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            Dedication

         
         
            For my newlywed sister, Mary Beirne, and her husband, David. May you have the same amount of joy together as I found with
               Elaine.
            

         

         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Epigraph

         
         
            I do not understand what I do . . . For I have the desire to do what is good, but I cannot carry it out. For I do not do the
               good I want to do, but the evil I do not want to do—this I keep on doing.
            

            —Paul the Apostle in Romans 7:15–19
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            Chapter 1

         
         
            November 2022

            Kherson, Ukraine

         

         The old man looked tired. Not like he’d worked at an auto factory all day, sitting-in-a-La-Z-Boy-after-work tired, but bone-chillingly
            weary. Tired enough for his skin to begin to tighten on his frame from the lack of nutrition, like he was a POW in the Pacific
            campaign of World War II. Tired enough that the old coat that he used to fill was now draping loosely around his shoulders,
            like a child who’d been given an adult garment from a Goodwill store, the bones holding it up as if he were a human coat hanger.
         

         
         Hovering his hands over a small fire buried in the earth of the hut, he said, “How many made it back?”

         
         His deputy, Dishka, broke into a smile and said, “All. All made it back.”

         
         Dishka wasn’t his real name. Nobody used real names in this war—even the ones who had worked together for months. To do otherwise would put their families at risk from the Russian machine. Everyone used a pseudonym. Dishka chose his for the antiaircraft gun that protected the people of Ukraine. 

         
         The old man was known as Perun, the God of War in Slavic mythology. He had penetrated the Russian lines over one hundred times,
            leading to significant attacks—including the destruction of an airfield deep in enemy-held terrain and the main bridge crossing
            the strait from Crimea to Ukraine proper. He was held in high esteem by all the resistance fighters, but anyone could see
            the war was wearing him down.
         

         
         He wasn’t even old by conventional standards, but continual combat had not been kind to his body, his hair thinning and limp,
            his beard unkempt. His eyes were still crystal blue, but the sockets were perpetually darkened, the wrinkles emanating from
            them now deep set as if he’d aged two years for every one that passed.
         

         
         At the ripe age of forty, he had been a store clerk in a small town selling trinkets to the Russians who visited on tourist
            trips from the Crimean Peninsula, coming across after the original invasion of 2014. He didn’t mind selling to them—he had
            to make a living, after all—and then the Russians had hammered through the door for real, shattering everything he knew. No
            “green men,” no hybrid warfare, it was a full-scale invasion with tanks, artillery, and aircraft. They had been repelled in
            Kyiv, but had come in hard in his part of the world, slaughtering everyone in their path. He’d lost his parents, wife, and
            children in the onslaught, and become ensconced behind enemy lines.
         

         
         He could have done like others, choosing to flee into the woods, but he did not. He’d heard President Zelensky say, “I don’t need evacuation. I need ammunition,” and thought, That’s right. That’s what I need, and chose to stay.
         

         
         He’d ingratiated himself with the new Russian occupation, acting if he was just too cowardly to run and supportive of their
            efforts. Helping them when they’d asked, but watching when they weren’t. Waiting on the day to come when he could get retribution.
            Waiting to start the death count. He didn’t know when that day would come, or how, but he knew it would.
         

         
         It had, when he was walking with a friend and they had seen a Russian soldier drunk, the man staggering around in the streets
            of their small town. The friend said, “Let’s kill that fuck.”
         

         
         Perun had been shocked at the utterance, because any sign of disloyalty would bring instant repercussions if it were known,
            and nobody trusted anyone anymore in the lockdown they lived within. Sympathizers were insidious and everywhere.
         

         
         He’d said, “You want to fight them?”

         
         The man, now fearful at what he’d uttered, hesitantly said, “Yes. Yes I do. You?”

         
         Perun gave a wolf grin and said, “Oh yeah. How many others think like us?”

         
         “I don’t know. Let’s go kill that fuck while we have the chance.”

         
         And Perun knew he had a new path in life. One that would help his country. He said, “No. We don’t kill him. We find others
            like us. But slowly. Find them quietly.”
         

         
         In two months, he had a network. In four, he had connections to NATO’s Special Forces, who’d trained them in the dark arts. In five, he was killing Russians. Now, almost a year after he’d begun to kill, he wasn’t sure it ever even mattered. 

         
         Regardless of what they did, the Russians continued on. His small band would make the news, giving some morale boosts to the
            citizens of Ukraine, but they never accomplished what he wanted: the ejection of the Russians from Ukrainian soil.
         

         
         He thought about his family often. The death of everything he loved coming to naught despite one raid after another. He’d
            come to believe that nothing they did mattered. He was losing kids half his age on raids that did little more than poke a
            pinprick in the Russian bear. Yeah, they’d assassinated some important Russian officers and officials, and had made some spectacular
            attacks against the Russian military machine, but the hunt to find them had caused many, many innocent people to be slaughtered.
         

         
         He’d had a growing conviction that anything he did would only bring more sorrow to the people he was trying to protect, and
            that there was only one man who could decide their fate. One person he could eliminate like the generals he’d killed that
            would cause the success he wanted. But that wish was impossible. And then he’d met a man who thought the same way.
         

         
         Only he was a Russian.

         
         Dishka said, “What’s wrong? I told you they all made it back. It was a good hit. Three Russian officers, and all of our men
            made it out. They made the mistake of driving down the same road again. Good intelligence.”
         

         
         Perun gave a weary smile and said, “No, no. It’s good. Sorry. I’m just tired of these little strikes.”

         
         “What? You want to do another airfield hit? I’m game, but they’ve upped their security since the last one. It will be hard. What’s the Ukrainian command think of that idea?” 

         
         Perun rubbed his hands, thinking if he should tell Dishka what he’d been working on. Wondering if it was something he would
            believe.
         

         
         He said, “No. Nothing like that. Bring in the others. Only the leaders. I have to discuss something in a war council. We need
            a decision.”
         

         
         Dishka nodded, unsure of what was being asked, but went to get the others in their band.

         
         They called themselves the Wolves. They had no formal chain of command with the Ukrainian Army, and were just one cell of
            many killing the Russians, but they had proven to be better than most. In fact, the best cell of partisans in the entire theater.
            They would listen to the Ukrainian high command, taking their intelligence and their training, but would only attack what
            they wanted to attack. And now Perun had a mission he wanted to execute, regardless of what the Ukrainians or the West thought.
         

         
         The men filed into the small stone hut, the windows draped with blankets to hide the light, the candles making their faces
            flicker in a macabre glow. They all squatted next to the small fire in the center of the hut, holding their hands out to warm
            them up.
         

         
         Dishka said, “So, what’s up? You said you had a mission?”

         
         Perun looked each of them in the eye and said, “Yes. I have a mission, but this one is purely voluntary. No orders—all volunteers.
            I need people who are committed. People who are prepared to die.”
         

         
         Dishka scoffed and said, “We’re all prepared to die. What’s that mean? You want to go kill Putin or something?”

