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    One


     


    Washington, DC


    The South Lawn of the White House


     


    The sliding door of the VH-60N White Hawk was barely closed when Marine One tore free from the ground, its rotors clawing at the dense air blanketing the capital. The twin T701C “Charlie” turbo-shafts screamed like banshees as the pilot pulled in an armload of collective in a determined effort to evacuate the President in the most direct manner possible.


    “Go! Go! Go!” the Marine in the copilot seat screamed, his voice barely audible over the shriek of the engine.


    Kurt Vetter leaned around the Secret Service agent seated to his right and watched the lights of the capital recede. The lights vanished for an instant, and he realized the chopper was crossing over the Potomac and into Northern Virginia. The lights reappeared. He wasn’t sure, but it seemed as if the pilot was tracking the George Washington Parkway, heading northwest.


    “Sir?” the Secret Service agent shouted over the roar of the rotors. “Please move away from the window.”


    Kurt stared into the man’s eyes, trying to read his intent. The agent tossed his head in the direction of Kurt’s seat. Kurt moved.


    Nothing in Kurt’s life could have prepared him for the events of the past week. Ten minutes earlier, he had stood before the President of the United States, about to receive the Presidential Medal of Freedom for his part in disrupting a rogue CIA plot to destroy Moscow. Before the President had been able to finish his speech, the Secret Service burst into the room with news of a nuclear attack on Norfolk, Virginia. He had immediately been engulfed in a phalanx of security personnel with one overriding goal: remove the President from the capital. The evacuation was frantic, yet controlled, no doubt one of hundreds of contingency plans designed to preserve the government in the event of a catastrophic attack on American soil.


    The President sat directly across from Kurt, his attention focused on a bulky radio headset. He seemed to have aged ten years in the past few minutes. His normally ruddy complexion had turned an ashen shade of gray, and his mouth was bent into a vicious frown. His expression vacillated between anger and bewilderment as he struggled to comprehend the possibility of a nuclear attack on his watch.


    The helicopter banked hard to the right, pitching Kurt across the rich leather bench seat and tossing him into his neighbor. “Sorry,” he yelled, as he extricated himself. In the hurry to board, he had forgotten to fasten his safety belt.


    “Don’t worry about it,” Amanda Carter shouted back. She held out a buckle. His buckle. Kurt saw that she was already strapped in.


    Their eyes met, and he caught a glint of amused sympathy in her expression before she replaced it with a hard smile.


    Kurt took the buckle and fastened his own harness, giving it a good tug to make sure it was tight.


    Ever since his brother Mike, a disgruntled member of the corrupt CIA cell, had passed Kurt details about the scheme and directed him to seek Amanda in London, Kurt’s life had been a series of near-misses, a barrage of cloak-and-dagger activities far exceeding the scope of his meager CIA analyst training. He had been trying to play catch-up ever since.


    Amanda, he had discovered, was well-versed in the world of covert operations. In an attempt to take Mike’s information to the authorities, she and Kurt had embarked on a breakneck journey culminating in a shootout with a group of rebels in an abandoned warehouse in Moscow. Kurt and Amanda had taken advantage of the element of surprise, but the confrontation had quickly fallen apart due to the sheer number of adversaries. Only the eleventh-hour arrival of a team of Russian soldiers, tipped off by the President himself, had helped them prevent the destruction of the Russian Federation.


    He leaned close to her ear, so he wouldn’t have to yell. “What do you think is going on?”


    Amanda gestured at the President and gave an exaggerated shrug, as if to say I don’t know.


    Kurt shifted his attention to the Secret Service agent sitting beside the President. In her mid-forties, with the lean body of a long-time marathoner and eyes that never seemed to rest, she seemed to be in charge of the security procedures. He waved to get her attention. Her response was quick: a shake of the head and a finger to her lips.


    Frustrated, Kurt turned to the only other occupant of the passenger compartment, the National Security Advisor. Dominic Velasquez wore a headset, and he was also deep in conversation. His fingers furiously swiped and stabbed at the tablet computer in his lap as he took notes. He looked almost as frustrated as the President.


    Seated behind the President and his party, in minimalist jump seats, were two steely-eyed Marines in full Battle Dress Uniforms, or BDUs. They watched Kurt intently, as if he were some sort of novel creature, an intruder in their carefully controlled environment.


