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            Dedication

         
         
            This novel is dedicated to the visionaries: the leaders and innovators who see beyond fear and mistrust, the ones who aren’t
               afraid to challenge conventional thought and strive to build something greater for the future.
            

             

            Space is one such place where we need fresh ideas and action. I’ve written about a Space Defense Force for many years—and
               now a sixth branch of the U.S. armed forces, the Space Force, has been proposed.
            

             

            Naturally, the howls of fear, distrust, outrage, and anger are sweeping around the world. But space is too important for the
               United States to ignore. It’s time to plan, organize, build . . . and act.
            

         

         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Epigraph

         
         
            Let your plans be dark and impenetrable as night, and when you move, fall like a thunderbolt.

            —Sun Tzu, The Art of War
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            Real-World News Excerpts

         
         
            U.S. MILITARY IS PREPARING FOR THE NEXT FRONTIER: SPACE WAR—CNN.com, 29 November 2016—Since man first explored space, it has
               been a largely peaceful environment. But now US adversaries are deploying weapons beyond Earth’s atmosphere, leading the US
               military to prepare for the frightening prospect of war in space.
            

            . . . China and Russia are taking aim at America in space with a dizzying array of weapons seemingly borrowed from science
               fiction. Russia has deployed what could be multiple kamikaze satellites such as “Kosmos 2499”—designed to sidle up to American
               satellites and then, if ordered, disable or destroy them. China has launched the “Shiyan”—equipped with a grappling arm that
               could snatch US satellites right out of orbit . . .
            

             

            SPACE WAR IS COMING . . . AND THE U.S. IS NOT READY—Politico, 6 April 2018—War is coming to outer space, and the Pentagon
               warns it is not yet ready, following years of underinvesting while the military focused on a host of threats on Earth.
            

            Russia and China are years ahead of the United States in developing the means to destroy or disable satellites that the U.S.
               military depends on for everything from gathering intelligence to guiding precision bombs, missiles and drones . . .
            

            . . . There is the potential for an actual physical attack—with a missile or laser—to destroy space assets. Some experts worry
               the most about that scenario, which was exemplified by a 2008 test in which China tested an anti-satellite laser to blow up
               one of its own satellites . . .
            

             

            Space As a War-Fighting Domain—Air and Space Power Journal, Summer 2018— . . . In the future, our potential adversaries will have the capability to hold every one of our critically
               important national security satellites at risk . . .
            

            . . . The best way to prevent war from extending to space is: to prepare for that possibility, deter aggressive action in
               space, and if deterrence fails, be ready to fight and win . . .
            

         

         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Prologue

         
         
            Special Devices Test Center, near Akademgorodok, in Central Siberia, Russia

            Spring 2021

         

         Flanked by a pair of heavily armed Ka-52 Alligator gunships, a twin-engine HeliVert AW139 helicopter clattered low over a
            forest of birch and pine, slowing as it turned toward a small clearing in the woods. Its tricycle landing gear swung down
            and locked in position. Rotors whirling, the helicopter flared in and settled onto a concrete pad painted to look like a natural
            blend of rock and grass from high altitude. The two Ka-52s veered away, climbing steeply to circle overhead.
         

         
         Along the horizon, several dozen buildings rose among the trees. Until recently, Akademgorodok had been a booming center for
            venture-capital-funded research and development—a place tagged as Russia’s “Silicon Forest.” But now Moscow ran the science
            city’s labs and research institutes with an iron hand. The billions of rubles allocated to cybernetics, high-powered lasers,
            and other top secret weapons programs brought with them ever-tighter restrictions. This entire area southeast of the industrial
            city of Novosibirsk was now forbidden to those without the highest security clearances. And huge efforts were being made to
            conceal the existence of new factories and other facilities from foreign spy satellites.
         

         
         As the AW139’s rotors slowed, soldiers double-timed across the concrete and fanned out to form a defensive perimeter. When
            the helicopter’s passenger cabin door slid open, they snapped to attention—presenting arms with a polished flourish as Russia’s
            president emerged. Gennadiy Gryzlov returned their salute with easy grace and dropped lightly down onto the camouflaged landing
            pad. At forty-five, he retained the rugged good looks that had won so many votes from his own people and, at least early on,
            the fawning admiration of gullible Western journalists.
         

         
         The middle-aged military officer who stepped forward to greet him was cut from a very different cloth. Shorter than his commander
            in chief, though broad-shouldered and barrel-chested, Colonel General Mikhail Leonov would never be mistaken for a movie star.
            But any illusion that his round, open-featured face was that of a simple peasant or factory worker was dispelled by the intensity
            of his cold, appraising gaze. Recently promoted to head Russia’s aerospace forces, the tough-minded fighter pilot and cosmonaut
            had cut his way to the top of his profession by outflying, outfighting, and outwitting a host of peers and rivals.
         

         
         “Welcome to the Special Devices Test Center, Mr. President,” Leonov said. He snapped a crisp salute.

         
         With a short, sharp laugh, Gryzlov clapped him on the shoulder. “Come now, Mikhail! Why so formal? We’re not still junior
            cadets on parade, marching around like we’ve got sticks shoved up our asses. Those days are long behind us, thank God.”
         

         
         “Old habits die hard, Gennadiy,” Leonov said, donning a dutiful smile at the other man’s crude humor. After all, he and Gryzlov
            had been classmates for several years, first at the Yuri Gagarin Military Air Academy and later at the Military Space Academy
            in St. Petersburg. Unlike the president, though, Leonov had completed his cosmonaut training and flown Soyuz spacecraft on
            several missions to the old International Space Station before transitioning back to fly conventional fighters like the MiG-29
            and Su-27.
         

         
         “True enough,” Gryzlov agreed. His expression hardened. “But die they must, Leonov. Old habits. Old ways of thinking. Old
            men unwilling to adapt. All of them. Russia needs agile, innovative warriors who aren’t afraid of the future. Men ready to
            seize every military advantage new technology offers. For too long, slow-thinking fossils like your late and unlamented predecessor
            wasted our resources on incremental improvements to existing aircraft, missiles, and other weapons, only to fail miserably
            against the Americans, the Poles, and their mercenaries when put to the test. The time for half measures and caution is over.”
         

         
         Leonov nodded. Gryzlov meant what he said. One by one, the advisers who’d tried to temper his aggression and willingness to
            run risks had fallen by the wayside. Some of them were dead. The rest were disgraced or in prison. Of course, he thought coolly,
            the same fate awaited those who carried out the president’s bold plans . . . and still failed.
         

         
         Serving Gennadiy Gryzlov was a high-wire act, one with very little margin for error.

         
         “So,” the president said impatiently. “What do you have to offer me, Mikhail?” He waved a hand at the forest around them.
            Apart from a few ventilation and exhaust pipes disguised to look like trees and a dirt-and-log-covered bunker, there were
            no other signs of human handiwork. “The wonders of Siberian nature?”
         

         
         Smiling more genuinely now, Leonov shook his head and ushered Gryzlov toward the bunker. “What you are about to see is wonderful, Gennadiy,” he said. “But I assure you that nothing about it is at all natural.”
         

         
         His meaning became clearer when they pushed through an opening in the camouflage netting draped over the crude-looking shelter
            and were immediately confronted by a solid steel door. Leonov swiped his ID card through a reader next to the door. It beeped
            once. Then he pressed his palm against a biometric panel set into the door itself.
         

         
         “Leonov, Mikhail Ivanovich. Positive identification,” a computer-generated female voice said with careful precision. “Mars Project Level One security clearance match.”

         
         He turned to Gryzlov. “Now it’s your turn.”

         
         The president raised an eyebrow. “You’re joking.”

         
         “No, sir,” Leonov said. “No one is admitted to this facility without confirming his or her identity and required clearance
            level. Not even you, sir.”
         

         
         “And if I refuse?”

         
         Leonov shrugged. “Alarms will sound. That door will stay locked and sealed. And within moments we will find ourselves answering
            questions asked by some very unsympathetic security officers.”
         