         
         Perun looked at him, a grin splitting the taut skin of his face, turning his visage into a skull in the flickering light.

         
         “Yes. Yes, that’s exactly what I mean.”

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 2

         
         The head of the Russian state gazed out the window of his mansion, watching the falling snow dance in the glare of the outside
            klieg lights. It gave him comfort. The coming of winter always buried the mistakes of the past, and it would do the same here,
            even if he had to engineer it.
         

         
         Located on Lake Valdai halfway between St. Petersburg and Moscow, the mansion was originally built in 1934 for Joseph Stalin.
            Back then, it was a simple construct, but it has been expanded much since the fall of the Soviet Union, most of it funded
            by oligarchs who wanted the president’s favor. Now a massive compound, it sprawled across the shores of the lake, including
            an indoor spa spanning an entire floor, a helicopter pad, and a separate building encompassing everything from a bowling alley
            to an indoor cinema.
         

         
         Hidden deep in the woods, with nothing of the Moscow cityscape to bother him, every noise muffled by the falling snow, the dacha gave him a sense of calm and was where he always came to relax when he was under pressure. A place where he could come to collect his thoughts without the chattering class of the Kremlin and outside oligarchs rattling in his ears. Only now, the chattering classes were becoming overpowering, even here. 

         
         Everyone was talking about the errant missile strike in Poland, as if he’d planned it. As if he wanted to cause a wider war.
            One missile was now being used to cause fear of his whole endeavor in Ukraine, and it wasn’t even his missile. Those idiots in Ukraine had let one of their Russian S300s go astray and land in Poland. It wasn’t his missile. It was theirs, but all anyone wanted to look at was the country of manufacture.
         

         
         The entire expedition into Ukraine had foiled him at every turn, but he had lived a ruthless life, and understood that victory
            could be leveraged by the very fear he instilled in people, both in Russia and abroad.
         

         
         It was exactly why he’d damaged the Nord Stream pipelines. That had been a controlled attack, precisely because it would send a signal without any actual damage. Neither Nord Stream pipeline
            was pumping gas, so it was just a shot across the bow. A little bit of a brush against the powers facing him, showing his
            ability to affect the conversation on the world stage, but this was something different. A missile strike into Poland—a NATO
            member—would cause significant repercussions, not the least to his own base of power.
         

         
         Only he hadn’t launched that damn missile. Even the United States was now saying that the strike had come from Ukraine, but it didn’t stop the chattering classes. They didn’t care who’d fired the missile; they wanted to know what he would do to prevent another accidental attack. Could he control the outcome of the next strike? Could he prevent NATO forces from engaging full force in his ill-gotten attempt at conquest? 

         
         If he wasn’t careful, the vagaries of war were going to drag him further into its embrace, leaving him vulnerable. Even now,
            the hidden power base of Russia—the oligarchs and competing government structures—were starting to whisper the unthinkable:
            his removal. And that just wouldn’t do.
         

         
         He had decided to protect himself, as only he could.

         
         There was a knock on the door, then Victor Petrov entered the room. The commander of the new Russian National Guard, he had
            previously been the commander of Putin’s personal security service. The man who’d been entrusted with ensuring Putin’s survival,
            which was to say he was a devoted loyalist. A tall man with broad shoulders, he looked the part, with the only thing out of
            place a birthmark that started on his forehead and burrowed into his right eyebrow, like someone had thrown chocolate pudding
            at him, catching the right side of his face.
         

         
         The National Guard was a fairly recent creation. Established in 2016 by presidential decree, it was responsible for all aspects
            of internal security, and as such had consolidated a host of different security organs dedicated to that purpose. It was one
            of the few elements of the defense establishment that Putin directly controlled, and one of the most powerful.
         

         
         Victor approached Putin’s desk hesitantly, unsure of why he’d been summoned. He said, “Sir? You wanted to see me?” As if he’d
            just come across from a different building instead of traveling from Moscow for the meeting.
         

         
         Putin waved to a seat in front of his desk, Victor thinking the chair looked like something from the era of the tsars, full of gold leaf fabric and tall wings. Victor sat down and said, “Is this about the missile strike? Because that has only hardened your support with the people. There is no need to do anything internally. There are a few protests, but if we repress anyone, it will only inflame the masses.” 

         
         Putin said, “Did you see the news reports yesterday in the Western press?”

         
         “Yes, but that missile wasn’t us. They can talk all day, but that wasn’t us, and they know it.”

         
         Putin put his dead, shark eyes on Victor, and Victor felt the danger they represented. Something was coming. He’d been the
            head of Putin’s primary security for years, since he had become prime minister in the early 1990s, and then after he had risen
            to the presidency for the first time. He’d seen what Putin was capable of—had in fact helped Putin on his rise—doing whatever
            it took to protect him both physically, in the form of direct threats, and more artfully, in the form of removing threats
            that weren’t of a physical nature. Which is to say, he had blood on his hands in the service to the presidency. Something
            Putin knew and rewarded.
         

         
         It was precisely why he’d been given the command of the new National Guard, and the responsibility for the internal security
            of the entire country—the largest by landmass in the world, spanning eleven different time zones.
         

         
         Putin said, “We have two distinct threats occurring right now. The West, and those inside my country who wish to see me gone.”

         
         “Sir, I’m telling you, the people don’t care about that Polish strike. In fact, some are hoping it did come from us. There is no fear there.”
         

         
         “I’m not talking about the people. I’m talking about the ones I’ve allowed to make enormous money based on my favor. The ones
            who now think they’re so important they can actually dictate what Russia does. As if they’re more important than my security
            council. They’re making problems, and it’s growing.”
         

         
         Victor smiled and said, “But you’ve handled most of those problems, haven’t you? I think you sent the signal very clearly.”

         
         Since Putin’s invasion of Ukraine, multiple oligarchs who had made disparaging comments about the war had ended up dead, most
            by either “tripping” down a staircase, or “falling” out a window. So many had died that the world press now laughed every
            time it occurred. While the majority found their demise outside the borders of Russia, some had met their end inside the country—which
            had been Victor’s work.
         

         
         “Yes, that’s true, but apparently that signal isn’t being taken to heart. I’m hearing things that concern me, and I’ve come
            up with a way to deter them.”
         

         
         Unsure where the conversation was heading, Victor said, “Sir?”

         
         “You remember the Perimeter system? For our nuclear forces?”

         
         “Yes, sir. The Dead Hand.”

         
         “And you know about the Sarmat 28 missile system, yes?”

         
         “Of course. The largest nuclear missile in the world.” Victor forced a chuckle and said, “The West calls it Satan Two.”

         
         “Yes, they do, and for good reason. They’re afraid of it, as they should be. We have a total of five in silos right now, and I’ve tied them into a new Dead Hand, separate from the old Perimeter system.” 

         
         He opened a drawer and pulled out what looked like a smartphone. He slid it across the desk and said, “I’m giving you an incredible
            responsibility. I’m giving you the ability to destroy the world.”
         

