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    Prologue

  


  During the Cold War era, the KGB (the former Soviet Union’s equivalent of the CIA) ruled using cutthroat rings of highly trained intelligence operatives. During this period, the Soviet arms count was estimated at over 40,000 nuclear weapons. Due to a variety of serious political and economic issues, the leaders of the Russian, Ukrainian, and Belarusian republics met on December 8, 1991, in Belavezhskaya, Pushcha, to issue a declaration that the Soviet Union was dissolved and replaced by the Commonwealth of Independent States (sometimes referred to as Russia or the Russian Federation). This political revolution exposed the 40,000-plus Soviet nuclear weapons to corrupted black markets, rampant theft, and widespread distribution to terrorist nations. Leading up to the 21st century, the solution to this critical issue was the Strategic Offensive Reduction Treaty (SORT) between the United States and Russia. The SORT treaty stated that Russia would dispose of most of its nuclear weapons to avoid further exploitation and export to terrorist nations, thus illustrating its commitment to world peace. In addition to this arms crisis, the collapse of the Soviet Union included dismantling the KGB, which ceased to exist after November 1991.


  Because of the breakdown of the Soviet Union and its KGB, over 250,000 skilled Soviet spies—strategically planted around the world—suddenly found themselves out of work. However, for many of the displaced agents, it was still business as usual, as many of those unclaimed 250,000 spies were children . . . an enemy invisible to nearly any defense mechanism.


  Chapter 1

  


  “Get in and get out. What do you think this is, some kind of game?” Devin snarled.


  “I just thought—”


  “I do the thinking. All you do is what I say,” Devin coldly replied.


  Garret was silent. He looked into the boss’s cold eyes and saw no understanding, no mercy, and no patience. There was no compassion between the two men.


  “In and out,” was Garret’s meek reply, but it was just an act. There was no fear in Garret’s heart.


  “Take Teams A and F and complete the operation. You will signal Man 3 at 9:15 a.m., enter the facility at 9:18, expedite the operation exactly as planned, and exit at 9:21. Are there any questions, Mr. Garret?”


  The boss’s tone told him there had better not be.


  “No, sir.”


  “Good. Team A will be waiting for you at the designated rendezvous point. The truck will be with them. Nightshade leads Team F at your signal. She already has the keys in her possession. Dismissed.”


  “Yes, sir.” Garret turned to leave.


  “Garret.”


  “Yes?”


  “One more thing. Teams A and F are to be totally oblivious to each other. Is that understood?”


  “Of course, sir.”
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  “Sorry, everyone, the Pulitzer competition is now closed!” Dorian Valentine exclaimed on her way to work. Her exuberant voice drowned out the excited morning DJ who was talking about critical peace talks between the U.S. and the Russian Federation.


  Valentine felt better than she had ever felt in her life. She was immersed in an ultimate mental and spiritual euphoria that flowed through her body like blood. She had awakened at 5:00 that morning filled with anxiety. She felt absolutely on top of the world while eating her breakfast of waffles and eggs. Valentine had smiled the entire time she brushed her teeth. She marinated in her own joyful bliss and couldn’t help but shiver as surges of her happiness tingled down her spine. Not even the sluggish traffic could break her mood. It was a beautiful morning. With the cumulus clouds scattered across the vast baby-blue sky, it looked to be a promising day.


  She wove her giant navy-blue Expedition out of standstill lanes and into any lane she thought was moving an inch faster an hour. She cruised down Baltimore-Washington Parkway and passed the Fort Meade exit at about 30 mph in the congested traffic. The potholes and rough roads across the parkway and its exits did not bother her. She was far too excited. The only thing that was possibly missing from that morning was good sex. Valentine had no husband, no children, and had never been married. She enjoyed life as a single woman and had remained alone in her bed last night.


  The soothing, relaxing rhythm from her favorite song, “Walked Outta Heaven” by Jagged Edge, placed her in a further state of enchantment. She sang out loud to the new hit song even though she didn’t know the words. But it didn’t matter, because Dorian Valentine had walked outta heaven. Not soon enough, it seemed, she was surrounded by the familiar city of Washington, D.C. She was still in a great mood, shouting and singing all the way to the Washington Post, where her status as a reporter had been “ordained,” as she liked to say among close friends.


  She didn’t pay attention to the reports of the critical nuclear arms talks or the president’s momentous upcoming trip to Moscow to discuss the treaty. The collapse of the Soviet Union back in December 1991 had left the Russian Federation with the bulk of the massive Soviet weapons of mass destruction. This Cold War legacy had allowed Russia to retain its nuclear power status even as its economy collapsed. The burden of supporting and validating more than forty thousand nuclear weapons strained the Russian political and economic system. Russia's nuclear and missile capabilities then started to leak outside its borders to treacherous organizations and insurgent governments. This eventually led to the formation of the Moscow-based Strategic Offensive Reductions Treaty (SORT). The SORT called for a severe reduction of all arms between the United States and the Russian Federation. Even to this day, in 2003, the remnants of chemical and biological weapons programs in Russia posed major environmental and proliferation threats worldwide. The SORT had been plastered all over television and radio like the OJ Simpson trial. Even when Valentine turned her television off, she still saw the nuclear arms reduction talks via osmosis. The world finally had a glimmer of hope for world peace from nuclear munitions. If the nuclear arms could be eradicated as outlined in the SORT, the arms would finally stop falling into the hands of terrorist nations and threatening the world’s livelihood.


  As an “ordained” reporter, Valentine considered it her responsibility to let the public know what was really going on—one side was cheating.


  As Valentine pulled into her parking space and shifted the car into park, the reporter on her favorite radio station began to discuss the progress of arms control the Strategic Offensive Reductions Treaty had made.