         
         “Otlichno, Mikhail,” Gryzlov said. “Very good. Security lapses have cost us dearly in the past. It’s high time somebody besides me understood
            the necessity of keeping secrets.” He took out his own ID card and followed the same procedure.
         

         
         The massive steel door slid aside, revealing a waiting elevator car. As soon as the two men entered, the door closed. “Place
            defensive systems on standby,” Leonov ordered. “And then take us to the control level.”
         

         
         “M. I. Leonov command authority confirmed. Defensive systems are on standby,” the computer acknowledged.
         

         
         The car descended smoothly, swiftly dropping deeper into the earth. Holding on to a railing, Gryzlov turned his head. “Defensive
            systems?” he asked.
         

         
         “A final precaution,” Leonov told him. “Should an enemy force breach the facility’s outer security, there are explosive charges
            set along the elevator shaft—rigged to kill any intruders and seal off the lower levels.”
         

         
         Gryzlov whistled softly. “Entombing everyone inside?”

         
         “There is a carefully concealed emergency exit,” he said calmly. “But if necessary, yes. The work being done here is vital
            to the defense of the Motherland. It would be better to sacrifice a few scientists and engineers than risk seeing the Americans
            or the Chinese get their hands on it.”
         

         
         “You are one coldhearted son of a bitch, Mikhail,” Gryzlov said with evident approval.

         
         The elevator slowed and came to a stop, nearly two hundred meters underground. When the door opened, they stepped out into
            a corridor guarded by a squad of tough-looking soldiers. Beyond the security post, another massive steel door blocked access
            to the control center. Though it was clear that the officer in charge recognized them, their ID cards were again closely scrutinized
            before they were allowed through.
         

         
         Inside the control center, Gryzlov eyed his surroundings with evident interest. Computer consoles set on three stepped tiers
            faced a cinema-sized video screen showing the image of a huge, brightly lit chamber. Dozens of civilian scientists, technicians,
            and engineers wearing headsets manned the consoles, along with a handful of young-looking military officers. Intricate graphs
            and readouts blinked on each console. An air of keen anticipation filled the room.
         

         
         Leonov turned to one of the scientists, an older man with a shock of thick, white hair. “Are you ready to proceed, Dr. Savvin?”

         
         “We are, General,” the other man said with quiet confidence. “All systems are functioning perfectly.” At Leonov’s silent nod,
            the scientist spoke into his own headset mike. “All control stations, this is Savvin. Commence weapons test.”
         

         
         Immediately Gryzlov heard a muted, high-pitched whine and felt a faint vibration coming through the floor. On the video screen,
            the appearance of the bright lights illuminating the huge chamber went oddly flat.
         

         
         “High-efficiency pumps are emptying the test chamber’s atmosphere,” Leonov explained. “When they finish, it will be in a near-perfect
            vacuum.”
         

         
         Gryzlov nodded. Without air molecules to diffract the light, no wonder it seemed so strange. He focused his attention on the
            screen.
         

         
         At the far end of the chamber, he could see the full-scale mock-up of an American reconnaissance satellite—complete with fully
            extended solar panels, GPS receivers, downlink antennas, and radar dishes—hanging in midair, attached by wires to the ceiling,
            walls, and floor. Closer in, a maze of power conduits and fiber-optic cables surrounded a complex assembly of electronic equipment.
            To his untutored eye, this machine resembled a massive, upright, six-armed starfish with a short, stubby rod projecting from
            its center.
         

         
         The shrill whine died away, along with the vibration. “Pump cycle complete,” one of the controllers reported. “Atmospheric
            pressure now less than one hundred nanopascals.”
         

         
         Gryzlov was impressed. That was roughly one-hundred-millionth of the air pressure at sea level. In effect, atmospheric conditions
            in that vast chamber now closely approximated those of outer space.
         

         
         Savvin glanced at another technician. “What is the weapon’s energy status, Andrei?”

         
         “Our high-energy graphene supercapacitors are at full charge and holding.”

         
         “Very good.” Savvin turned toward a trim aerospace forces officer seated at the nearest console. “You may fire when ready,
            Captain Kazantsev.”
         

         
         “Firing now,” the younger man acknowledged. He leaned forward and tapped a glowing icon on a touch-screen control panel.

         
         Instantly, the center of the large starfish array emitted a blinding white pulse. The satellite mock-up at the far end of
            the chamber shuddered violently—wreathed in a shimmering orb of lightning for just a split second. Shards of shattered solar
            panels and antennas spiraled away.
         

         
         “That’s a confirmed kill,” another controller said exultantly, studying data from sensors attached to the satellite.

         
         Gryzlov blinked. “What just happened?” he demanded.

         
         Leonov grinned. “It will be easier to see in slow motion, Gennadiy. Fortunately, we have the entire test chamber covered by
            ultra-high-speed cameras.” He signaled Savvin. “Replay the attack sequence, Doctor.”
         

         
         This time, Gryzlov watched closely, mesmerized by the otherworldly imagery. A glowing, meter-wide toroid of plasma emerged
            from the stubby cylinder in the middle of the array and streaked toward the target satellite—slamming into it with a blinding
            flash. When the lightning faded away, it left the satellite replica a blackened, half-melted wreck.
         

         
         He shook his head in disbelief. “What the devil is that device?”

         
         “Our new weapon, Mr. President—a coaxial plasma rail gun,” Leonov told him proudly. “We call it Udar Molnii, Thunderbolt.”
         

         
         Gryzlov’s eyes narrowed in thought. “Go on.”

         
         Leonov pointed to the cable-draped, starfish-shaped machine on-screen. “Using energy stored in the supercapacitors lining
            that six-armed structure, Thunderbolt creates a ring of extremely dense plasma, effectively a form of ball lightning, and
            then accelerates it with a powerful magnetic pulse.”
         

         
         “At what speed?”

         
         “Up to ten thousand kilometers a second,” Leonov said flatly. “Which is why these plasma toroids explode on contact with significant
            thermal and mechanical force. Those explosions also produce destructive electromagnetic pulse effects and high-energy X-rays.”
         

         
         Ten thousand kilometers a second? Gryzlov was staggered. That was faster by orders of magnitude than any other missile or
            projectile ever invented by man. Only lasers, which struck at the speed of light, were faster. He dragged his gaze back to
            Leonov. “What is the effective range for this weapon?”
         

         
         “At least several thousand kilometers,” the other man replied. “Perhaps more. Supercomputer simulations suggest the plasma
            toroids could remain stable for almost a full second.” He shrugged. “We would need operational testing in space to confirm
            those numbers, of course.”
         

         
         For a moment, Gryzlov bared his teeth in a wolfish grin. Wicked glee danced in his pale blue eyes. Screw the naysayers who moaned and bitched about extravagant spending on what they called wild-eyed schemes, he thought. Together with the other advanced weapons, energy technologies, and space launch systems he’d championed as part
            of Proyekt Marsa, the Mars Project, this new plasma rail gun had the clear potential to make Russia the world’s unchallenged superpower. After
            all the narrowly disguised defeats and Pyrrhic victories of the past several years, he could at last sense his long-held ambitions
            and plans coming to fruition.
         

         
         But then his predatory smile faded as he was struck by a sudden and very unwelcome possibility. “What about the Americans,
            Mikhail? Especially that damned company, Sky Masters. What if they’re working on a plasma rail gun of their own?”
         

         
         “They are not,” Leonov said confidently.

         
         “How can you be so sure?” Gryzlov snapped.

         
         “Because the Americans themselves first tried to develop this weapon long ago—as part of their President Reagan’s so-called
            Strategic Defense Initiative. They named it MARAUDER, which stood for ‘magnetically accelerated ring to achieve ultrahigh
            directed energy and radiation,’” Leonov told him. “They even powered their experiments using capacitors in the same six-armed
            shape, something they called the Shiva Star.”
         

         
         “And how, exactly, is learning that the Americans are potentially decades ahead of us supposed to comfort me?” Gryzlov said
            acidly. “In an arms race, victory does not go to those who lag so far behind.”
         