         
         “Sir?”

         
         “You are to become my fourth Horseman. There are three others like you, loyalists to the Russian state. I obviously won’t
            reveal their identities. Each of you controls one of these devices. It works on anything available—the cell network, Wi-Fi,
            or direct with Bluetooth, but I doubt you’ll be close enough for that one.”
         

         
         Feeling a little queasy, Victor said, “I don’t understand.”

         
         Putin turned up the corners of his mouth in what Victor presumed was an attempt at a smile, but it did nothing to show any
            warmth. He said, “Those devices are tethered to a communications relay missile. Should you initiate—from anywhere on the earth—it
            will launch, and will send the override launch codes for the RS-28 missiles. From there, Western Europe and the United States
            will be struck.”
         

         
         Still confused, Victor said, “But that’s what the Dead Hand does. You mean this is a backup? If NATO or anyone else conducts
            a first strike on our country, I’m the backup to retaliate?”
         

         
         “No. This isn’t against a first strike from the West. It’s against the very people who want to take me down.”

         
         Victor shook his head and said, “I still don’t understand.”

         
         Putin leaned forward and said, “You initiate the response if I’m removed from power. If I have a ‘heart attack’ or ‘fall down
            the stairs’ or even if there is a full-on military coup. If I’m dead, you launch.”
         

         
         “Why? Why would I do that?”

         
         Putin leaned back and said, “You won’t have to, and that’s precisely the point. I’m protecting our ability to succeed. Too
            many people are questioning me, and they need to know there is a price to be paid for disloyalty. In this case, if I’m removed
            from power, so is the state of Russia. If they try to kill me, they’ll engender their own demise. I’m calling this system
            the Dead Man’s Hand to distinguish it from the old Perimeter system. The old Dead Hand.”
         

         
         And in that instant, Victor realized how paranoid President Putin had become. He was willing to cause a nuclear holocaust
            over his vain attempt at reestablishing the Soviet Union sphere of influence in Ukraine.
         

         
         He said, “But how will this work? Your internal enemies have to know that the Dead Man’s Hand exists. If they don’t, there
            is no deterrence.”
         

         
         “They know. I’ve spread the word. They know.”

         
         “The West? The United States?”

         
         “No, no, of course not. To let them know would be to show I have a weakness. The only ones who will be told are the idiots
            talking about a regime change here, in the Motherland.”
         

         
         Victor hesitated, then blurted out his final thought. “What if they were to attack? What if NATO were to attack?”

         
         Putin snarled, “Then you initiate. They reap what they sow.”

         
         “But they don’t know the repercussions.”

         
         Putin stood up, glaring, and Victor knew he’d overstepped. He’d seen it many times before when he was but a security man at
            the back of the room. Putin said, “Do you not want to be a Horseman? I have three others who didn’t question my quest for
            Russian dominance. For Russian rejuvenation.”
         

         
         Victor jumped out of the chair himself, assuming the position of attention. He said, “No, sir, of course not. It is a great
            honor. Thank you for your trust.”
         

         
         Putin nodded, then said, “We have served together for a long time. We have seen the worst of the beast, and we both know the
            price for victory. I trust you implicitly, just like the other three. But there is another problem set in motion that only
            you can take care of.”
         

         
         Victor remained at attention, his head pivoting wherever Putin moved. Putin said, “Sit, sit.”

         
         He did so, and Putin said, “I created the National Guard and put you in charge for a reason. I don’t have to go through the
            security council to employ you, and I have a mission for you.”
         

         
         His head spinning over the revelations of the Dead Man’s Hand, Victor had trouble assimilating the words. There was more?

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 3

         
         Victor said, “Yes, sir. Of course. Is there a problem I can solve?”

         
         “Yes. Sweden and Finland are about to gain their bid for inclusion into NATO. I cannot let that happen. I can’t do much about
            Finland, but Sweden has upset our friends in Turkey. They have placed several requirements on Sweden for the extradition of
            Turkish citizens believed to be involved in machinations against the president of Turkey. Sweden has denied that request up
            until now.”
         

         
         Completely outside of his depth now, Victor said, “Yes? So?”

         
         “I believe they’re going to agree to the demands and extradite a Turkish citizen currently held in a Swedish prison. A rabble-rouser
            that Turkey wants. If that happens, it will pave the way for Sweden to join NATO. I need you to stop that. Finland will be
            bad enough, but both together is a disaster.”
         

         
         Incredulous, Victor said, “How? Is there someone here in Russia that I can leverage?”

         
         “No. There is a man who works in the Swedish Ministry of Foreign Affairs. In the Security Policy department. He’s the man who’s negotiating with the Turks. I want him removed from the playing field.” 

         
         “What?”

         
         “If he is killed, it will throw the negotiations into turmoil. Turkey will back off, and Finland will have to go it alone.
            It will create a seed of disruption that we need right now.”
         

         
         “You want me to kill him? Sir—”

         
         Putin interrupted and said, “Yes. I want you to kill him. I have plenty of ‘useful idiots’ burning Qurans and causing trouble
            in Stockholm, but Sweden has forged ahead. Get rid of this man, and it will set them back for months, if not a year. In that
            time, Ukraine will be ours.”
         

         
         Putin slid across a folder, and Victor picked it up, seeing the picture of a forty-something diplomat, along with all the
            requisite targeting information. He didn’t fault the logic, and had no compunction about the action, but he didn’t understand
            why he was being tasked with the mission. It wasn’t his skill set. He did internal control for the Russian state. He didn’t
            do extrajudicial executions in foreign countries.
         

         
         He said, “Sir, I agree, this will help, but I’m not the tool here. The GRU has Unit 29155. That’s what they do. They’ve done
            this very thing all over the world. They’ve killed more people than I can count. I do internal security. We aren’t trained
            to operate outside of Russia.”
         

         
         Putin laced his hands together and said, “Remember when I said we had two threats? One external, in the form of NATO, and
            one internal?”
         

         
         Now starting to sweat, Victor said, “Yes, sir. It’s why I’m a Horseman. I get it. I accept the responsibility. But this isn’t
            that. Sweden isn’t coming for you . . . are they?”
         

         
         Putin put on his Halloween mask smile and said, “No, it isn’t Sweden. It’s the GRU, which is your second mission.”

         
         Dumbfounded, Victor said, “What?”

         
         “I’ve learned that the GRU Unit 29155—the one, as you’ve said, that has been used all over the world to eliminate threats
            to the Russian state—now has an inkling to eliminate me. They’ve formed a little cell called Valkyrie, and they aim to kill me. Which means I can’t trust them for this mission.
            I can’t even trust them to root out the problem. I have no idea who is involved and who is not.”
         

         
         The revelation hammered one more nail into Victor’s world, but it wouldn’t be the last. He stuttered, “Sir . . . sir . . .
            are you sure about this? They’re your most loyal unit.”
         