    He gave up on getting any answers. He decided to try to get comfortable. He still didn’t know where they were headed or how long they would be in the air. He was exhausted and wanted nothing more than to go home, crack open a beer, collapse onto his couch, and forget everything that had happened in the past several weeks.


    It had all started with a phone call from his mother. His brother Mike was dead, a victim of what had appeared at first to be a random shooting. Kurt had been in Peru at the time, mired in a self-imposed exile, trying to come to grips with the deaths of his wife and daughter several months prior. After the call, Kurt had raced back to the States, only to receive a package from his dead brother. Inside, he found a memory card overflowing with classified data and instructions to seek Amanda in London. From that point on, his life had been a nauseating blur. Deciphering the data and understanding the full scope of the plot became his reason for existence, his personal mission, yet a task he was ill-equipped to handle alone. Out of necessity, Amanda had become his other half.


    Kurt tried to guess their distance from Norfolk, the source of the attack. He peered out the port window, to the south, and scanned the moonless night sky for the telltale signs of an explosion.


    “What are you doing?” Amanda asked.


    Kurt mimed an explosion with his hands.


    She shook her head. “We’re too far away.”


    He didn’t believe her. There should at least be some trace, a glow on the horizon perhaps, some sign of the destruction.


    A hand tapped his knee. Kurt looked down. It was Dominic, trying to get his attention, holding his hands over his ears and then pointing at the floor. Kurt stared at him, confused for a long moment, until he realized what the National Security Advisor was trying to say. Headset. Under the seat. Kurt leaned forward and groped around until his hand brushed something dangling from a hook. Amanda followed suit. Slipping the headset over his ears, Kurt was pleasantly surprised to discover that it drowned out most of the rotor noise, and he could hear again.


    “Thanks,” Dominic said. “The President wants you in on this call.”


    “Uh, sure.” Kurt adjusted his boom microphone.


    “Hello, Kurt. Amanda.” President Cooper still wore a frown.


    “Mr. President,” Kurt replied, unsure what was expected of him. He detected a similar hint of uncertainty in Amanda’s voice as she echoed his greeting.


    The President pressed on. “Something strange is going on, something unprecedented. I have Captain Rick Pettibone on the line, as well as most of my cabinet. Captain Pettibone is currently sitting on the bridge of the aircraft carrier George H. W. Bush in Norfolk, Virginia.”


    Thought Kurt couldn’t hear it, he felt the pitch of the engines change. The helicopter banked hard to the right and began to climb again, pressing him deep into his seat.


    “But I thought…” Amanda sputtered.


    The President gave her a sharp look. “Captain Pettibone, could you please repeat your situation report?”


    An older man’s voice laced with traces of a deep southern accent came on line. “Yes, sir, Mister President. Skies are clear. Visibility extends four to five miles. Winds are out of the southwest at five knots. No sign of any explosion.”


    “Thank you, Captain,” the President said. “Please stand by.”


    “Yes, sir.”


    The President directed his gaze to Kurt. Kurt sensed all eyes on him. Not knowing what else to say, and not sure why the President was looking to him, he blurted the first thing that came to mind. “Could it be a false alarm?”


    A female voice chimed in. “This is June Ames at Defense. That’s highly unlikely. The systems involved in this type of alert are heavily encrypted and have multiple human beings in the loop to guard against that sort of thing.”


    Kurt stole a glance at Amanda. She appeared lost in thought, her chin cupped in her hand, and her eyes closed.


    The phone beeped. “Mr. President, this is Charlie Howell at NSA. I’d like to bring Darlene Foster into the call.”


    The President tilted his head. “Sure, Charlie.”


    Kurt exhaled, relieved the spotlight had shifted away from him. He had never been a fast thinker, preferring to mull over a problem before voicing his opinions. That was why he had ended up on the analytical side of the CIA, rather than in operations like his brother.


    “This is, uh, Darlene Foster,” a new voice said. She sounded young, not quite sure of herself.


    “Go ahead, Ms. Foster,” the President said.


    “Thanks. When the Strategic Early Warning System detects a threat, one of the first things that occurs is a flash backup of the Federal information technology infrastructure, to create a snapshot of everything in case it is—”


    “Destroyed?” the President interjected.