  The SORT Commission had turned into a powerful committee orchestrating the obliteration of all nuclear armaments worldwide. The Russian prime minister, Epifanii Yuklivitch, an ex-member of the former KGB, led this committee. The SORT Commission was notably the most politically influential organization ever in the way of eliminating nuclear threats worldwide. The majority of the members were from the two most nuclear-armed countries in the world, and if they couldn’t get along, there would be no world peace. If they fought each other hard enough, war would be imminent.


  Valentine checked her beautiful ebony complexion in the rearview mirror as she turned off the ignition. She then pulled up the emergency brake and turned the key back a quarter inch to hear the radio.


  “…and a breakthrough yesterday by the Washington Post puts the Moscow-based Strategic Offensive Reductions Treaty Commission under serious scrutiny as the U.S. takes rapid steps to investigate the facts uncovered by Washington Post reporter Dorian Valentine.”


  Valentine smiled as her name spun off the newscaster’s lips. She loved the sound of her name being called out for the public to hear. She wished she could somehow record this report and play it back for her own ears to savor again and again.


  She remembered the time she spent the day shopping with her niece, Jamey. Valentine came out of the store’s dressing room to find that Jamey was gone. A moment later, her name boomed loudly over the intercom.


  “Dorian Valentine, please come to the front of the store. Dorian Valentine, to the front of the store.” Jamey had opened the boxes of several toys and was playing with them in the aisle, blocking people from getting by.


  “ . . .Valentine has allegedly uncovered the plans for construction of a Russian stealth helicopter with post-nuclear capabilities. The chopper supposedly has the ability to launch a devastating advance strike system from considerable distances and at the speed of light. This new weapons system, having nearly nuclear impact and almost pinpoint accuracy, surely tops any war technology that is openly being constructed in today’s critical defense market. In addition, Prime Minister Epifanii Yuklivitch, with his strong ties within the Russian government and his highly placed connections inside the Russian intelligence hierarchy, is assumed to have known about ‘Operation Black Fox,’ the secret production of this new Russian war machine. As the investigation begins, the free world holds its breath.”


  Why didn’t they say my name again?


  “She’s here,” a man inside a black Thunderbird with deeply tinted windows informed the others through his radio. Agent Steven Price watched as Valentine got out of her car.


  “All right. Make sure she gets in safely,” Albert Plack replied on the same channel inside the building.


  “The roofs have been checked for snipers, and the perimeter has been sealed off to any newcomers,” Price reported.


  “After she is inside, seal off all exits. No one is to leave or enter until I give the word,” Plack instructed.


  “Roger that.”


  Valentine grabbed her purse and made her way inside the building, anticipating applause. She stepped on the elevator and received several congratulations from coworkers on the way to her floor. As she walked past the doors of the elevator, she received a standing ovation, and she welcomed it.


  “Thank you, everyone,” Valentine replied.


  “Dorian, some people are here to see you in the boss’s office,” said Frederick Carson, one of her coworkers.


  “Pulitzer here already?” she asked him, smiling.


  “They’re late,” he shot back with a smile while pretending to check his watch.


  “Good morning, Ms. Valentine,” a stranger in a gray suit said, extending a hand. “Right this way, please.”


  As Valentine shook the stranger’s hand, she noticed the grip was firm and that the smile suddenly faded from the man’s face. He stepped in close and locked his arm in hers. He then started to walk quickly, leading her to the editor in chief’s office and leaving her coworker with a confused grin. As Carson started after the man, a strong hand grabbed his arm tightly.


  Carson looked back to see a decent-sized man in a suit similar to that of the man who had taken his coworker. A serious glance from the man told Carson, “Don’t even think about it.”


  



  Inside the ambulance heading down Connecticut Avenue, there was no empathy. The vehicle was semi-crowded, but everyone inside was mentally focused and prepared for what the operation called for. No fear resided in the vehicle, and though the operatives inside looked like everyday citizens, this assumption could not have been further from the naked truth.


  “All right!” Dennis Garret shouted with authority inside of the ambulance, looking his group—Team A, the superior of the elite—over. “We know the deal. Three minutes. I’ll call the clock through the channel in twenty-second intervals, and A-2 will second it. On my mark, we move.”


  In a separate windowless van parked on a Washington side street, Kalisa Leonilla, known to her team as Nightshade, re-briefed Team F on the operation at hand.


  “All right, take a good look at this picture,” Nightshade instructed, handing a photo to the team’s captain, Zlata Olimpan. Olimpan memorized the picture and passed it along to her teammates. “That is the man we want. Everyone and everything else is expendable.”
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  “What’s going on?” Valentine asked as she was hurriedly escorted into her boss’s office.


  Her escort did not answer.


  She looked around the office and realized her boss was absent. Taking his place were two men with hard looks on their faces, plus the one wrapped around her arm.


  “Leave us for a moment,” one of the men spoke to the ruffian who had wrapped himself around her.


  The escort quickly left, closing the door behind him, and stood sentry outside the office.


  The usually cozy office now seemed like a dungeon—cold and unfriendly. Dorian Valentine stood erect, not intimidated by the situation at hand. She had been around men all her life, from her four brothers to her two boyfriends to the daily work environment at the Washington Post.


  “What’s the meaning of this?” she asked adamantly. “Who do you think you are, putting your hands on me? I ought to pick up the phone and call my lawyer right now. You’d better start explaining some things before you encounter some serious problems.”


  “Sit down, Dorian,” one of the men said.


  “I’m fine standing.”


  “Very well then,” was the reply.


  Valentine suspected the men already considered themselves greater than her because of her gender. The way they spoke and the way they looked betrayed their chauvinism. Their body language spoke louder than words. Then there was race to consider—two white males to one black female. If she sat down while they stood, they might feel like the president.


  “Who are you?” Valentine asked.


  “I think we’ll ask the questions here, Ms. Valentine,” one of the men replied.


  “Really,” Valentine asked, wide-eyed with a sarcastic twist. She was taken aback by the man’s arrogance. She looked him up and down, and then she decided to give his self-confidence a small test. Anybody can talk down to a woman in front of his buddies. She looked down at his spotless shoes for several moments without speaking. Sure enough, the arrogant man looked down at his shoes. While trying to be discreet, he studied them intensely before looking up.