         
         Putin said, “No, they aren’t. They don’t answer to me. They answer to the security council and the military high command.
            They have lost their way. You are my most loyal unit. You are the one who protects me. And you will protect me again, like you have in the past.”
         

         
         “How do you know this? What is Valkyrie?”

         
         “How I know is irrelevant. As for Valkyrie, it’s named after the mission to assassinate Hitler by the Nazi high command during
            the Great Patriotic War. Can you believe that? They’re using a code name for the assassination of our enemy in World War Two.”
            Putin’s hands balled into fists so hard Victor could see the whites of his knuckles. He said, “This, after I invaded Ukraine
            to get rid of Nazis. It is infuriating.”
         

         
         “Are you sure? Maybe this is Western disinformation.”

         
         “I thought so, too, at first, but it’s not. There are disloyal members of the GRU who want me dead. They’re working with the Ukrainians for this very thing, thinking it will end the war, but it won’t, because I have you.” 

         
         Becoming incensed himself, Victor said, “I cannot believe they would do that. Not from the heart of our intelligence. Russian
            soldiers?”
         

         
         Putin relaxed and said, “That’s the same thing America said when Snowden showed up at our door with his treasure, begging
            for Russian asylum. They couldn’t believe something like that, either, but it happened. Trust me, it’s real. They are out
            there, but unlike that shitweasel Snowden, they have the ability to kill.”
         

         
         “How can I help? I don’t have any inroads into the GRU.”

         
         “I want you to find out who this Valkyrie unit is and eliminate them.”

         
         Victor nodded, his mind adrift, thinking of the other mission he’d been given. He fervently wanted to support his president,
            but the taskings were a little overwhelming for the resources he had at hand.
         

         
         Putin said, “Do you understand?”

         
         Victor focused and said, “You want me to kill a diplomat from Sweden, and also hunt down members of the GRU for attempting
            to assassinate you?”
         

         
         “Yes, that’s it.”

         
         Victor hesitated for a moment, then laid it out. “Sir, I don’t mean any disrespect, but I can’t do that. I don’t have the
            men. I don’t have the skill. I’ll be hunting the very men who excel at this work. I will fail.”
         

         
         “You have always supported me, through our worst times. Remember the FSB fiasco with the apartments? When it was discovered that it was the state who’d killed our own people? You solved that problem. You have the skill.” 

         
         “Sir, that was an internal Russian problem. I could control the men, and I could control the press. I can’t do that for this
            one, inside Sweden. The GRU is formidable, as you well know. They don’t hold the National Guard in high esteem. They’ll be
            on to us from the minute we start to hunt. How will I do this?”
         

         
         “The Valkyrie unit is outside of Russia, and outside of the GRU command. It’s a small cell, and the GRU itself is hunting
            them. They haven’t told me this, of course, because it would cause me to start lopping off heads, but they know they’re out
            there, and are hunting. We don’t know who they are, but we know they exist. I will give you what I can, but you’ll have to
            find them.”
         

         
         Exasperated, feeling impending failure, Victor stood up and blurted out, “How? How am I going to do that? The National Guard
            does internal security work, where we own the monopoly of power. We don’t do external work. How the fuck am I going to do
            this?”
         

         
         Putin glared at him, and Victor immediately calmed down, resuming his seat and saying, “I’m sorry, sir, but it just seems
            too much for my element.”
         

         
         Putin said, “You have the SOBR, right?”

         
         The Special Rapid Response Units—or SOBR—were the special operations teams embedded within each National Guard division, spread
            throughout the Russian state. Half military/half police, they were formed after the creation of the new National Guard, and
            were comparable to United States SWAT teams.
         

         
         “Yes, I do.”

         
         “Well, use them. They have the skill. They just haven’t used what they know with your mandate for internal security. But they
            have the skill.”
         

         
         “They do organized crime and internal security. They don’t do external assassinations. They can’t work outside of the Russian
            state.”
         

         
         “The ones in Kaliningrad do. They’re all ex-Spetsnaz. Every single one. In fact, several of them served in the GRU Unit 29155.
            Their whole point was to conduct unconventional warfare against Poland. You will use them. They may be rusty, but they have
            the skill.”
         

         
         Kaliningrad was a Russian spit of land separated from the Russian state. Sandwiched between Poland and Lithuania on the Baltic
            Sea, with Belarus between it and the Russian Federation, it was an outpost that Putin had used for years to project power.
         

         
         Victor took that in, his head spinning with the revelations of the last thirty minutes, but he saw the possibilities. He said,
            “Yes, you’re right. I’ve always put the best in the Kaliningrad SOBR because of the external threat, and they’re separated
            from Russia, so no one will see them coming. They’re perfect for the Swedish mission, but . . .”
         

         
         “But what?”

         
         “But I don’t think they can ferret out this Valkyrie thing. The GRU will know before we even launch. They are everywhere,
            and if you don’t even control them, how can I attack them?”
         

         
         Putin leaned forward and said, “It may be hard, but it is imperative. Go to the signals intelligence room when you leave here. Tell them I sent you and ask for the Roadrunner team. It’s an air-gapped intelligence cell that’s following the Valkyrie, completely impenetrable from their side. They will give you everything we know, which, honestly, isn’t a lot, but it’s enough to start the hunt. We think there are eight traitors. If you find one, you’ll find the others. I want the head of this Valkyrie cell on my desk within a week.” 

         
         Victor let out a thin chuckle, thinking he was kidding. He said, “I’ll do everything in my power to support you, sir.” He
            then gave out a joke of his own: “Should I tell my men to pack garbage bags for the heads?”
         

         
         He saw the dead, shark eyes staring right at him. “Yes, they should. I want their heads on my desk. I want to see the heads.”

         
         Victor’s smile left his face almost as fast as he left the room.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 4

         
         Daniel Sokolov shut off the four-by-four truck, the world becoming quiet, with nothing but the ticking of the engine reaching
            the cab. The falling snow danced between the branches of the trees in the glow of the headlights, making it hard to see down
            the rutted, muddy lane.
         

         
         The man to his right, Stepan, said, “Might want to kill the lights as well.”

         
         “Not yet. I want them to know we’re here. And that we’re alone.”

         
         Stepan chuckled and said, “Well, we might find out from a quadcopter bomb smashing into us from someone who doesn’t know what
            we’re doing.”
         

         
         Daniel considered, then turned off the lights, the cold from Ukraine starting to seep into the cab of the vehicle. He said,
            “There are more than likely three different observation posts watching us right now. Probably five different reticles on our
            heads. I hope these guys don’t do anything stupid, because I’m sure they believe we have the same.”
         

         
         Stepan said, “Too bad we don’t.”

         
         He said it flippantly, like he was as cool as the snow falling outside, but Daniel heard the strain in his voice. And he honestly felt the same way. They were taking a huge risk meeting the Ukrainian resistance cell called the Wolves, but Daniel was resolute, even as it meant going against the very state he’d sworn to protect. 