         
         “That is the point,” Leonov said with a wry smile. “There is no arms race in this case. After a few small successes, a later American administration canceled the MARAUDER program—both to
            save money and because it opposed the whole concept of space-based weapons. So the Americans classified their research and
            then locked it away out of sight and out of mind . . . which is exactly where our spies uncovered it a few years ago, gathering
            dust and cobwebs.”
         

         
         “So by the time our enemies realize their folly and scramble to restart their own long-mothballed program—” Gryzlov realized.

         
         “It will be too late,” Leonov agreed. “Russia will own the very sky itself.”

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            One

         
         
            Jednostka Wojskowa Kommandosów (Military Commando Unit), Combat Training Area, near Lubliniec, Poland

            Several Weeks Later

         

         Seen through a thin screen of pine trees, the little village looked abandoned. Except for a few dingy, off-white curtains
            wafting in the gentle breeze, nothing moved among its cluster of drab one-story houses or along its rutted dirt streets. Old-model
            civilian cars and light trucks, more rust and dents than anything else, were parked outside some of the homes.
         

         
         Crouched in cover near the edge of the forest, Polish Special Forces Major Nadia Rozek slowly lowered her binoculars. According
            to the intelligence briefing for this special training exercise, a simulated force of Russian Spetsnaz commandos was holed
            up in the town—probably using its inhabitants as human shields. Which meant appearances were deceiving. A slight frown creased
            her attractive, tanned face. More than one hundred meters of open ground separated these woods from the nearest houses. No
            competent enemy commander would miss the chance to turn that clear stretch into a killing zone.
         

         
         “Ryś Jeden do Ryś Trzy,” she radioed. “Lynx One to Lynx Three. Report.”
         

         
         Lynx Three was her two-man sniper team. They’d infiltrated in ahead of the rest of the assault force. By now they should have
            settled into a concealed position that offered them a good view of the town and its immediate surroundings.
         

         
         “Lynx Three to One.” Sergeant Karol Sikora’s calm voice crackled through her earphones. “We see no sign of the enemy on this
            side of the village. There are no thermal traces in the buildings we have eyes on. Repeat, none.”
         

         
         Nadia bit down on the urge to tell him to look harder. The sergeant wasn’t a rookie. Like her, Sikora was a veteran of the
            Iron Wolf Squadron—an elite, high-tech force of pilots, intelligence operatives, and special-operations soldiers that had
            helped defend Poland and its Eastern European allies against periodic Russian aggression for several years. Originally, the
            squadron’s men and women were all foreign-born, mostly Americans. In fact, she’d first been assigned to Iron Wolf chiefly
            as a liaison officer for Poland’s president, Piotr Wilk. But as casualties mounted, more Poles joined the unit in combat roles—accumulating
            valuable experience and technical expertise before rotating back to their nation’s regular armed forces.
         

         
         So when the sniper sergeant said there weren’t any Spetsnaz troops deployed in the houses with fields of fire covering this
            approach, she could take it to the bank. Which left one big problem. Where in hell were the Russians she’d come to kill? Were
            they really foolish enough to let her soldiers push inside the town without a fight? No, she decided, somehow she was still missing a piece of this tactical puzzle.
         

         
         Nadia’s frown deepened. The clock was running. Every second she spent now trying to decide what to do next would cost her
            dearly later—on the back end of this mission. But while speed was life when you were already under fire, attacking blindly,
            without thorough reconnaissance, was usually a recipe for disaster.
         

         
         Her mind ran faster. By refusing to defend the edge of the village, her Spetsnaz opponents clearly wanted to lure her into
            risking a quick dash across that wide-open ground ahead of them. Which meant—
         

         
         “Lynx Three, this is One,” Nadia said into her headset mike. “Check out the tree line on our right and left flanks. Don’t
            rush it. Take your time and do a thorough job.”
         

         
         “Understood, Lynx One,” Sikora replied. “Scanning now.” In these conditions, the SCT-2 thermal sights he and his spotter were
            using should be able to pick out a human-sized target at well over a thousand meters. If the Russian troops were sheltering
            under anti-infrared camouflage cloth, it would be tougher to spot them. But nothing short of the highly advanced camouflage
            systems used by Iron Wolf’s combat robots could render a target effectively invisible . . . and those were systems Russia
            still could not replicate.
         

         
         Nadia glanced over her shoulder. Her assault force, broken into three six-man sections, squatted among the trees close by,
            waiting for the order to go in. Bulky in their body armor, tactical vests, Kevlar helmets, and shatterproof goggles, most
            of her Special Forces soldiers cradled short-barreled Heckler & Koch HK416 carbines. She could sense their eagerness. Like
            wolfhounds scenting prey, they were keyed up, straining at the leash.
         

         
         “Three to One,” Sikora said suddenly. “You were right, Major. There’s a Russian weapons team dug in on the edge of the woods,
            about two hundred meters off on our left flank. I count two Spetsnaz troops with a PKP machine gun sited to sweep the clear
            ground.”
         

         
         Nadia breathed out. The PKP Pecheneg light machine gun was a fearsome weapon, designed especially for Russia’s Spetsnaz units
            and mechanized infantry. Capable of firing between six hundred and eight hundred 7.62mm rounds per minute, that belt-fed automatic
            weapon would have cut her men to pieces the moment they left the cover of the trees. “Take them out on my signal,” she ordered.
         

         
         “Understood.”

         
         Carefully, she rose from her crouch and checked over her own HK carbine and other gear one last time. Soft rustling sounds
            indicated that the rest of the assault force was following her lead. No one wanted to find out the hard way that some vital
            piece of equipment had gotten tangled up or gone missing while they’d slogged their way through a couple of kilometers of
            dense forest to reach this position.
         

         
         Of course, Nadia thought wryly, sometimes there was nothing you could do about things that were missing. She glanced down
            at where her feet should be—and no longer were. Instead, she saw the twin tips of her black carbon-fiber prosthetic running
            blades. Though the sight was no longer alien, she still couldn’t pretend that it felt natural. Not even after almost a full
            year.
         

         
         Last summer, while defeating a Russian attempt to assassinate the man who was now America’s president, she’d been badly wounded.
            To save her life, trauma surgeons had been forced to amputate both of her maimed legs below the knee. Weeks of agonizing hospitalization
            had been followed by months of exhausting and painful rehabilitation. First, she’d relearned to walk using conventional prosthetics.
            Then more months had been needed to master the use of these agile, incredibly flexible running blades—and to rebuild her lost
            strength and endurance. And all of it—all her hard work, all her sweat, all her pain—had been driven by a single, overriding
            imperative: to prove that she was still fit for active service in Poland’s Special Forces, even without her legs.
         

         
         Well, today is that day, Nadia told herself. Win or lose, this was the chance she’d fought for.
         

         
         “Lynx Three, this is One,” she snapped. “Nail that machine-gun team.” She started forward. “All other Lynx units. Follow me!”

         
         Two muffled cracks echoed through the nearby woods.

         
         “Enemy weapons team down,” Sikora reported. “We have your back, Major.”

         
         Good enough, Nadia thought. Now to cross that killing zone before the Russians realized their ambush had been blown. She moved faster,
            accelerating from a deliberate, almost gliding walk to a tooth-jarring, equipment-rattling jog. Then, as soon as she broke
            past the last few trees and came out into the open, she sprinted onward at top speed—bounding forward on her prosthetic blades
            toward the center of the little village.
         

         
         Two of her assault sections peeled away, moving off to the left and right. They were tasked with fighting their way into the
            town from opposite sides—in a pincer movement intended to spread the enemy’s defenses and smash any attempted retreat. The
            six men of the third section stuck with her.
         

         
         Nadia darted past the first row of empty houses and dropped into cover behind an old, banged-up Tarpan pickup truck. Her troops
            spread out around her, weapons up and ready to fire at the first sign of any hostile movement.
         

         
         Voices flooded through her earphones as the other section leaders provided a running commentary on their progress. Their units
            were systematically clearing houses, going room to room in a hunt for Spetsnaz holdouts and any hostages. Stun grenades exploded
            with ear-piercing bangs, followed almost instantly by short, sharp bursts of assault-rifle fire.
         

         
         “House One clear. One hostile down. No civilians present.”