  “Ms. Valentine, we are from the CIA,” he continued.


  Valentine made a freakish disgusted face while still looking down at the man’s shoes.


  The man then stopped talking and looked down at his shoes without trying to be incognito. He checked the left and right sides of both shoes while Valentine kept the same twisted look on her face.


  Finally satisfied, she took her eyes off his shoes and looked up. “I’m sorry, what were you saying?” You insecure prick. Gotcha.


  “I am the Deputy Director of Intelligence, and this is Franklin Turner from the Public and Agency Information Department.” You think you’re funny don’t you?


  “What is this all about?” You still didn’t tell me your name, Arrogant. Valentine looked the two men over carefully. Franklin hadn’t said a word yet, but he looked like he hadn’t come down here for chitchat. Franklin looked to be in his late forties. He had some gray hair he was not trying to hide and wore an ugly tie that attempted to complement his navy-blue suit. His skin had no wrinkles, and it looked like he hadn’t really lived a hard life. Neither of the men’s suits had wrinkles, but Valentine could tell both men had taken a trip to be there.


  Mr. Arrogant looked to be in his late fifties. He had more gray hair than Franklin, and he had bags under his eyes even though he was wide awake. He had a saggy face like her varsity basketball coach in high school. His tie was better than Frankie’s, but she didn’t like either man. She looked at the small, funny-looking antenna on her boss’s desk, then realized it was one of those electronic scramblers that made sure no one was listening in who wasn’t supposed to…but she wasn’t supposed to know that.


  “This is about the article you wrote that is printed in this morning’s paper,” Arrogant stated. “I’m sure you know you’ve created absolute congressional pandemonium.”


  “Just doing my job—and what was your name?”


  “Albert Plack, Deputy Director of Intelligence.”


  “You said your position already.” Was he restating his position to gain some psychological advantage over me?


  Valentine had already learned that a title meant nothing.


  “Anyway, I’m sure you know the article written this morning is quite significant, considering the Strategic Offensive Reductions Treaty with our president and Russia’s Prime Minister.”


  “I am aware of the talks, Mr. Plack, and that’s all it is to me, just talk.”


  “Your personal opinions are irrelevant in this matter. You have absolutely no idea what you have done. For us to try and rectify this situation, we need some things from you. Number one, we want to know your source for this article.”


  “You know I don’t have to do that. I know my rights as a reporter.”


  “Number two, we want the plans you supposedly have possession of for the helicopter.”


  “There is no ‘supposedly’ about it. The plans exist.” Damn, spoke too soon.


  “Three, we want your full cooperation in verifying the actual production of the chopper, if it has passed the planning stage.”


  “The helicopter has indeed passed the planning stage and is already being constructed,” Valentine replied. “I wouldn’t have broken the story if I didn’t have evidence. Nor would the editor in chief permit the story to be printed if sufficient evidence had not been furnished. This is the Washington Post, not the National Inquisitor, Mr. Plack.”


  “Where, exactly, might Operation Black Fox be taking place, Ms. Valentine?” Plack asked.


  “You’re Deputy Director of Intelligence. You tell me,” Valentine responded.


  “Do you know who you’re talking to?” Plack asked.


  “Albert Plack, Deputy Director of Intelligence.”


  Franklin Turner wanted to laugh out loud but, out of respect, hardly flinched. Valentine noticed it.
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  Garret’s synchronized watch read 9:15 a.m. “Man 3, move. Team F follows.”
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  “Look, you two come in here looking like the Men in Black and make demands like—”


  Turner cut in. “Hold on. Look, Dorian, I’d really appreciate your help in this matter. This is a serious issue, and the public is eating it up. Relations between the Russian Federation and the United States are shattered until we can get to the bottom of this Operation Black Fox issue. I need to know exactly what you know. I don’t care where you got it. I need the plans and some kind of proof that the helicopter is actually being constructed. I need a picture, a witness, and a location, something concrete to go on. This is a matter of national security, and your safety might very well be in danger. If you help us, we can help you. Do we have a deal?”


  Valentine liked Frankie. His tie looked a little better now. “I’ll help you as much as I can without revealing my source.”


  “Excellent. First order, where are the helicopter plans?”


  “The same place everything of value is kept in heavy news-breaking articles such as this one; in the—”


   Valentine was cut off by the sounds of terrified screams coming from outside.


  “Get down!” Turner yelled to Valentine. Plack drew his piece.


  Automatic gunfire was heard over the screams, followed by shattering glass and chaos.


  In the back of the Washington Post building, a university hospital ambulance backed into the service entrance. In four seconds, Team A was inside the building, suited in Washington, D.C. police uniforms. Every one of them had memorized the public record blueprints of the Washington Post building. This allowed them to maneuver toward their destinations without arousing suspicion. All four men sprinted rapidly around corners and through corridors with ease, as if they were in their own homes.


  “Police business!” yelled Vladimir Yakof, otherwise known as A-2. He flashed a badge at any curious passersby.


  Iake Tatomir, also called A-5, stopped as planned in one of the side corridors, to prevent service staff or any nosy reporters from following his team.


  All members of the elite Team A were men—five of the world’s best-kept secrets, groomed since youth in the most advanced training grounds available. Three of them did not stop sprinting for even a second. The fifth one, the leader, had been given a separate, solo agenda this round.


  “Twenty,” Garret muttered in the tiny microphone latched into his right sleeve. The transmitter on his left sleeve was channeled to a frequency that, other than Nightshade, only Team A would pick up.


  A-2 heard the clock through his earpiece and, as briefed, repeated the count for the team, “Twenty!”


  Upstairs in the main area, Nightshade squeezed off 22 rounds per second around the room with a new highly advanced, fully automatic rifle, the TH-7000.