         
         A tall, rawboned man with a narrow nose and a pinched mouth, he rarely smiled, hiding the lack of dental work he’d experienced
            as a child, his teeth jagged, growing out of his skull as if each one was hell-bent on a different path, ignoring the DNA
            from his parents.
         

         
         Stepan was his opposite in every way. A short, portly guy with a beard that grew in patches on his face like weeds in a neglected
            yard, he had a good sense of humor, seeing the irony in everything that was Ukraine. Together, they had made a formidable
            team for the GRU, executing targeted operations throughout Europe, back when they believed in what the Federation was trying
            to achieve.
         

         
         Now they weren’t so sure. They still believed in the Russian state, just not the man running it.

         
         Daniel looked at Stepan and said, “We might have some of our own reticles out there, but if they’re here, they’re on our skulls
            as well.”
         

         
         “You think they’re already on to us?”

         
         “I know they’re on to us. I would be by now. They just don’t know the method of delivery, which is why I chose this path. They might
            get our team, but they won’t get the Wolves.”
         

         
         Stepan said, “Well, maybe the Wolves will get us first. Killing a couple of GRU officers would be a great coup for them.”

         
         “It would, but they’re putting in the risk here. Kill us, and they get two unknown intelligence officers. On the other hand, if we kill them, we wipe out one of the most effective resistance organizations in the entire theater. If they show, it’s them taking the bigger risk.” 

         
         Stepan started to reply when they both saw a flickering in the woods. Headlights coming through the snow, strobing against
            the tree trunks. A vehicle approached down the rutted road, then stopped fifty meters away. It did nothing for a moment, then
            the headlights died.
         

         
         Daniel reached for his own headlight switch, saying, “Well, here we go.”

         
         Stepan said, “This place is a perfect ambush zone.”

         
         Daniel flicked the headlights once, twice, three times, saying, “Well, they were a little hesitant to meet at their headquarters.
            And I couldn’t get them to come to ours.”
         

         
         Stepan gave a nervous chuckle, then said, “Too late now anyway.”

         
         They saw the SUV ahead flash three times, the final one staying on. Daniel said, “Show your hands.”

         
         He opened the door, his hands raised, and they slowly walked into the light. Daniel saw the rear doors of the SUV open and
            two men exit, both holding AK-47s with collapsible stocks. They wore ski masks and said not a word, gesturing with their weapons.
            In short order, both he and Stepan were lying facedown on the ground, their bodies being searched for weapons and electronics.
            When none were found, the men yanked the two to their feet, pointing to the open doors in the back of the SUV.
         

         
         Daniel took the left and Stepan the right, taking a seat in the back of the vehicle. Daniel felt a barrel push into the back of his skull from the rear compartment. He glanced at Stepan and saw the same. The man in the front passenger seat said, in Russian, “Do you wish to die tonight?” 

         
         His hands on his knees, keeping them in plain view, Daniel said, “No. Of course not. That’s not why I’m here.”

         
         The man turned around, and Daniel was shocked to see he wasn’t wearing a mask. Or maybe he was, because his skin was stretched
            taut across his cheeks like a movie villain, so strained it looked fake.
         

         
         He said, “Why are you here?”

         
         Daniel said, “I have information for you. Information that you may use to end this war, but I need to know who I’m talking
            with.”
         

         
         The man smiled, his face split into something between mirth and pain. He said, “My name is Perun, and I’m the one you contacted
            on Telegram. I’m here at your request, at great risk to myself and my team. You are within a breath of being killed and left
            here in the woods, so speak up before I lose my patience.”
         

         
         Daniel drew a breath and said, “I want to end this war, and I believe there’s only one way to do that. Remove Putin.”

         
         He expected shock, or at least a draw of a breath. Instead he got, “Yeah, sure. Remove Putin. Why didn’t I think of that?”

         
         Daniel leaned forward, then felt a hand at his neck. He sagged back again and said, “Nobody in my country wants this war.
            Most simply ignore it, but others are fighting the slaughter. The sanctions from the West and the threat of the total destruction
            of Russia are growing. I can’t stand by and let that happen. I don’t want my family to live in a pariah state.”
         

         
         Perun looked out the windshield, seeing the snow fall in the glow of the headlights. He said, “Why should I believe you? What can you offer as proof of what you say?” 

         
         “Honestly, nothing. Except for the fact that I met you here, in Ukraine, on a logging road, without any weapons or help.”

         
         Perun nodded, saying, “There is that. But why should I believe you have the ability? Maybe you’re infatuated with your own
            skill, and yet you can’t really do anything. We have many, many people who show up like that on our side, here in Ukraine.
            People who promise they’re the next Rambo or James Bond, and they end up as just another corpse, only it’s alongside my men.”
         

         
         Daniel took a breath, then said, “They aren’t like me. I’m not pretend. I’m the same man who’s been slaughtering your men
            like clockwork.”
         

         
         Perun returned to him and said, “If what you say is true, I should just kill you and leave you on the side of the road.”

         
         “You do that, and you lose what you really want: the end of this war. I have the infrastructure and intelligence, and I have
            the skill.”
         

         
         “Once again, why should I believe you? I hear bragging like that all the damn time, mostly from my own side.”

         
         Daniel looked at Stepan, then back at Perun. He said, “You’re due to leave here in four days to Denmark for a NATO roundtable on unconventional warfare in Ukraine. It’s a who’s who of NATO special operations, and you’ve been selected to attend as the only indigenous partisan fighter group out of the entire theater. You have seven slots, and you’re supposed to forge relationships that will help you coordinate with more official commands in the fight against Russia. In the fight against me.” 

         
         Daniel saw Perun’s eyes turn to slits. Daniel said, “Is that proof enough for you? If I’d wanted, I could have just blown
            your team up on the way to the train station. I didn’t. I reached out instead.”
         

         
         “Why? Why did you reach out? How do I know this isn’t just a trick to get more intelligence you can use? A larger target set?”

         
         “Look, I’ll be honest here. I have no love for Ukraine, but I do for the Motherland. Putin is going to destroy Russia with
            this cesspool he’s created. You won’t win outright, and neither will he. He’ll bring all of us down with him and his ego.
            You get rid of Putin, and it all ends. The regular army is looking for a reason to leave. The Wagner mercenaries will cheer
            wildly, because they’ve all been let out of prison to fight. They have a pardon whether we win or lose. They know they’re
            all dead if they stay here.”
         

         
         “And what do you propose?”

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 5

         
         
            Laurinburg Airfield, North Carolina

         

         The smell always gets to me. It didn’t matter if I was boarding a commercial airliner or walking up the ramp of a military
            aircraft, when I smelled the exhaust from the jet fuel, my adrenaline rose because my body equates that odor with leaving
            an aircraft in flight. Like Pavlov’s dogs, I start “salivating” underneath my arms, my body instinctively thinking about leaping
            from an aircraft with nothing but a piece of nylon to stop the effects of gravity.
         