         
         “House Five clear. Two hostiles dead. No civilians here.”

         
         “House Nine clear. No contact.”

         
         Comparing their reports with her mental map of the town, Nadia realized that roughly half of the estimated Russian commando
            force was still unaccounted for . . . along with around a dozen innocent men, women, and children. Realistically, there was
            only one place left that was big enough to hold that many people. She risked a quick glance around the pickup truck’s rusting
            bumper.
         

         
         The village’s largest building sat not far away down the street. According to the quick-and-dirty intelligence briefing she’d
            received, that gray cinderblock eyesore served as a kind of community center—a place for celebrations, day-care classes, local
            meetings and political rallies, and even a small, bare-bones health clinic staffed by a visiting nurse. Its main entrance,
            a set of big double doors, looked out onto the road.
         

         
         Nadia snorted. There was no way in hell she would lead a charge through those doors. The easy way is always mined, ran one of Murphy’s half-humorous, half-serious laws of war. Or, in this case, probably rigged with a booby trap and zeroed
            in on by a couple of cold-eyed Spetsnaz bastards just itching to even today’s score by killing a few Poles. Even though it
            would cost her more time, they needed to find another way inside.
         

         
         Swiftly, she led the way around one of the abandoned houses and then along a narrow alley crowded with bags of garbage, old
            mattresses, and waist-high stacks of worn-out tires. The alley opened onto a small cross street paralleling one side of the
            community center. And there, flanked by overflowing trash bins, was another door—narrow, dingy, and looking as though it was
            almost never opened. Perfect, Nadia thought.
         

         
         Using quick, silent hand signals, she deployed her small force, stationing two soldiers to provide covering fire while the
            rest lined up behind her in a tactical stack next to that side door. Satisfied, she tapped the section’s breaching expert,
            Sergeant Dombrowski, lightly on the shoulder. “Make us a hole, Tadeusz,” she murmured, easing a flashbang grenade out of one
            of her assault-vest pouches.
         

         
         With a nod, he moved around her and racked his Mossberg 500 twelve-gauge shotgun to chamber breaching rounds. Angling the
            shotgun down at a forty-five-degree angle, he jammed the muzzle tightly against the door—aiming halfway between the knob and
            doorframe. Wham. Wham. Two quick shots blew a hole through the door and smashed its lock.
         

         
         Without pausing, Dombrowski kicked the door open and whirled away. In the same split second, Nadia leaned forward and lobbed
            her grenade through the opening.
         

         
         BANG.
         

         
         The stun grenade detonated with a blinding flash. Smoke and dust eddied out of the doorway.

         
         “Go! Go! Go!” Nadia shouted. Tucking her HK securely against her shoulder, she rolled through the swirling smoke and into the building—sliding
            right to clear the way for the other Polish Special Forces soldiers pouring inside after her.
         

         
         They were in a large room filled with overturned tables and chairs. Through the gray haze hanging in the air, she could make
            out indistinct shapes sprawled across a scuffed-up linoleum floor. Frowning, she glided sideways, keeping her back to a wall.
            Her eyes scanned back and forth, alert for any signs of movement.
         

         
         Abruptly, motion flickered at the right edge of her vision. She spun in that direction, seeing what looked like a Spetsnaz
            commando holding a rifle pop up from behind one of the overturned tables. Trained instincts took over. She squeezed off a
            three-round burst.
         

         
         Pieces flew off the mannequin and it flopped backward. Its helmet spun lazily across the floor.

         
         “One hostile dead and down,” she said coolly, already swinging back to hunt for another valid target.

         
         More HK carbines stuttered as some of her troops spotted different figures representing Russian soldiers and opened fire.
            The others barked orders, warning the simulated civilians trapped inside this room to “get down and stay down!”
         

         
         Nadia kept moving, advancing deeper into the tangle of tables and chairs. Part of her admired the illusions created by those
            who’d put together this combat exercise. Another part felt frustrated. Shooting up silhouettes, mannequins, and pop-up targets
            was never as satisfying as facing off against live foes. As Whack Macomber, one of the Americans she’d served with in the
            Iron Wolf Squadron, would often growl, “These frigging battle simulations are a lot like kissing your sister.”
         

         
         Clearing the rest of the shooting house reconfigured as a “community center” took several more minutes of close, effective
            teamwork—carefully working through a labyrinth of rooms filled with a mix of targets dressed as both Spetsnaz soldiers and
            innocent Polish civilians. When they were finished, she ordered everyone back outside.
         

         
         Once there, they regrouped with the rest of the assault force.

         
         “Training Command, this is Lynx One,” Nadia radioed, scowling down at her watch. They were running very short on time. “We’ve
            cleared the village. All hostiles eliminated. No friendly casualties.”
         

         
         “Acknowledged, Major Rozek,” a laconic voice replied. “We show Phase One complete. Proceed immediately to Exercise Area Bravo.”

         
         She sighed inside. Area Bravo was more than a kilometer away. Good Christ, she thought. This was going to be tight. Very tight.
         

         
         Concealing her worries, Nadia issued out a set of rapid-fire orders that deployed her troops into a column of fours and put
            them in motion. With her in the lead, they set off at a fast trot—hurrying back into the forest and down a winding dirt road
            in a rattle and clatter of weapons and equipment.
         

         
         Ten minutes later, they broke out into the open again. A three-meter-high log wall stretched across their path. After they’d
            spent hours tramping through the woods in full battle gear and then fighting their way through a mocked-up village, the obstacle
            looked as tall and imposing as the Great Wall of China.
         

         
         Nadia took a deep breath. This was it. She turned her head. “All right, guys. Let’s go! Up and over and through!”

         
         She set off at a dead run. Just short of the wall, she leaped upward, grabbing a handhold between two logs near the top and
            planting one of her blades on the narrow edge of another log, lower down. Then, pushing off with the flexible prosthetic limb,
            she jumped again and got both gloved hands on top of the obstacle. Breathing hard, she swung herself up and onto the top of
            the wall—using her arms and upper-body strength to compensate for her missing legs.
         

         
         Without pausing, Nadia lowered herself down the other side and dropped the last few feet. She rolled over and came up facing
            a wide field crisscrossed by barbed-wire entanglements and shallow, muddy ditches. Instructors manned machine guns set on
            fixed mounts along one edge of the field.
         

         
         Gritting her teeth, she scrambled upright, ran forward, and then dove headlong into one of the ditches. Cradling her carbine
            in both hands, she wriggled forward using her elbows and knees for leverage. Her blades, perfect for running on firm ground,
            were virtually useless now . . . deadweight. Their slick, carbon-fiber surfaces couldn’t get enough traction in the soft,
            sticky mud.
         

         
         The machine guns began firing. Live tracer rounds whipcracked low overhead—drawing lines of glowing fire across the field
            just a few centimeters above the razor-sharp coils of barbed wire. Soldiers started to pass her on both sides. She was falling
            behind the pace. Nadia swore silently and pushed on, straining to crawl faster.
         

         
         WHUMMP.
         

         
         A fountain of mud erupted a few meters away. Seconds later, more small explosions rippled across the obstacle course. Wonderful, she thought grimly. The trainers were setting off buried pyrotechnics to simulate mortar rounds, grenades, and mines. That
            was all she needed now.
         

         
         Tucking her head low to snake under a wire entanglement, she squirmed onward. Barbs snagged at her tactical vest and then
            tore loose. She raised up slightly, spat out a mouthful of mud, and risked a quick look ahead.
         

         
         The edge of the field was just twenty meters away.

         
         WHUMMP.
         

         
         Another pyrotechnic went off close by, spattering enormous clumps of mud and dirt into the air. The blast knocked her sideways . . .
            right into another coil of barbed wire.
         

         
         Caught in the entanglement, Nadia strained to move. Barbs jabbed and tore at her sleeves, ripping through the tough camouflage
            cloth and drawing blood. A loose strand had even wrapped itself tightly around her prosthetic blades. Ignoring the pain, she
            yanked a pair of wire cutters out of one of her equipment pouches, curled up, and went to work—grimly slicing through the
            metal strands pinning her in place. She needed to free herself as fast as possible and keep going.
         