  “Everyone get your heads down!” Zlata Olimpan yelled.


  Reporters scrambled to the floor like children playing hide-and-seek. All of Team F wore deep-black combat uniforms. Their head coverings consisted of protective plastic masks that matched their black combat boots. The masks resembled gas masks but served far more than one purpose, as they were equipped with several functions. They looked odd, like the heads of fierce, giant insects. Each team member moved quickly and with precision, all the while unceasingly scanning the environment.


  Nightshade squeezed off more shots as smoking shells poured out of the weapon.


  “Twenty!” Olimpan yelled. “If I see anyone move, they will die!” She raised two large, unique-looking, handheld, fully automatic pistols and shot around the room. Though Olimpan did not take her hands off either trigger, the bullets came out in loud bursts. “Ratatattat . . . ratatattat.”


  Oleg Lugor, or Man 3 for this mission, sprinted up the stairs to the roof with a long duffel bag. Like the rest of his team, he was dressed as a police officer. He hadn’t expected to see anyone, but there was an agent on the roof. What the agent was doing, Lugor didn’t know, nor did he care.


  The agent yelled, “This is a restricted area, officer! You’re going to have to go back down from here—now!”


  Lugor yelled back, “Quick, come down here! There’s some shooting downstairs in the main room!”


  The agent began to run down the steps, and Lugor stepped aside to let him go through the door first. When the agent reached the third step from the bottom, Lugor leaped off the steps and curled himself into a ball in midair, feet facing forward. While still in the air, he quickly extended his legs and slammed both feet into the agent’s back.


  His mind flashed back for an instant to his defensive drill instructor, Sergeant Kiev. “Make every blow count,” Kiev had shouted at the nine-year-old Lugor as his young body wrestled a ferocious pit bull. Blood had been everywhere, and his adrenalin pumped so hard that he couldn’t tell whether the blood was his or the animal’s. He had become used to blood by that time. It was like seeing water.


  The agent’s back cracked from the blow as he crashed into the wall. Before he could put his hands out to stop the impact, his skull had cracked against the wall. The agent crumpled to the ground as crimson fluid rapidly oozed from his nose, mouth, and head.


  Lugor stooped over him and, with both hands, snapped his neck. In three strides, Lugor was back up on the roof.


  Lugor closed his eyes, opened his long sack, and pulled out a TH–7000. With his eyes still closed, he set up the weapon on its tripod. Continuing self-blinded, he screwed on the sights and slid in the magazine.


  “Forty,” Garret muttered to his wrist.


  “Forty!” A-2 repeated to Team A.


  “Forty!” Olimpan repeated for Team F.


  “Man 3, report status,” Garret said.


  “Man 3 in position. Repeat, bird tower secure.”


  Impressive, Garret thought. Forty seconds.


  Team A approached the vault and activated plastic explosives. After five seconds, the door was opened and all four men began tearing everything apart, searching.


  Upstairs, Nightshade held several hostages and felt pity for those on Team F who were looking for the man in the photo shown during the briefing. The man in the photo was an American who had died over a decade ago.


   “I know there are federal agents in this building!” Olimpan shouted. “If one of you even attempts to get a promotion this morning, you will die, as will three hostages for each attempt. Don’t try us!”


  Olimpan sprayed more shots out of her Rex-329 fully automatic pistols. Everyone hugged the floor and covered their heads.


  “Sixty!” she yelled as the slide from both of her pistols remained positioned back, signaling both guns were empty.


  As Olimpan attempted to slide another cartridge into her gun, a man tackled her. She went flying into a wooden desk, scattering papers everywhere. She grunted as the man attempted to wrestle the gun from her. Olimpan let the man roll on top of her and, with her legs, raised his body as far away from herself as she could.


  Without a word, Nightshade pointed her automatic rifle at the hero and squeezed the trigger once. The TH-7000 automatic rifle emitted a loud, high-pitched squeal and a bright light as eleven rounds drove themselves into the man's body in half a second. The man contorted in pain as Olimpan quickly rolled him off of her and onto the floor.


  “That was very stupid, hero,” she said, watching him die.


  Garret turned up his police radio frequency to hear how much time he had.


  There had been several reports of shots fired, yet so far, only three or four units had been dispatched. With Lugor up there, that was cake.


  “Team A, report,” Garret instructed.


  “Negative,” was the reply.


  “One hundred,” Garret informed the operatives.


  



  Dorian Valentine huddled behind the desk in her boss’s office. Franklin Turner and Albert Plack crept to either side of the door with their pistols drawn and ready. Plack counted to three, opened the door, and started blasting. One of his bullets grazed Nightshade’s bulletproof armor. The impact knocked her off balance and into a desk, then onto the floor. Team F stopped looking for the target and started firing at Plack. Nightshade recovered almost instantly and quickly executed three hostages as promised for Plack's interference.


  “Okay, I surrender!” Plack shouted. “Stop killing innocent people!”


  Nightshade silenced Plack with the TH-7000.


  “One twenty!” Olimpan reported.


  Outside, sirens were heard close by. From his position, Lugor could see all four units coming to save the day.


  “Here comes the cavalry,” he mumbled to himself as he got out his second tripod. Closing his eyes again for another challenge, he set up his newly developed dual-cannon missile launcher in twenty seconds.


  “One forty,” Garret informed both teams.


  “Man 3 to Iceman,” Lugor called to Garret through his wrist radio.


  “I read, Man 3. Proceed.”


  “I see four approaching units,” Lugor said, looking through his Hawk LX2, a pair of giant, high-tech binoculars. Lugor appreciated how advanced they were but did not like their dreary pine-green color, nor did he like that he was almost forced to hold them with both hands because of their irregular, gargantuan size. What he did like was that with these binoculars, he could record, save, alter, and play back what he saw, as well as upload the images to a computer. With his index finger, he pressed the T-sights button. As his finger pressed the button, the image zoomed in on the lead car. During the next second, with his middle finger, he depressed the Clean button, which clarified the image. Even though the vehicle was six blocks away, the view of the two drivers in the lead car was suddenly, right before Lugor’s eyes, crystal clear.