         
         In this case, I was in fact leaving an aircraft while in flight, so it fit. I stood with my arms out, letting Knuckles check
            my parachute harness, my eyes on Jennifer across the way, like we were two convicts being searched before being let into the
            penitentiary.
         

         
         Her eyes were wide, the only indication she didn’t like this. Which was odd to me. Jennifer had no fear of heights, at least when she was touching what made the height. I’d seen her scale walls that would scare the most seasoned climber, and that under pressure from someone right behind her attempting to kill her the old-fashioned way—with a gun. She could climb up a ninety-foot piece of plate glass with only spit on her hands for contact, never worrying about the fall, but jumping out of an airplane for some reason scared the hell out of her. 

         
         She gave me a smile, trying to show confidence, but I knew she didn’t have it. That was okay, though, because my team did.
            We could carry her to the opening.
         

         
         Knuckles finished with my rig, then held his own arms out for me to return the favor. I started working my way down the jumpmaster
            checklist, making sure his life-support was good, and he said, “She really hates this shit.”
         

         
         I laughed and said, “Yeah, I don’t get it. But I’ll say this: someone who hates a thing and keeps doing it because it’s a
            part of the job is worth more than some asshole who loves it.”
         

         
         Veep finished with her rig, and then turned to me, because she wasn’t a jumpmaster. I checked his harness out, and he said,
            “She really doesn’t want to do this next evolution.”
         

         
         I looked at him and said, “As in you think she’ll flake out?”

         
         “No. No way. She’s just not comfortable like you and me.”

         
         I looked at Jennifer and saw her eyes open, as if she were in a car crash in slow motion. I nodded at her, giving her a little
            confidence. What we were doing wasn’t that big of a deal, and I wanted her to rely on herself. I knew she had what it took,
            deep inside.
         

         
         Knuckles saw the nod and said, “That’s it? You’re not going to give her any support?”

         
         “She doesn’t need it.”

         
         He shook his head and said, “And I thought you were some sort of leader.”

         
         Before I could stop him, he started walking to Jennifer. I hustled to catch up. He reached her and said, “Hey, you okay?”

         
         She looked at me, afraid to say anything that smacked of fear, and said, “Of course I’m okay. Just another jump.”

         
         But it wasn’t just another jump. This was the big one, prior to the BIG one. Combat equipment, O2, at 30,000 feet. Well, literally 29,999 feet, because the pilots had some sort of bullshit about breaking the 30,000-foot
            limit.
         

         
         She’d been trained on HALO—High Altitude, Low Opening—parachute jumps, as she was a member of my cell, but she’d never liked
            it. And she loathed these rebluing sessions.
         

         
         The military standard for jump proficiency was a free fall every three months. Because we were a far cry from the military,
            we couldn’t do that. We’d settled on once every six months, with a concentrated four days of jump after jump. It wasn’t optimal,
            as I used to jump at least twice a month with full combat gear, but, given what we did, it was the best I could manage.
         

         
         We all notionally belonged to my company, Grolier Recovery Services, which was dedicated to helping universities or governments
            unearth archeological finds around the world. Since most of those places that hadn’t been explored were in lands that had
            a little bit of an authority or terrorism problem, we were often retained to help out with the job.
         

         
         It was a good cover, as Jennifer really knew the world of old shit, and I really knew the world of guns. And, like I said, most of those places were in ungoverned lands. Which meant that terrorists used it just as much as I did, and my company gave the United States access to start hunting them, but in order to do that, we had to maintain proficiency in infiltration techniques, which was why we were here. 

         
         Twice a year, we came to the airport in Laurinburg, North Carolina, to do a “company event,” where everyone from the company
            got a few days of free jumping, as if it were a perk we provided to our “employees.”
         

         
         Roughly thirty minutes outside of Fort Bragg—now known as Fort Liberty, but it’ll always be Bragg to me—and about three hours
            away from Charleston, South Carolina, where my company was based, it was the perfect place. Home to the United States Army’s
            Golden Knights and two different drop zones, with a boneyard of aircraft and a worldwide security contracting company on-site,
            it was the best place to do what we needed, although it had its limitations.
         

         
         Because of our cover, we couldn’t let them see us in full combat gear, with oxygen masks. We were supposed to be just regular
            free-fall people, and so that caused a little bit of an issue when we did our full mission profiles. There was always someone
            watching, be it official military people from the Golden Knights, or just other jumpers filming themselves next to their aircraft.
         

         
         We didn’t officially do true HALO stuff, as we were supposed to be just a company doing a free-fall weekend. Which was accurate the first couple of days, but now, we were going to, which meant we had to conduct the jumpmaster checks outside of the aircraft, in full view of anyone watching before we loaded, then, once inside the aircraft and out of prying eyes, snapping on the equipment that would prove deadly if not handled correctly. 

         
         Knuckles pretended to check out Jennifer’s harness, and said, “You good?”

         
         She said, “I’m always good.”

         
         He said, “That last jump didn’t work out like we wanted. This one will.”

         
         Our last jump had been a Hollywood one, with nothing strapped to us. We’d exited in a circle, all of us holding hands, and
            then had buffeted, breaking up the formation. We weren’t the Golden Knights, that was for sure.
         

         
         The breakup had caused her concern, because, unlike a stone wall she could climb in her sleep, she didn’t own her own fate.
            The other flyers did, and Veep had been the reason for the breakup. He knew it, and honestly didn’t care, because he was like
            a fish in water with a parachute, which is to say, he could have remade the linkup in five seconds if she hadn’t just broken
            off completely and decided to go her own way.
         

         
         And she knew that.

         
         She looked at me and said, “I’m good. Let’s do it.”

         
         Knuckles glanced my way and said, “Maybe we should repeat the last evolution, without the combat gear.”

         
         As the jumpmaster for the mission, he was within his rights, but I knew he wasn’t going to cancel the jump. He was checking
            her.
         

         
         She became incensed and said, “What? Why would we do that? This is the final jump before tonight. We can’t do the night jump without this one.” She looked at him, then me, and said, “You assholes don’t trust me? Is that it? You think I can’t do this?” 

         
         Now I knew where Knuckles was going. Jennifer had a problem with self-doubt, but only until you called her on it. She would
            doubt her ability on anything you asked her to do, right up until she got sick of you underestimating her. Then she became
            what she was.
         

         
         She glared at me and said, “Get in the aircraft.”

         
         I nodded, glad I hadn’t been the one to confront her, and we went to the rear of the Shorts aircraft. A twin-engine plane
            with a ramp at the back, it had been designed by the military to do cargo hauling on unimproved runways, but was now routinely
            used by skydivers as an aircraft of choice for free-fall operations. This one was covered in about twenty-two different shell
            companies, but on call for leasing with my company, and was the one we now used to get jump proficiency for a unit called
            Project Prometheus.
         

         
         Built out of the experiences after 9/11, Project Prometheus was designed to defuse the inherent fight between the intelligence
            agencies and the direct-action units that fought the war on terrorism at the tip of the spear. Fully created to exist outside
            the boundaries of the U.S. Constitution, it was a little bit sensitive, to say the least, which was why we spent so much time
            faking things on this airfield.
         