    “Yes. Destroyed. We’ve been doing this since around 2005. Prior to then, we didn’t have the technology or the bandwidth to capture everything.”


    “I think I’m following you.”


    “Good. Don’t hesitate to stop me if I get too technical. As I was saying, we conduct a backup, piping a copy of the entire Federal communications stream to several datacenters around the country. Fort Meade and Denver, for instance. This all happens without any human intervention.”


    “And how long does this take?”


    “Minutes,” Darlene replied.


    “And you grab everything?” Dominic asked, cutting in.


    “Yes. The process is always running behind the scenes; it’s just a matter of making it a higher priority activity, which brings me to my next point. A small cluster of servers in the Pentagon, part of the SEWS, or Strategic Early Warning System, rejected the backup command. This doesn’t happen. At least, it hasn’t happened until today. The failure triggered a battery of diagnostic processes responsible for ensuring the health of the system. The diagnostic programs search for all sorts of things—excessive bandwidth utilization, processor load, rogue programs, even viruses—anything with the potential to cause a system failure…”


    “A hacker,” Amanda whispered when Darlene paused to catch her breath.


    “One moment,” the President said, holding up a finger. “What was that, Ms. Carter?”


    “A hacker. Someone probing the SEWS communications infrastructure—”


    Darlene cleared her throat. “That was my thought exactly. Someone hacked the system. How they did it, I have no idea. Why? Well, that’s the fifty million dollar question.”


    The President’s face turned red, and he clenched his fists. “God dammit! This system is tied to our nuclear weapons, for Christ’s sake.” He glared at the agent beside him.


    After an uncomfortable silence, June Ames spoke up again, her voice thin and reedy. “I assure you, Mr. President, we’ll get to the bottom of this. There are only so many people who have this type of access.”


    The President closed his eyes and tilted his head back, apparently deep in thought. Kurt held his breath and waited for the hammer to drop.


    The President opened his eyes and ordered, “Turn us around. We’re going back to DC.”


    “Sir,” the agent said. “We can’t do that. Not yet.”


    The President glared at her. “And why not?”


    “We have protocols to follow. We’re going to Mount Weather until we can ensure the security situation has stabilized.”


    Kurt observed the exchange with a growing sense of dread. He wasn’t certain he would ever get home.

  


  
    Two


     


    Silver Spring, Maryland


     


    Greg Miller changed the channel from CNN to MSNBC to FOX and then back to CNN. The story was the same everywhere. Washington D.C. was in a state of chaos unlike any seen since 9/11. Forty minutes earlier, according to the pretty young CNN commentator, the White House had gone on high alert. All non-essential personnel, the press included, had been escorted from the building and told to return to their bureaus and await further instruction. A few minutes later, the Presidential helicopter roared in low over the treetops and touched down on the West Lawn. According to an unnamed source, the President and his National Security Advisor, along with several unnamed civilians, had dashed from the building, surrounded by a full coterie of Secret Service agents. They had all piled into the helicopter and roared away, heading northwest.


    Greg couldn’t tear his attention from the screen. His stomach roiled, a not-so-subtle protest of the predicament in which he found himself.


    His thoughts jumped back two years, to the annual Advanced Defense Technology conference in New York City, where he had first met the mysterious Russian man he knew only as Vasily. On the morning of the first day of the conference, at breakfast, the Russian had pulled up a chair beside Greg and introduced himself. He claimed to be the business development manager for a small European firm specializing in ceramics. Greg had never heard of the company before, but didn’t think much of it at the time, as his specialty was self-healing computer networks, an entirely different industry. At first, Greg had viewed Vasily as a mere nuisance, one of the countless corporate sycophants who spent their lives trolling the halls of industry events in search of intelligence on their competitors’ activities. That all changed, however, as their conversation drifted into details of Greg’s work. It had seemed so natural at the time. In hindsight, he wasn’t able to pinpoint what had made him speak so freely. He supposed it was the subtle encouragement Vasily had provided, the head nods, the flattering comments about his work, maybe even the way Vasily had refilled Greg’s coffee cup before Greg even realized he needed more. Whatever it was, it had worked, and he had opened up far more than he had intended. Once breakfast was over and Vasily was gone, Greg tried his best to convince himself he hadn’t revealed anything confidential, that the conversation was merely a friendly exchange between two industry professionals. Still, he couldn’t shake the novelty of speaking with someone who appeared to be genuinely interested in his work, and deep down, he wished he had had more time to chat.