  “Lead car, two Caucasian males, about six blocks away. Estimated time of arrival: one minute.”


  “Proceed as planned. Operate in Code Blue,” Garret instructed.


  “Copy, Iceman.”


  In so many words, Code Blue meant to use the dual-cannon Eagle HSK-9500 anti-tank rocket launcher. Lugor already had it set up on the tripod. One of the most advanced armor-piercing weapons in existence around the world was at his fingertips.


  “One sixty,” Garret stated.


  “One sixty!” Yakof informed Team A.


  “One sixty!” Olimpan informed Team F.


  “Team A, report status.”


  “Negative,” Yakof replied.


  What the hell is taking so long? Garret wondered from inside the van.


  “Iceman to Nightshade, I need more time,” Garret informed Nightshade. Things were taking longer than expected.


  “Copy,” Nightshade replied to Garret.


  “Team F, Code Blue,” Garret instructed Team F.


  In response, Team F removed the gas bombs from their combat uniforms and activated them. The room was soon filled with thick green smoke.


  “Dorian Valentine!” Nightshade called out as the smoke continued to spread. She had an electronic audio voice tuner in the mouthpiece of her mask, as did Olimpan. Her voice sounded raspy and inhuman, but nevertheless, untraceable indeed. Nightshade shifted her TH-7000 to her side by rotating her right arm and allowed the rifle strap to bear the weight of the high-powered automatic weapon. She then pulled out a small odd-looking pistol, a Vig-6.


  Valentine heard her name called but remained still, cradling herself behind the office desk.


  “Dorian Valentine!” Nightshade repeated while activating the smoke vision function on her mask. She could now see through the green smoke. She saw no movement.


  “Dorian Valentine!”


  Under normal circumstances, Valentine loved to hear her name called out to the public, but she now prayed not to hear it again.


  Nightshade walked through the thick smoke, past the choking workers gasping for air, and stepped into the office, which was only partially infiltrated by the smoke. With her goggles on, Nightshade’s peripheral vision was impaired as she entered the office. Before she saw him crouched beside the doorway, Franklin Turner tossed himself upon her.


  Nightshade did not scream. Garret could not hear the struggle going on in the room, as the CIA’s electronic scrambler was still activated. After a moment, Garret realized he no longer heard Nightshade calling out Valentine’s name.


  “F-4, check on Nightshade and neutralize any resistance she has encountered.”


  Hearing his code, Aleksander Straz made his way through the crowd toward the office and saw Nightshade standing over Frank Turner’s dead body with the Vig-6 in hand. Though Turner had let out no scream and there was no blood, Nightshade did not bother to check his pulse. She knew he was no longer among the living.


  “Counter neutralized,” F-4 reported.


  “One eighty,” Garret announced.


  “One eighty!” Yakof informed Team A.


  “One eighty!” Olimpan informed Team F.


  “Team A, report status.”


  “Negative, Iceman.”


  “Man 3, report,” Garret said.


  “Lead car approximately twenty seconds from perimeter,” Lugor reported.


  “Dorian Valentine!” Nightshade called out once again.


  “The egg is captured,” Yakof reported through his wrist. “Repeat. The operation is now positive.”


  “Team A, the operation is now positive. Man 3, stay in position,” Garret directed.


  



  “Dorian Valentine!” Nightshade repeated.


  Valentine couldn’t hold it any more. The gas had seared her lungs far beyond the point any human could tolerate. Although closed, her eyes burned as if they were on fire. She gasped loudly for air behind the desk, and when she opened her eyes, Nightshade was standing above her with the Vig-6.


  “Dorian Valentine, please stand up.”


  Valentine slowly got to her feet. It was her final mistake. Nightshade looked Valentine in the eye and fired the Vig-6 without hesitation. Valentine suddenly felt a painful, electrifying sensation throughout her body. She died instantly, before her mind could fully process the agony.


  



  “Two hundred,” Garret reported.


  “Two hundred!” Yakof informed Team A.


  “Two hundred!” Olimpan informed Team F.


  “Team A, report status.”


  “Coming home, Iceman,” Yakof replied.


  “Man 3, report.”


  “Lead car approaching perimeter with a tail. Other two units about 120 seconds from perimeter,” Lugor reported.


  “Neutralize the lead two cars and come home. You have 60 seconds.”


  Too much time, Lugor thought. I need a challenge.


  “Nightshade, report.”


  “Target is eliminated. I’m coming home,” she replied.


  Lugor peered through the scope of his HSK-9500. He locked the rocket in the left cannon on the lead car and then locked the right rocket on its tail. In a moment, both sensors flashed green, indicating each heat source was locked on. He looked behind himself every ten seconds, while remembering the words of Sergeant Kiev: Always remember to check six. What’s behind you could change significantly in six seconds with no sound. Ears are clumsy. Eyes work better in open area daylight.


  Lugor pulled the extension back, pulled the left and right latches back, and then pressed the fire panel, simultaneously firing both rockets. They cruised through the air at over 800 mph, twisting and leaving a trail of white smoke as they raced toward their unsuspecting targets. While the rockets soared toward the vehicles, Lugor was busy taking the tripods down and putting his arsenal away.


  Kaboom! The rocket launched from the left cannon hit the lead car. The first explosion covered up the second one moderately, creating a big cloud of orange and black. The two cars following behind the targets saw the explosion and screeched to a halt. After witnessing his handiwork, Lugor finished packing up and headed downstairs.


  “Two twenty,” Garret reported.


  “Two twenty!” Yakof informed Team A.


  “Two twenty!” Olimpan informed Team F.