         
         We boarded the aircraft from the rear ramp, took a seat, and watched it close. I wasn’t averse to jumping, but I’ll tell you, when that sight happens, it always got my adrenaline pumping. The only way I was leaving that aircraft was out the back, in the air. And the only way I would survive was with some piece of cloth strapped to my back. In that sense, I was with Jennifer. 

         
         Now closed from prying eyes, the plane began taxiing, and we began strapping on the combat equipment, starting with putting
            O2 bottles in the sleeves on our harness and cinching a mask to our faces. Ordinarily, the military would require you to pre-breathe
            for thirty minutes prior to a jump greater than 20,000 feet, but we didn’t have that time. I figured a few minutes here or
            there wouldn’t matter.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 6

         
         The plane lifted off with us still strapping on our gear, circling the sky to get up high enough. I went to the cockpit, seeing
            the pilots on oxygen as well. I clicked my radio and said, “Same track. Just a higher profile.”
         

         
         The lead pilot said, “Same thing tonight?”

         
         I said, “Exactly. Same thing tonight.”

         
         The culmination exercise after four days was a night combat equipment, O2 jump above 30,000 feet. After that, we’d be certified for another six months. But honestly, we were cheating. It’s one thing
            to do ten jumps on the same airfield, culminating in a night jump. It’s another to jump blind into a hostile environment,
            but we could only do what we could do.
         

         
         He kept spiraling into the air, and I went back to the team, seeing them snaplink rucksacks to their harnesses. We didn’t prepare any weapons because they would have to be threaded through the parachute harness itself, and weapons just made everything more complicated in today’s world. I didn’t want any questions on the airfield, and their absence didn’t really matter. We weren’t going to do any shooting on the ground, and the weapon wasn’t the enemy on a jump—it was the mask on your face and the rucksack between your legs. 

         
         Jennifer completed her attachment and then stood up, arching her back to make sure she could get stable. I went to her and
            said, “Hey, this is just like the jump before. No issues.”
         

         
         She said, “The jump before, we scissored like a damn wave and then broke apart.”

         
         I laughed and said, “You can fly. I’ve seen you fly. Don’t worry about the group. If it breaks up, do what you know.”

         
         Her eyes were wide, and I could see she was scared. She really didn’t like this. I said, “I’ll catch you if you fall.”
         

         
         And she finally smiled, saying, “You’d better, because this isn’t what I signed up for.”

         
         Knuckles came to me and said, “Check it.”

         
         I did a jumpmaster check on his kit, then turned to Brett, doing the same. When I finished with Brett, he turned to Jennifer
            and did the same, while Knuckles checked out Veep.
         

         
         I heard Brett say, “This thing is not good. I wouldn’t jump it.”

         
         I turned to him, saw his smile, and then saw Jennifer’s eyes yet again. She said, “What’s he talking about?”

         
         Brett said, “I think her breasts are going to cause it to slide with the airflow. She can’t jump it.”

         
         I heard the words, but they had no meaning to me. He was a Marine Force Recon jumpmaster. Breasts? What the hell is he talking about?

         
         Jennifer screwed her eyes up, wondering what he meant as well, and then she realized he was ribbing her. She slapped him on
            the head, causing him to laugh, and I saw he’d broken through her fear.
         

         
         Brett and Jennifer had formed a bond after our last mission, one that I didn’t completely understand, but she trusted him like she trusted me, and his words caused her to relax. Which was exactly what one needed to be upon exiting an aircraft while in flight. 

         
         It was counterintuitive, but when the ramp of an aircraft opens, and your body tenses up, with every nerve and sinew begging
            you not to go forward, you need to tell those same muscles to relax. It was hard to do, but Brett had just managed it with
            Jennifer.
         

         
         We spiraled up into the sky until we reached 25,000 feet, with the pilot shouting through the intercom, “Six minutes!”

         
         The loadmaster gave us the hand signal for six minutes, and the ramp lowered, the sky looking huge, the earth far below. The
            wind raced into the back of the aircraft and we all got ready. I don’t care how many jumps you’ve done as a civilian, doing
            one at 30,000 feet with fifty pounds of dead weight between your legs while wearing an oxygen mask will cause a rise of adrenaline.
         

         
         Knuckles, as the jumpmaster, went to the edge of the ramp and began looking for his indicators. The wind blasting through
            the cargo hold, the men around me, the earth so far away, I felt at home. In my world. I looked at Jennifer and saw the same
            wide eyes that were there before. I winked at her, and she seemed to calm down.
         

         
         Knuckles bounced his hand on the floor with a thumbs-up, and that was it. We were going to exit the aircraft at 30,000 feet.
            Well, if we jumped up a foot on exit, that is.
         

         
         He stood as stoic as a statue, his mask hiding his face, the gear making him look like some image from a Call of Duty poster, and then pointed his hand into the wind.
         

         
         We went out of the back of the aircraft like lemmings, all of us falling forward. I hit the air, stabilized, and immediately
            began looking for my teammates, the ruck between my legs fighting me for control. I saw Jennifer and began moving toward her,
            working my arms and legs like little stabilizers.
         

         
         I reached her at the same time Brett did, both of us trying to get an arm. She remained flat and stable, understanding what
            we were doing. I got her left arm and Brett got her right, and we circled together, falling at 120 miles an hour to the earth.
            I saw something over Brett’s shoulder and recognized Veep flying in like a torpedo.
         

         
         I thought he was going to hit us, but just before that happened, he pulled up short, jerking his arms up and cocking his feet
            until he was floating right beside us. Jennifer released her hand from Brett, and he floated in.
         

         
         We had four. Where was Knuckles?

         
         I checked my altimeter, saw we had at least another thirty seconds, then saw Brett’s eyes go wild. I looked up and saw Knuckles
            right above us, desperately trying to slip away. He came right through the formation in slow motion, breaking us apart, his
            rucksack actually hitting me in the head.
         

         
         We spun apart and I was facing him. I moved forward, touching his hands, and we fell together for about a second. I moved
            my head left and right and broke off, looking for Jennifer. I saw her below me and tucked my arms, turning into a missile.
         

         
         I reached her level, cupped air, and floated to her. She was flying flat and stable, wanting no more of the theatrics. I got to her, took her hands, and got eye contact. I smiled, but she could only see the crinkles of my eyes with the mask. It was enough. 

         
         I saw her eyes crinkle in return, and we floated the rest of the way down. At 4,000 feet I nodded. She returned it. At 3,000 feet
            I let go and spun away. At 2,500 feet I pulled my chute, feeling the satisfying scrunch in my groin from the pull of gravity
            against the canopy.
         

