shoulder. The Mercedes-Benz driver had swerved around the crash scene and was still behind them. Maxim changed gears, and the SUV shot along the fast lane. They began to gain on the tractor trailer, and when the SUV was almost near the tractor’s cab, Maxim decelerated to match the tractor’s speed.

The Mercedes-Benz had caught up to them and was right behind the SUV.

“Now,” Sasha said.

Maxim hit the gas and swung right in front of the tractor. Its driver was caught by surprise, but only for a moment. The front of the truck hit the back of the SUV.

The collision sent the SUV skidding forward and to the right. Maxim had expected it, so he turned the steering wheel to correct their course.

The tractor’s driver, however, jerked the steering wheel to the left, to avoid crashing again into the back of the SUV. There was a bone-chilling screech of brakes as the tractor trailer’s wheels locked up. The abrupt braking and the high speed caused the tractor trailer to jack-knife. The tractor hit the concrete median, while the trailer swerved like a snake across all the lanes, then rolled onto the side. The trailer was uncoupled from the tractor and blocked all five of the highway lanes.

Maxim had slowed down and was looking toward the flipped-over trailer. He didn’t expect the Mercedes-Benz to appear. Its driver wouldn’t be able to go through the shoulder lane, as the remaining gap was too small for a car to squeeze through. It was barely enough for a couple of men to walk comfortably next to one another. The driver and passengers would have to leave and find another vehicle, and there were no vehicles around.

“They must have crashed into the trailer,” Sasha said.

“It seems so. Let’s go before they start shooting.”

“Do you think they will?”

“I would. The chase is over. What do they have to lose?”

Maxim stepped on the gas and glanced at the rear-view mirror as the trailer grew smaller and smaller.

“We should call this in,” Sasha said.

“I’ll do it. Yezhov won’t like it, but he’ll have to deal with it.”

Sasha shrugged. “We chose the less risky option for our operation and for their lives, whoever they are. Yezhov has no reason to get mad.”

“Does he need a reason to get mad?”

Maxim sighed and dialed Yezhov’s number. When the director picked up, Maxim explained the situation, starting with what had just happened. Yezhov listened patiently for about twenty seconds, before cutting Maxim off. “How did they find you?”

“I’m not certain. They must have followed us, but we didn’t see them until a few minutes ago.”

“Where are you now?”

Maxim looked at a highway sign coming up to the right. “Four and a half ks from the airport.”

“All right, all right. Keep going with the assignment and try not to kill anyone else…”

Maxim wanted to say that not only hadn’t they killed anyone, but they also hadn’t opened fire. The team had simply responded to the escalating situation. A well-calculated response. But Maxim felt Yezhov wasn’t in the mood to argue, and Maxim didn’t want to argue either.

Yezhov said, “I’ll send someone to clear this matter out with the local police. Hopefully, we’ll find out who these people are.”

I doubt they’re still there. “Good idea, sir.”

“Call me once you have the banker in custody. And again, keep a low profile, and don’t kill anyone…”

“I’ll do my best.”

When Maxim had returned the phone to his pocket, Sasha said, “Well, he sounded reasonable enough…”

“Unusually so. Maybe he knows something he’s not telling us, or he understands our position.”

“I think it’s the former.”

“So do I.” Maxim shrugged and looked through the windshield. He steadied his shaking hands and took a series of deep breaths. He leaned on the gas pedal as the SUV sped along the highway.

“Maxim, you’re still so tense…”

“Considering what just happened, it’s normal.”

“Yes, yes, but it’s over now. There won’t be any more interference…”

“How can you be certain?”

“I doubt they’ll try something again.”

Maxim said nothing. Sasha could be right, but Maxim knew that some people were determined to death. He felt there was going to be a new attempt to stop them or to release the banker. He glanced through the windshield, then checked the rear-view mirror. Because of the rolled-over truck, all five lanes were empty.

In a few moments, Maxim slowed down as they neared the yard entrance of Jet Solutions, a private air cargo company that operated out of the airport. Sometimes, as in this case, the company served to transfer detainees wanted by Russian state authorities from Europe back to the motherland and to their looming fate. He looked at Sasha and said, “Do you think there’s more to this story?”

“What, besides the banker’s treason?”

“Yes, what if







































































OPS/EthanJones_18Minutes_200px.jpg





OPS/CoverDesign.jpg





OPS/Website_Jutoh_Banner_Max.jpg
MAX T WE&HRIJ.LE N

JONES

AGENTRISING
AGENTRECRUIT 4}
& MORE





OPS/image1.jpg