  Team A, with the exception of Man 3, jumped into the van and stripped off their uniforms. A moment later, Nightshade stepped inside and removed her mask and goggles. A-2 handed the helicopter plans to Garret, who promptly examined them.


  “It can’t be,” Garret whispered to no one in particular, looking at the plans.


  “What’s the problem?” Nightshade asked.


  “It’s the AVLIS prototype,” Garret mumbled. “God help us all.”


  “The what?” Nightshade asked. “And you know I don’t believe in God.”


  “This is serious Doomsday business. Way beyond Hiroshima.”


  “Sounds major. Where is Oleg?” Nightshade asked.


  “Man 3 is on his way,” Garret answered, observing pieces of squad car raining down from the sky. “Are you sure you got the right person?”


  “I said ‘Dorian Valentine, stand up,’ and she stood up. If she had only known that I had no idea what she looked like, she might still be around,” Nightshade replied.


  “What did she look like?” Garret inquired.


  “Black woman, mid-thirties, not very tall. Some might call her pretty, others might not.”


  “We should have taken her,” Garret muttered.


  “Why didn’t we?” Nightshade inquired.


  “Devin wouldn’t allow it.”


  “You know that we’re behind schedule,” she reminded him.


  “It took an eon to find the plans,” Garret responded, looking at his watch. “Two forty,” he informed Olimpan.


  Lugor hurried back to the truck. Though he didn’t need assistance, Vladimir Yakof and Demitri Liutoboets pulled him inside.


  “Move in 20 seconds,” Garret instructed Olimpan while pulling off. He flicked the ambulance sirens on, maneuvered away from the two car skeletons, and pulled out and onto the city street. A moment later, he instructed Team F to exit.


  In response, Team F activated another can of gas. This time, instead of green, the smoke was thick, black, and blinding. Under cover, Team F evacuated using the stairwell. The last one out, Aleksander Straz secured the escape by making sure there were no followers.


  Garret sped down Massachusetts Avenue and merged off the New York Avenue ramp onto Interstate 395, heading toward the pick-up vehicle. Team A and Nightshade had changed clothes and were now looking like typical members of the American working class. Garret had picked the outfits himself and gone over them many times to make sure nothing was missing, like dress socks, ties, or anything that, if missing, would draw attention to them.


  Rush hour was pretty much over. In the opposite direction toward D.C., it was still going on. They were covering pretty good distance. The speed limit was a meager 65 miles an hour, but Garret kept it steady at 75, keeping pace with the flow of traffic. Sixty-five miles an hour was like standing still. He knew a lot of the slower speed limits were set to affect gas consumption more than for safety reasons, but Garret did not break the flow of traffic. An ambulance already attracted enough attention.


  



  Team F evacuated the building by going down into the receiving area, where they hopped into the back of a waiting garbage truck. The truck took off immediately and headed toward the rendezvous vehicle.


  “All right.” Garret spoke into his wrist. “Meet back at the nest at oh-eleven hundred. Iceman out.” Satisfied, he disconnected the frequency.


  



  



  Chapter 2


   



  “What do you think?” Bryan Hughes, the Deputy Director of Science and Technology asked his colleague. His tone to the Executive Director of Intelligence was quiet and humble. The door was closed, and an electronic scrambler was already activated.


  Walter Plack answered, already in mourning. “Very knowledgeable, with access to covert, advanced military weaponry. Extremely well trained, and very well funded. And between you and me, I know they had a lot of help with this one. Moscow continues to deny any connection to this event. The organization in question most definitely has ties to the underworld, or could be some elite terrorist organization, if such a thing truly exists.”


  Hughes looked around the room in awe. He had never seen anything like the scene before his eyes at that very moment. The building was in disarray, with blood and bullet holes everywhere. Dead bodies were being carried out of the room with bowels leaking from the body bags. It looked like a massacre. It was a massacre, and Hughes was in a state of controlled but horrified shock.


  “Have we received any ransom demands for the plans?” Gregory Hunt, the Deputy Director of Operations, asked.


  “No. We don’t know if the plans ever existed. That’s what my brother was here for. Who governed security? I was told the area would be secured while Valentine was being interviewed,” Walter Plack said.


  “All agents assigned to this operation have been lost, except one—Steven Price,” Hunt answered.


  “Were you in charge of this operation?” Plack asked.


  “Well—”


  “Were you in charge of this?”


  “Yes, I was,” Hunt lied. The truth was that Hunt had put the late Albert Plack in charge of the security operation; however, the timing for such a comment seemed slightly off. Hunt knew Plack would know the truth within the hour.


  “Then what the hell happened? Why are all our agents dead? The one on the roof—dead! Jackson—dead! Roberts—dead! Steven Price—in the hospital, burned up. Dorian Valentine—dead! Franklin Turner—dead! My own brother—dead! Somebody tell me what the hell went on here! Who or what was behind this bloodbath? How did they know to go to the vault? Who the hell knew about the vault in this place, anyway? No one knows! And where is the editor in chief? Somebody get him in here! And I want a list of everyone who knew about the vault. They had to have help from the inside.”


  “They had to have a lot of help,” Bryan Hughes whispered softly to his two colleagues. “These shells are from a TH-7000, the newest covert automatic rifle, and if what I think killed Frank and Valentine is really what killed them, we are in some trouble here.”


  “So what are you saying, Dr. Science?” Plack asked dryly.


  “I’m saying there is no way these weapons could be available on the black market. There aren’t even three dozen of them in existence worldwide.”


  Plack was silent for several moments. “What do you think took out Valentine and Frank?”


  “I can’t tell you here, guys. It’s that serious. I’ve also seen some shells of the Rex-329. It’s a fully automatic handgun.” Hughes pointed to the wall. “Those small holes clumped together are from the Rex. Look at the shells. They are less than half the size of a Beretta or any other type of handgun. The advantage is that you really can’t miss your target. The tiny bullets spread out upon explosion from the barrel. It’s somewhat like a tiny, fully automatic shotgun but, of course, not nearly as powerful. I’ve practiced extensively with the Rex on the range. I would know its mark anywhere.”