         
         I gained control, cleared my airspace, and circled around, seeing Knuckles’ canopy as the low man and the others behind me.
            I got in the stack as his number two and watched everyone else follow my lead above me. I watched Knuckles land and I released
            my rucksack on its lowering line, hearing it hit the ground. I flared my chute, touching lightly and rotating, the canopy
            falling to earth. I immediately began hiding my oxygen mask and bottles, not wanting anyone to see them, and then ran up to
            Knuckles, saying, “What the hell was that? You SEALs always brag about your ability to jump and you pull that shit?”
         

         
         He was embarrassed and said, “I miscalculated. Sorry.”

         
         I saw he was really upset about the mistake, even though it was not that big of a deal. I massively wanted to give him a going-over
            about it, but realized it was no longer funny. I said, “Well, you’re going to hear about it from Jennifer.”
         

         
         He said, “Yeah, I guess I deserve it.”

         
         We waited on the rest to coalesce around us, with each man giving him a ration of shit on his skill. He took it in stride. Jennifer finally arrived and didn’t say a word, other than “One more done. One more to go.” 

         
         Knuckles looked at her and said, “That’s it? That’s all I get?”

         
         She said, “I’m pretty sure you know you screwed up. No reason for me to hammer that home.”

         
         We stood for a moment in silence, then broke out laughing at his expense. Knuckles smiled, looked at me, and said, “I now
            know why you get to stay with her. As many fuckups as you do on a daily basis, I always wondered how she tolerated it. Turns
            out, she just tolerates fuckups.”
         

         
         We told jokes and swapped lies, getting ready for the final jump of a combat equipment, O2 night release above 30,000 feet. We acted like we didn’t care, but we did, because that sort of thing is just downright scary.
         

         
         We sat on the airfield until the Shorts landed again, and I went to talk to the pilot. Surprisingly, he came out of the cockpit
            to meet me. I said, “Hey, we’re going to get some chow and wait for the sun to set. We’ll be back here in a couple of hours.”
         

         
         He said, “Uh . . . no you won’t. I got a call from Blaisdell. They need you in DC. Right now.”

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 7

         
         
            Kherson, Ukraine

         

         Daniel waited on Perun to start talking again, but he didn’t. He just sat in the front of the SUV like he was waiting on some
            inspiration to find him. The air in the car began to grow cold, the barrel at the back of his neck becoming constricting.
            Finally, Perun said, “Do you know how many people have talked about taking out Putin? Do you think you’re the first?”
         

         
         Daniel said, “No, I understand that, but I’m the only one who isn’t blustering. I can get it done.”

         
         “Then why don’t you just do it?”

         
         Daniel shifted uncomfortably, then said, “There is no way that I can do it alone. It’s why I sought you out. My men are tracked.
            My men are known. I can’t do it without you.”
         

         
         Perun took that in, then said, “Okay, I can see that, but I’ll ask again, what do you propose?”

         
         “You go on your trip to Denmark, and you meet my people there, while you’re at the conference. They will give you passports
            and further instructions. We’ll set you up to eliminate Putin.”
         

         
         Perun scoffed and said, “How? You make it sound like you’re simply asking me to take out the trash. How is it that easy?”

         
         Daniel said, “Look, I don’t know the how yet. I have some ideas. What I do know is the intelligence necessary to take him
            out. I have that. I just haven’t determined the method of attack.”
         

         
         The honesty seemed to placate Perun. He said, “Okay, given what you know, what are you thinking? What are your options?”

         
         Daniel said, “Can you take the gun off the back of my head, so we can talk like professionals?”

         
         Perun waved his hand, and Daniel felt the barrel leave. Perun said, “Okay, so now we’re professionals. What do you propose?”

         
         “Do you remember that Iranian nuclear scientist who was killed by remote control a few years ago?”

         
         Perun laughed and said, “No. A few years ago I was selling tourist trinkets.”

         
         Daniel shook his head and said, “Okay, okay. Point taken. In 2020 the head of the Iranian nuclear program was killed inside
            Iran. The method of the killing was a remote-controlled machine gun utilizing artificial intelligence. Israel literally built
            a robot machine gun that they could control from satellites outside of the country. They emplaced it and then hosed down his
            car on a hairpin turn of a road. Killed him and only him.”
         

         
         “And you have this gun?”

         
         “No, we don’t. Not yet. We have multiple inroads into Israel—you wouldn’t believe how many Russian Jews are there—but we don’t
            have the weapon yet. We’re working on it.”
         

         
         “And so? You want me to start this journey without an endstate?”

         
         “No. We also have some Iranian Shahed 136 drones. The same ones that are being used against your country. We have to get them in place, but they are also worthy of consideration.” 

         
         “Once again, it sounds like you’re pulling at straws for this. Why would I risk the existence of my entire organization?”

         
         “Look, the method of death isn’t that big of a deal. The intelligence to engender the death is the key. For Israel they knew
            exactly where the scientist would be to get the kill, and spent months building up the infrastructure, infiltrating the weapon
            into Iran piece by piece. That’s what I offer. I know where Putin will be.”
         

         
         “You and everyone else knows where he will be. I mean, if I wanted to kill the president of the United States, I’d just say,
            ‘Hit the White House.’ Sounds simple, but executing is very, very hard.”
         

         
         “Yes, you’re correct, except we aren’t going to hit him in Moscow. We’ll use his dacha in the country. He always flees there,
            and it’s perfect for a kill either with the remote machine gun or the drone. It’s isolated. All by itself. It’s not the White
            House.”
         

         
         Perun nodded, thinking. After a moment he said, “So what’s the next step? We just leap off a cliff waiting on you to tell
            us how to kill the man?”
         

         
         “Unfortunately, yes. I’m still trying to work out the specifics. Honestly, it doesn’t really matter either way. You’re going
            to Copenhagen anyway. Just meet with my people there and then make a decision.”
         

         
         “And if I decide it’s not worth it?”

         
         “Then you decide it’s not worth it—but I think you’ll continue. It’s the only way to stop this slaughter. If you remain here, you’ll eventually all be dead.” 

         
         Perun nodded, knowing what Daniel said was true. “Okay, if I do decide to continue, how will we meet in Copenhagen?”

         
         Daniel said, “Your man that searched me took a cell phone. I’ll use that to contact you with further instructions.”

         
         “You want me to take a smartphone provided by the Russian GRU? That is insane.”

         
         “You have a better idea?”

         
         Perun smiled and said, “We think alike.” He nodded at the men in the rear of the vehicle, and a hand reached out over Daniel’s
            shoulder, holding an old-school flip phone. Daniel took it and Perun said, “There is a single number in the contacts list.
            You can use that.”
         

         
         “You now want me to carry a phone from the Wolves? I have the same problem you do. I can’t take this back to my headquarters. I’ll end up
            getting nuked wherever it stops.”
         

         
         Perun laughed and said, “You came to me, not the other way around. I’m not taking your phone, and if you want to continue,
            you’ll take that one.”
         

         
         Daniel considered, then said, “Okay. We must build trust somehow, and if it’s to be me, I guess that’s the risk I take.”

         
         “Good. That’s a
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