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Аннотация
A coup in the Kremlin brings hardliners to power, men determined to take back territories lost with the fall of the Soviet Union. Billions of euros pour into Moscow from an unknown source, fueling a secret military buildup.
Director Elizabeth Harker sends the Project team to the Balkans, where the Russian-backed president of Macedonia is suppressing a popular movement threatening to become a revolution. It looks like Moscow is meddling once again in Central Europe. But the reality is not what it appears to be.
Nick, Selena and the team are caught up in a devious plot that takes the world to the brink of nuclear war. Who is funding Moscow's militaristic adventures and why? Can the team find a way to stop a confrontation between Russia and the United States before it starts? The stakes for Nick, Selena, Elizabeth Harker and the world have never been higher. If they fail, civilization will be destroyed.
Failure is not an option�
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CHAPTER 1

Blowing snow swirled around three men crossing the courtyard of the domed Senate building in the heart of the Kremlin. Two wore the signature great coats and high peaked hats of generals in the Russian army. The third was a slim civilian dwarfed by the bulk of his two companions, dressed in a dark overcoat and a fedora. The snow was mixed with tiny bits of ice, the cold breath of another hard Russian winter. The footprints of the three men were the only marks in the pristine white blanketing the courtyard. It was late, the night lit by floodlights that shone through the falling snow and illuminated the colonnaded front of the Senate building.
Here in the inner sanctum of Russia's seat of power, guards were posted no matter what the weather. They snapped to rigid attention as the trio approached, then rushed to open the tall doors leading into the building. The three men stepped into the warmth and waited as the doors closed behind them. The vast reception foyer was deserted. At this time of night no one was about.
Colonel General Evgeni Kuznetsov stamped snow from his high gleaming boots. Both generals opened their heavy coats. Both carried Makarov PMM pistols in shiny black leather holsters.
"Let's get this over with." Kuznetsov's voice was rough, rasped by years of cheap tobacco and vodka.
"He may yet see reason," the civilian said.
Kuznetsov snorted in contempt. "You know better than that, Vladimir."
Vladimir Orlov unbuttoned his coat and brushed snow from the shoulders. He took off his hat and slapped it against his trousers. Orlov's blonde hair was thin, brushed across his oval skull. He had a blade of a nose and thinly compressed lips. His eyes were cold blue, cold like the Siberian steppes.
"You have the papers?" Orlov asked.
"I've got them here."
General Pyotr Krupin withdrew a flat leather binder from under his coat. He commanded the Western Military District, including Moscow. A large part of the Russian army was under his direct orders.
"I don't think he will sign."
"The legalities must be observed," Orlov said. "We'll give him the opportunity. It's up to him how this turns out. What about Vysotsky's men?"
Krupin looked at his watch. "A Zaslon unit will arrive in precisely eight minutes."
"Good. Whatever Gorovsky decides will determine their role."
In another part of the building, not far from where the three men stood talking, Russian Federation President Leonid Gorovsky leaned back in the leather chair behind his desk and watched the snow blowing past his office window. Gorovsky was a large, unpleasant looking man, a throwback to the days when Russian politicians were anything but telegenic. People who saw him for the first time were reminded of Nikita Khrushchev, a man from peasant stock like himself. Gorovsky looked like someone who would be at home in a working man's bar, the kind of man who would as soon hit you with a bottle as offer you a drink from it.
As with most things in Russia, looks were deceiving. It was true Gorovsky had no qualms about using brute force to get what he wanted but it was a mistake to dismiss him as just another powerful bully. The president's crude exterior hid a shrewd and calculating mind, with a realistic appreciation of global politics and the ongoing dance of power between the great nations. Russia's enormous nuclear arsenal ensured a place in the dance but it couldn't guarantee that the music would be to his liking. At the moment his mind was sounding a discordant note he could no longer ignore.
A new Cold War had begun with Western attempts to extend NATO. It had escalated with events in the Ukraine. Now the temperature was rapidly dropping beyond Gorovsky's comfort zone.
The Western position was hardening. Gorovsky knew that the American President, James Rice, was not afraid to assert military power if needed. So far Rice had been cautious but he was under intense pressure to stop future Russian expansion with an aggressive response. American hawks in the Pentagon and the Congress wanted a war, something to fill the coffers of the military-industrial complex that had taken control of the American government.
Gorovsky had his own problems with hawks. He'd gained backing from the military and the oligarchy with promises to restore Russian pride and respect in the eyes of the world. So far it had gone well, although Western sanctions were beginning to hurt. The ruble had suffered but plans were well underway to establish a new standard of world currency that would boost Russia's economy. The port at Crimea was secured, one of the most vulnerable chinks in the Russian armor. Soon the entire east of the Ukraine would be under Russian control.
The seizure of Crimea was a satisfactory beginning. The problem was that the hawks wanted more. They saw NATO as a toothless tiger and thought much of the territory of the old Soviet Union could be brought back into the fold, by force if needed. They believed the Americans were exhausted from their failed wars in Iraq and Afghanistan.
In some ways Gorovsky sympathized with their view. The American military was overextended. Their economy was on the verge of collapse, driven to the edge by the greed of the bankers and their European cronies. Politically, the Americans were a house divided. In the opinion of the hawks, Washington could ill afford to risk war because of greater Russian expansion. The hardliners believed that now was the time to reclaim Russian dominance in Eastern Europe, beginning with the Ukraine.
All of it.
Gorovsky knew better. An invasion of the Ukraine on the scale needed to subdue it would mean war with the Americans, a war that could become nuclear. A war no one could win. The problem was that Gorovsky's generals believed such a war could be won. They were lost in the same myth that had destroyed Hitler and Napoleon, the myth of invulnerability. Gorovsky knew there were counterparts to his general staff in the Pentagon who believed in their own illusions of invincibility. Things never turned out well when myth collided with reality.
He heard voices outside the door to his office. He glanced at the clock. Too late for normal business. The unease that had been nagging at him all day turned into a sense of alarm.
Gorovsky had not ascended to the pinnacle of Russian power by being na�ve. He was a survivor. He eased open a drawer in his desk. It contained his pistol, the Makarov he'd carried when he was an agent in the old KGB.
The door opened and it was as if his mind had conjured up the very people he'd been thinking of, the men who wanted war. Generals Kuznetsov and Krupin had been arguing for an expanded military effort for weeks. The sight of his Prime Minister in his black fedora only confirmed Gorovsky's suspicions that Orlov had been conspiring behind his back.
"Vladimir. Generals. Is there a military crisis? I cannot think of another reason why you would be here at this hour."
Krupin took out the leather binder he'd brought and placed it on Gorovsky's desk.
"You should read this before we talk any further."
Gorovsky noted the lack of respect and looked at Orlov. Cold blue eyes stared back, expressionless, flat as a snake's. Gorovsky opened the binder and scanned the single sheet of paper inside. He looked at the three men, then took a cigarette from a silver case that had once belonged to Czar Nicholas. He reached into the open drawer with the pistol and took out a box of matches. The contents of the drawer were not visible from where the three men stood. Gorovsky lit the cigarette and drew an ashtray toward him. He put the matches back in the drawer. He kept his hand in the drawer and gripped the pistol.
"This is a letter of resignation," he said. "Do you really expect me to sign it?"
"Leonid, it is the best way."
Orlov's voice was calm, persuasive, the voice he used when he wanted to convince someone to do what he wanted.
"You have lost the confidence of the military and of the oligarchs. Your caution is beginning to look like fear and fear is not something we can afford to show to our enemies."
"My caution is only prudence. We are not ready for another military adventure at this time. We need two more years at least."
"No one is willing to wait two more years," Krupin said. "In two years the Americans will have strengthened NATO to a point where it will no longer be easy to defeat them. They will become a serious threat. Washington is negotiating missile sites in the Balkans as we speak. They cannot be allowed to ring the Rodina with their weapons."
Gorovsky shook his head, like a teacher correcting a wayward student.
"You are fools if you believe we can take on the Americans. Remember your history. Japan had the same idea for almost the same reasons. They saw the U.S. as weak, divided, unwilling to wage war. Look what happened."
"We are not Japan and this is not 1941," Orlov said. "It would be best to sign the paper and retire gracefully to the countryside. Go, Leonid. Enjoy your Dacha on the Black Sea."
"Or what?"
Gorovsky felt the cold metal of the Makarov in his hand.
"Or you will resign involuntarily. Perhaps for reasons of ill health. It's really too bad about your heart condition."
"My heart is fine," Gorovsky said, "but yours soon won't be."
He drew the pistol from the drawer. Krupin had been watching Gorovsky's hands. His own pistol was out of the holster in a blur. He fired as Gorovsky raised the Makarov. The bullet took the president in the shoulder. Gorovsky's gun fired as he fell back in his chair and Kuznetsov shouted in pain. Orlov took a pistol from under his coat and fired three quick shots into Gorovsky before he could recover.
Blood poured out of Gorovsky's mouth and he fell forward onto the carpet. He twitched and lay still. A faint odor of spent powder drifted through the room.
Kuznetsov was holding his upper arm. Dark blood seeped between his fingers.
"How bad?" Krupin said.
"It's nothing. A superficial wound."
There was a noise outside. Four hard looking men in civilian clothes came into the office. Their clothes couldn't hide their cropped hair and military look. They were Zaslon, the secretive Spetsnaz unit commanded by General Alexei Vysotsky, one of the deputy directors of the Sluzhba Vneshney Razvedki, Russia's foreign intelligence service. Vysotsky had served with Orlov in the days of the KGB.
The leader of the four men looked down at the body of the Russian president, then at Orlov. With Gorovsky's death, Orlov was now the acting President of the Russian Federation and Supreme Commander of Russia's military forces. He saluted.
"Captain Ilya Yezhov, sir. What are your orders?"
"President Gorovsky has had a sudden hemorrhage and heart attack."
Orlov gave Yezhov a calculating look. "This unfortunate death requires discretion. You understand?"
"Of course, sir."
"You are now promoted to Major, effective immediately. Please arrange for our late president's body to be prepared for a state funeral. Someone will need to replace this carpet."
"Sir."
Yezhov saluted again and barked out a few short commands. The other three men cut away the bloodstained carpet and wrapped Gorovsky's body in it.
Orlov watched them carry the former president out the door and smiled.
The game had begun.

CHAPTER 2

The sun was setting on the island of Kauai. Radiant streams of orange and gold lit towering dark cumulus clouds on the far horizon. Two people sat on the veranda of the hotel they'd picked for their honeymoon, watching the ocean and sipping pi�a coladas.
The man was muscular, in shape. He had black hair cropped short and gray eyes that seemed to take in everything around him. His body was marked by ripples and puckers of scar tissue, the aftermath of wounds he'd taken in foreign and hostile places.
The woman was almost stunning. Selena Connor wore a skimpy bikini in a lavender color that picked up the violet of her eyes and revealed the taut musculature hiding under the outward curves that usually caught people's attention.
"This is the life," Nick Carter said. "We have to do this more often."
"We could buy a condo and come out whenever we wanted."
"But then we'd have to make these ourselves. I'd rather have someone do it for us. Speaking of which�"
He held up two fingers toward the waiter. Two more.
Selena took a bottle of lotion from her beach bag and began applying it to her arms and face.
"I got a little too much sun today."
"It looks good on you. Brings out the red in your hair."
"You like redheads?"
"That sounds like a trick question," Nick said. "Only on you."
"Good answer."
The drinks came. Nick took a slice of pineapple off the edge of the glass and bit into it.
"One thing I love about the islands. The fruit is always fresh and the booze is good."
"We've been here four days and I'm just beginning to relax," Selena said.
"We've got another ten days before we're due back. I can't remember when I had this much time off."
"Don't say that. You'll jinx it."
"Superstitious?"
"I don't like to tempt the fates."
"You think there's such a thing as fate?"
"I don't know, maybe. If there is, it must have something in store for us or we would've been sitting in that car when it blew up."
Selena was talking about the white Rolls-Royce that was supposed to whisk them away from the church after the ceremony. It had vanished in an explosion that turned the gleaming limousine into scrap metal, filled the oak doors of the church with shrapnel and blew out the stained-glass windows. Nick's intuition had saved them.
"I'd like to get my hands on whoever did it," she said. Her voice betrayed her anger.
Nick took a long sip of his drink. "So far there isn't anything we can use to identify the bomber. Forensics is still working on it."
"There was that note on the package."
Nick nodded. "All I could make out was two words. 'For my�' The rest was hidden under the bow."
"For my what? Someone wanted us to read it."
"Sure, right before they blew us up. We'll never know what it said unless we discover who sent that package."
Nick's secure phone was lying on the glass tabletop. It vibrated, short steady bursts that walked the phone across the glass. He picked it up and looked at it.
"It's Harker."
"Don't answer."
"You know I have to."
The phone vibrated again.
"I told you you'd jinx it.
Nick activated the call. "Director."
Six thousand miles away in Virginia, Elizabeth Harker sat in her office at Project Headquarters watching a CNN special on the state funeral for the late leader of the Russian Federation.
"Nick, I hate to do this. I need you and Selena to come back."
"We still have ten days here. Unless somebody's about to start World War III I'm not in any hurry to leave. What's so urgent?"
"Have you been paying attention to the news?"
"Not at all. That's kind of the point of taking a vacation. Besides, it's our honeymoon. I've got better things to do."
He winked at Selena. She smothered a laugh.
"Gorovsky is dead."
"The Russian president? Good riddance. He caused a lot of trouble. Maybe now the Russians will wise up."
"There's no chance of that," Harker said. "His death puts Vladimir Orlov in the president's chair."
"So?"
Elizabeth sighed. "The official account coming out of Moscow is that Gorovsky died of heart failure. Langley has a deep cover source at a high level in Russia's military. He tells a different story."
"I think I know where you're going," Nick said. "You're going to tell me his death wasn't natural."
"It's true that he died of heart failure," Elizabeth said. "Three or four bullets in the chest will do that for you."
"You're saying there's been a coup."
"Yes. You don't know this, but Gorovsky had initiated a back channel negotiation to calm things down in the Ukraine in return for relief from the sanctions imposed by the West."
"And somebody over there didn't like the idea?"
"The hawks want the return of the Soviet empire," Elizabeth said. "Detente with the West is not on their agenda. The new era won't be communist, but Stalin would approve of the goals. Orlov is an ultra nationalist and he's ruthless. He has the backing of the power factions, the oligarchy and the military."
"I still don't see why you need us back so soon. It's going to take time for Orlov to grasp the reins and get everybody lined up for whatever it is he's planning."
"President Rice has called a meeting for tomorrow morning to discuss the implications of what's happened over there. I need to be able to tell him we're ready to respond at a moment's notice if needed. I can't do that if you're lying on a beach somewhere in Hawaii."
"Maybe not a moment's notice but we're only a redeye away," Nick said. "Planes leave here all the time. It won't be any trouble to get a flight back if we have to. We need this time, Director. You want us up to speed, you have to give us time to recharge. We've earned it."
Nick looked over at Selena and held up his hand with crossed fingers.
"Three more days," Elizabeth said. "Then you get your butt back here. And if I need you before, you get on a plane ASAP. Understood?"
"Director�"
"Three days, Nick." She ended the call.
"What did she say?"
"She gave us three more days. It's better than nothing. She wanted us back right away."
Selena finished her drink.
"Should we order another?"
Nick looked at his new bride and wondered how he'd managed to shut down his feelings for her for so long. He'd never thought he'd let anybody in again, not after Megan died. But Selena had worked her way into his heart.
"Why don't we go see if the maid left any chocolates on the pillow?" Nick said.

CHAPTER 3

General Alexei Ivanovich Vysotsky, Deputy Director of SVR, the Russian Foreign Intelligence Service, stood before the desk of the diminutive man who now controlled the vast resources of the Russian Federation. The desk was the modern symbol of power in Russia, the equivalent of the czar's throne. It was crafted of the finest woods and inlaid with malachite from the Ukraine, an irony that had not escaped Vladimir Orlov's notice.
Things had moved swiftly in the short time since Gorovsky's departure from behind this same desk. The bloodstained carpet had been replaced. It would take careful scrutiny to see the repair. The smell of burnt gunpowder had long since vanished. Orlov had invoked a clause in the Russian Constitution which gave him legal authorization to declare a state of emergency. All power was now in his hands.
Orlov was under no illusions that he could retain that power without the support of the factions that had placed it in his grasp. The SVR was key to his plans for the future. General Vysotsky had proved his loyalty during the coup. But loyalty in Russia was something that could shift in a moment. It required care to shore it up. No one knew that better than Orlov.
Orlov rose and gestured toward two elegant upholstered chairs set off in a corner by a low table bearing a steaming samovar and tea service.
"Will you join me for tea, General?"
Vysotsky would have preferred a large glass of vodka but knew better than to ask for one. Orlov was known to disapprove of the Russian fondness for vodka.
"Thank you, Mister President."
The two men sat down.
"That title is not yet mine," Orlov said, "but it will be after I schedule elections. That will not be for some time."
"Yes sir."
"In private you may call me Vladimir. And may I call you Alexei?"
He smiled. It failed to reach Orlov's blue eyes.
Looking at him Vysotsky thought Eyes are the mirror of the heart. If there was truth to the old proverb, Orlov's heart was empty of anything except calculation.
"Of course, Vladimir. I am honored."
Orlov placed tea in two cups and filled them with hot water from the samovar. He handed Vysotsky one of the cups.
"I appreciate the efficiency you displayed." There was no need to discuss what Orlov meant. "Tell me, what does Vishinski think of all this?"
Boris Vishinski was the current Director of SVR.
Two minutes with this man and I am already treading in quicksand, Vysotsky thought. How do I answer? What is he looking for?
It reminded him of the old days, when he'd been a young agent in the KGB. Back then a false step could lead to years in the Gulag or a bullet in the back of the head in the courtyard of the Lubyanka on Dzerzhinsky Square. The Lubyanka had been transformed into the headquarters of the FSB, Russia's internal security service. Now the bullets were dispensed at Lefertovo. For the man or woman on the receiving end, it made no difference.
Vysotsky was an old hand at the game. The secret was to say as little as possible until one knew which way the wind was blowing.
"General Vishinski is diligent, as always," Vysotsky said. "He has said nothing of importance about the transition."
"I am promoting you to the position of First Deputy Director of the Sluzhba Vneshney Razvedki," Orlov said.
This was a major step up. Vysotsky hid his surprise. "That is most generous, Vladimir. Thank you."
"I want you to keep me informed of activities on the part of our enemies in the West. Also of anything unusual you might discover closer to home."
Message received, Vysotsky thought. Vishinski is in his sights.
"I understand, Vladimir."
"Good, good." Orlov patted Vysotsky's hand. Alexei noticed that the fingernails were perfectly manicured and covered with clear polish. "And now I must compose a note to the American president."
Orlov stood. Vysotsky rose with him.
As he left the room, Vysotsky felt the first heady rush of satisfaction. Orlov was like a wolf from the steppes, dangerous when hungry but of little threat when his belly was full, unless provoked. Feeding the wolf had brought him close to the inner circle of power.
One day he intended to be the one sitting behind that desk. For now, being close would do.