    He didn’t see Vasily for the next four days and had almost forgotten about their exchange until a coffee break on the afternoon of the final day. As the barista handed him his tall double-shot Americano, he sensed a presence behind him. Turning, he found Vasily, only a few feet away, grinning at him.


    Greg moved away from the coffee cart and blew on his drink. “Hello again.”


    Vasily quickly closed the distance between them. “Hello, Mr. Miller. I trust you have had a productive conference.”


    “I have. It’s been quite a week.” That was a gross exaggeration, of course. The truth was, he had found only one session to be worth his attendance, and even the information he had learned there could have been gathered from the internet. Still, it had been a good excuse to get out of D.C. for a few days.


    “Very good,” Vasily said, his gaze flicking past Greg’s shoulders. “I was hoping to speak with you one more time before you left. If you have a moment—”


    Greg couldn’t put his finger on it, but something in Vasily’s gaze, the way his eyes never seemed to stop moving, put him on alert. His earlier feelings of discomfort with the Russian’s questions came rushing back, and he felt the hairs on the back of his neck stand up. It was no coincidence Vasily had sought him out, he realized with a startling clarity.


    “I’m sorry,” Greg said, casting about for some excuse to get away before he said something else he shouldn’t. “I have to meet some people in a few minutes.”


    Disappointment—or was it annoyance?—flashed across Vasily’s face, but the emotion was gone in an instant, replaced with an understanding smile. “That is too bad.” Vasily held out his hand, and from within the folds of his palm, Greg glimpsed the edges of a business card. “Please, do not hesitate to call me if you change your mind, if you wish to talk more. I enjoyed our discussion, and who knows? We may be able to help each other in the future…”


    Acting on autopilot, Greg extended his hand and shook with the Russian. When Vasily pulled away, the sharp edges of a stiff business card remained in Greg’s palm, a tactile symbol of the invisible line he had just crossed. Without looking at it, Greg put his hand in his pocket and deposited the card.


    “Uh. Okay. It was nice meeting you.”


    “Enjoy the rest of the conference.”


    “I will. You too,” Greg said.


    With a quick nod, Vasily turned and melted into the crowd.


    Greg took a deep breath and made his way to an unoccupied lounge chair. He pulled the business card out of his pocket and stared at it. It was blank except for a Manhattan phone number. For a moment, he considered leaving the card on the arm of the chair and walking away from what looked and felt like an improper contact. At the last moment, he changed his mind and returned the card to his pocket. Just in case.


    The following Monday, when he returned to his office, Greg submitted a suspicious contact report, documenting everything he could recall about the incident. He disclosed the conversation they had had over breakfast, the way Vasily had probed him. He left nothing out. Except the card. For reasons he still didn’t quite understand, he kept that for himself. Taped to the underside of the desk in his study, it was his little secret, his way of retaining a small sliver of privacy in a world where privacy had become a dirty word.


    Within a week of returning from the conference, Greg’s life had returned to normal. He spent the next year and a half focusing on his work, not giving a single moment’s thought to Vasily and their meeting in New York until six months ago, in the dead of winter, when he had lost his job at the Synax Corporation. It wasn’t his fault his job went away, not by a long shot. His contract was the unfortunate victim of an industry-wide round of budget cuts, a routine occurrence in Washington, but for the first time, Greg had been the one left holding the bag. At first, he had viewed the unexpected break as an opportunity, a time to catch up on his reading, maybe even do a little traveling. But the job market continued to deteriorate. Layoffs mounted. There was no more work. Every morning, he sent out fresh copies of his resume. He worked Facebook, LinkedIn, and Twitter, all to no avail. The defense industry held its breath, waiting to see which way the federal government lurched next. Before long, his savings had been exhausted, but not before the balloon payment on his four-bedroom house came due. Greg had needed cash, and he needed it fast.


    Desperate to avoid losing his home, he had done the unthinkable. He had called Vasily.


    A woman picked up on the second ring. Greg couldn’t detect an accent, but that didn’t mean anything. “I’m looking for Vasily.”


    The woman covered the phone and yelled something Greg couldn’t decipher. A moment later, Vasily came on the line.


    “Yes?”