  “I want a list of everyone who had access to either the Rex or the rifle, cross–referenced with the UB list. I want the list in my hands in one hour,” Plack instructed.


  The UB list was a list of all CIA agents having Unusual Behavior documented on their surveillance files. This included an unusually large amount of one-minute phone calls, local or long distance; unusual elevator use; uncommon exits or entrances into the building not coinciding with a person’s work schedule; and unusual clothing or dress patterns revealed by the hidden surveillance cameras.


  “There’s a slight problem, sir,” Hughes said to Plack.


  “And what might that be?” Plack asked icily.


  “I don’t know who has had access to the TH-7000.”


  “You are the Deputy-fucking-Director of Science and Technology—and you don’t know who in the hell has had access to our top-secret projects?”


  “I know your brother has just passed―”


  “Passed? He didn’t pass. He was murdered, murdered in cold blood by our own top-secret weapons. How could you not know who has put their goddamned hands on the rifle!”


  Hughes glanced at the scrambler to make sure it was functional before he answered. “It’s not our rifle, Walter,” Hughes replied.


  “What?”


  “The Rex-329 is ours, but the TH-7000 is a Russian project. We’re just trying to copy it. We haven’t even made one that works right yet.”


  “You mean to tell me this group comes in here with our covert weapons and theirs?”


  “It looks that way, sir,” Hughes replied. “And that’s only the beginning.”


   “Cross the Rex people with the UB list and get back to me,” Plack responded. “It looks as if we have an international organization on our hands. Hunt, get me an ID on any organization that could have in any way pulled this off. You have one hour for American suspects and another two for Russian contacts.”


   



  Dennis Garret, Kalisa Leonilla, and Devin sat in a moderate hotel room off the coast of the Atlantic, in Bethany Beach, Delaware, about 20 minutes from the Maryland state line. They were all ready for debriefing.


  “Casualties in Team A?” Devin asked while looking over the helicopter plans.


  “Zero,” Garret replied.


  “Casualties in Team F, Nightshade?”


  “Zero,” Kalisa replied.


  “How much time?”


  “Two forty for Team A,” Garret replied.


  Devin grimaced. “Why the extra minute? You were told to leave the facility at 09:18. What was the problem?”


  “Team A reported that the vault was more cluttered than anticipated,” Garret explained. “It took longer than we expected to locate the required documents. Not only that, but the cavalry was early.”


  Devin scowled at Garret. “It takes three minutes from when the dispatcher sends the call to when the car will arrive at the operation site. Considering Team F cut the phone lines upon entering the building, you should have been out of there sixty seconds before any law enforcement officer would have been in the vicinity.”


  “Nightshade and I pondered this matter during the trip here. We believe one of the reporters must have used a cellular phone. We could not put up a frequency scrambler and risk cutting off our own communication during the operation.”


  “I see.”


  There was an uneasy silence.


  The boss turned to Kalisa. “Any problems?”


  “Nothing I couldn’t handle,” she replied.


  “How useful did the new equipment prove to be?”


  “The TH–7000’s were splendid,” Kalisa answered. “They were able to neutralize any counter within one second, and that missile monster you gave us was also a success.”


  “And the Vig?” Devin inquired.


  “I’ve never seen its equal. The weapon is totally efficient. Its convenience and effectiveness are unmatched.”


  “I’m glad they were worth the significant amount of money needed to acquire them,” Devin stated.


  “One thing you might want to be aware of,” Kalisa offered.


  “And what might this be, Nightshade?”


  “The Rex-329s. Yes, they can hit anything you point at virtually without aiming, but they inconveniently need replenishing in a very short time.”


  “That is why I issued you two of them,” Devin replied.


  “I see, Devin. Ignorant of the disadvantage and to strengthen the fear element, one of the operatives felt the need to utilize both of them at the same time.”


  “Tell him or her that this is not the movies. How did the new vests and the audio tuner operate?”


  “I felt like Darth Vader with that thing on,” Kalisa replied.


  “May the Force be with you,” Devin remarked blandly. “And Valentine?”


  “Eliminated. It was pitiful, Devin. Such a nonthreatening woman. She had crawled behind a desk.”


  “You’re breaking my heart. She placed her neck where it did not belong—in my country.”


  “I still believe we should have acquired Valentine,” Garret stated. He knew better than to inquire about the AVLIS technology and how it ended up creating the weapons system in a helicopter.


  “I explained before; I do the thinking. How complicated can that concept be, Garret?”


  “I’m in agreement with Garret,” Kalisa added. “Valentine would have talked with the proper coercion. I’m positive of it.”


  “Kidnapping Valentine would have complicated things considerably. She would have jeopardized our entire operation by any struggle she would have exercised. I could not risk Team F’s clean escape over a mere possibility that Valentine might reveal her source. The prime objective in this matter was to obtain the one and only copy of these post-nuclear helicopter plans. Team F was a decoy to get any and all roaming agents or security away from the authentic mission. The leak is not my problem. Do you understand this, Nightshade?”


  “Yes, Devin, but I really don’t think she would have had any more to do with Operation Black Fox after the episode today. She would have remained silent.”


  “What you think is irrelevant.”


  “I appreciate your candidness,” Kalisa said.


  “I wouldn’t have it otherwise,” Devin replied.


  “I feel obligated to inform you that we had to neutralize some federal agents,” Kalisa reported.


  “This was inevitable. I appreciate your veracity,” Devin muttered.


  “I wouldn’t have it otherwise,” she replied.


  Devin flashed a morbid smile. “Very well, dismissed,” he said, finally. “The rest I can hear about on the six o’clock news.”


  Kalisa and Garret stood up, left Devin’s room together, and walked around the corner to their room. Oleg Lugor lay sprawled out on the bed, watching TV. The rest of Team A were in another hotel.