CHAPTER 4

The team met in Elizabeth Harker's office at Project headquarters. Elizabeth had been director of the Project from the beginning. President Rice had given her a free hand to pick her personnel and backed her up with the resources she needed to accomplish whatever was required. The Project wasn't like the other agencies in Washington's intelligence community. She had almost unlimited funding that was untouchable by Congress. Most people in Congress and in the government had no idea who she was or what the Project did. That was the way Elizabeth liked it.
She almost always dressed in a tailored black pantsuit and white blouse and today was no exception. The one thing she tended to vary was the pin she wore over her left breast, today an abstract shape of gold and emeralds. The emeralds picked up the deep, radiant green of her eyes. Elizabeth was a small woman. People with power tended to dismiss her because of her size but usually it didn't take long for them to discover their mistake.
Elizabeth's desk was across from a large couch where Nick, Ronnie Peete and Selena were sitting.
Ronnie held up a Hawaiian shirt Nick had picked up in a thrift shop on Kauai. The colors were soft, a subtle mix of bamboo green and sand.
"Thanks, Nick."
"You're welcome, amigo."
"It's a Tori Richards from around 1970," Ronnie said, pleased. "I think I have one with the same pattern but in different colors somewhere."
Ronnie had been brought up on the Navajo reservation in Arizona. He had the broad shoulders and narrow hips typical of the Navajo people. His face was wide and strong, his skin a reddish-brown, a classic image straight out of the old American West. He'd been a Gunnery Sergeant in the Marine Corps. Someone who understood what that meant knew he was no one to mess with. Most people didn't find that out until it was too late.
Ronnie had over two hundred Hawaiian shirts hanging in his closet. Most of them were gaudy tourist catchers no self-respecting Hawaiian would be seen in dead or alive but Ronnie didn't care. He loved the colors and the imagination of the artists. His favorite shirt featured Elvis-like surfers in big finned Cadillacs flying across the sands.
The shirts were perfect for the humid East Coast summers. One of the things Ronnie hated about the cold months was that he couldn't walk around in short sleeves. Today he'd dressed in a warm outer jacket, a blue shirt and slacks. He never wore a tie unless he had to.
Ronnie glanced at the patio and flower garden outside Harker's office. The green of summer was gone and the dreary brown of early November had taken over. He held up the shirt.
"I'll wear this next time we go someplace warm," Ronnie said.
"That may not be any time soon." Elizabeth looked at her watch. "Where's Lamont? He's late."
"Speak of the devil," Nick said.
Lamont Cameron came into the room and sat down next to Selena and Nick. Lamont never seemed to change. He was as muscular and wiry as he'd been the day Nick first met him, when Nick's Marine Recon unit was on a joint mission with the Navy SEALs in the Persian Gulf. Lamont was a little shorter than Nick's six feet, about Selena's height. He had a thin scar that trailed across his face from just above his right eye and down across the bridge of his nose, the aftermath of shrapnel he'd taken in Iraq. The scar stood out like a pink worm across his coffee colored skin. Lamont had blue eyes, a remembrance of his Ethiopian ancestors.
"Sorry, Director. My alarm didn't go off."
"Where's Stephanie?" Selena asked.
"She had a doctor's appointment. She should be here soon," Elizabeth said.
Stephanie Willits was Harker's deputy.
"Let's get down to business." Elizabeth touched a button on her keyboard. A large monitor on the wall lit with a map of central Europe.
"The Balkans?" Nick asked.
"Specifically, Macedonia." Elizabeth clicked again and Macedonia took up the center of the screen.
The country was completely landlocked, bordered by Serbia on the north, on the east by Bulgaria, to the south by Greece and on the west by Albania. That put it right in the middle of one of the world's continual sore spots. The area had been devastated by war throughout history.
"I thought Macedonia was in Greece," Lamont said.
"It was, until 1913. The area was split up between Serbia, Bulgaria and Greece. There's still part of Greece called Macedonia but that's not the country. The country has a complicated and bloody history. It was part of Tito's Yugoslavia and has a large Slavic population. It declared independence in 1991. Since then it's been in the heart of all the Balkan conflicts."
"Aren't they part of NATO?" Nick asked.
"No. Greece has blocked their membership every time they've applied. The Macedonian government leans toward Moscow. They get most of their military supplies from Russia."
"Go figure," Lamont said. "A Moscow ally in the heart of Europe."
"Makes you wonder, doesn't it?" Ronnie said.
Elizabeth said, "Macedonia has constant problems with Albania. The country is mostly Orthodox Christian and Slavic. Albania's population is mainly Muslim. There are radical Albanian Islamists who want to incorporate Macedonia into a greater Albania. Sometimes it gets violent. Back in 2001 they almost had a war that would have been a bloody rerun of what happened in Bosnia. It got stopped by NATO but it's simmering still."
"Same old story," Lamont said. "I wonder if this bullshit is ever going to stop."
"Not in our lifetime," Nick said.
"You don't know that, Nick," Selena said. "Don't be such a pessimist."
"Radical Islam is setting fire to the world. No one is going to put that fire out anytime soon."
"That's what I mean about you being a pessimist."
Elizabeth tapped her pen on her desk. "Let's leave that discussion for some other time, shall we? Would you like to know why Macedonia is up on my monitor?"
Harker's voice was light but Nick could see the warning signs. When Elizabeth was about to get angry the tips of her elfin-like ears got red. They stood out against her milk white skin. With her green eyes and black hair, red tipped ears gave her a fey look that warned of a coming explosion.
"Sorry, Director."
"All right. To continue. Two days ago there was an incident in a town called Kumanovo. It's in the north of Macedonia, about twenty kilometers from the capital of Skopje. Albanian insurgents got into a shooting match with Macedonian police. Kumanovo is predominantly Muslim and the police are mostly Christian. People were killed on both sides."
Nick scratched his ear. "Doesn't sound like anything out of the ordinary, given the ethnic and religious tensions in that part of the world."
"I might agree with you except that in the past week there have been serious street protests in Skopje over corruption in the government. The protests forced the interior minister and the chief of the intelligence service to quit. That's a bad sign for the current regime. The protests are getting larger every day and the demonstrators are demanding that the president step down. It looks like a popular revolution is brewing, something like what happened in Egypt."
"Skopje's the capital?" Lamont asked.
Elizabeth nodded. "Yes. The President of Macedonia is Apostol Mitreski. Mitreski is laying the blame for the protests on Western manipulation. Moscow has been quick to pick up on his accusations and there's noise starting to come out of Russia about Slavic brotherhood and common roots. Russian newspapers are printing articles with the same kind of propaganda and rhetoric they used during the Serbian war. The official line is that the protests are part of a plot by the West to destabilize a friendly government and install a Kiev type regime hostile to the Federation and friendly to the West. One that would threaten Russia's security."
Lamont said, "It wouldn't be the first time we tried something like that."
"As a matter of fact we are trying something like that," Elizabeth said. "The president feels the protests present an opportunity to improve our position in the Balkans. The Pentagon wants to install new missile batteries in the region that would be part of our first response to a potential Russian attack."
"Here we go again," Ronnie said.
"What does that have to do with the protests?" Selena asked.
"If Mitreski is forced out of office by a popular revolution a new president would be more favorable to our goals."
"Let me guess," Nick said. "We have someone in mind."
"We do."
"I hate politics," Ronnie said.
"Director, are you saying the Russians are right?" Nick asked. "We're fomenting a popular revolution to gain an advantage against Moscow?"
"The Macedonians thought up the protests on their own. We didn't start what's happening over there but we damn well want to finish it."
"So we have an interest in supporting a revolution," Nick said.
"The Macedonians will be better off if they can get Mitreski out of there. He's corrupt to the core. He and his cronies have been ripping off the economy for years at the expense of the people. That's what's really behind the protests, that and anger about the Albanian incursions. People don't think the government is doing enough to protect them. Moscow is unhappy with Mitreski but he's better than someone who is genuinely pro-Western."
"Do we have a reading on what will happen if Mitreski is forced out?"
"Not a good one. That's where we come in. Rice wants us on the ground in Macedonia to find out what's going on."
"That's Langley's job. Spook stuff. You know, covert agents and all that. Isn't that what they're supposed to be doing?"
"Normally, yes. But there's a problem at Langley."
"There always is," Lamont said.
"It's the same problem we dealt with on the last mission. There's a leak at CIA, possibly a mole. Any covert operation over there runs an almost certain risk of being exposed in the media. That's the best case scenario. The worst case is that agents would be identified and arrested or killed. At the moment, CIA has been hamstrung for serious intelligence operations. President Rice thinks we are the best alternative."
"Is he going to cover our ass if something goes wrong?"
"You know better than that, Nick. This unit is officially deniable. But you'll have as much backup as I can give you."
"I don't suppose it would do any good for me to say that I think this isn't our job."
"No, it wouldn't."
"What, exactly, is our mission?"
"The opposition groups are roughly united in something called the 11 October movement."
"11 October?"
"October 11th is a national holiday called Revolution Day. The date marks the beginning of active Macedonian resistance against the Nazis by partisans in World War II. I want you and Selena to go over there and find out what's going on. Your cover will be as reporters, part of the international press. I want you to talk to people, find out who they think should take over if Mitreski is kicked out. See if you can get a sense of their feelings toward NATO and the Russians. Try to identify competing factions. Find out what they think should be done about the Albanians."
"I can already tell you that," Lamont said. "If Macedonians are like everybody else in the Balkans, their attitude toward the Albanians is going to be something like kill them all and let God sort it out."
"What about weapons?" Nick asked. Weapons were one of the first things that came to mind when he began thinking about a new mission.
"You won't need them. You're press, remember? Reporters don't carry guns. If you're stopped and questioned and you've got a gun you might be visiting Macedonia for a long time."
"Director�"
"If you get in trouble you'll have to improvise. If things really get bad, take refuge in the embassy. This isn't a combat mission, it's a reconnaissance to gain information."
"I want Ronnie and Lamont with us if you're sending us in naked. More is better if things get rough."
"There's no reason why they should."
"Are you kidding? You're talking about thousands of people who are all pissed off about something. Not all of them are angry about the same thing. Some of them will be supporters of the regime. There are bound to be clashes and we'll be right in the middle of it."
Elizabeth considered. "All right. The whole team goes. But try to stay out of trouble."
Nick reached up and scratched his ear. Ronnie looked at him and sighed.

CHAPTER 5

The airport in Skopje was named after Alexander the Great, one more bone of contention in the ongoing squabbles between the Republic of Macedonia and Greece. The terminal was modern, clean and a long way from Virginia in more ways than one.
They'd flown from Washington to London and from London to Vienna. From Vienna they'd taken a flight on Austrian Airlines that got them to Skopje. Counting layovers, airport transfers and delays they'd been traveling for a full day. Nick consoled himself by thinking that airline seats were a hell of a lot better than riding on webbing in the belly of a C-130 loaded down with a hundred and forty pounds of gear.
They rented a VW Passat from Inter Car Rental. Selena wanted a Mercedes but Nick pointed out that they were supposed to be reporters. A Mercedes was too visible, too luxurious. Most of the rentals were underpowered and small. The VW had enough room and adequate power, if not the several hundred horses Selena would have preferred.
Their hotel was located across from Macedonia Square in the heart of the city, on the bank of a river. The square was the natural rallying point for the protests. At the hotel desk Selena handed over their passports and spoke to the clerk in English. He couldn't find their reservations until she switched to Macedonian and slipped him a fifty dollar bill. Keys to two rooms appeared as if by magic.
Selena was an accomplished linguist, fluent in many languages. Before she joined the Project she'd been a lecturer on the academic circuit and a consultant to NSA. She had a world reputation as an expert in ancient and obscure languages of the Far East.
"I didn't know you spoke Macedonian," Nick said as they headed for the elevator.
"I don't but I can speak Bulgarian. Most people here can speak it. The languages are almost the same. The differences are subtle."
"What was the problem with the clerk?"
"He doesn't like reporters much. There are a lot of them in town to cover the protests and some of them are pretty arrogant. I told him we're working for a Dutch weekly that wants to present a fair account of what's happening here."
"The American passports didn't put him off?"
"No. I told him we're freelance. The U.S. hasn't made as many mistakes here as we have in other places. People are still friendly."
"But not to reporters."
"Not as far as he's concerned."
Their rooms were on the fifth floor in the front of the hotel and provided a bird's eye view of Macedonian Square, reached by a stone bridge spanning the Vardar River. The square was dominated by a colossal brown and white stone column topped with a circular disk and a statue of Alexander the Great on his rearing horse, sword raised high as he rode to conquest.
The column rose from a circular pool marked by statues of four lions at the cardinal points of the compass. Statues of armed soldiers in ancient armor stood guard around the base of the pillar, ready to protect Alexander from anyone who might want to climb to the top and bother him on his horse.
There were a lot of people in the square, surrounding the pool and talking in groups. Tents and makeshift shelters were going up. Microphones and speakers were being set up on a concert stage that bordered one side of the plaza. Armed policemen stood at the edges of the square observing. Nick spotted men in civilian clothes moving through the crowd who had the unmistakable angry look of authority being challenged.
"This has all the makings of trouble," Nick said. "Take a look. Tell me what you see."
Selena scanned the crowd. "A lot of people and more coming. It doesn't look like there's a large police presence."
"Not yet. The big event is scheduled for tomorrow. They'll probably start giving speeches later on this afternoon. If I were planning on breaking up the demonstration, I'd wait until dark before I brought in reinforcements and keep them out of sight until they were needed. I spotted at least five plain clothes agents in that crowd, probably from the Intelligence Agency."
"You seem certain the government is going to interfere," Selena said.
"Count on it. Mitreski isn't about to give up power, no matter how many people tell him he should go."
"Do you think it will turn violent?"
"I'm pretty certain it will. These things follow a pattern. People get worked up by the speakers and then the government steps in. They could just send in the cops. Or they could use provocateurs to start trouble and use that as an excuse to start busting heads."
"Macedonia is an elected democracy with a rule of law," Selena said. "Doesn't that count for something? Don't you think the government could just observe and deal with whatever is said politically?"
"Just because they have elections here doesn't make it a democracy. That's what these protests are about. Your vote doesn't count for a lot when everyone you vote for is corrupt. In the end, things reach a point where revolution is the only answer."
"It doesn't have to be a violent revolution."
"Ideally, no. But unless Mitreski is responsive to the people demanding change there won't be any alternative. Things have gone too far here."
A wave of fatigue hit him. He yawned.
"The jet lag is settling in," Nick said. "Let's get Ronnie and Lamont and go downstairs for something to eat. Then I just want to sleep. Tomorrow is going to be a long day."