    Greg sucked in his breath. “We met in New York. A few years ago. I have your card…”


    He didn’t want to use his name. He wasn’t ready to cross that line.


    After a pause, Vasily said, “It is good to hear from you.”


    Greg couldn’t help but notice Vasily hadn’t used his name either. Whether the omission had been intentional or not, he couldn’t tell.


    “I assume you are interested in my proposal?”


    Greg chewed his lip and shuffled his feet. “I am.”


    Vasily chuckled, low and throaty. “Are you sure?”


    Anxiety gripped Greg as he envisioned a counterespionage sting unfolding around him. He pushed back his fear, telling himself it had been too long, that if he were being tested, his watchers would have long ago abandoned their hunt.


    “I’m sure.”


    “Do you have a pen?”


    “Hold on.” He pulled a ballpoint from his jacket pocket. “Yes.”


    “Good. This is the last time we will speak. Go to this address.”


    Greg scribbled the address on the back of his hand. “Got it.”


    “Tell the man behind the counter you need to speak to someone about a loan.”


    Greg stared at the ink drying on his hand. “Okay. Then what—”


    The line went dead.


    Greg went to the address the next afternoon. It turned out to be a small convenience store in Georgetown, wedged between a high-end cigar store and a nail salon.


    “Camel Blues,” he said as he approached the register.


    The man at the counter appeared to be in his mid-fifties. Something in the way his gray eyes flitted between Greg and the dense bank of security cameras over the counter gave Greg the impression the man was used to looking over his shoulder. Butterflies ricocheted around Greg’s stomach. He cleared his throat.


    “I feel stupid for asking this, and please don’t be offended… but…” He looked around once again to make sure he was alone. “Do you know anyone who could loan me some money? I have a bit of an emergency…”


    The cashier squinted at him and said nothing for a moment. He slid a pack of cigarettes across the counter. “Matches?”


    Greg was confused. He decided to try again, in case the man hadn’t heard him. “I’m sorry. Maybe I didn’t make myself clear. Vasily said—”


    The cashier scratched his chin. Inscrutable. “I’m sorry.”


    Greg scooped up the cigarettes and stuffed them in his pocket. He zipped his coat to his collar. “I’m sorry to have bothered you.”


    “No problem.” The cashier took a seat on the stool behind the register and picked up his mobile phone. He tapped the screen a few times, appearing to forget about Greg.


    Greg turned for the door, steeling himself for the blast of arctic air waiting outside.


    “Mister?” the cashier said.


    Greg turned.


    The man held up his phone. A sly smile creased his face. “Vasily, you said?”


    Greg pulled the door closed. “Uh huh.”


    The cashier pushed a button on the top of the register, and several inches of purple-lined paper curled out with a low mechanical hum. He tore off the paper, scribbled on it, then folded it in half. He slid the paper across the counter to Greg. “Call this number.”


    Greg took the paper and opened it. Viktor. 202-421-7764. DC. “Thanks.” He slipped the paper into his jeans pocket and left the store. He didn’t notice the cold on the way back to his car.


    The next steps were nothing like what he had expected. He met Viktor Durov in a Starbucks in Dupont circle, where they made their deal over a pair of skinny caramel macchiatos and low-fat banana nut muffins. A day later, Greg’s mortgage was paid off, his house secure.


    Two days later, he received his first assignment—an encrypted zip file of partially-functioning computer code. The file contained endless pages of government warnings and top-secret classification markings. Viktor’s instructions were simple.


    Make it work. You have one month.


    The bundle contained a mishmash of incomplete software. The most intriguing was a peer-to-peer worm, a piece of code that would propagate itself through the U. S. Strategic Early Warning System, attaching itself to the myriad of systems responsible for detecting and analyzing nuclear attacks on the United States. What the worm did, Greg was never able to discern. He had a nagging suspicion it was more complex than it appeared. By that point, though, he was committed. He had already violated every oath he had ever taken by contacting Vasily. There was no going back. Greg pressed on, determined to finish his assignment and get on with his life, whatever was left of it.


    He heard nothing from Viktor for almost two weeks after he submitted his final delivery. Then, early in the morning on the first warm day in April, he received an encrypted instant message from Viktor notifying him his work had been accepted and that he was a free man. In addition, fifty-thousand dollars appeared in his bank account, an unexpected and very welcome gesture of good will.