  “Brilliantly executed, comrade,” Lugor complimented, getting up and hugging his childhood friend Dennis Garret.


  They both sat down on the bed. They were both silent, but they had known each other too long not to know when the other was thinking about the Pit.


  “You still think about it a lot, Oleg?” Garret asked.


   “It was all I knew and is all I know,” Lugor replied.


  “It’s still in my dreams, too,” Kalisa put in. “It is part of us. We cannot shake what we have lived for an eternity, Dennis.”


  “Don’t ever call me that when we’re alone!” Reuban Zyablikov snapped. Throughout his life, Dennis Garret had owned almost no worldly possessions; but his real name was one, and it was sacred. It had been his since he created it, and yes, they could give him any name they wanted—switch it up along with his birthday at any time, and he’d better get it right if they asked him—but his name was his forever. It was a name he had given himself. It was the only link he had to some sort of identity, and he would cling to it as long as he was alive. The Pit was a place of unimaginable horror and punishment, where Zyablikov and his operatives had been trained from birth before being placed in America. A mere reflection on its events brought intense trepidation to the minds of the operatives.


  “I’m sorry, Reuban,” Kalisa apologized. “It must be out of habit.”


  “Please break the habit, sister.”


  “Broken, brother.”


  Kalisa Leonilla and Reuban Zyablikov were by no means maternal sister and brother, but in the Pit, one learned to grab family from only those who were worthy. Zyablikov remembered when he and Kalisa were thrown in the cold Russian wilderness for 48 hours without food, belongings, or water. Luckily, he found a small brook to camp by. In the frigid temperatures with no shelter, they engaged in sexual intercourse to keep from freezing. They were both fourteen.


  He remembered groping around in the dark in the frigid air and among strange noises. He remembered Kalisa crying, and putting his arm around her.


  Kalisa remembered the way he comforted her, the way he held her hand, and the way he would pick her up when she would stumble on the vast, icy whiteness. She remembered the things he said when she wanted to lay down and die and he would not let her. “Get up, sister!” he would yell. “Do you want to die like a dog?”


  For the 48 hours they were in the snow, he was her salvation. They ate bark and leaves when they had to, and Kalisa always remembered the way Zyablikov braved the ice like a true champion, which is how everyone in the Pit had come to know him as the Iceman. The etymology for the name Zyablikov derived from the Russian term for iceman.


  He remembered not only the physical stamina forced upon them from the Pit, but also the mental endurance. There were no clocks in the Pit, so time was only something to be wondered about. There were no calendars in the Pit during the early stages. Days and years were nothing. You knew a week had ended when you got to sleep until the sun was well in the sky. No birthdays were celebrated. Your birthday was when they told you it was, and they would switch it up every so often. Whatever the day, if one of the instructors asked you your birthday, it had better be off the tip of your tongue in one second or you would be taken away.


  There were no outside telephone calls allowed, and no radio until you passed the third level. No real television until you passed the fifth level, and even then, you watched and listened to what you were told to watch and listen to. Zyablikov remembered his youth; everyone was stationed in front of a television to watch American cartoons such as The Smurfs and Transformers. He even remembered enjoying some of them. He guessed that the cartoons he was allowed to watch simulated his childhood.


  At level seven or so, Vladimir Yakof, now known as A-2, secretly accessed the Internet to look at pornography. While on the Internet, he had the idea to search for a name for himself. He came across an etymology Web site. He printed some pages out, and from these pages, every member of the Pit chose a name for himself. The names were not ever to be repeated in public or around any instructor, but it helped hold their sanity, for a name provided some sort of identity and classification. Each name chosen was Russian, and even though none of the Pit students spoke Russian, they each knew it was their origin. The names were chosen according to each person’s characteristics or talents. Their names were the only secret they could keep among themselves, away from every instructor. Though Yakof remembered to clean the cache files and browser history on the computer, the network monitoring equipment the instructors used had caught his actions. They saw the pornography pages but never could figure out what he used the etymology for.


  The Pit students chose each person’s last name. More specifically, each last name designated how the Pit students viewed that particular person. Each individual chose his or her own first name. The name-assigning process was entertaining, and several students became scarred with cruel or perhaps even hilarious names. The only rule was that once a name was voted on, it could not be changed. Zyablikov’s name meant “to freeze,” and was given to him mainly by Kalisa. Zyablikov nominated Kalisa’s last name, Leonilla, meaning “lioness.” It was given to her because of her aggressive and fearless nature. One instance in particular solidified this when she was thirteen. An academic instructor had ridiculed Kalisa in front of all the other students, and she became outraged. She rushed the instructor and tackled him on the spot. She clawed, punched, and kicked the man into unconsciousness while everyone rooted and cheered her on.


  The instructor described the incident to the authorities before Kalisa was taken away. The instructor stated “she pounced upon me like a lioness,” and the name stuck with Kalisa just as soon as Zyablikov nominated it. Kalisa had chosen her first name to mean “beautiful,” pertaining to her physical attributes; however, her operational call sign, Nightshade, was granted for an aberrantly different reason. Three days a week, the individuals were tested on intelligence, and there was no cheating. Everyone had a different version of the tests. Zyablikov recalled one question he’d never forget: Test Number 2, Question 1: “Do you love your country?”


  Zyablikov remembered looking up at his instructor. Do I love my country? he thought. Where is it? I haven’t seen it. All I see is this camp, this ice, and these cruel instructors. The only things I know about this world are those things I have been taught by your lying tongues and your biased textbooks. I can’t know what I love.


  Though he didn’t want to, he circled yes, knowing there would be severe consequences if he did otherwise. He guessed he was about four or five when the first test was given. The question appeared on every test from then on, sometimes four and five times. No one could really read proficiently at that age, so Mr. Jefferson initially gave the tests orally.


  Even during the earlier levels, everyone figured out that no instructor’s name was real; they just wanted everything American. Everyone spoke English, and anyone
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