CHAPTER 6

The new Russia was not so different from the old. Elevation to a position of power brought increased risks as well as rewards. The higher one rose, the farther one had to fall. As First Deputy Director of SVR, Alexei was one spot away from the top job. Some would argue that the Director was the most powerful man in Russia after the president. Alexei Vysotsky looked around his new office on the executive fourth floor of SVR Headquarters in Yasenevo and reflected on Vladimir Orlov's unspoken reasons for his sudden promotion.
It could be the old Russian trick of playing subordinates against one another. Alexei wasn't sure why Orlov wanted him to go after Vishinski. There could be many reasons. When the center of power shifted in Moscow it was always a time of paranoia. Even Orlov was not immune.
Perhaps Vishinski knows something he shouldn't, Alexei thought, something that could be a problem for our new leader.
Whatever the reason, his future depended on finding a way to remove Vishinski. Orlov had lifted Alexei up and he could just as easily knock him down. The sooner he found something the better, but he needed to be careful. Boris Vishinski was no fool. He was a dangerous opponent, unhappy that Alexei had been promoted without consulting him, envious of Orlov's sign of high favor. He would look for any opportunity to thwart his new second in command. If Vishinski found out that Alexei was investigating him there would be serious trouble.
Vysotsky sat behind a scarred wooden desk that had once belonged to Lavrenti Beria, the ruthless head of Stalin's secret police. The desk was a symbol that did not go unnoticed by those who understood. Alexei had ordered it moved to his new office. Now he opened the bottom left drawer and took out a bottle of Moskovskaya vodka, with its green label picturing one of Stalin's wedding cake buildings. He took a glass from the drawer and filled it, replaced the bottle and closed the drawer. He was about to review the latest reports from Macedonia when the intercom on his desk signaled. Alexei depressed a button.
"Yes."
The arrogant voice of Vishinski's aide came through the speaker.
"General, the Director wants you in his office immediately."
When your boss is gone I will enjoy seeing you squirm, Alexei thought.
"Tell the Director I will be there in five minutes."
"Immediately."
"Five minutes." Alexei clicked off the intercom.
Mudak, he thought,asshole. Pereyti yebat' sebya.
He downed the rest of the vodka, got up and walked to the other end of the corridor and Vishinski's office.
The aide sat behind a desk in the outer office. He gave Vysotsky an unfriendly look. Alexei ignored him, knocked on the open door and went into the director's office.
Boris Vishinski was a squat bear of a man. He was reading something and looked up as Alexei came in. He gestured at a chair in front of his desk.
"Sit, General."
He went back to reading. Vysotsky gave no outward sign of his annoyance as he waited. He was going to enjoy Vishinki's fall.
After several minutes Vishinski looked up again. He tapped the papers in front of him. "This is the latest report from Skopje. There is considerable unrest. It's possible that Mitreski's government will be unseated if we don't do something about the demonstrations. Do you agree?"
"Yes, Director, I do." Alexei's voice was pleasant, agreeable, as if to say No problem here. Whatever you think.
"I am glad to hear it. The leader of the 11 October movement has scheduled a rally tomorrow to stir up trouble. I have received instructions from the highest level to prevent further provocations by whatever means necessary. I want you to take care of this. Assign someone to rid us of this troublemaker."
"Extreme termination?"
"Yes. There must be no indication of our involvement."
"I can think of someone who would be perfect for this," Vysotsky said.
Vishinski tapped his fingers on his desk and looked at Alexei.
"I know about your involvement with Gorovsky's sudden heart attack."
Alexei said nothing.
"You may be in Orlov's favor but remember that you work for me. You will carry out any orders I give you. The consequences of not doing so would be unpleasant."
The threat, Alexei thought. Always a threat. Nothing ever changes.
"Of course, Director." Time to throw a little oil on the water. "I know my place. My promotion was as much a surprise to me as to you. I will do my best to support you and the aims of our service. You may count on me."
Vishinski grunted. "Very well. Keep me informed of progress in Macedonia."
It was a dismissal. On the way out Vysotsky caught a whiff of the aide's cheap cologne. It gave him an idea of how to trap Vishinski. He filed it away for later consideration.
Alexei knew who would be perfect for the assignment in Skopje. When he got back to his office he activated the intercom.
"Yes, sir."
"Get Valentina Antipov in here. Now."

CHAPTER 7

Valentina Antipov was working out in the gym and thinking about Alexei Vysotsky. The general was the closest thing to a father Valentina had ever known. That didn't mean she confused her feelings about him with a normal family relationship, whatever that was. It was more like a relationship between a stern taskmaster and a brilliant student. Valentina's feelings toward Vysotsky were a bitter stew of love and resentment, seasoned with grudging admiration.
Recently the relationship had become more complicated. She'd discovered that Vysotsky had murdered her father.
Her mother, Sofia, had been an officer in the KGB. Valentina had never known her father. She hadn't even known who her father was until she discovered it by accident. The information was on the computer in Vysotsky's office.
The details in the file had shocked her.
Her father had been a spy for the Americans, a CIA agent stationed in West Germany in the days of the Cold War, when divided Germany was a hotbed of espionage. Valentina's mother had seduced him as part of an assignment to compromise him. But then the relationship had gone beyond two spies trying to manipulate each other. Sofia had gotten pregnant. She'd refused to abort the child and her handlers had called her back to Moscow. Her CIA lover had been reprimanded and sent home to his American family.
Valentina's father was marked for termination. Alexei Vysotsky had carried out the sanction. Her father, his American wife and his son had died in the crash. There was a daughter. She hadn't been in the car.
Valentina's mind had reeled as she'd tried to absorb all the information I have a sister. Who is she? What's she like? Then, Vysotsky killed my father. He's been lying to me all these years.
Vysotsky had told Valentina that her mother died in a car wreck engineered by the CIA. That she was a hero of the Soviet Union. It wasn't until Valentina read the file that she learned the truth. Her mother had been drunk. She'd driven off the road without any help from the opposition.
There was a reference to another file on the sister, Selena Connor. Valentina pulled it up on the computer.
As she read, her anger had begun to grow. Her sister was a spy as well, an active agent, working for a secretive intelligence unit answering to the U.S. president.
Maybe there's something in the genes, she thought.
More than a spy, her sister was wealthy on a level that would have made even a Russian oligarch take notice. She was accomplished, famous in her own right in academic circles. Newly married to her team leader. A woman who had everything.
Why had this woman enjoyed the warmth and comfort of a father, her father, as a child when Valentina had not?
It was unfair.
It had been a simple task to memorize the photograph of her sister and the information on the file before she shut it down. When Vysotsky returned he'd found Valentina standing by the window of his office, looking out toward the spires of Moscow.
That had been three weeks ago.
She thought about the sister she'd never met and pulled the handles of the exercise machine viciously together, the weights clanking at the ends of their cables.
Her phone signaled a call from Vysotsky.
"Valentina. Where are you?"
"In the gym."
"Finish whatever you are doing and come to my office."
He ended the call. Valentina looked at the phone and thought about hurling it across the room. She stepped away from the machine and headed for the locker room. She hadn't decided what she was going to do about Vysotsky, or if she was going to do anything. Until she did, everything had to appear normal.
Valentina was an attractive woman, with high cheekbones and intense green eyes. Her dark hair fell to her shoulders in gleaming waves. She had a body that made men look twice but her beauty concealed a mind deeply scarred by the absence of love. Under the calm exterior she showed to the world, Valentina simmered with rage. She'd been taught how to kill but no one had bothered to teach her the art of compassion. Her hands seemed as innocent as a child's but she could deliver a blow with either one that could break an oaken board or an opponent's bones.
She came into Vysotsky's office dressed in black walking shoes, black slacks and a long-sleeved black top, open at the collar. Her long hair was piled on top of her head. She wore no jewelry or makeup. She moved with the unconscious ease of an Alpha predator. Her eyes radiated a singular focused intensity that made Vysotsky think of a beautiful, feral angel.
He rose and came out from behind his desk and greeted her with three quick kisses to her cheeks.
"Valentina. You are looking lovely as always. Come, sit. I have a new assignment for you."
Vysotsky went back behind his desk. "I am sending you to Macedonia on a delicate mission."
"To Greece?" Valentina asked.
"No, to the country. The Republic of Macedonia to the north of Greece."
Valentina waited.
Vysotsky continued. "Macedonia is friendly to us. The Americans are providing covert support to a revolutionary movement in the country that seeks to overthrow the current regime. They want to see someone in power who will allow them to install missile batteries that could be used against us."
"How does this involve me?"
"The movement is called 11 October. The leader is a man named Jerzi Todorovski. Without him the movement would collapse. The different factions would turn on one another. Todorovski is the glue that holds them together."
"And you want me to melt the glue," Valentina said.
"As always, you perceive the heart of the matter."
Vysotsky placed a folder on his desk and pushed it across to her. "Everything you need to know about him is in here."
Valentina opened the folder and looked at the photograph of her target. A dark eyed man with a square jaw and close-set eyes stared back at her.
"He seems young," she said.
"That is one of the things that makes him dangerous. He attracts the students, the young radicals. He's intelligent enough to present ideas that bring in the intellectuals. He's educated and he knows how to talk with them but he comes from common people and speaks their language as well. It makes him a man to be reckoned with."
"When do I leave?"
"Today. The main demonstration takes place tomorrow in Skopje."
"How do you wish it to be done? Do you want visibility? A false trail, perhaps to the CIA?"
"That is an interesting idea, Valentina, but no. Better if it looks natural. A heart attack, for example. Perhaps an undetected anomaly, an aneurysm in the brain that led to his unfortunate death. There should be no indication of anything except natural causes, unless you have no other choice."
Valentina nodded. "I understand. You can leave it to me. All I need to do is get close to him."
"It shouldn't be difficult. He loves to mix with his supporters. It would be a simple matter to embrace him or shake his hand or whatever is needed."
"I understand," Valentina said again.
Vysotsky looked into her eyes and saw something primal and dangerous, as if Valentina scented her prey.
I'm glad it's not me she's coming after, he thought.

CHAPTER 8

It was midmorning on the day of the demonstration.
Nick, Selena, Lamont and Ronnie stood on the edge of the swelling mob. They wore press badges pinned on their jackets. Lamont and Ronnie carried cameras. The sky was gray, overcast with the feel and threat of snow, the temperature hovering somewhere in the low 30s. The crowd filled the square and spilled over the edges onto the stone bridge and beyond, a ragged riot of coats, hats and scarves bundled against the chill. Handheld signs and homemade banners condemned corruption, demanded Mitreski's resignation and called for new elections.
A succession of speakers exhorted the crowd, warming them up for the main event when Jerzi Todorovski would appear and make his speech. Ranks of riot police stood on the far side of the square. Behind them were four armored personnel carriers filled with soldiers.
"This could go bad real fast," Lamont said. "Feel it?"
Nick's face was tight. "Yeah. It's like that feeling you get right before a big thunderstorm, when there's a lot of ozone in the air. Like something's going to happen."
"Those soldiers are armed," Selena said.
"We already know part of what we're supposed to find out," Nick said. "Todorovski is who people want in place of Mitreski."
"We don't know how they feel about the Russians," Ronnie said. "Just because they like Todorovski doesn't make them anti-Russian, just against Mitreski."
"For the Russians it's the same thing. Whatever happens today you can be sure Moscow doesn't want to see Mitreski go. Those troops are a bad sign."
Lamont pointed. "Something's happening on the bridge."
A new group was pushing its way across on the stone bridge across the river. Their signs were different.
Down with traitors!
Todorovski is a puppet of the West!
Unite against the fascists!
"Who are the fascists?" Selena asked.
"Anyone who doesn't agree with them," Nick said.
They were standing near the spot where the bridge opened onto the square. As the group of counter-protesters came by, Nick recognized two of the hard men he had seen yesterday from the hotel window.
"It's a set up," Nick said. "They've been sent to start trouble."
The crowd was starting to notice the newcomers. A murmur of anger swept across the square. On stage, the current speaker was shouting something.
"What's he saying?" Nick asked Selena.
"He's calling for calm. He's telling the crowd not to let them provoke trouble. He's saying it's what Mitreski wants."
"I don't think anybody's listening," Ronnie said.
Angry voices called out as the new demonstrators spread out through the crowd, pushing and shoving. Somebody shouted. One of the newcomers hit someone over the head with his sign. Another punched a woman standing nearby. That was all it took. The crowd closed in, fists flying.
A whistle blew on the far side of the square. The riot police advanced in a line behind their shields. People backed up in front of them but there was nowhere to go. The police reached the crowd and began swinging their batons. Selena saw a woman shouting at them. They clubbed her down. Blood streamed from her head. Others began to fall before the onslaught.
Some of the crowd had come ready for trouble. Pieces of pipe and improvised clubs appeared. A surge of shouting demonstrators swept into the police, like a wave crashing on a rocky shore.
"Whoa," Lamont said. "Those people have some balls."
In seconds the scene in the square turned into a full-fledged riot. People were fighting and screaming and trying to get away.
"They're unleashing the Army," Ronnie said.
The soldiers waiting behind the police deployed in skirmish lines. Behind them an officer stood on the hood of an armored carrier with a bullhorn. He began barking something. The harsh words carried across the square.
"What's he saying?" Nick looked at Selena.
"He's telling them to disperse or he will open fire."
"Shit," Lamont said.
"They're not listening," said Ronnie.
"Time to boogie." Nick pointed at the bridge. "Let's get back across the river."
By now they weren't the only ones with the idea of getting to the other side of the river and away from the square. The bridge filled with a stampeding current of people pushing and shoving. Nick got separated from the others. Selena was somewhere in back of him. Ronnie and Lamont were lost in the crowd. He struggled against the press.
The first shots sounded from the square. A low moan rippled through the mass of people. The pressure of the crowd increased. There were more shots. Someone fell nearby, blood streaming from his wounds. The panicked mass trampled over him.
Nick looked around, trying to find Selena. He thought he saw her for a moment before she disappeared back into the crowd.
A man stood immovable in the middle of the bridge. He was broad, with a beetle brow, a chest like a gorilla and arms to match, one of the men Nick had seen casing the square of the day before. As people came close he pushed them aside or knocked them down. He grinned and lashed out at anyone who came near, creating a small circle within the stream of people.
The giant saw Nick coming, zeroed in on the press badge and grinned even wider. There was no way for Nick to get around him.
I need this like a hole in the head, Nick thought. To hell with this.
When he was close enough Nick launched a kick to the groin that would've felled an elephant. Gorilla man gasped and doubled over, his mouth open in pain and surprise. Nick moved to step around him.
That was when the bomb went off.
From the corner of his eye Nick sensed something coming at him. There was a brilliant flash of light and then everything went black.

CHAPTER 9

Valentina was on the far side of the river near the bridge, waiting for her target to appear. She only needed to get close enough to brush against him. In her pocket was a device that contained a powerful, silent electric charge. It propelled a tiny poisoned dart that could penetrate a thick outer jacket and underlying layers of clothing. An unnoticed touch against the target's back or side and he'd be dead within minutes. It was not an easy way to die. That was of little concern to Valentina. Her concern was the successful completion of her mission.
She watched what was happening in the square with growing unease. It wasn't because the demonstration was getting violent that she felt uneasy. It was that Todorovski wasn't going to show up if the demonstration disintegrated into a riot.
Her thoughts calmed when she saw Todorovski coming along the river walkway, surrounded by a cluster of people. In a minute he would be close enough for her to mingle with the crowd and kill him. No one would know what had happened.
The first shots sounded on the other side of the river. She swiveled toward the sound. People were panicking, struggling to get away, to cross the bridge, to run from the soldiers.
The leader of the 11 October movement stopped and began talking to one of the men with him, gesturing at the square. She couldn't hear what he was saying but it looked like he was being urged to turn back. Another man joined in. Then Todorovski shrugged and turned away. His face was angry. He began walking back the way he had come.
Now I have to think of something different.
There was a sudden disturbance in the middle of the bridge. A large man began knocking people down as they fled the square.
A provocateur, she thought. One of Mitreski's men.
Another man wearing a dark blue jacket walked straight up to the thug and kicked him between the legs before he could react, bringing him down.
I wonder who he is? Not many men would attack first like that.
She was about to follow after Todorovski when the stage disintegrated in an explosion that rocked the square. Pieces of debris fountained into the air and scythed through the crowd. A dirty cloud of gray-black smoke rose into the wintry sky. Echoes rolled back from the mountains that formed the valley where the city lay.
Then the screaming began.
Der'mo, she thought. Shit.
The cloud of smoke drifted over dozens of dead and wounded. The blast had taken down police, soldiers and protesters together with indifference.
Valentina turned her back on the scene and began walking after Todorovski, her mind working on what had just happened.
Who's behind it? Mitreski? But some of his troops were killed.
It occurred to her that the Kremlin could be responsible but Orlov gained nothing by the violence. She was sure he'd given the order to send her here; it made sense. The West saw Todorovski as a potential ally, someone who would fall in with their plans to contain a resurgent Russia. Someone who would be open to placing missiles on Macedonian territory. At that level of politics, the order to terminate had to have come from the Kremlin. Orlov had no need for a bomb with her assigned to handle the problem.
The bomb had probably been on a timer. Todorovski's appearance had been delayed past the scheduled time. If it had been controlled by a remote detonator, the assassin would have waited until Todorovski mounted the stage. The explosives had been placed under the speaker's platform and if things had gone as planned, the leader of the 11 October movement would now be scattered in a thousand bloody pieces over Skopje.
The first ambulance screamed by.