         
         But it was too late. Whistles blew shrilly, signaling the end of the exercise.

         
         “Shit,” Nadia muttered. Suddenly exhausted, and fighting down tears of frustration, she sat up and finished cutting herself
            free. Despite her best efforts, she’d failed to complete the course in the required time.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Two

         
         
            Jednostka Wojskowa Kommandosów Headquarters Building

            The Next Day

         

         Perched on a chair, Brad McLanahan saw the door to Colonel Henryk Pietrzak’s office swing open. He stood up, straightening
            to his full, broad-shouldered height.
         

         
         Neat and trim in her Special Forces dress uniform, Nadia Rozek stepped out into the hallway and quietly closed the door behind
            her. As always, he felt a warm glow inside at the sight of the beautiful, dark-haired young woman—coupled with a lingering
            sense of awe that he’d been lucky enough to win her affection. When he’d joined the fledgling Iron Wolf Squadron four years
            ago, he’d thought their relationship would just be a short, fun romp for both of them. A sort of “pretty local girl has a
            wild fling with a lonely expatriate American” deal. But now he knew differently. Nothing about Nadia was frivolous. She was
            tough-minded, intensely passionate, and totally fearless . . . and he couldn’t imagine life without her.
         

         
         “How did it go?” Brad asked gently, already suspecting the worst from the distant look in her blue-gray eyes.

         
         “Not well,” Nadia admitted. “Though he wishes otherwise, Colonel Pietrzak will not return me to active-duty status, at least
            not as a combat arms officer.” Her mouth turned downward. “In light of my injuries, he believes the risk to me and to those
            under my command would be too great.” She shrugged her shoulders. “Apparently, the best I can hope for is a rear-area headquarters
            staff post . . . or perhaps an assignment as a tactics instructor at either the Kościuszko Land Forces Military Academy or the National Defense University.”
         

         
         Internally, Brad winced, imagining her reaction to the suggestion that she spend her days pushing paper from one side of a
            desk to the other or delivering lectures to bored junior officer cadets. “Ouch. So . . . did you leave the guy in one piece . . .
            or should I call for medics and an ambulance?”
         

         
         For a moment, the shadow of a smile ghosted across her face. “Despite my fearsome reputation, I do have some sense of military decorum, Brad. The colonel is alive and quite well. For the moment.”
         

         
         “Then what did you tell him?”

         
         Nadia sighed. “I asked for more time to consider my other options.” Her expression darkened. “I only wish I knew what they
            were.”
         

         
         Get your game face on, McLanahan, Brad thought. This was his big chance. He cleared his throat nervously. “Yeah, well, see, as it happens, that’s kind of something
            I’ve been talking over with a few folks.”
         

         
         “Oh?” Her mouth tightened slightly and she folded her arms. “And which folks are those, exactly?”
         

         
         “Me, for one,” someone said from over her shoulder.

         
         Caught by surprise, Nadia spun around. And then she stiffened to attention. The newcomer raised a hand with a nod and an easy
            grin, silently ordering her to stand at ease. “Mr. President?” she stammered. “What are you doing here?”
         

         
         Piotr Wilk shot her an easy grin. “At ease, Major Rozek.” Wiry, fit, and not quite fifty, Poland’s president still looked
            more like the veteran fighter pilot and charismatic air-force commander he’d once been than the political leader he’d become.
            His eyes twinkled with amusement. “I flew here from Warsaw this morning at Captain McLanahan’s suggestion.”
         

         
         Recovering quickly, Nadia looked skeptically from one man to the other. She raised an eyebrow. “Oh? And should I understand
            then that the two of you have been settling my future for me? Behind my back?”
         

         
         Still smiling, Wilk shook his head. “Not at all, Major,” he replied. “Consider this more of a brainstorming session.” His
            expression turned more serious. “Colonel Pietrzak is a good man and a fine soldier. His determination to maintain the highest
            physical standards for the officers and soldiers under his command is commendable.”
         

         
         Reluctantly, Nadia nodded.

         
         “But Pietrzak is not Poland’s commander in chief. That is my role,” Wilk continued. “What is more important is that I know you better than he
            does. I have seen your abilities with my own eyes. So in this narrow case, I believe it might be reasonable, even just, to
            waive certain standards—”
         

         
         “No,” Nadia interrupted fiercely. “With respect, Mr. President, you must not pull strings on my behalf in this matter. Not for any reason. You would harm the good order and discipline of our armed forces.”
         

         
         Wilk shook his head. “I doubt any damage would be lasting, Major. Remember, you are one of our nation’s most decorated and
            accomplished soldiers. No one of consequence would resent a small accommodation on your behalf.”
         

         
         Nadia was silent for a long moment.

         
         Brad held his breath.

         
         “But I would,” Nadia said finally. She swallowed hard. “I do not want special treatment . . . or pity.” She straightened her shoulders.
            “Colonel Pietrzak’s tests were fair. In certain ground combat conditions, my prosthetic legs clearly put me at a severe disadvantage.”
            She blinked hard, her eyes bright with unshed tears. “And though I wish with all my heart that were not so, it is obvious
            that the real world will not yield to my wishes.”
         

         
         “Very well.” Wilk smiled. “Your courage and honesty do you great credit, Major.” He glanced at Brad and nodded slightly, acknowledging
            that the younger man had been right about how she would react. He turned back to Nadia. “Which means we must find another
            way to use your skills in Poland’s service.”
         

         
         “That might be difficult,” she said, not bothering to conceal a touch of bitterness. “I can run, but I can’t crawl. I can
            shoot, but I can’t overcome obstacles that keep me from closing with the enemy. Of what use is a soldier unfit for combat?
            How can I serve my country now?”
         

         
         “You can fly,” Brad said simply. He brushed his fingers across her helicopter pilot’s badge, the gapa, a silver eagle with a golden laurel wreath clutched in its bill. “Remember?”
         

         
         Bewildered, Nadia stared back at him. While she could certainly fly helicopters, even with her prosthetic legs, the same limitations
            that kept her off active-duty status would still apply. No one would risk sending her behind enemy lines where she might be
            shot down—and forced to evade capture on foot. “Poland has plenty of civilian transport pilots,” she said, choosing her words
            with care. “I do not think she needs another.”
         

         
         “I agree,” Wilk said. “But that is not what Captain McLanahan and I are proposing, Major Rozek.”

         
         “Sir?”

         
         “Our strategic situation has changed,” he reminded her. “And for the better. Which is something I would have believed impossible
            all but a short time ago.”
         

         
         Now there was an understatement, Brad decided.
         

         
         Four years before, America’s then-president, Stacy Anne Barbeau, had refused Poland’s call for help when Russia’s ruthless
            leader, Gennadiy Gryzlov, launched a war of aggression. Even Article Five of the North Atlantic Treaty Organization would
            not dissuade Barbeau—and if the U.S. wouldn’t respond, neither did any other member nation. Only the advanced combat robots
            and other high-tech weapons, innovative tactics, and intelligence expertise provided by the Iron Wolf Squadron and its corporate
            parent Scion, a private military company, had allowed Poland to survive. But the cost in lives and equipment had been painfully
            high.
         

         
         Barbeau’s callous and cowardly inaction had shattered NATO. Abandoned by the larger Western powers, the Poles and their Eastern
            European neighbors had formed a new defense pact, the Alliance of Free Nations. Still aided by the Iron Wolf Squadron and
            Scion, the AFN had staved off Gryzlov’s repeated attacks—in the air, on the ground, and even in cyberspace—though always by
            the narrowest of margins.
         

         
         Then, last year, the biggest bill for Barbeau’s strategic blindness and short-term political expedience had finally come due.
            The Russian president attacked the United States itself with his own mercenaries—using war robots reverse-engineered from
            captured Iron Wolf equipment. For weeks, Gryzlov’s hired killers had spread death and destruction everywhere they went. They’d
            even tried to kill Barbeau’s November election opponent, Texas governor John D. Farrell, plotting to sow political chaos that
            would cripple America for years to come. Only a risky covert intervention by Nadia, Brad, and Whack Macomber, piloting their
            own Iron Wolf combat machines, had saved Farrell’s life. In a brutal battle across the Texan’s sprawling ranch, they’d destroyed
            Gryzlov’s robots . . . but at a horrific price . . . a price that included her own amputated legs.
         