    For a few months, Greg was almost able forget what he had done, to believe he was free, that it was all a bad dream. Until ten days ago…


    A young woman close to his own age had appeared on his doorstep carrying a pair of powerful laptops and wearing a grim, tired expression.


    The code had only been the beginning.


    Greg worked with the woman for the next forty-eight hours, configuring the same software he had modified, and teaching her how to install it in an operational environment. The woman barely said a word the entire time, dodging Greg’s attempts to discover her identity and the extent of her relationship with Viktor. By the time they finished, she was able to install and configure the software on her own. She vanished while Greg slept on his couch, taking with her both laptops and all traces of their work together.


    That was a little over a week ago.


    Turning off the television, Greg struggled to his feet. His hands shook uncontrollably, and his knees felt as though they were full of ball bearings. Visions of blue-jacketed FBI agents crashing through his front door rooted him in place, sending crippling waves of ice-cold fear coursing through his body. Putting his hand to his mouth, he tried to choke back the contents of his stomach, but failed as it finally won the battle.

  


  
    Three


     


    Georgetown, Washington, DC


     


    Viktor Durov muted the television above the bar. He finished the last of his beer and pushed his glass across the varnished wood toward the bartender, holding up an open palm to cut the man off when he moved to refill it. He stubbed out his cigarette in an empty ashtray, then picked up his mobile phone and stepped away from the bar.


    There was a soft click on the line after the second ring, and then the tone changed, becoming more insistent as the call was routed to an international exchange. A man answered. “Da?” Yes?


    Viktor cleared his throat. “Are you watching?”


    The man switched to heavily accented English. “Yes. It is good.”


    Viktor smiled. “Good” was an understatement. It was perfect.


    He heard the clatter of fingers on a keyboard. He waited, turning so he could see the television again. On the screen, a middle-aged man with a microphone stood in front of the White House, gesturing at a group of dour-faced Marines standing guard. A banner scrolled across the bottom of the screen, repeating what Viktor already knew.


    The white house has been evacuated. Washington, D.C. is under temporary military control.


    “And your employees?” the man on the phone said, his voice revealing no hint of emotion.


    Viktor ran his fingers through his thin hair. “Severance packages have been arranged.” Viktor imagined Greg Miller’s and Melody Jackson’s expressions when they next met. His smile twisted into a sneer as he pictured putting a gun to each of their heads and pulling the trigger. “It’s under control.”


    A pause. “Good.”


    Viktor licked his lips. He wanted another beer. Talking to Alexander Yolkin never failed to make him want to drink.


    “Keep me posted,” the man on the phone said, and then ended the call abruptly.


    Viktor glanced at the screen to verify the connection had been severed. He tucked his phone into the front pocket of his pants. Turning, he swaggered back to the bar. “Tully!”


    The bartender, a gaunt man with a receding hairline and a thick salt-and-pepper mustache, grabbed a fresh glass from the rack over the bar.


    Viktor held up a finger. “Just a second…” He turned to face the room. The bar was half full, maybe twenty people. “Drinks are on me!” he bellowed. A smattering of applause erupted from the patrons. Viktor turned back to Tully and motioned for him to continue.


    By all accounts, what he had just accomplished would go down in the history books of Russian intelligence. The network intrusion wasn’t just a breach of security in one of the most secure environments in the world. No, breaking into the US Early Warning system was the fulfillment of a longstanding dream of the reconstituted Russian intelligence services, or GRU, to prove they were once again technical and intelligence equals of their American counterparts, able to operate with impunity on foreign soil.


    Viktor was one of the first of a new generation of Russian spies. Born in New Jersey to Russian immigrants and raised in the suburbs of Washington, D.C., he enjoyed the freedoms inherent in citizenship, yet his allegiance lay firmly in the clutches of the country of his ancestors. Raised as a typical American boy, he played little league and soccer, attended a modest public school in his suburban neighborhood, and even went to Disney World for his tenth birthday.


    It wasn’t until his seventeenth year that his destiny became apparent. He had been on vacation in Russia with his father, visiting his cousins and seeing his motherland for the first time. After dinner on the second day of the trip, his father made an unexpected comment about how much he missed the old Russia, about how he wished Viktor could have seen it before the fall. That was the first time Viktor had heard his father speak of Russia in such a way, the old man’s voice full of an unrepentant nostalgia, an aching, almost crippling wistfulness.