CHAPTER 10

"Come on, Nick. Wake up, buddy."
Someone patted him on the cheek.
"Nick. Open your eyes."
He recognized Selena's voice. Somewhere a woman sobbed, a deep, wailing sound. He opened his eyes. Selena and Ronnie were bending over him. Ronnie's look of relief was almost comical.
"All right. You're back," Ronnie said.
"My head hurts."
"Yeah, no kidding. You got hit in the head by something."
"What happened? I think I got in a fight with someone."
"That's one way of putting it," Selena said. "You kicked one of Mitreski's gorillas in the balls. Then someone set off a bomb."
"I don't remember that."
"It will come back. You might have a concussion. Can you stand?"
"Help me up."
Ronnie and Selena each took one side and helped Nick to his feet.
"Man, you look like shit," Lamont said. "There's blood all over the side of your face."
Selena gave him a hard look.
Lamont shrugged. "What?"
"Suits the way I feel," Nick said.
He looked around. The bridge was strewn with articles left behind by the fleeing crowd. There was no sign of the man he'd kicked. In the square, people huddled in clusters around the fountain or around figures lying on the ground. Groans and cries drifted across the river.
Police and paramedics began to cross the bridge. A medic stopped and said something. Selena answered him in the same language. The man went on into the square.
"What did he say?" Nick asked.
"He wanted to know if you're okay."
"We need to figure out what happened. Let's get back to the hotel before somebody starts asking a lot of questions."
The desk clerk looked at Nick's bloodied face as he came in, the one Selena said didn't like reporters. He didn't say anything but Nick thought he saw the trace of a smile.
"Something funny?" he said. The man's face blanched.
"Nick�" Selena put her hand on his arm.
He shook it off. "It's all right."
The four of them went to Nick's room. He went into the bathroom and cleaned the blood off his face. There was a long gash across his forehead, the source of the blood.
"I think we can get away without stitches," Selena said. "I'm going to tape the sides together. First I have to disinfect it. This will sting."
She poured something from a small glass container onto the wound.
"Ow. What the hell is that stuff?"
"Tea tree oil. It comes from Australia. Kills just about everything."
"I believe you. Ow," Nick said again.
She finished cleaning the wound and applied tape.
From the hotel window they could see the aftermath of the bombing. The bridge and square were cordoned off. Several emergency vehicles were parked along the river. Two men in civilian clothes looked through the wreckage of the stage.
"Good thing we made it back here before they closed everything down," Lamont said.
Ronnie walked over to the dresser and turned on the television. "Let's see what the official line is."
"That's a game show," Selena said. "Try a different channel."
Ronnie worked the remote. A newsfeed came on with pictures of the square, the same scene they were watching live through their window. The camera panned in on a serious looking announcer speaking from behind a desk.
Selena translated. "They're calling it a terrorist attack. He says the Ministry of the Interior has received a note claiming responsibility."
"Who did it?" Nick said.
"According to him, a group called the Albanian National Front."
"I never heard of them."
"Oh, oh," Selena said.
"What, oh, oh?"
"The announcer just said that troop movements are reported on the border with Albania. Mitreski has declared a state of emergency. He's imposed a curfew."
"War?" Ronnie asked.
"It sounds like they're getting ready for it." Selena sighed. "The last time this happened NATO stopped it from turning into an all-out conflict but it took months."
"What's the problem with Albania?" Lamont asked.
"It goes back hundreds of years to the time of the Ottoman Empire. Almost a third of the population in Macedonia is Muslim but the rest of the country is Orthodox Christian. The last time they almost had a war it was over working conditions for ethnic Albanians living here. There's a lot of bad blood between the two countries."
"This seems pretty convenient for Mitreski."
"What do you mean, Nick?" Ronnie said.
"That demonstration was about people who want to see Mitreski gone. A lot of them. All of a sudden there's a state of emergency and the country is under the threat of war with Albania."
"You think the government set off that bomb? Their own people were killed."
"I don't think that would bother someone like Mitreski. People in power will do anything when their position is threatened."
"A false flag attack," Selena said.
"It could be. Or it could be what they say it is, a terrorist attack. Either way, things just got a lot more complicated."
"What do we do next?"
"We need more information. I have to talk with Harker."
"What about the mission?"
"Probably changed," Nick said. "We'll see what Harker has to say."
"Maybe she'll tell us to come home," Lamont said.
"Sure she will," Ronnie said. "You been smoking some of those funny cigarettes?"

CHAPTER 11

Elizabeth and Stephanie watched a string of reports about Macedonia on the monitor in Elizabeth's office. Stephanie had deep shadows under her eyes. It hadn't been that long since she'd been shot during an ambush on the Project team. She'd lost the child she was carrying and almost died.
Steph's long brown hair had been cropped short in the hospital. She'd lost a lot of weight. Elizabeth thought it looked good on her but there were better ways to go on a diet. The outer wounds were healing. Elizabeth wasn't sure how long it would take for the ones that didn't show.
"This is a mess," Stephanie said.
"I talked to Nick. Things are really tense in Skopje. The word on the street is that there's going to be a war with Albania. The government is blaming an Albanian terrorist group for the bomb."
"You think that's what really happened?"
"It's always convenient to blame terrorists. It might be a set up by Mitreski, something to divert attention from the 11 October movement."
"A false flag."
"Exactly," Elizabeth said.
"Nothing is what it appears to be anymore." Stephanie's voice was weary.
"It sounds like a typical move. Every leader in that part of Europe is corrupt. I wouldn't trust any of them, no matter what they said. Whoever is behind that explosion just upped the ante in the region. Look at this."
Elizabeth entered a command on her keyboard. The image on the monitor shifted to a live satellite shot over the Balkans and the mountains between Macedonia and Albania. She zoomed in. Military convoys were moving on the highways on both sides of the border, headed toward each other.
"Troop movements," Stephanie said. "They have tanks and artillery with them."
"It didn't take them long, did it?"
"You think they'll start shooting at each other?"
"Not yet. There will be a lot of posturing and accusations going back and forth between Tirana and Skopje before it really heats up. Unless somebody does something stupid. That's always a possibility."
"Are you going to pull the team out?"
"No. Right now they're our best source of intelligence. I want to leave them in place until we get a better idea of what's happening. They're supposed to be reporters. No one will think anything about them asking questions."
"What is it that you want them to find out?"
"Anything they can about whoever set off that bomb. If it exists, sooner or later someone will be willing to talk about them."
"What if they don't discover anything?"
"Then the probability goes up that Mitreski is lying. We have to find out. This has the potential to bring in NATO and the White House needs accurate intelligence. If the group is genuine and they did it, that's one thing. If not, it requires a different response. The Balkans are simmering with old hatreds that can erupt into another war. That would mean intervention on our part."
"You mean intervention by NATO."
"It really isn't any different. If NATO gets involved so will we, either with air strikes or sending ground forces. The Europeans will dither and argue and stall until things really get bad. They hate the idea of contributing troops and if they do, they'll put such stringent rules of engagement on them that they'll be worse than useless."
"They're not the only ones that do that," Stephanie said. "Look at the rules we put on our people in Afghanistan and Iraq. The politicians have crippled their ability to carry out the mission. All because politically correct people think war should be clean and polite and we shouldn't offend anyone. There's never been a war that was polite. No wonder we can't win."
"Better hadn't let anyone from the media hear you say that. They'll crucify you."
"I'm not the only one who thinks it's stupid to fight a war with one hand tied behind your back."
"No, you're not."
They watched the convoys streaming toward the border.
"Where do you think Nick should start?" Stephanie asked.
"That's a good question. I'm not sure. The convoys are headed toward the main crossing checkpoint near that big lake on the border. It's on the only decent highway between the two countries. If I were a terrorist, I wouldn't go anywhere near there."
"You want them to go look for terrorists?"
"Not exactly," Elizabeth said. "I doubt they'd find them. All I'm interested in is trying to confirm their involvement in the bombing."
"Nick and the others can't cover the entire border."
"They don't need to, they just need to talk to some people."
Elizabeth studied the monitor and pointed.
"That city close to Albania, the one on the western side near that smaller lake. What's it called?"
Stephanie entered a search on her laptop. "Debar. It says here that the population is almost completely Albanian, even though the city is in Macedonia."
"That sounds like a good bet."
"Does Selena speak the local language?"
"I don't know," Elizabeth said. "Let's ask her."
She made the connection to Macedonia. Nick answered.
"Yes, Director."
"Nick, I'm going to send you to the western part of the country. Ask Selena if she speaks Albanian."
"She's right here." Nick handed her his encrypted satellite phone.
"Elizabeth."
"Selena, do you speak Albanian?"
"Which dialect? There are two main ones. I speak some Tosk. That's the most common one. The other is Geg, but I only know a few words."
"As long as you speak one, that's what counts. You might want to brush up on it."
"Are you sending us to Albania?"
"No, but I'm sending you to a part of Macedonia that might as well be in Albania. Put Nick back on the phone."
Selena handed the phone back to Nick.
Elizabeth said, "You're going to a city called Debar in the western part of the country. It's a hotbed of Albanian anti-government activity. Find a hotel for a couple of days. Talk to people. Find out what you can about this group that is supposed to have set off the bomb. Use your cover as reporters. Since Selena speaks the language, it shouldn't be too hard to convince people to open up a little. Everyone likes to give their opinions. Your cover fits with the increased border tension. It gives you a good reason for being there."
"Does Langley have anything?"
"No. That's another reason why it's suspicious. No one wants another Bosnian war and CIA has been monitoring everything in that region for some time. There hasn't been a hint of the Albanian National Front planning something like this."
"Copy that, Director. Anything else?"
"That's it for now. Keep me informed."
Elizabeth broke the connection.
Stephanie said, "If they find anything out, it could be dangerous."
"It's possible."
"You do remember that they don't have weapons?"
"Then we'd better hope they don't need them."

CHAPTER 12

The drive through the heart of Macedonia was scenic and coldly beautiful. The road from Skopje was modern and wide. They drove their rented VW west to Tetovo and south to Gostivar, past Kicevo, then west again to Drugovo, names that spoke of the Slavic heritage of the country. From Drugovo, a secondary highway led to Debar.
Western Macedonia was a land of mountains, lakes, rivers and wide valleys, scenery straight out of a 19th-century landscape painting. In warm weather the forested slopes would be green, the roads lined with orchards and crops. Now winter had set in and everything was coated with white. Black outcrops of rock broke through the snow, hinting at the essential hardness of the ancient land. The temperature outside hovered below freezing. The air felt raw and wet.
"Reminds me of survival training," said Ronnie. "I'm glad I'm not running around out there with all my gear."
"Not exactly Hawaiian shirt weather," Lamont said.
Twice they pulled over to make way for a military convoy of covered trucks hauling troops and equipment.
"We should be coming into Debar soon," Selena said.
"Not soon enough for me." Nick yawned. "We'll need a hotel."
"I already made a reservation. We're staying at a hotel right in the middle of town."
"I hope they've got a restaurant," Lamont said.
They reached the hotel after dark. From the outside it looked modern and fairly new. Streetlamps marched along the fa�ade, throwing light over a row of snow coated evergreens across from the entrance.
The lobby was deserted except for the desk clerk. He looked bored. He took their passports and handed them their keys.
"The restaurant will be closing in an hour. If you are hungry, the food is good here."
"Thank you," Selena said.
The clerk watched them head for their rooms. When they were gone he picked up his phone and dialed.
"Yes."
"Tell Josef a group of reporters has arrived."
"Let us know when they leave the hotel."
The clerk hung up.
In the hall outside their rooms Nick said, "Let's meet in the restaurant in ten minutes."
"Man, I'm hungry." Lamont rubbed his stomach. "I could eat a horse."
"Might be what they've got," Ronnie said.
Nick looked at them and shook his head. "See you down there."
The hotel room was large and clean. The walls, doors and closets were white. The floor was polished, dark wood. There was no carpeting. The lighting was subdued. No one staying here would think they were in a hotel in America.
"I don't like the way that clerk looked at us," Selena said.
"What way?"
"He had a sneaky look," she said. "Like he was saying one thing and thinking another."
"All he did was give us our keys and take our passports."
"He was looking at our press passes."
They were still wearing press credentials on their jackets.
"So?"
"How come he didn't ask us what we were doing here? Or who we worked for? It can't be every day they get reporters staying here."
"Maybe he didn't want to be nosy."
"I don't believe it. It would've been natural to ask us, especially with the situation the way it is. Albania is right across the border and most of the people living here are of Albanian descent. If a war starts, this city will be on the front line. It will be an uncomfortable place to live. If I were him, I would have asked us if we knew anything about what was happening."
Nick set his carry-on down on the bed and opened it up.
"It could be that he doesn't like foreigners. They can't get many Americans here. This place is really off the beaten track."
"I suppose so. All the same, I wish we had our weapons with us."
"You really are worried about him, aren't you?"
"Worried isn't the right word. Something doesn't feel right about him. He makes my skin crawl."
"You ready to go downstairs?"
"Give me a minute."
Selena went into the bathroom and closed the door. She looked in the mirror. Her reflection stared back at her. There were dark circles under her eyes and what might be new stress lines forming at the corners. Her age was beginning to show.
Not a spring chicken any longer, she thought.
She used the toilet and splashed cold water on her face. Maybe Nick was right and she was overreacting to the clerk. But something still bothered her.

CHAPTER 13

In a wealthy enclave outside the city of Leipzig, Germany, a deeply disfigured man sat in a wheelchair in a darkened room staring out at the distant glow of the city. A morphine drip was plugged into the back of his left arm. His face and neck were scarred by terrible burns. The fire had left a face that could give you nightmares.
He wore a tailored silk robe of purple silk embroidered with gold thread. Under the robe most of his body was covered with scar tissue. His left arm was held up close to his chest. He had been burned so badly that the muscles had contracted and the arm was now all but useless. The room was always dark. In daytime, the blinds were kept closed.
People knew him as Johan Kepler, a retired businessman who had suffered an unfortunate car accident. His real name was Johannes Gutenberg. He had been the leader of AEON, a group of powerful men that had been accumulating wealth and manipulating events since the time of the Knights Templar.
Now he was the leader of nothing.
AEON was gone, brought down by the Project and by the Russians. Gutenberg's wife was dead, killed in the same fire that had left him hideously scarred. His name was gone. His beloved Swiss ch�teau was gone, a charred ruin. What wasn't gone was his enormous wealth, the secret accounts and hidden contacts. His power had been reduced but he could still make things happen on the world stage.
He'd almost made it to the end of the escape tunnel under the ch�teau before the flames blasted down the passage and over him. The tunnel had ended in a detached garage set apart from the main building. His chauffeur had been polishing a Bentley in the garage when Gutenberg stumbled out of the hidden entrance, his clothes on fire. The chauffeur had pulled an extinguisher from the wall and put out the fire but the damage was done. Gutenberg had gasped out instructions before he lapsed into unconsciousness.
The pain had been agonizing, the treatments as bad as the injuries. Even now, the burns were not completely healed. Several times a day a nurse covered them with a foul-smelling ointment to keep the skin from cracking.
He was alive in Hell.
The Leipzig house had been built in the middle of the eighteenth century by a prosperous merchant as a country retreat, in the middle of extensive landscaped grounds and surrounded by a stone wall. Nothing of the exterior hinted at what was within. One wing of the house had been turned into a barracks and given over to a squad of former special forces soldiers turned mercenary. They provided twenty-four hour security and were paid well to ask no questions. Cameras monitored everything. No enemy was getting close to him again.
No one thought anything about Gutenberg's reclusive existence. All it took was one look at that face to understand. It would've been bad form to display such horror in public. It helped that the man everyone knew as Kepler seemed to have unlimited funds at his disposal.
It was amazing that he was still alive. The power of hatred and the contemplation of revenge was strong motivation. Planning revenge kept him going through each day, through the unending pain, the looks of pity he caught when no one thought he was looking. Elizabeth Harker's Project had put him in this chair, in this body. Along with the Russians, they had destroyed a glorious plan that would have given him control of the world's future.
What had kept him alive through the agony of the surgeries and skin grafts was planning his revenge. He would have it, no matter what. He and many others would die in the process but that was of no concern to him. Death would be a welcome release. Before he died, he would see to it that Harker and her team and their Russian counterparts were annihilated.
He was no longer able to move about freely in the outer world but technology and money made that unnecessary. Everything could be arranged with enough money. You could even buy a government like Russia's. Of course it couldn't look like that. Gutenberg had co-opted important players in the Federation. Through them he had propelled Orlov into power. Through one of them he would drive Orlov to make a fatal mistake. Only one man in Orlov's inner circle had actually met with Gutenberg. Through him the others were drawn in without realizing where they were being led.
Gutenberg knew Orlov dreamed of a new Russian empire, one to rival the czars at the height of their power. His towering ambition had blinded him to the ways he was being shaped by Gutenberg's hidden intermediary.
Gutenberg dabbed with a tissue at the constant drainage from his left eye, the movement of his right arm awkward and painful.
In the old days, before the Project had ruined everything, Gutenberg and his secret organization of conspirators had been close to achieving world domination. In the modern world that meant control of the global economy. He'd been on the verge of success when everything had come crashing down around him. Now he couldn't care less what happened to the economy. What mattered was his revenge.
He had been burned and suffered unspeakable pain. Before he was done he intended to see his enemies suffer the same fate.
He would destroy them all.