         
         Watching Nadia closely, Brad saw the memory of that blood-soaked night rise in her mind. Probably for the millionth time, he thought sadly. The pain she still felt and might always feel was reflected in her taut, motionless face.
         

         
         Despite that, he knew that Poland’s leader was right. Good had come out of all that carnage and suffering. The American people, finally fed up with Barbeau’s blunders, had tossed her out
            of office in the 2020 presidential election—replacing her with John D. Farrell.
         

         
         And now Farrell, a man who viscerally understood the threat posed by Russia to the whole free world, was working hard to repair
            the damage inflicted by Barbeau’s shortsighted administration. Already, the United States had renewed its military, economic,
            and political ties with Poland and the other members of the Alliance of Free Nations. Despite protests from Moscow, American
            troops and aircraft were flowing into AFN bases. From now on, any further aggression by Gryzlov against the smaller Eastern
            European states would run the risk of sparking a war between two of the world’s great powers.
         

         
         “This arrival of U.S. forces on Polish soil opens many doors,” Wilk explained. “Among them, it allows us to make significant
            changes to the composition of the Iron Wolf Squadron.”
         

         
         Hearing that, Nadia looked surprised and slightly guilty. For months, she’d been focused almost entirely on her own efforts
            to regain her strength and endurance. Understandably, she just hadn’t had the time or energy to keep track of events in the
            larger world, even when they concerned old friends and comrades-in-arms. “What kind of changes?” she asked quietly.
         

         
         “The squadron is transitioning from being a mixed unit of Polish and foreign volunteers to becoming a predominantly Polish
            force,” Brad told her. “Sure, a few Scion advisers and technical experts will stay to help out with some of the high-tech
            weapons and sensors you’ve bought. But the rest of us expats aren’t really needed here any longer. Your own guys are more
            than ready to take over.”
         

         
         She looked stricken. “You’re leaving?”

         
         “I’ve been offered a slot with a new Sky Masters–Scion private space enterprise,” he said evenly. “Before Stacy Anne Barbeau,
            in her infinite lack of wisdom, mothballed the whole program, we were flying S-19 and S-29 single-stage-to-orbit spaceplanes—which
            are incredibly advanced spacecraft that revolutionized manned space operations. Well, President Farrell wants those birds
            back in operation and flying. And pronto.”
         

         
         Nadia swallowed hard. “Sky Masters has asked you to be among those who will fly these spaceplanes?”

         
         Brad nodded. “Yep.”

         
         “Gratulacje,” she said softly. “Congratulations. That is a wonderful opportunity. A . . . a once-in-a-lifetime chance. Of course, you must
            go. I . . . I . . . understand.” Tears glistened in her eyes. “But I will miss you.”
         

         
         “Not so fast, Nadia Rozek,” Brad said flatly. “I haven’t said I’d take the job yet.”

         
         Taken off guard, she stared back at him. “Why not?”

         
         He grinned down at her. “Because Sky Masters doesn’t want just me. They want you, too.”

         
         Her eyes widened. “They want me? To fly in space? To become an astronaut?”

         
         Brad nodded again. “If you take the gig, you’re slated for training as a spaceplane copilot and EVA specialist.”

         
         “EVA?”

         
         “Extravehicular activity,” he clarified. “A spacewalker.”

         
         “Walking in space?” Awkwardly, Nadia glanced down at her artificial legs. “Even with these?”

         
         “Your prosthetics won’t be a hindrance. Not in zero-G,” Brad assured her. “They might even be an advantage. I’ve read a bunch
            of reports by astronauts with a lot of EVA time. They say most of the work is done with hands and forearms, and that legs
            often just get in the way. One NASA astronaut, a guy named Doug Wheelock, actually described a spacewalk as less a ‘walk’
            and more like a space ballet danced on your fingertips.”
         

         
         Nodding thoughtfully, she turned to Piotr Wilk. “What do you think, Mr. President?”

         
         “I hope you will consider this offer of an assignment with Sky Masters and Scion very seriously,” he replied. “For Poland
            and for the whole free world, space represents the future.” He studied her face. “Ultimately, though, considering the dangers
            involved, this must be your own decision, Major.”
         

         
         Nadia glanced back at Brad. “Dangers?”

         
         “Oh, yeah,” he said, with a lopsided grin. “I guess I should warn you that training for space operations will be tough . . .
            and dangerous as hell. Just for example, when you light the candle on an S-19 Midnight or an S-29 Shadow spaceplane, you’re
            riding on top of thousands of pounds of highly explosive fuel. If there’s even a tiny glitch, just one small malfunction . . .”
         

         
         “Bad things happen?” she guessed, with the faintest hint of a wry smile of her own.

         
         “Let’s just say you could easily end up right in the middle of the biggest fireworks show anyone on the ground is ever likely
            to see,” Brad agreed. “The man who developed the engines for the spaceplane, Hunter Noble, is nicknamed ‘Boomer’ for a reason.”
         

         
         “Good Lord,” Nadia breathed.

         
         “Then we can move on to explosive decompression, radiation hazards, micrometeorites, and a bunch of other perils. It’s sort
            of a long list.”
         

         
         “So essentially you are asking me to join you . . . and risk being killed in any number of interesting new ways?” Nadia said.

         
         “Pretty much,” he admitted.

         
         Smiling broadly now, she slipped her arm through his and laughed. “Very well, I accept. You really do know the way to a girl’s
            heart, Brad McLanahan.”
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Three

         
         
            Federal Security Service Headquarters, the Lubyanka, Moscow, Russia

            That Same Time

         

         From the outside, the Lubyanka hid its sordid history of terror and brutality behind the six stories of a beautiful neo-Baroque
            façade of yellow brick set above two lower levels layered in dark gray stone. For more than a century, the building had served
            as a headquarters for Russia’s secret police—whether they were known as the Cheka, the GPU, the OGPU, the NKVD, or the KGB.
            Year after year and decade after decade, terrified political prisoners were hustled through its doors and thrown into the
            cruel hands of the torturers and executioners who lurked in the Lubyanka’s dank and bloodstained basement.
         

         
         Some Russians liked to pretend that had changed with the fall of the Soviet Union, that the excesses of the past were over,
            never to be repeated. See, they said in hushed voices, the old KGB was gone, replaced by a newer and more professional intelligence
            and police organization, the Federal’naya Sluzhba Bezopasnosti, the Federal Security Service. Unlike its forerunners, the FSB was supposedly hedged in by law—answerable to both the Duma—the parliament—and the nation’s elected president.
         

         
         Looking up at the Lubyanka through the tinted windows of his black Cortege limousine, Colonel General Mikhail Leonov snorted
            in sour amusement. Too many of his countrymen preferred living among glittering illusions—of expanding national power and
            prosperity and reform—even though they still knew the darker truths in their own hearts. For Russia, the past was never another country. The Duma was currently nothing more than a rubber stamp for President Gennadiy Gryzlov’s rule by decree.
            And while the old means of state terror and repression were now and then papered over with a veneer of civilized legality,
            they never fully disappeared.
         

         
         True, the FSB’s current head, Minister of State Security Viktor Kazyanov, was a weakling, more mouse than man. But Gryzlov
            was clever. He understood that he didn’t need a stony-eyed killer like Lenin’s Felix Dzerzhinsky or Stalin’s Lavrentiy Beria
            to keep dissenters and potential rivals in line. So long as Kazyanov slavishly followed orders, the president’s grip on power
            was secure. Gulags and mass executions were no longer necessary . . . not in an age in which social media could spread fear
            at the speed of light. All one needed were carefully planted rumors, a few stage-managed public arrests and show trials, and
            the occasional “mysterious” disappearance.
         

         
         His driver pulled into the curb at the Lubyanka’s main entrance.

         
         Leonov leaned forward. “Find a parking spot around the back once I’m inside, Anatoly. I’ll text you when I’m finished here.”