    “Sure, Dad,” Viktor said, taking a sip of his Coca-Cola.


    “What if…” His father turned to face him. “What if we could make it so again? Bring back the old Russia?” His father’s eyes bored into him, freezing him in place.


    Viktor squirmed. He didn’t know how to respond. He had always assumed his parents had left Russia for a better life, to escape the poverty, the crime, and the lawlessness. To be free.


    It turned out he had been living a lie since before he could walk. Viktor recoiled in disgust as his father revealed the plan hatched long ago inside the Kremlin, in the last desperate days of the Soviet Union, when the leadership had finally accepted the imminent dissolution of their country. He planned to restore the Soviet Union, to reclaim greatness.


    Viktor rejected his father outright, calling him a traitor, accusing him of using him and his mother to support a dead country. He stormed back to his hotel room, refusing to speak to his father. After a couple of days, his anger cooled, and they resumed their trip, talk of serving Russia conveniently ignored. They spent the month together touring the countryside, visiting family, and basking in the remnants of greatness.


    Much to Viktor’s surprise, he felt his attitudes changing; his perspective on the world and his place in it shifted with each passing day. By the end of the trip, he felt an unexpected and deep kinship with the people he had met and an overpowering sense of pride in his heritage, a visceral connection that suffused his entire being with a newfound sense of belonging.


    Still, he said nothing to his father. He was afraid to revive the subject, unsure if he was prepared for the intensity he had seen in his father’s eyes.


    Viktor and his father, seated side-by-side in the second row of first class on an enormous Airbus A380, left Russia and returned to Washington. They barely spoke on the long journey across the North Atlantic, each ensconced in their own bubble of reflection. Viktor watched movies on his iPad while his father slept the sleep of a satisfied man.


    As the plane sat on the tarmac at Dulles International Airport, Viktor made up his mind. He touched his father’s forearm. “Dad?”


    “Yes?” his father asked with a raised eyebrow. “What is it?”


    The flight attendant pulled the lever on the cabin door, and the cabin pressure equalized with a whoosh.


    Viktor looked around to make sure no one was listening. “About what you said back in Moscow…”


    His father leaned forward. His eyes narrowed, a sly grin formed on his mouth. “Yes?”


    Viktor swallowed. “I’ll do it… what you talked about.” In that moment, Viktor knew he had made the right decision. The tension that had weighed on his father since that first night vanished in an instant.


    His father broke into a smile and patted Viktor’s hand. “That’s good, Viktor… that’s good.”


    An American spy had been born.


    Viktor wiped a tear from his eye. His father had died five years earlier, his body ravaged by a horrifically aggressive lung cancer. Viktor was an only child, the last in an illustrious line of Durovs, loyal servants of the Soviet state.


    If only he could see me now, Viktor thought, a tear forming in the corner of his eye.


    He downed his drink in one gulp and gathered his keys and phone. Now to take care of my loose ends…

  


  
    Four


     


    Outside of Cluj, Romania


     


    Magomed Gasanov pushed his chair back, stood, and surveyed his surroundings with a withering scowl. Despite spending the majority of his life in the former Soviet Union, he still couldn’t understand the overriding obsession with pea-green paint. The furniture, the walls, and even the cracked and peeling linoleum floors, were all tinted in the same unimaginative, soul-crushing shade. It depressed him.


    Not that the color mattered. The facility, an ex-Soviet Army garrison tucked into the foothills of the Carpathian Mountains, was the perfect location for the task at hand. Magomed had rented it from the Romanian government, ostensibly to use as a training facility for a private security firm. He had to laugh at the irony of it. His men, hand-picked veterans of two vicious wars with the Russians, were better trained and more loyal than any private security firm could ever hope for.


    Magomed took a deep breath and blew it out, forcing himself to relax, to unwind. He knew it wouldn’t do any good to let the situation cause him more stress. He had seen worse.


    Progress had been slow since he and his men had pulled into the facility four days earlier. The high-voltage electrical lines feeding the compound had long ago fallen into disrepair, contrary to the promises of the leasing agent. The lack of reliable electricity had resulted in a two-day delay while two of his men salvaged several generators from the storage depot and procured a tanker truck
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