CHAPTER 14

Morning sun streamed through the windows in the lobby of the hotel in Debar. The day was clear, the sky a pure blue that could have been painted by Michelangelo. The temperature had warmed to around fifty. Selena came away from the reception desk where she'd been talking with the day clerk. She held a tourist map in her hand.
"I told him we wanted to find a place where we could shoot some background information about the city and its people. There's an outdoor market that sells just about everything, not too far from here."
She pointed at a spot marked on the map.
"It's a park with a square. It's Saturday and the clerk says everybody goes there on a Saturday morning to trade or buy or sell. If there are any rumors about what happened in Skopje, it's a good bet we'll hear them there."
"Looks like it's a mile or so from here," Nick said. "We'll take the car."
Debar was located in a spectacular setting, surrounded by towering mountains covered with evergreens. The population of ten thousand made it a good-sized town. Snow was piled along the sides of the narrow streets. The pavement glistened with melting runoff.
Competing spires of mosques and churches dotted the roofline. The town was picturesque in an old Europe, postcard way. The photogenic buildings and people hid a dark reality of poverty and hardship that most tourists never thought about.
They drove up a hill past a mosque and reached the park with the market. Nick squeezed the VW into a spot and they got out. Ronnie and Lamont took a steady cam and a recorder out of the trunk, part of their cover.
Lamont held up the camera. "Lamont Cameron, ace reporter. This baby ought to take some great pictures."
"You actually know how to work it?" Ronnie asked.
"I know this high tech stuff is a little hard for you to grasp, my man, but don't worry. I've got it covered."
"Yeah, I can see that. It might help if you took the cap off the lens," Ronnie said.
"You guys want to focus on why we're here?" Nick said.
The market sprawled out over the park. People had placed tarps on the wet ground or brought folding tables to display their goods. It seemed as though there was a little bit of everything for sale. One corner was devoted to winter vegetables. They looked scrawny, unappetizing, a far cry from what you found in a Western supermarket. Women in shawls and long dresses huddled together around a fire burning in a barrel.
As they started to work their way through the market, Selena's use of the language brought smiles and an occasional correction. She asked people how they were doing, if they were selling well today, what did they think about what had happened in the capital. As soon as she mentioned the bombing the smiles disappeared. When she got to that point most had nothing more to say.
"They're worried," she said. "Nobody wants to talk about it. I think they're afraid."
Nick said, "Afraid of what?"
"I'm not sure. It hasn't been that long since this country was a dictatorship. They might be afraid of being reported to the police."
"For talking about what happened?"
"For talking to us about what happened," Selena said.
Word had spread throughout the market about the foreign news reporters. People began to turn away as they approached, pretending to be busy or simply turning their backs.
"I think we're about done here," Nick said.
"Maybe not."
Ronnie nodded at a dark-haired man walking toward them. He was about Ronnie's height and wore a quilted jacket against the cold. He had worn army boots, Ray-Ban sunglasses and baggy trousers. A wool watch cap completed his outfit. His ears stuck out under the edges. He came up to them and stopped.
"Hello. My name is Viktor."
He spoke to them in accented English and held out his hand. Nick hesitated for a split second and shook it.
"Nicholas," he said.
"A good name," Viktor said. "You are American reporters?"
"That's right. We're doing a special on Macedonia for public television back in the states. We thought Debar would give us some great pictures. More like the real Macedonia, not like the big cities."
"You have come to the right place. But if you really want to get the best pictures and, what is the word, location? Then you will need a guide."
With a flourish, Viktor produced a card offering his services as an experienced tour guide. Ronnie rolled his eyes.
"I don't think�" Nick began. Selena put her hand on his arm.
"Nick, I think it could be very useful to have a guide."
Viktor beamed. Selena continued.
"He could show us around. It could save us a lot of time. I'll bet he knows about everything going on here."
"That is so," Viktor said. "Simply tell me what interests you. I also know the best restaurants and caf�s. This alone is worth hiring me."
Selena nudged him. "How much?" Nick asked.
Viktor gave him a calculating look. "Very cheap. Fifty dollars American a day."
"Thirty," Nick said.
Viktor sighed. "There is much to see. Forty."
"Done," Nick said.
"Good. Perhaps you would like coffee before we start?"
"I could use a coffee," Lamont said.
"You have a car?" Viktor asked.
"Over there." Nick gestured.
"There is a very good caf� on the edge of town. It is near the ruins of a church built during the Crusades. It would be a very good place for your pictures and the food is the best in Debar. It is owned by an uncle of mine."
"I don't know," Nick said.
"Oh come on, Nick, let's go. It's almost lunchtime anyway. Perhaps Viktor can tell us something about the history of the area while we eat."
As they left the market and walked back to the car, a man wearing a black leather jacket and standing near a vegetable stall took out his cell phone and dialed.
"They're leaving the market," he said. "They're with Viktor."
"He'll take them to the caf�," the man on the other end of the connection said. "Follow them there."
"On my way."
The man with the jacket put away his phone.

CHAPTER 15

Valentina's hotel room was across the street from where Todorovski was staying with his band of supporters. Since the bombing, the leader of the 11 October movement had surrounded himself with bodyguards. Four large men formed a living wall to protect him against any threat. Her assignment had become more difficult. She could no longer get close enough to inject the poison. She was considering the challenge when a call from Vysotsky changed everything.
"Valentina. There has been a change in plan."
Vysotsky's voice rasped in her ear. He's been at the vodka again, she thought, smoking those peasant cigarettes. He'll never change.
"Yes?"
"It has been decided a more obvious demonstration is called for concerning our troublemaking friend."
"What do you mean, obvious?"
"It is no longer necessary that his death appear natural. On the contrary, the more public and disturbing, the better."
"May I ask why?"
"It's not your concern. You have your orders."
"Our friend has scheduled another speech. He will be speaking from a balcony in front of his hotel tomorrow morning. It will provide an opportunity."
"Good."
"I need a weapon. A Dragunov SVD or something similar."
"I thought you might," Vysotsky said. "It is already taken care of. Go to this address." He rattled off the street and number. "Ask for Vlad. When you are finished, come home." He broke the connection.
Home.
Home was a small apartment off Leningradsky Prospeckt in downtown Moscow, convenient to the Zamoskvoretskaya line of�the Moscow Metro. Moscow in winter could be fun if you had the money for the clubs but Valentina preferred being in the field and away from the temptations of the city. It was dangerous for her to loosen the rigid control she kept on her inner demons. She had found that out the hard way.
There'd been a time when she'd explored the dark side of Moscow nights, careful to avoid notice by the watchdogs of her service. A memory flooded over her, unbidden.

She came awake naked and cold, in a strange hotel room, lying in a bed soaked with blood, next to a dead man. She couldn't remember anything except that she'd been drinking with him in one of the clubs earlier that evening.
The knife that had killed him was still in her hand. His blood was spattered over her, over the bed, on the walls.
She couldn't remember!
She got out of bed and made sure the door was locked. Her clothes were scattered on the floor. She went into the bathroom and rinsed off blood. She came out and dressed and went around the room, wiping down anything she might have touched. It took no more than a minute. Dawn was just cracking the Moscow skyline when she slipped out of the room. The door locked behind her.
She headed for the emergency staircase at the end of the hall. As the door to the stairs eased shut behind her, three large men came down the hotel corridor and stopped at the room she had just left. The leader raised his fist and pounded on the door.

She hadn't stayed to see what happened next. She'd left the hotel by a back entrance, unseen. For weeks she'd waited for the knock on the door in the middle of the night. It never came.
She'd struggled to remember anything about that night, without success. The only thing she knew for certain was that someone had set her up. It had been during a time when a power struggle was in full bloom between the Federation's internal security service, the FSB, and her own agency, SVR.
There was no way to know who was behind it. The experience frightened her and heightened her normal state of paranoia. Since then she'd avoided the clubs completely. Waiting in Moscow between assignments meant spending time in her apartment or in public places like the gym or library, where she could see everyone around her.
She shook off the unpleasant memories and walked to the address Vysotsky had given her. The apartment building was on Miroslav Krieza Street, blocks away from Alexander Square. She entered the building and found the apartment she was looking for on the third floor. She knocked on the door. Footsteps sounded on the other side.
"Yes."
"I am looking for Vlad."
"Who sent you?"
"A mutual friend in Moscow. You have something for me."
She heard a chain rattle on the other side. The door opened part way.
"What is your name?"
"Valentina."
The door opened all the way. "Come in."
The man was about fifty. He had a large mustache stained yellow with nicotine. She wrinkled her nose against the smell of stale garlic, body odor and tobacco that hung around him in a noxious cloud. He was shorter than Valentina and walked with a limp. He closed the door after her.
"Follow me."
He led her down a narrow hall that smelled of cabbage to the back of the apartment. A television played in one of the rooms to the side of the hall. A long box from a florist shop lay on the kitchen table, wrapped with a red ribbon and bow. Vlad slipped the ribbon off the box and opened the lid. Inside was a rifle in pieces, a short barreled Dragunov SVU. The specialized bull pup Spetsnaz variation was designed for quick takedown and concealment. Next to the barrel lay a Pritsel Snaipersky Optichesky, a PSO-1 sniper scope. The pieces fitted nicely in gray foam lining within the innocent looking box.
Valentina gave a small sound of approval. She picked up the barrel and held it to the light and looked down the bore, at the shining steel and the rifling spiraling away to the muzzle. She set the barrel down and examined the receiver. The weapon was clean.
"It will do," she said.
Vlad snorted. "You know how to assemble it? It is very powerful. Have you fired one before?"
Vlad looked into Valentina's eyes and felt a sudden chill. He looked away.
"There is no need to return the weapon when you are finished with it. It cannot be traced."
"I don't intend to."
Valentina packed the pieces back into the box, closed the lid and replaced the ribbon. Except for the weight, it easily passed for a box of flowers.
"I was never here," she said. "You are clear about this?"
"Yes, of course. Never here."
Valentina nodded, once. She picked up the box.
"Thank you," she said.
Vlad looked surprised by the politeness. Valentina stifled an urge to laugh.
She was careful to close the door behind her as she left.

CHAPTER 16

"How much farther?" Nick asked.
They had been driving for about ten minutes and had reached the edge of the town. The houses here were older, rundown. They passed a wooden cart being pulled by a donkey along the side of the road.
"Just a few minutes now," Viktor said. "It's up there, around that curve."
The road climbed ahead of them and curved off behind an old church that was in tumbled ruins. They came around the turn. Two cars placed in a V blocked the road ahead. From somewhere behind the abandoned church, two more cars appeared. They came up fast behind the VW and boxed it in. Men got out of all four cars. They wore black balaclavas.
"Shit," Lamont said.
"I would advise not doing anything stupid," Viktor said.
There was a gun in his hand, an ugly Makarov. He held it to Selena's head.
The men from the other cars pulled open the doors. Two of them carried Kalashnikov assault rifles, the ever-popular AK-47. The leader had a pistol.
"Get out," the leader said.
"Do as he says," Nick said to the others.
The leader was a big man, bigger than Nick. He wore a thick leather jacket, a knitted scarf and a woolen cap. His hands were raw and red from the cold. The cold didn't seem to affect his grip on the pistol he pointed at Nick. He gestured with it.
"Hands behind your back. You will come with us."
"We're an accredited news team," Nick said. "You are making a mistake."
"Shut up," the leader said. "Tie their hands. Put the hoods on them."
Harsh hands pulled Nick's arms behind his back and cinched a plastic tie around his wrists. Then a rough sack of burlap was pulled down over his head. It stank of cow dung and ammonia. Hands went through his pockets and took the satellite phone and his wallet. He was pushed forward and stumbled to his knees in the snow. Someone yanked him upright and shoved him into the back of a car.
Nick couldn't see what was happening with the others. He heard car doors slam. The engine started and the car began moving. Under the sack he could see nothing. He could hardly breathe through the choking fumes of the burlap.
I guess we found our terrorists, he thought.
After what he estimated was half an hour, the car slowed and turned. They bumped over a rough road for several minutes and came to a stop. Work hardened hands pulled him from the car. Someone took his arm and pulled him along. His boots crunched in snow. He heard the others stumbling along behind.
A door opened and he was pulled into a warm space. Someone pushed him down onto a hard chair and yanked off the burlap hood. He blinked at the sudden light and looked around.
The room was large, the walls made of wood. Overhead, exposed wooden joists held up a steep, peaked roof. A stone fireplace took up one end of the room, radiating heat from a roaring fire. Mounted animal heads hung on the walls, dusty trophies of hunts long past. The windows were covered so that no one could see in or out. They were in a hunting lodge somewhere in the mountains. For all Nick knew, they could be in Macedonia or Albania.
Ronnie, Lamont and Selena sat on a hard wooden bench nearby. Nick's hands were still cinched tight behind his back. He couldn't feel his fingers.
A thin man wearing a black leather jacket and a black leather cap came into the room from the back of the building. He wasn't wearing a ski mask. Pale blue eyes studied Nick from under heavy, black eyebrows. His face was sallow and tired looking, unsmiling, with bloodless lips tightly compressed under a thin, black mustache. He wore a large pistol in a military style holster on his belt. The man looked as though he'd stepped from a photograph taken during the days of the Russian Revolution.
"You are the leader?" he said to Nick. He spoke English well, with an American accent.
Probably educated in the states, Nick thought. Up north somewhere.
"I am," Nick said. "Who are you? What do you want?"
"My name is Josef."
Josef pulled up a chair and sat down across from Nick.
"As to what we want, it is more about what you want. You were asking questions in the market about what happened in the capital. About who people thought was responsible, who set off the bomb. Is this not true?"
"Sure it's true. That's our job, to ask questions. The bombing is big news. Everybody wants to know more about what happened and who's behind it."
"We are the Macedonian Patriotic Front. You have heard of us?" Josef asked.
Another damned terrorist group, Nick thought.
"No."
"Our goal is the removal of the current regime by any means necessary."
"Are you the ones behind the bombing?"
"No. That is one of the reasons we decided to invite you here."
Nick laughed. "Some invitation. Why didn't you just ask?"
"Because you need to understand the seriousness of the invitation," Josef said, "and because we want to make sure someone listens to our demands."
"You have my attention," Nick said. "Consider us invited. You still haven't told me why we're here."
Josef took out a knife and began cleaning his nails.
"Mitreski calls us terrorists but we are patriots. You are here to present our message to the world. We want everyone to know the truth."
"Whose truth? Yours? Why would I believe a bunch of thugs who grab me and my friends and put a sack on my head?"
Josef gestured with the knife. "Would you have come otherwise? The hoods were necessary to keep you from knowing where we are."
Nick couldn't feel his hands behind his back. The plastic ties had cut off the circulation.
"If you want me to listen to you, you'll have to stop treating us like prisoners. Cut the ties on our hands. Consider it a goodwill gesture."
Josef gave him a careful look. "Give me your word you will not cause trouble. My men are nervous and some of them don't like Americans. There could be an accident. You understand?"
"Do it, Nick," Selena said. "It's the only way we're going to get the story."
"You should listen to her," Josef said.
"All right. I give you my word. No trouble. Now cut these damn ties before my hands fall off."
Josef said something and one of his men came forward and cut the plastic ties around Nick's wrists. Nick brought his hands around front. The skin was dead white and he could feel nothing at all. His fingers were useless.
"My friends, too."
"Be careful," Josef said. "A false move would be a very bad thing for you to do."
"I heard you the first time," Nick said.
Josef motioned and the same man who had cut Nick's ties went behind Selena and cut hers. Then he went to Lamont and Ronnie. When he was done, he stepped back and leveled his AK at them.
"I'm listening," Nick said.
"We support the 11 October movement," Josef said. "That alone should convince you that we are not the ones who tried to kill Todorovski."
"If you didn't do it, who did?"
"The Russians."
Nick was surprised. He hadn't expected that. "Why do you think it was them?"
"That pig Mitreski gets his instructions from Moscow. You saw how many people came to the square to hear Todorovski speak. Macedonia is on the verge of a color revolution that will sweep Mitreski from office and put Todorovski in his place. Mitreski knows it and so does everybody else. I know Todorovski. He is a true patriot and he fears the Russian bear. He will be a strong ally for the West. The Russians are worried about him."
"That doesn't prove they tried to kill him," Nick said.
"We know it was them because we have someone within Mitreski's circle. During the last week Mitreski has been in daily contact with Moscow. The Kremlin is unhappy about Todorovski. Mitreski has asked for new military supplies. He has been discussing the coming revolution and requested assistance. Moscow regards Todorovski as the voice of the resistance."
"What kind of assistance does Mitreski want besides weapons?"
"Volunteers. Fighters to uphold his regime. The excuse is the stability of the Macedonian state and internal threats to our Slavic heritage. "
Russia had long considered itself the protector of Slavic culture and Orthodox Christianity in the Balkans. Moscow's obsession with the area had been evident during the Yugoslavian wars when the Serbs acted as surrogates for Russian ambition. But this wasn't the 90s. Things were different now. The planes were faster, the missiles more deadly, the rhetoric more rigid. Everything had become much more dangerous. With Orlov established in the Kremlin, Russian paranoia was higher than ever.
"Like in the Ukraine," Nick said.
"Yes."
"Shit. That would complicate things."
"You begin to see," Josef said.
Feeling was coming back to Nick's hands. He waited for the pain he knew would come. A little longer tied like that and he might've lost a finger or two.
"When we left Skopje, Mitreski was sending troops toward the Albanian border," Nick said.
"He thinks war with Albania will divert the people's attention. He's wrong. We will fight to defend our homeland if we have to but it will not change anything. Mitreski must go. There is still time before war begins, but not much. You must tell the West that Mitreski is conspiring with Moscow to provoke war with Albania and use it as an excuse to retain power against the popular will."
Nick's hands began to burn as the blood came back with a vengeance. They felt like they were on fire.
"If the Russians want Todorovski out of the way they'll try again," he said.
"It will be difficult. He's been warned now and has surrounded himself with protection."
"What you have told me cannot be verified."
"I can only tell you that it is the truth," Josef said.
"It will be disputed."
Josef shrugged. "I can't help that. Do you believe me?"
Nick looked at him and saw a man who believed what he was saying. Something about him seemed authentic. He had freed up their hands, something the terrorists Nick had known would never do. Cutting them free spoke to Josef's nature. For Josef at least, the story was true.
"Oddly enough, I do," Nick said. "What you said makes a lot of sense, as much sense as any other explanation."
"You will tell the story?"
"I'll do my best," Nick said.
As soon as I can get hold of Harker.
"Then we're done here. My men will take you back to your car. You must wear the hoods one more time."
"We need our phones and belongings back."
Josef said something and one of the men brought their belongings to them. He gave another order and once again the suffocating hood was slipped over Nick's head.
Someone began arguing with Josef. He wasn't speaking English. Nick couldn't understand what was being said but Selena would know. He thought it might be Viktor speaking. Josef's reply was flat and hard. There were more harsh words. The door opened and then slammed behind someone leaving.
Nick heard Josef's voice. "If you see me again it will be after the revolution has been accomplished," he said in English. "Goodbye, American."
Someone took Nick's arm and led him outside. After the warmth of the room the outside was cold and raw. He was put in the back seat of a car. After the hard chair it felt luxurious. He felt Selena settle next to him. Lamont and Ronnie were in a second car.
The car started and they began to move. She took his hand and leaned close and whispered. He could just make out the words.
"Someone didn't want to let us go. That's what Josef was arguing about. I think there's trouble."
Nick squeezed her hand.
They drove for a little while and then turned onto a rough dirt road, following tracks in the snow. The car came to a stop. Nick resisted the urge to pull off the hood. The car door was yanked open.
"Get out." The voice was Viktor's. It wasn't friendly.
"Ditch the hood," Nick said.
He pulled the sack off his head and threw it on the floor of the car. Selena's followed. They had stopped in the middle of a snow covered clearing in the woods. The second car was right behind them. Lamont and Ronnie were getting out. They had taken off their hoods as well. One of Josef's men was pointing his rifle at them. A second man was looking at them as if he didn't quite understand what was happening.
Nick opened his door and got out. Viktor stood off to the side. He had an AK pointed at them. He was too far away to disarm without getting shot.
"What's the problem, Viktor?" Nick asked.
Lamont and Ronnie came up and stood next to Nick and Selena.
"Maybe you should have paid him what he asked," Lamont said.
"You are the problem," Viktor said.
Nick's ear was beginning to itch and burn. He reached up to scratch it.
"Let me guess. You're Mitreski's spy. Everything Josef is planning is already going to fail."
The third man said something angry to Viktor. Viktor swung his rifle around and fired a quick three round burst. Then he turned on the other and shot him as well before he could react.
"Whoa," Lamont said.
The white snow turned red around the bodies. Viktor brought the gun to bear on them again.
"Maybe you used up all your ammo," Nick said.
Viktor laughed. "There are more than twenty rounds left. More than enough."
He gestured with the rifle at Ronnie and Lamont. "You and you. Pick those two up and put them in the first car. Don't try for a weapon or I will kill you."
They did as he said, first one body, then the other. They put both dead men in the front seats.
"Close the doors. Good. Now come back over here."
They came back and stood next to Nick.
"You're making a mistake," Nick said.
"I don't think so."
"So Josef was right? The Russians are behind this?"
"Mitreski is simply preserving order," Viktor said. "The Russians are helping us keep our country from becoming another puppet of the West."
"Oh," Selena said. "I see. You would rather be Moscow's puppet instead."
"The time when America could tell everyone what to do is over."
"What about the Macedonians who want a new government?" Selena asked.
"There are always troublemakers, people who don't understand what is good for them."
He raised the rifle. "Get in the car with my former comrades. All of you."
Ronnie fell to his knees and held up his hands, pleading. "Please don't kill us. We can help you."
Viktor sneered at him. "Help me? Look at you. You can't even help yourself. Stand up. Die like a man."
"No, no, please."
Ronnie ducked his head. His hand moved up behind his neck and there was a sudden glint of steel in the air. His throwing knife buried itself under Viktor's chin.
Viktor stumbled and choked, blood spurting out the front of his throat. He grasped at the knife with his left hand. His right hand with the rifle dropped away and the gun fired into the ground. Viktor fell onto his back, pawing at the knife. His feet twitched in the snow and then he was still.
Ronnie stood up and brushed snow from his knees.
"I forgot about that little sticker you keep back there," Lamont said.
"Most people miss it if they do a search," Ronnie said.
"No, no, please? Where did you get that line?" Nick said. "Out of a grade B movie?"
"Hey, it worked didn't it? What do you want, an Oscar performance?"
Selena went to Ronnie and kissed him on the cheek. "I thought you were great."
Ronnie blushed.
Nick turned on his satellite phone and held it up.
"No signal. Let's get out of here," he said. "I'm cold."
"Let me get my knife," Ronnie said.
He went over to Viktor's body and pulled out the blade. He wiped the blood off on Viktor's jacket and looked down at the body. The friendly smile of the helpful guide was gone, replaced by a contorted grimace of death.
"We never did get that coffee he promised," Lamont said.