         
         Without waiting for a reply, he popped the rear passenger door open and climbed out. A few pedestrians scurrying past the
            infamous building glanced at him and then as quickly looked away, obviously seeing nothing of any interest. And why should
            they, after all? Who would waste time staring at yet another dull-looking Russian bureaucrat in a plain dark suit and subdued
            blue tie? Such men were as thick as fleas on Moscow’s streets this close to the end of the workday.
         

         
         Leonov knew he would have made more of a splash in his service uniform, shoulder boards, and high, peaked general’s cap. But
            FSB officers, though nominally members of the military, preferred wearing civilian clothes while at work. Anonymity was a
            useful trait for spies and secret policemen. Imitating them suited his own purposes this afternoon.
         

         
         Inside the Lubyanka, he was greeted by a younger officer whose own jacket and tie were considerably more stylish and expensive-looking.
            “My name is Popov, sir. If you will follow me? General Koshkin is waiting for you in his personal office.”
         

         
         Leonov raised an eyebrow at the other man’s air of studied elegance. “Tell me you’re not really one of Koshkin’s komp’utershchiks.”
         

         
         Smiling, Popov shook his head. “One of the tech geeks? Not me. I bathe more than once a week.” He shrugged his perfectly tailored
            shoulders. “No, sir, I’m merely an errand boy for the general.”
         

         
         Which translates to bodyguard, Leonov thought dryly, noting the slight bulge of a concealed pistol beneath the younger man’s suit. Major General Arkady
            Koshkin was evidently a careful man these days. That was wise. Few officers reached the higher echelons of Russia’s spy services.
            Fewer still could say they had survived Gryzlov’s fury when a crucial operation went sour. Fortunately for Koshkin, it appeared
            that even the president realized how difficult it would be to replace him. Men with the eclectic mix of arcane technical skills,
            leadership ability, and cyberwar operations experience needed to manage the FSB’s Q Directorate were a rare breed.
         

         
         Originally, the directorate’s skilled programmers had been tasked with organizing and conducting Russia’s covert cyberwar
            and computer-hacking operations. Now, by direct presidential order, they were also expected to protect critical defense industries
            and computer systems against foreign intrusion and sabotage. Gryzlov’s decree left no doubt that this new cybersecurity role
            was their primary mission.
         

         
         It was a change in focus Leonov wholeheartedly welcomed.

         
         He had witnessed the terrible damage an enemy could inflict by hacking into computer programs used to control sophisticated
            weapons. Three years ago, Scion agents in Polish pay had somehow corrupted software upgrades for Russia’s S-300 and S-400
            surface-to-air missiles—causing their target identification and acquisition subroutines to go haywire. The ensuing catastrophe
            had cost Russia many of its best Su-27, Su-30, and Su-35 fighter jets, shot down by their own air defenses. It had also cost
            Colonel General Valentin Maksimov, the former commander of the aerospace forces, his job . . . and, in the end, his life.
         

         
         As the man who’d stepped into Maksimov’s shoes, Leonov knew only too well how much depended on Q Directorate’s competence.
            Besides the new Thunderbolt plasma rail gun, the other cutting-edge weapons, compact power-generation systems, and heavy-lift
            rockets needed to launch the Mars Project were nearing operational status. Gryzlov had invested a substantial portion of the
            nation’s defense budget—and much of his political prestige—in these advanced technologies. He was convinced they would ensure
            Russia’s dominion over the world for generations to come. With so much at stake, the president would never forgive even the
            slightest failure. And nothing short of complete success would satisfy him.
         

         
         Leonov pondered these unpleasant truths while he followed Popov deeper into the massive building. Within five minutes, he
            felt lost in a maze of identical corridors with the same elegant parquet floors, pale green walls, and door after door marked
            only with cryptic numbers and letters. Obviously, the spies who worked here put a high value on their own secrets and privacy.
            Without a human guide or a map, a stranger entering the deeper recesses of the Lubyanka wouldn’t have the slightest idea of
            which directorate was where or whose office was behind any given door.
         

         
         Set in the dead center of the complex, Q Directorate was an exception to the sea of sameness.

         
         Beyond a manned checkpoint, the parquet floors ended, replaced by sound-deadening mats. All the interior walls and ceilings
            were thicker, with interwoven layers of metal paneling, gypsum wallboard, wire mesh, and acoustic fill. Windows that had once
            looked out onto inner courtyards were gone—closed off behind new walls. In effect, the directorate’s section had been converted
            into a highly secure facility that was virtually sealed off from the rest of the FSB headquarters.
         

         
         That much at least was reassuring.

         
         So was his first look at Arkady Koshkin himself. The head of Q Directorate was short and slight, with a high, wrinkled forehead.
            Eyes bright with intelligence and ambition gleamed behind thick spectacles. On the other hand, those same eyes were also wary,
            full of caution. They were the eyes of a man who understood that those close to Gennadiy Gryzlov necessarily danced along
            a razor’s edge—poised between power and oblivion.
         

         
         Politely, Koshkin ushered him to a chair in front of his desk and then nodded toward a small silver samovar on a sideboard.
            “Tea?”
         

         
         Leonov shook his head. “Thank you, but no. Unfortunately, I find caffeine this late in the day is too hard on my stomach.”

         
         “Ulcers?”

         
         “The doctors say no,” Leonov said with a shrug. “Merely stress and worry.”

         
         Koshkin smiled sympathetically. “An occupational hazard of our respective professions, I fear.” He looked over at Popov. “You
            may go, Dmitry. Colonel General Leonov and I can look after ourselves.” Silently, the elegant young aide left, firmly closing
            the door behind him.
         

         
         “Now, General,” Koshkin said carefully. “What brings you to the Lubyanka?”

         
         “First, how tight is your security?” Leonov asked, with equal care.

         
         “In this office itself? Airtight,” Koshkin assured him. “Nothing we say can be overheard or recorded in any way by foreign
            agents.”
         

         
         “Or by your colleagues in the FSB’s counterintelligence department?”

         
         Caught off guard, Koshkin blinked in surprise. Plainly buying time to think, he took off his glasses and swiped distractedly
            at them with a handkerchief. Then he put them back on and cleared his throat. “Is there some reason you are worried about
            possible surveillance by loyal forces of the state?”
         

         
         Leonov’s thin, answering smile didn’t reach his eyes. “Only because none of your service’s spy hunters hold high-level Mars
            Project clearances, Arkady,” he said coolly. “So before you panic about being implicated as a possible traitor, get it through
            your head that my sole focus is safeguarding our Motherland’s most vital secrets.”
         

         
         Relieved, Koshkin nodded his understanding. Information about the full scope of Gryzlov’s new plan was restricted to a tight
            inner circle within the Russian government. Besides the president, Leonov, and Koshkin himself, no more than a tiny handful
            of others were cleared for full briefings on the project. Otherwise, individual government departments, research labs, and
            production facilities were told only what they needed to know to complete their own particular assignments.
         

         
         “The antibugging measures I employ are effective against all forms of surveillance, whether by foreign spies or our own counterintelligence
            agents,” he admitted.
         

         
         “Good,” Leonov said quietly. “Because we must be able to speak frankly to each other. To share ideas without the slightest
            constraint or reservation.”
         

         
         Koshkin looked on edge again. “Ideas about what?”

         
         Here we go, Leonov told himself. This was where he found out if the other man understood the difference between sensible caution and
            crippling passivity. Or if he grasped that taking personal initiative was sometimes necessary—and might even be safer than
            clinging rigidly to set procedure and regulation. Careful to sound calm, almost bored, he shrugged. “About the possibility
            of making certain modifications to command and control programs for some of the Mars Project’s components.”
         

         
         Koshkin stared back at him for several long seconds. “What kind of modifications?” he asked at last.

         
         Leonov held up a hand. “First, let me make sure that I have a clear sense of how the system works, eh?” It was important not
            to rush this. He leaned forward. “As I understand it, your Q Directorate experts aren’t actually writing any of the project’s
            operational software themselves. Correct?”
         