CHAPTER 17

Stephanie sat at the wide console that controlled the enormous power of the Crays lined up behind her, staring at the lines of code filling her monitor. The room was cold with the air conditioning that kept the computers happy.
The chill Stephanie felt went far deeper than the number on the thermostat.
A cup of coffee cooled on her desk, forgotten. The lines of code displayed in front of her might as well have been written by aliens from Mars for all the sense they made to her at the moment.
She couldn't stop thinking about the ambush that had almost killed her and made her lose the baby. Physically she was healing but the unseen effects were another story.
It would be Christmas soon. She thought about how she would have been in her third trimester, shopping for a baby that now would never come. The doctors had told her she could have another, that there was no damage to prevent a healthy pregnancy. The words were meant to comfort her but were a poor substitute for the child she'd lost.
She'd been in surgery for more than six hours. For a while afterward the pain and the drugs the doctors gave her kept her from thinking clearly. She'd been numb, unable to embrace the reality of her loss. Then the dam cracked and the emotions had flooded in, a dark mix of anger, frustration, grief and guilt. It was a tossup as to which one was the strongest.
Her anger could find no outlet. The men who had violated her were dead. The man who had sent them was dead. There was no one left to go after, to punish. No one to take out her frustration on, no way to satisfy her desire for justice. She'd never seen the men who'd shot her, never seen their bodies. One minute she'd been happy, riding into town with the man she loved to have dinner with her friends. Then there'd been noise and pain and fear and darkness.
She'd woken in the hospital to the certainty of loss. She'd known the baby was gone before they told her. Over the next few weeks she'd struggled with mood swings and the hormonal changes that came from having the baby ripped from her body before its time. She'd swung back and forth between rage and grief, between helplessness and the urge to strike out at someone, anyone.
Thank God for Lucas, she thought.
Without Lucas it would have been worse. He'd shown patience she hadn't dreamed he possessed. They had grieved together. When she lashed out at him for no reason he took it calmly. When she cried, he didn't try to tell her that everything was going to be all right.
As soon as they could handle the physical stress, they'd both immersed themselves in work, Lucas in his job as Director of National Clandestine Services at Langley and Stephanie here at Project headquarters. Work was the only way she could think of to prevent what happened to her from happening to someone else. The man who had caused her so much grief was dead but there were many others like him. Men who cared about nothing. Men who lacked basic human empathy. Men who had to be stopped.
Before the ambush that had been her job. Now it had become her mission.
She felt the grief waiting and pushed it away.
Come on, Steph. Stop feeling sorry for yourself.
Stephanie forced herself to look at the monitor. She was writing a program to penetrate the sophisticated cyber security protecting China's satellites. The Chinese were very good at what they did with computers. They had succeeded in hacking into millions of Washington's restricted files, even into the White House. But they were not quite good enough to get into the Project files. She had blocked several attempts to bypass her firewalls, most of them coming from Beijing. Cyber espionage was a constant game of offense and defense, played by a small group of world class hackers who stood above everyone else. Every advanced nation had one or two. Stephanie was part of that elite company.
She picked up the cold coffee and set it back down. Elizabeth came into the room.
"I brought you a fresh coffee."
"You must have been reading my mind. I was just going to make a new pot."
Elizabeth handed the cup to Stephanie. There were deep shadows under Steph's eyes. She looked as if she was a mile away.
"What are you working on?" Elizabeth asked.
"I'm designing a program to get through the firewalls the Chinese have built around their satellite servers. If it works like I think it will, we could take out any of their satellites anytime we wished."
"The Pentagon would love that."
"Beijing has been trying to break into our servers for months," Stephanie said. "It seems fair that I return the favor. Besides, it makes me feel like I'm doing something to fight back."
"Fight back?"
"Against all those evil bastards out there who want to mess things up for everyone. When someone tries to break my firewalls it feels personal. It makes me want to get back at them. In this case it's the Chinese."
Steph's voice was hard, angry.
"It's not really about the Chinese, is it?"
"What do you mean?"
"You know what I mean, Steph."
"No, I don't."
"I know you don't want to hear this but hiding out down here in your cave isn't the answer."
"I don't think I want to have this conversation."
"We've been friends for a long time," Elizabeth said. "If your friends can't tell you what you need to hear, you're in trouble. No one blames you for being angry or feeling like you want to retreat. But isolating yourself isn't the answer."
"How would you know? It wasn't your baby."
"I was pregnant, once," Elizabeth said.
Stephanie looked at her, surprised. "You were? I didn't know that."
"Not many people do."
"What happened?"
"I miscarried about six months after I'd gotten married. In hindsight it's just as well, given what happened later with the jerk I thought was the love of my life. But at the time I thought I'd never be all right again. I thought it was my fault, that somehow if I'd done something different everything would've been okay. But the truth was that there was nothing I could have done about it. Just like there was nothing you could've done about those people who shot at you."
"It's not fair," Stephanie said. Her eyes filled with moisture.
"No, it's not."
Steph took a tissue from a box on her console and dabbed at her eyes. She blew her nose.
"I haven't been sleeping well," Steph said. "I have nightmares. Sometimes I'm back in that car and there's blood and glass and screaming. At first I don't know who's screaming, then I realize it's the baby."
"Oh, Steph."
"Then I realize it's me," Stephanie said, "and I wake up and my face is covered with tears and the bed is soaked with sweat and Lucas is saying my name�"
"Oh, Steph," Elizabeth said again. "I'm so sorry."
"Lucas wants me to see someone."
"It might be a good idea."
"I'm not sure if it is."
"Well, you don't have to decide right now."
"I don't think I can decide much of anything right now."
"Come upstairs and we'll have lunch," Elizabeth said. "Bring your coffee. We need to talk about what's happening in Macedonia."
"You heard from Nick?"
"He called in about half an hour ago. Things are getting complicated over there."
Stephanie smiled, the first time Elizabeth had seen her smile in a week. "Why doesn't that surprise me?"
"I don't think anything Nick comes up with would surprise me at this stage of the game," Elizabeth said.

CHAPTER 18

The street in front of Valentina's hotel was packed solid with supporters of the 11 October movement. They'd been arriving since before dawn, bundled against the cold. No one seemed to mind the freezing temperatures. Todorovski was scheduled to speak at 10 o'clock. Mitreski's state-controlled television had carried nothing about the event but word had spread throughout the city.
Anyone could see that a revolution was coming. Whether it would be peaceful or violent remained to be seen. Valentina had no interest one way or the other. She didn't care what happened in Macedonia. It wasn't her job to care. Her job was to follow orders, in this case assassinate a troublemaker who was causing problems for the Kremlin.
Valentina's room was directly across from the balcony where Todorovski would stand to make his speech. It would be an easy shot. She would fire from within the room, through a window already open enough to allow a clear field of vision through the PSO-1 scope. Sheer white curtains of thin gauze-like material blocked any curious eyes on the street from seeing into her room. She'd weighted down the ends so they wouldn't move in the morning breeze.
She'd placed a narrow table end-on to the window, where she would rest the rifle on its bipod. She'd pulled a chair up where she could sit and wait. When the time came to take the shot every eye would be on Todorovski. No one would notice the muzzle of the rifle inside the room across the street.
She took the Dragunov SVU from the flower box and assembled it with practiced movements. She mounted the scope. Every PSO-1 scope was matched to a particular weapon by serial number. The scope was an older design that had been slightly modified over the years, the perfect choice for the kind of shooting needed today. She would have preferred a different scope if she were shooting at extreme range.
She had used the PSO-1 before and liked it. The scope was filled with nitrogen to prevent fogging. It featured a range finding reticle illuminated by radium that relied on human thinking rather than fault-prone, computer rangefinders. A small ^ symbol in the center provided an aiming mark. A stadiametric rangefinder using a 0 to 10 scale curved upward in the left of the shooter's vision.
The street was a major artery through the city, wide and modern. She looked through the scope and the thin barrier of the curtains at the balcony where Todorovski would stand. She used the rangefinder to split the distance between the floor of the balcony and the top of the window behind it and estimated the distance at about 50 yards.
Child's play.
She cocked the weapon. With a gentle squeeze she dry-fired at the balcony. The trigger pull had been adjusted to a little under three pounds, about what she'd expected. Smooth, easy, with no noticeable creep.
She inserted a ten round magazine and charged the weapon. The Dragonov used a 7.62 X 54 rimmed cartridge that had been in service for over a hundred and twenty years. Normally the cartridge was fitted with an armor piercing, jacketed bullet. Valentina's rounds had been modified to explode on impact. Todorovski would be dead before he hit the ground.
She looked at her watch. It was a little after eight-thirty in the morning. She settled back in her chair to wait and allowed her mind to drift.
She remembered the day everything changed. It had been the beginning of a long journey that had taken many turns and placed her in this room, waiting to kill again.

The snow fell in big flakes outside the window of her room at Specialized School 144, turning the industrialized landscape of Ekaterinburg into a fairytale wonderland that resembled a gigantic, frosted cake. She was reading her latest assignment, The Grapes of Wrath by the American writer, Steinbeck. School 144 specialized in advanced English studies.
She was nine years old, marked as someone with unusual abilities, someone who would go far in the service of the Rodina, the Motherland. She didn't understand everything in the novel about something called the depression, but she understood the unfairness of the way the characters were treated by the evil capitalists. She knew they were capitalists because she had been through many courses teaching about Lenin and capitalism and what was good and what was not. The Party taught the only correct way to think. By the time she was nine she'd learned not to question the teachers unless it was within prescribed limits. A challenge was always met with stern disapproval and rebuke.
Because of her status she had her own room. Most of the students at School 144 lived in dormitories but a few like herself had special privileges. Valentina took it for granted. Her mother was a decorated agent in the KGB. Valentina wasn't sure what the KGB did, but she knew it was very important for the safety of the Motherland. Her uncle Alexei was also in the KGB, recently promoted to major. He had visited her a week after his promotion wearing his new uniform. Everyone had been impressed.
There was a knock on her door and uncle Alexei came into her room. Valentina ran to him.
"Uncle, it is so pretty outside. Can I go out and play in the snow? I can wear my new jacket."
"Perhaps later, child. But I have something to tell you first. You must be strong because it is going to make you sad."
"I don't want to be sad."
"Then as I said, you must be strong. Valentina, your mother is dead."
"No she isn't. She was here last week. She brought my new jacket."
"Valentina," Alexei had said, "I'm sorry but it's true. She died a hero, fighting for our beloved Motherland. She was betrayed by the Americans. They are the ones who killed her."
Valentina had looked into his eyes and known he was telling the truth. She was still holding the book in her hand, the book by an American writer. She hurled it across the room against the wall.
"I hate them. I hate Americans. They are evil, mean people."
"Not all of them, Valentina. But the rich men who run their country are. One day the people of the world will realize that their hope lies here in Mother Russia. Your mother knew that. She worked hard to make that day come closer. That is why the Americans killed her."
Valentina didn't know what to do. The truth was that she wasn't very close to her mother. Mother was always off somewhere working for the good of the people. She saw uncle Alexei more than anyone. She was seldom home with her mother in Moscow. Most of the time she spent in schools like this one. The visit in the past week when her mother had given her the jacket was the first time Valentina had seen her in over seven months.
She supposed she should cry. People did that in the novels she read when someone died but her eyes were dry.
"I can be strong."
If her uncle was surprised by her reaction he gave no sign of it.
"Good. You are a brave girl. One day you will have a chance to get back at the Americans if that is what you want to do. For now you must continue your studies. But I promise you that they will not all be about books. Would you like to be someone who helps protect our country?"
"Like my mother? Like you?"
"Yes. Like her and like me. It is not an easy thing to do, Valentina. You will have to work very hard. Can you do that?"
Valentina had nodded her head. "Yes, I can."

It had been a persuasive story, truth mixed with lies, a story that had shaped her life and placed her by this window.
A noise on the street outside brought her back to her hotel room and the cold metal of the rifle resting on her lap. She looked at her watch, shocked by how much time had passed. It was almost time for Todorovski to appear.
She set the rifle down on the table. She got up and moved the curtains with slow and calculated motion, first one and then the other, fixing them open just enough to create a tiny gap and a clear shot at the balcony across the way. The interior of the room was dark. The rifle barrel would not protrude out of the window where it might be seen. The advanced suppressor on the muzzle would reduce the sound of the report by half. Most of the rest would be lost inside the room. By the time anyone figured out where the shot had come from, she would be gone and out of the hotel.
Valentina sat back down in the chair. She set the rifle on its bipod and looked through the scope at the balcony. She nestled the butt firmly against her shoulder. She set her left elbow on the table and grasped the stock under the barrel with her left hand. She placed her right hand on the grip and laid her finger alongside the receiver. She wriggled in the chair until the stance was steady. The balcony filled the scope. The light breeze was not a factor, not at this distance.
One of Todorovski's men came out onto the balcony and looked down at the crowd below. They cheered his appearance and he waved. She used him as a reference for the shot and made a slight adjustment. Through the scope she saw him looking at her building. His eyes passed by her window without stopping. He seemed to be satisfied with what he'd seen because he called something into the room behind him.
Jerzi Todorovski stepped out onto the balcony. He was bareheaded in the cold.
The crowd screamed its approval.
Jerzi! Jerzi! Jerzi!
Valentina let out half a breath and placed her finger on the trigger. The rifle steadied, unmoving. She centered the reticle on Todorovski's forehead and gently squeezed. The rifle kicked back against her shoulder. The sound inside the closed room was loud, even muffled by the suppressor. Todorovski's head exploded in a spray of blood and bone.
Valentina didn't bother watching the body fall, she knew he was dead. She stood and had the rifle disassembled in seconds. She'd practiced the sequence hundreds of times and could do it blindfolded, in the dark. The separate pieces went back into the foam bedding in the flower box. She slipped the ribbon and bow back over the box. Less than a minute had passed since she'd fired.
Valentina heard screams and shouts outside. She put on her coat and her round fur hat and put the box under her arm and left the room. The door locked automatically behind her. She'd already planned her escape route. She made her way to the fire stair at the end of the hall and hurried down four flights to the bottom floor. Valentina opened the door into a service hall. No one was there.
She followed the hallway back to the rear of the hotel. If anyone saw her they would assume she was making a delivery. If anyone tried to stop her she was prepared to kill them. She only needed one hand to do that. But as she'd suspected, there was no one about. They had all gone to the front of the hotel or had joined the crowd to hear Todorovski speak.
She reached the last door and stepped out into the alley behind the hotel and walked away into the cold morning.

CHAPTER 19

Nick and his companions left the bodies of Viktor and the others in the isolated clearing and drove back to the abandoned church where Josef's men had stopped them. Their rented car was parked behind the church, out of sight from the road. They changed cars, headed back to Debar and checked out. They drove through the night back to the Macedonian capital and checked into the same hotel they'd stayed in before.
When they got to Skopje Nick called Elizabeth and relayed everything that had happened. He told her what Josef had said about the Russians. Then he lay down next to Selena, dog tired. She was already asleep. He didn't bother to take off his clothes. He'd been out for about three hours when his phone woke him with a call from Virginia.
He yawned and rubbed his eyes. "Yeah, Director."
"Wake up, Nick. Things have changed since I talked to you."
"Give me a minute."
"Make it quick."
Nick got up and went into the bathroom and splashed cold water on his face. Some of the mind fog cleared. He picked up the phone, walked to the window and looked out at Alexander Square. It had been mostly deserted since the bomb had gone off in the stage area. Now people streamed in from every direction. Something had happened.
"Okay, I'm awake. Sort of."
"Somebody assassinated Jerzi Todorovski two hours ago."
"That's not good."
"That might be the understatement of the year," Elizabeth said. "Mitreski issued a statement expressing, and I quote, 'deep sadness over the brutal murder of a true Macedonian patriot' unquote. He went on to say that the assassin was an Albanian, part of the Albanian National Front. He said a note was received claiming responsibility. A lot of Macedonians will believe him."
"Is it true?"
"Nobody knows. The ANF is a real group and people know about it. They've been a thorn in the side of Macedonia for years. They want to reunite Macedonia with Albania. It won't be a good time to be an Albanian in Macedonia."
"Seems pretty convenient," Nick said.
"Isn't it, though? The ANF is a small fringe group. It seems suspicious to me that they could organize something like this. Whoever took the shot was a professional. One shot from the hotel across the way and nobody saw anyone or anything suspicious. No one even heard the shot. The bullet blew Todorovski's head off."
"They probably used a scope and a suppressor. Any comment from the Albanians yet?"
"Tirana denies Albanian involvement. They say Mitreski is using the assassination as an excuse to divert attention from his corrupt policies and escalate the possibility of war."
"What do you think is happening?"
"I think Mitreski could be behind it and that the Albanians are right. Whether he is or not, it means trouble."
"From where I'm standing I can see Alexander Square," Nick said. "A lot of people are showing up. It's a natural gathering spot."
"There are calls for revolution," Elizabeth said. "If enough people think Mitreski is responsible for Todorovski's death he's living on borrowed time. The problem is that this isn't just about Macedonia or Mitreski. Albania is part of NATO. If Mitreski sends troops into Albania NATO will have to get involved."
"Do you think he's going to cross the border?"
"I think it's likely. He has to do something to keep himself in power. People will rally to the flag if they think the Albanians are coming. We're looking at another war that could polarize central Europe. All the old religious hatreds will come up. It could spread to Kosovo and Serbia and Bulgaria and possibly Greece. Croatia again. Montenegro."
"Shit."
"My thought exactly."
Selena had come awake when Elizabeth called and Nick got up. She came over and stood beside him and rested her hand on his shoulder.
"What do you want us to do?" Nick asked.
"There's nothing more you can do in Skopje. Leave Macedonia right away. You're supposed to be a foreign news team and Mitreski might not want reporters there unless they're his. He could close the airport. I don't want you getting hung up there. Try to get to Vienna. It's a good place to start from if I need to send you somewhere else in the region."
"Anything else?"
"That's it."
"We might need weapons," Nick said, "depending on where you send us."
"Don't worry about that," Elizabeth said. "I'll make sure you have what you need if it comes to that. Get going, Nick."
She broke the connection. Nick looked at the phone.
"What did she say?" Selena asked.
"She said we should get out of Dodge," Nick said. "How does Vienna sound?"
"I love Vienna," Selena said.
An hour later the team was at the airport. Armed troops patrolled the perimeter and the terminal. They turned in the car and went inside the terminal. The atmosphere was tense, electric. Lines were forming at the ticket counters.
"Looks like we got here just in time," Lamont said. "I get the feeling it's gonna get real crowded in here real soon."
"I think you're right," Nick said.
"Let's try Alitalia," Selena said. "They fly to Vienna and there's not much of a line there yet."
"You speak Italian, don't you? You do the talking."
They walked over to the Alitalia counter. After a brief wait they reached the agent. She was clearly Italian. The way she wore the airline uniform spoke volumes. Only the Italians could make an agent's outfit look ready for a fashion show. A name badge identified her as Anna de Fiori.
"Parli Italiano?" Selena asked.
"S�. Posso aiutarla?"
Selena began talking, gesturing as she spoke. The agent consulted her computer. They spoke for another minute. Selena turned to Nick.
"There's a flight leaving soon for Vienna. It's almost full. There are still four seats available in first class. That's all she has."
"Take them," Nick said.
"Harker's going to love that when you give her the expenses," Lamont said.
Selena handed over a credit card for the tickets. All of their luggage was carry-on except the camera case that went with their cover as reporters. Selena checked it through to Vienna. Then they made their way to the first class passenger lounge to wait for the flight.
"I wish we were leaving sooner," Nick said. "Things move fast when something like this starts. They could still close the airport."
"The plane boards in half an hour."
"Can't be too soon for me," Ronnie said. "I've had enough of Macedonia for a lifetime."
"Do you think there will be a revolution here?" Selena asked. "A kind of European Spring?"
"Spring is a long way off in this part of the world, revolution or not. There could be, but if there's a war all bets are off."
"Who would want to start another war here?"
"The same people that always start wars. Governments like Mitreski's that want to distract their citizens from incompetence and corruption at the top. Manufacturing industries and companies that see an opportunity to make a whole lot of money regardless of who dies. For them there's nothing like a good war to drive up profit. Or else it's some egotistical bastard in charge who thinks he's the next Napoleon or Caesar. Hawks in the military. Whoever it is will always find plenty of people itching to play along."
"That still doesn't answer my question," Selena said.
"Here in the Balkans? I like what Josef said."
"You mean about the Russians?"
"The new president of the Federation, Orlov, is ambitious. It wouldn't be the first time Russia started something here to gain an advantage."
Ronnie had been listening to the discussion. "Macedonia doesn't border Russia," he said. "It's not like the Ukraine. What does Orlov gain by war?"
"You mentioned the Ukraine. It might have something to do with that. NATO has been making moves to beef up its forces in the East and war here would complicate that. It's hard to get the NATO member states to agree on anything. Nobody in that alliance except us ever wants to spend any money, much less send troops."
"The Europeans sent troops during the Bosnian war," Lamont said.
"Yeah, as peacekeepers. With a few exceptions they were forbidden to shoot anybody. A lot of good that did. They had to stand by and watch the slaughter. It wasn't until the US brought in heavy air power that things got more or less settled. The Europeans don't like to fight. Orlov knows that. If he gets NATO all bogged down in central Europe it could free up his hand in the East."
"General Nick," Lamont said. "They ought to put you on the Joint Chiefs."
Nick laughed. "I don't think they'd like what I had to say."
From where they sat they could see the front of the terminal building.
"Something's happening," Selena said.
Three armored personnel carriers pulled up outside. Soldiers armed with assault rifles disembarked and lined up. An officer barked orders at them and they deployed along the road in front of the terminal.
"They're taking over the airport," Nick said. "We'd better hope they're going to let the scheduled flights leave."
Selena looked at her watch. "We board in ten minutes."
"Keep your fingers crossed."
Armed soldiers entered the terminal building. They took up positions by the counters and began turning away people trying to buy tickets.
When the Alitalia flight was called they left the first class lounge and headed for the gate. They didn't notice the dark-haired woman waiting in line with the cabin passengers. There was no reason to notice her.
When Valentina saw Selena her heart skipped a beat. Her half-sister was easy to recognize. Her violet eyes and reddish hair stood out in the crowd. She was with her husband and two other men. Valentina assumed they were a team, all part of the same intelligence unit.
They were going to Vienna, just as she was. She'd planned to take a flight to Moscow the next day but seeing Selena changed everything. Valentina slipped behind a large man standing in front of her, concealing herself. She watched Selena and the others as they reached the gate.
An army officer stood by the gate, looking at the passports of passengers boarding the flight. An enlisted man carrying a H&K G3 rifle stood next to him.
The officer looked at Selena's passport.
"American?" He looked at the three men with her. "You are all together?"
His English was good, the accent light. Selena smiled at him.
"Yes."
"What was your business here?"
"We're a documentary news team for public television in America," Selena said. "We came to film the wildlife in Galicica National Park. It is really quite beautiful. We got some wonderful pictures of the lynx."
The officer was unsmiling. "Let me see the rest of your passports."
Shit, Nick thought. His face remained impassive.
They handed over their passports. The officer thumbed through them, looking at the visa stamps.
"The park is on the border," the officer said. "Did you cross into Albania?"
"There was no need for that," Selena said. "Our instructions were very specific. The special is only about Macedonia. As you can see, there are no stamps for Albania."
"Did you see many people in the park? Anyone who seemed out of place?"
"Not at all. That was one of the reasons we chose the winter for this shoot. We wanted to avoid the crowds of tourists. The animals are more relaxed in the winter."
"Did you take film of the demonstrations?"
"We heard there were demonstrations," Selena said. "But we didn't see them. We were busy in the park. We don't do regular news at all."
The officer tapped their passports against the palm of his hand.
"Where is your camera? Your tapes?"
"Checked through into baggage."
Nick could see the man thinking about the problems it would create if he delayed the plane so the camera could be retrieved from the baggage hold. Italy was a friend. These people were flying first class and they were from the press.
The officer handed the passports back to Selena and saluted.
"Have a good flight," he said.
"Thank you," she said.
They walked down the gangway and entered the plane. They found their seats. Nick and Selena were seated together. Lamont was in the row in back of them. Ronnie was across the aisle.
A flight attendant asked if they wanted a drink.
"I'd like a mimosa, please," Selena said.
"Whiskey," Nick said.
He leaned back in the comfortable leather seat.
"I thought he was going to pull us out of line," Nick said. "That was great, the way you made that up about the park. How did you even know about it?"
"There was a brochure in the hotel. The park is famous for its wildlife. It was the first thing that came to mind."
"Well, it worked."
"We're not in the air yet," Selena said.
"I'll feel a lot better when we are."
Fourteen rows behind the curtain separating first class from the rest of the plane, Valentina thought about what she was going to do when they reached Vienna.
Two hours later they were on the ground in Austria. They rented a car with a GPS and drove into the city.

CHAPTER 20

Elizabeth came into her office and turned on the coffee. She went over to her desk and found a dead mouse on her chair.
Another little gift, Elizabeth thought. Sometimes I wish that cat didn't like me so much.
She plucked a tissue from her purse and picked up the mangled corpse by the tail. She dropped it into the wastebasket and sat down. While she waited for the coffee to be ready Elizabeth thought about what the day was likely to bring. It didn't look good.
It hadn't taken long for Mitreski to send troops into Albania. He'd crossed the border at the only two places where his motorized infantry and tanks could roll down improved highways toward the capital of Tirana. On paper, it looked like a classic pincer movement. One thrust had launched from Debar, the second further south near Lake Ohrid. In theory a quick, blitzkrieg-like attack would succeed in threatening the capital and forcing some sort of capitulation. Theory and reality were two different things. The attack was poorly planned and premature. The Macedonian forces were already in trouble, only hours into the war.
Mitreski's troops had succeeded in blowing through the border checkpoints and starting into the country but had met fierce resistance only a few miles inside Albanian territory. Now the advance was completely bogged down. Winter was not cooperating and heavy snow was making things that much more difficult.
Another bloody ground war had begun in the Balkans. Unless stopped soon there was a real risk it would spread to the neighboring countries, Kosovo and Montenegro. Even Greece could get involved. Nobody wanted another Serbian war but Elizabeth feared it was a real possibility. The wounds from twenty years before were still raw. There was a lot of bad blood in the region, waiting to be spilled.
The coffee was ready. Elizabeth got up, fixed a cup and sat back down at her desk. She entered a few strokes on her keyboard and looked at the morning's intelligence assessment on her monitor.
Stephanie came into the room and went over to the sideboard for coffee.
"Sorry I'm late," she said. "There was an accident on the beltway. Traffic was backed up for miles. What's the latest?"
She blew on the hot liquid in her cup and looked at the monitor.
"Macedonia has invaded Albania. There's an emergency meeting of NATO scheduled in Brussels in about an hour."
"Mitreski knows Albania is part of NATO. Does he think they're just going to stand aside?"
"He's probably gambling on a lot of talk before action," Elizabeth said. "If he succeeds in breaking through to the capital it gives him a lot of leverage. It will take days for NATO to do anything and when they do it will probably be ineffective. If I were Mitreski, I'd count on political and bureaucratic infighting to stop any significant forces from being sent against him until it was too late."
"What do you think his chances are?"
"Right now, not so good. He didn't get far into Albania before he was stopped cold. The Albanians are no pushover and fighting is heavy. On top of that the weather is terrible with heavy snow and almost zero visibility. By the time the storm passes the Albanians will have had time to get organized and send reinforcements."
"Does Mitreski have air cover?"
"Neither country has much of an Air Force. They used to have older Russian Migs and some Chinese copies but everything started falling apart back in the 90s. Their planes don't work anymore and both countries have grounded all their fixed wing aircraft. Macedonia has a slight edge in helicopters but that's about it. Airpower isn't going to be a factor. This will be one of those wars where the combatants grind each other into the dirt."
"Did Nick and the others get out okay?" Steph asked.
"They're in Vienna, waiting for instructions. Probably munching on strudel and sipping cappuccino."
"What do you have in mind for them?"
"I'm not sure yet. It depends on how the situation develops. Remember, this is the Balkans we're talking about. Nothing is ever what it appears to be in that region."
"Something is bothering you, Elizabeth. What are you thinking?"
"That Mitreski was awfully quick to move against Albania, too quick. You don't suddenly invade another country without some serious preparation. The logistics alone take a lot of time to get in place."
"It sounds as though you think he's been getting ready for this for a while."
"I do."
"He would need support."
"He would. And I think I know where he's getting it from."
"Russia?"
"Go to the head of the class, Steph. It's the only logical possibility. He is their client, after all. It's Russian support that's kept him in power up to now."
"Didn't the leader of the group that kidnapped Nick tell him the Russians wanted to provoke war with Albania?"
Elizabeth nodded. "That's right. War is a good way to shift attention away from all the problems with Mitreski's corrupt rule. Just get people busy fighting the Albanians and they won't have time to worry about what he's doing. Moscow doesn't want a government in Macedonia that isn't friendly to them."
"So what is it that's bothering you?"
"At first glance starting the war as a distraction makes sense. But something feels off to me about this. Why would Moscow get involved in another adventure in the area? It will backfire if it comes out that the Russians are behind Mitreski's decision to invade. It would be a public relations disaster and Orlov doesn't need that right now. Not with what's happening in the Ukraine."
"Could it be something to do with Greece? The government there is leaning pretty hard toward the Kremlin."
"I don't see that at the moment. Unless the war spreads into Greece, I don't think it's an important factor in Moscow's thinking. Their motive could be as simple as wanting to keep Mitreski in power, but my intuition tells me that isn't it. I can't see what else Moscow gains from a war in the region. That's what's bothering me."
"Your intuition is usually right on," Steph said.
"Except when it isn't. Let's hope this is one of those times."
Stephanie went over to the coffee machine and refilled her cup.
"I'm heading downstairs. I'm almost done with that program I'm working on."
"The one to break into the Chinese satellites?"
"That's the one."
"Come back upstairs when you're ready for lunch," Elizabeth said.
Stephanie left for her computer room and Elizabeth leaned back in her chair with her coffee.
She looks better, or at least a little less stressed out. It must help to have Lucas.
Elizabeth sipped her coffee.
I wish I had someone like Lucas to share things with.
The thought slipped in from nowhere, like a thief in the night.
Once, years ago, Elizabeth had been in love with a man who had turned out to be a perfect example of the kind of narcissistic, ego-centered jerk found in every second rate movie she'd ever seen. It had taken more than a year to get over his betrayal. Any thoughts she'd had of love and affection for him had long ago disappeared.
Elizabeth had become resigned to a future of living by herself. Her job was enough to discourage any possible suitor. At least it would have been if she had found time away from it to look for a possible mate. She knew that she intimidated men. She supposed it was because of her refusal to put up with the nonsense many men expected women to accept. She had nothing against a strong male personality or a healthy testosterone driven ego, only the distortion that often seemed to accompany that combination.
From time to time she found herself thinking about Clarence Hood. She wasn't particularly attracted to him but he wasn't unattractive either. She felt comfortable in his presence and she knew he felt the same. In many ways he'd be the ideal male companion. But she didn't love him.
There was still hope of a genuine romance glowing faintly somewhere inside her. She was attractive and not really too old. But it would be difficult to give up her cherished privacy and the control of her life that went with being single if a real lover came along.
Her coffee was cold. Elizabeth got up to make herself another cup, the way she liked it.