         
         Slowly, Koshkin nodded. “The research and development teams working on different weapons, power generation, maneuvering, and
            life-support systems are responsible for writing and validating their own code.”
         

         
         “And when they’re finished?”

         
         “My people go through each piece of software line by line—checking for anything suspicious or out of place. Once the programs
            have been thoroughly scrubbed, we subject them to stringent testing to make sure they work as promised—both on their own and
            in tandem with other crucial systems.”
         

         
         Leonov cocked his head. “And after that, your team embeds every piece of software in layer upon layer of high-grade cybersecurity
            protocols? So that no further alterations can be made . . . except by your directorate?”
         

         
         Koshkin frowned, obviously not quite happy with this crude summary of a complex process. “More or less.”

         
         “In effect, then, no one else has access to the inner working elements of Mars Project software once your work is finished,”
            Leonov continued, with a confident smile. “That’s perfect. Exactly what we need.”
         

         
         “But I don’t see what—”

         
         “It’s quite simple,” Leonov explained. “Your directorate’s procedures make it possible for us to do what must be done, without tipping our hand to our enemies—or unnecessarily worrying those here at home who might otherwise misinterpret
            our actions.”
         

         
         Tiny droplets of sweat suddenly beaded the other man’s high forehead. “I will not do anything to compromise the integrity
            of the computer programs created for the Mars Project,” he stammered.
         

         
         “Don’t be a fool, Arkady.” Leonov shook his head impatiently. “That’s the last thing I would expect.” He looked Koshkin straight
            in the eye, choosing his words with care and precision. “I only want your programmers to create buried subroutines that will
            strengthen our security . . . and protect the Motherland in a worst-case scenario. Secret programs we can activate, in an
            emergency, to regain control over critical systems. To stop the enemy from turning our own new weapons against us.”
         

         
         “Fail-safe protocols, you mean?” Koshkin wondered.

         
         “Exactly. I want a series of fail-safe protocols inserted into the project’s operating software,” Leonov agreed.

         
         “On whose authority? Yours?”

         
         Leonov nodded. “Yes.”

         
         “Not the president’s?” Koshkin asked softly.

         
         Leonov shrugged. “Gennadiy always expects his plans to unfold perfectly, without a hitch or snag.”

         
         “But you are afraid that the Mars Project will fail?”

         
         “On the contrary, I think the president’s confidence is fully justified,” Leonov said flatly. “If we proceed wisely, our powerful new weapons
            and other technologies should give us an overwhelming advantage against the Americans and their allies. Once our space platforms
            are in orbit and operational, we will be free to attack targets in orbit or even on the ground without fear of serious retaliation.”
            Then, coolly, he met Koshkin’s troubled gaze. “But you and I also know—and only too well—that even the best-laid plans don’t
            always survive contact with the enemy. Victory is never assured. Defeat is always possible. And sometimes it carries terrible
            consequences. Both for Russia itself . . . and for those who can be blamed for any failure.”
         

         
         Koshkin swallowed hard, clearly remembering the dreary procession of fellow officers, scientists, and other government officials
            who’d suffered the consequences of Gryzlov’s wrath over the past several years. “You want an insurance policy,” he realized.
         

         
         “It is our duty to strive for complete success. But it is also our duty to prepare for the worst,” Leonov said pointedly.
            “We’ve just spent considerably more than a trillion rubles developing some of the world’s most advanced weapons and space
            hardware. So tell me, Arkady, are you willing to take even the slightest chance of letting the Americans waltz in and snatch them away from under our noses?”
         

         
         “My God, no,” Koshkin murmured, turning pale at the thought of what Gennadiy Gryzlov would do to anyone he held responsible
            for such a catastrophe. Tight-lipped now, he looked back across his desk at Leonov. “Very well, General. My programmers will
            do as you request. We’ll create the fail-safe protocols you require.”
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            Hangar Three, McLanahan Industrial Airport, Sky Masters Aerospace, Inc., Battle Mountain, Nevada

            Early Summer 2021

         

         Brad McLanahan let the security door swing shut behind him. Then he slid his sunglasses into the pocket of his Sky Masters
            flight suit and stood still for a few seconds, waiting for his eyes to adjust. After the brilliant sunshine and typical scorching
            high-desert summer temperatures outside, something about entering the enormous hangar reminded him of the time Nadia had showed
            him Kraków’s beautiful, centuries-old Gothic cathedral. Standing here in this equally vast, cool, and dimly lit space, he
            felt a touch of the same awe that had overwhelmed him then.
         

         
         No surprise there, I guess, he thought. In its own way, Hangar Three was also a sacred space—though one dedicated to space-age aviation rather than to
            the deity. Come to think of it, he realized, maybe that impression wasn’t as sacrilegious as it first sounded. To the despair
            of his English teachers in school, he’d never been much of a poetry fan, but some of “High Flight,” written by a pilot who’d
            been killed during the Second World War, had stuck with him . . . especially the last couple of lines, where the poem talked
            about putting out your hand in space and touching the face of God.
         

         
         Now that he could see more clearly, Brad focused on the big, black, blended-wing craft parked in the middle of the hangar.
            To a layman’s untutored eye, it would look a lot like a larger version of the SR-71 Blackbird, only with four massive engines
            mounted under its highly swept delta wing instead of two. But to someone like him, who’d flown this model before, the distinctive
            shape was instantly recognizable.
         

         
         That was a Sky Masters S-19 Midnight spaceplane—equipped with revolutionary LPDRS (Laser Pulse Detonation Rocket System) triple-hybrid
            engines. Those “leopard” engines, able to transform from air-breathing supersonic turbofans to hypersonic scramjets to pure,
            reusable rockets, were powerful enough to propel the spaceplane into Earth orbit. At the same time, the spaceplane, like its
            smaller counterpart, the S-9 Black Stallion, and its larger cousin, the S-29 Shadow, could take off and land on ordinary runways
            built for commercial airliners.
         

         
         “Hey, kid, you planning to do any real work this afternoon?” a tall, lanky man called from the foot of a high rolling ladder
            pushed up against the S-19’s open twin cockpit canopies. “Or are you just here sightseeing?”
         

         
         “Hey, Boomer!” With a cheerful grin, Brad waved back at Hunter “Boomer” Noble, the chief of aerospace engineering for Sky
            Masters and its lead test pilot for the reactivated S-series spaceplanes. “Sorry I’m late, but we had a slight problem on
            the last simulator run that I had to sort out.”
         

         
         “Shit,” Boomer growled. “Tell me a newbie didn’t just break one of the company’s incredibly expensive machines?” Sky Masters Aerospace ran some of the world’s most advanced
            flight simulators out of a converted hangar at the other end of the airport. Mounted on massive Hexapod-system hydraulic jacks,
            the full-motion simulators could be configured to mimic the flight characteristics and capabilities of virtually any aircraft—everything
            from single-engine turboprops to fifth-generation fighters like the F-35 Lightning II on up to the S-series spaceplanes. Between
            the company’s immersive, virtual-reality simulator programs and its expert instructor pilots, Sky Masters made a tidy profit
            training fliers for airlines and even the armed forces of several smaller U.S. allies.
         

         
         “‘Break’ is a harsh word,” Brad said judiciously. “But I guess our trainee did bend it a little.”

         
         Boomer winced, probably imagining the outraged memos from corporate accounting that were likely to land on his desk. “Bent
            it how, exactly?”
         

         
         “Well, it looks like a couple of the Hexapod actuators froze up when the simulator pod tried to spin end over end.”

         
         “No fucking way,” Boomer said in disbelief. He pinched the bridge of his nose hard and closed his eyes for just a second.
            “Which one of our merry band of aspiring astronauts managed to mess up a simulator like that?”
         

         
         “Constable.”

         
         “The Brit?”

         
         Brad nodded. Peter Charles “Constable” Vasey had flown Harrier jump jets and other high-performance aircraft for the Fleet
            Air Arm. Several years before, bored out of his skull by peacetime service, the former Royal Navy flier had signed up with
            Scion. Since then, he’d flown a wide range of different aircraft for the private military company, taking part in a number
            of dangerous
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