CHAPTER 21

The Hotel Sacher was a legend in Vienna and in much of Europe, the most famous hotel in a city dotted with famous hotels. The Sacher was noted for luxury and old world charm. It had been founded in 1876 during the days of the Austro-Hungarian Empire by Prince Metternich's chef, inventor of the famous Sacher-Torte, considered by many the ultimate chocolate confection.
A half dozen flags hung out over the entrance of the hotel. A bellboy dressed in an immaculate red uniform with a round red cap on his head took their luggage and placed it on a gleaming brass cart. He looked as though he'd stepped out of an F. Scott Fitzgerald novel. Once in the lobby, the overwhelming impression was one of elegance, luxury and wealth. It was the kind of hotel that made old world aristocracy feel comfortable. Over the years the rulers of every European country had stayed there.
"You sure they're going to let us in?" Lamont asked.
Selena laughed. "It's all arranged, Lamont. I stayed here once with my uncle years ago. It's a wonderful hotel. The same family still manages it and they remembered me. Trust me, you'll like it here."
"How's the restaurant?"
"I don't think you'll have any problem finding something you like."
"You ever stop thinking about food?" Ronnie said.
"Hey, a man has to eat. I always wanted to try a real Vienna pastry, not that stuff they sell in the supermarket."
"Well, you're in the right place," Selena said. "Why don't we meet in an hour in the Blaue Bar after we get settled in. We could have a drink and then go to dinner."
"Blaue bar?"
"Blaue means blue. You'll see why when you go into the bar."
A few minutes later they were in their room.
Nick waited until the bellboy was gone and said, "I have to hand it to you, this is a hell of a hotel. I don't think I've ever seen a room as nice as this."
"The hotel is famous for a reason. The rooms are part of it."
Two large floor-to-ceiling windows looked out over the Danube River and the city. There was a deck outside the room for warm summer days. At the moment it was covered with snow. The wallpaper was a floral design in a soft rose color that matched the thick carpet underfoot. A large mirrored closet was at one end of the room, an elaborate marble bath at the other. The bed was huge, with throw pillows that matched the wallpaper. Two comfortable armchairs and a coffee table filled out the room.
Nick looked at the bed.
"That bed looks pretty inviting."
"There'll be time to check it out later," she said.
"Check it out?"
"You know. Check out things that matter. Comfort. Bounce factor."
"Bounce factor? It's not a trampoline."
"A trampoline would be interesting."
"If you mean what I think you mean I don't believe you said that."
She smiled at him. "Sure you do."
Nick laughed.
"I'm going to take a shower before we go down to the bar," Selena said.
"Want some company?"
"That sounds like a wonderful idea."
Later, as he watched her getting ready to go downstairs, Nick thought to himself how lucky he was to have her in his life. With the thought came a touch of unease. If something happened to her he didn't know how he would handle it or if he could.
"Ready?" she said.
He brushed away the shadow.
"Ready."
Hand in hand they walked to the elevator.

CHAPTER 22

The meeting took place in the Security Council Meeting Hall in the Kremlin Senate building. A special guard detail of hardened Spetsnaz veterans stood guard outside the doors.
The room was a relic from an empire that once stretched from the far Pacific to Europe, an 18th century room where decisions made within its walls had 21st-century consequences. In the center was a table with chairs lined up neatly along its length. Linear half columns of gray marble capped with gilded finials were placed at studied intervals around the room, stylistic accents against the polished wood of the walls. A graceful railing of wood circled a balcony and library on the second level.
The walls were hung with tapestries depicting symbols of the Russian state. The Czars would have recognized the modern Russian eagle, not so very different from the eagle of Imperial Russia. They would have had no trouble understanding the motivations of the current President of the Russian Federation, Vladimir Orlov. He sat in a chair that was just slightly larger than the others at the head of the table. He looked fashionable, like a model from a gentleman's magazine. He wore a dark blue suit that had been tailored in London, accented by a perfect cream-colored shirt and a red silk tie.
Orlov had called the meeting to discuss the next steps in his plan to regain Russian control of Eastern Europe. Sitting on his right was General of the Army Evgeni Kuznetsov. After the coup, Orlov had promoted Kuznetsov to the position of the Federation's top ground forces officer. To his left was Lieutenant General Kiril Golovkin, head of the GRU, military intelligence.
Golovkin was a tall, narrow man with thinning black hair. His face was all sharp angles and planes, the skin drawn tight over high cheekbones underneath beady black eyes. He looked like a predatory bird and had a shrewd mind that seldom forgot anything. His position made him one of the most powerful men in the Federation. No leader of Russia would survive long without the backing of the Glavnoye Razvedyvatel'noye Upravleniy. The GRU was Russia's largest intelligence agency, more than six times as large as SVR. Larger did not always mean better but Golovkin's web was spun far and wide. There was little that escaped his notice.
Next to Golovkin was Colonel General Pyotr Krupin, Commander of the Western Military District, headquartered in St. Petersburg. Krupin had only recently been promoted to his high rank, reward for his participation in the coup that had brought Orlov to power. For some time Krupin had been occupied with events in Eastern Ukraine. He was one of the major thinkers behind the successful annexation of Crimea.
Sitting next to Krupin was Admiral of the Fleet Nikolai Akulov. Akulov commanded the Baltic Fleet, headquartered in the Kaliningrad Oblast and stationed out of Baltiysk and�Kronshtadt.
On Krupin's left was Colonel General Viktor Brezhnev, commander of the Russian Air Force. He looked something like a black haired toad. Brezhnev was a distant cousin of the former chairman of the Communist Party.
The last and most junior man present was Major General Alexei Vysotsky, First Deputy Director of SVR, the civilian counterpart to Golovkin's organization and the sharp spear point of Russian foreign intelligence. Vysotsky had become a key player in the events now taking place in central Europe. Notably absent was his boss, Boris Vishinski, who had not been invited to the meeting.
A carafe of water, a glass and a bowl of mints rested on the table in front of each man's chair. No paper or pen had been provided for taking notes. This was not the kind of meeting where notes were welcome. A gleaming brass samovar hissed quietly on a sideboard nearby, next to a tray of crystal cups.
Orlov began.
"General Vysotsky. Please brief us on events in Macedonia."
Vysotsky cleared his throat and wished there was vodka in the glass in front of him instead of water.
"The operation against Todorovski was delayed because of Mitreski's bumbling attempt against him. The outcome is satisfactory nonetheless. As you know, our operative was successful in carrying out the assignment and was able to leave the country without difficulty."
"Is there any way the assassination can be tied to us?" Orlov asked.
"None, Mister President," Vysotsky said.
"Go on."
"His death has created confusion. Many people blame Mitreski. There have been continuing demonstrations and calls for revolution but as you predicted, Mister President, the focus of anger is now shifting. Following our advice, Mitreski has been successful in convincing the populace that Islamic Albanian nationalists are responsible for Todorovski's death. Macedonian ground forces have crossed the border. The country is mobilizing for war. The airport has been closed except to military traffic and Mitreski has declared martial law. He's called up the reserves and instituted a curfew on the civilian population."
Orlov smiled.
"Mitreski is nothing if not predictable. How is his invasion going?"
"Not well," Vysotsky said. "Even with the equipment we provided he has been unable to penetrate more than twenty to thirty kilometers from his starting points. Resistance by the Albanians is obstinate. Winter weather has hampered the advance. The Albanians are rushing reinforcements to the front. I predict a campaign that will go nowhere. Neither the Albanians or the Macedonians have an advantage."
"A static front?"
"Exactly, Mister President."
Orlov's smile grew wider. "What is the Western reaction?"
"An emergency meeting has been called by NATO in Brussels. Albania is seeking immediate assistance according to the terms of the alliance. NATO is obliged to intervene."
"Of course," Orlov said. "But will they? And if they do, when?"
"There is no stomach for another Balkan adventure but they have little choice," Vysotsky said. "First there will be calls for mediation, diplomatic overtures, the sort of ineffective nonsense that the West seems to enjoy. That will allow time for increasing the flow of war mat�riel to Mitreski."
"How prepared is NATO to respond?"
"I can answer that." Golovkin interrupted. His voice was dry, without warmth.
"The short answer is not very. Their forces are scattered among the members of the alliance. Releasing men into a NATO peacekeeping effort depends on the ability of the political leadership of each country to convince their legislative bodies to cooperate. It is like that old proverb about herding cats."
"What about their rapid deployment force?"
"It is currently stationed in Poland, what there is of it. They'll be forced to divert equipment and men to Albania if they want to respond to the crisis there. It's a logistical nightmare. My intelligence indicates that arguments have already begun between the member states. No one wants to risk their citizens to save the Albanians. No one gives a shit about the Albanians."
"Have they begun to withdraw from Poland?"
"It's too early to say," Golovkin said, "but transports have been arriving at the Joint Force Training Centre in Bydgoszcz where they've been stockpiling equipment. Assuming NATO's high command decides to intervene, I predict they will move as much as they can to Tirana as quickly as possible. As General Vysotsky pointed out, they really don't have much choice. They may not like it, but if they don't come to Albania's assistance it will undermine the entire alliance."
"As we predicted," Orlov said. "Good. Colonel General Krupin? What is the current situation on the border with Ukraine?"
"Everything is on schedule, Mister President. The talks with Kiev are purposefully cordial. Withdrawals of some of our forces are underway. Western intelligence will decide that it is a ploy and that we are contemplating a full invasion. Of course we continue to deny our presence in the area. The general impression being given is one of cooperation in an effort to persuade the West to remove the sanctions while we continue to assert that we are merely conducting military exercises. It explains the extensive movements of our forces."
"What is the status of morale among the ground forces?"
"Morale is high. The troops have been paid and rations have been increased."
"The new tanks?"
"Thirty-two of the T-14 Armatas are in position for Bright Sword. They were moved at night and heavily camouflaged with our new stealth technology. I do not believe they have been detected."
"Your commanders?"
"Ready, Mister President."
Orlov turned to Admiral Akulov.
"The fleet?"
"Ready to sail on your order, Mister President."
Orlov nodded. He'd expected no other answer.
"Colonel General Brezhnev?"
"The Air Force stands ready to serve the Rodina," Brezhnev said.
"Very good. Gentlemen, we are at the dawn of a new era. As soon as NATO has committed forces to Albania we will begin the next phase of Operation Bright Sword. Are there any comments?" He looked around the table.
"No? Then we will adjourn. General Vysotsky, please remain."
As the others filed out Alexei remained seated. Orlov waited until they were gone.
"What have you discovered about Vishinski?"
"It is possible that he has been taking bribes. I regret to say that Director Vishinski is having an affair with his aide," Vysotsky said, "a Major Andrei Kirov."
Orlov pursed his lips in distaste. "You are certain."
"Yes, Mister President. There are pictures."
"Arrest him. Arrest them both."
"Sir."
"Well done, Vysotsky. You are promoted to Director, effective now. Your first duty is to make sure Vishinski and his aide disappear with no fuss."
"Understood, Mister President."
"These are new times, General. I have chosen you to play an important part. Do not fail me."
And if I did it would be like old times, Vysotsky thought, a bullet in the back of the head.
"I will not fail, Mister President."
Orlov gave him a calculated look. "Make sure that you don't."

CHAPTER 23

Valentina watched Selena and the others enter the Sacher Hotel. The flight to Vienna had been short, only an hour and a half. Following Selena's taxi had taken another twenty minutes. Now that she knew where they were staying she could decide what she wanted to do.
Spotting Selena in the Skopje airport was an unexpected opportunity. Valentina hadn't yet decided how to exploit it. She'd called Vysotsky from the taxi and told him she needed a few days downtime in Vienna. He'd given permission, happy with her work in Macedonia. If he'd known she was watching Selena he would never have agreed. But then Vysotsky had no idea Valentina even knew about her. That was a confrontation for another time.
The discovery that she had a sister had rocked Valentina's world. The fact that her sister was an American spy only complicated things. It created difficulties but it didn't change the reality that Selena was family. By the same token, Valentina was the only family Selena had. Blood overrode all other considerations.
Valentina couldn't remember a time when she hadn't longed for the comfort of family. Her instructors had done their best to eliminate thoughts of personal relationships and friendships from the perfect instrument of the state they were molding. They had no idea that they hadn't succeeded. They congratulated themselves as Valentina overcame each of the numerous obstacles placed before her. Holding on to her unspoken longing for something that could pass for family was a way to rebel against the endless barrage they aimed against her, even though she knew her desire could never be fulfilled.
Then she'd learned about Selena.
Valentina had sought out more information about her. The files of SVR revealed the details of Selena's life. Standing outside the Sacher Hotel, Valentina felt the twinges of resentment. When her sister was being showered with luxury and the love of a real family, Valentina was living as a ward of the Russian state in a rundown barracks. When Selena was traveling Europe as a girl with her rich uncle, Valentina had been learning how to strip a Kalashnikov and reassemble it in the dark. When Selena had been competing in martial arts competitions for trophies, Valentina had been learning the brutal reality of Systema Spetsnaz, hand-to-hand combat as taught to Russian Special Forces. No trophies were given in her classes, only bruises and injuries and constant physical training. Her natural athletic ability had helped her become adept in the killing art. She had finally earned the admiration of her instructors.
In Systema Valentina learned the secrets of the body's vulnerability. The discipline had first appeared in the 10th century as a method of unarmed self-defense developed by the Cossacks. Modern Systema had been refined into a sophisticated and deadly discipline rivaled only by the Israeli commando art of Krav Maga.
Selena was a master of martial arts in her own right, a practitioner of esoteric Korean styles at a high level.
It would be challenging to fight her, Valentina thought, to see who could gain the upper hand.
One of them wouldn't walk away, but that was a battle Valentina did not wish to have. She had no desire to injure Selena, although she had to admit it would be good to make her suffer a little, to pay for all those years when Valentina had been alone.
It had started snowing. With a start Valentina realized she'd had been standing long enough for snow to accumulate on her coat. She stomped her feet and brushed off what she could. Then she walked to the hotel and into the lobby. Selena and the others were nowhere in sight.
At the desk she took a room for three nights. She assumed Selena knew about her. Even if Selena knew what she looked like, Valentina wasn't concerned about being recognized. Her instructors had been skilled at teaching her the art of disguise. What she could do in minutes in a restaurant toilet to change her appearance was effective. What she could do in the privacy of a hotel room was nothing short of amazing. By the time she was done she could sit down next to Selena in a restaurant and her sister would never know she was there.
As she rode up to her room in the elevator, Valentina smiled to herself. The evening would be interesting.

CHAPTER 24

"Look at this, Steph."
A live satellite feed over Western Russia and the border with Eastern Europe filled Elizabeth's wall monitor. Stephanie pulled up a chair beside her. On screen, long lines of covered trucks clogged Russia's major highways.
"Those are heavy troop movements," Stephanie said.
"They've been conducting a major military exercise in the Western region for the past two weeks but it's supposed to be winding down. At least that's what the latest press release from the Kremlin says."
"Somehow that doesn't impress me," Steph said.
"So young and so cynical," Elizabeth said. "You don't believe them?"
"Why should I believe the Russians?"
"They've moved some of their troops back from the border with Ukraine."
"Not all of them. Look at all those tanks and troops holding about ten miles from the border. I wonder where those other troops are going? It looks like several divisions, with logistical support."
"There's a heavy concentration heading toward Belarus, along the northern border of Ukraine. Lots of tanks. I don't like the look of that. How many men do the Russians have west of the Urals?"
"Hang on," Stephanie said. She entered a command on her laptop and scanned the information on the screen.
"That's the Western Military District," she said. "They've got the 1st tank army and the 6th and 20th armies. Those are mostly motorized rifle divisions. There are about one hundred thousand men in the district with full logistical support. About twenty-five thousand of them are Spetsnaz, Special Forces. That's not counting reserves. They're second-tier troops but if you count them in you can add another hundred thousand at least."
"Something doesn't feel right about this," Elizabeth said. "He's got troops deploying all along the northern border of Ukraine. Orlov has to know it's provocative."
"That's probably his intention."
"Provocation?"
"It wouldn't be the first time."
"If all he's doing is rattling sabers he's burning up a lot of rubles and resources to do it."
Elizabeth looked at the screen. Russia's modern highways were concentrated west of the Urals in a complex web with Moscow at the center. The satellite feed showed heavy military traffic moving through and around and out of the city. From the high perspective of the satellite camera, it looked as though someone had kicked over an anthill.
Elizabeth reached for her coffee cup and found it empty.
"Why don't you give Lucas a call and see what he thinks about this?"
Stephanie looked unhappy. "It might be better if you did that."
Elizabeth caught a tense undertone in Stephanie's voice.
"Is something the matter between the two of you?"
"It's just that lately we haven't been talking much without arguing."
"Come on, Steph, tell me what's going on."
"He wants to have another baby."
"And you don't?"
"I don't know. Not after what happened last time."
"But that's not going to happen again."
"You don't know that." Stephanie's voice was flat.
"Oh, Steph. This isn't like you."
"You weren't the one in that car. You weren't the one who lost a baby. So don't tell me that it isn't like me to feel the way I feel."
Stephanie got up and walked out of the room.
Elizabeth watched her go. This is turning into one of those days, she thought.

CHAPTER 25

Valentina sat in the lobby of the Sacher Hotel pretending to read a magazine and watching the elevator, waiting for Selena to make an appearance. Late morning sunlight streamed through the windows. The snow had stopped but the sky was dark and heavy with the promise of more to come, the kind of day that made you think of hot chocolate, the smell of freshly baked pastries and the warmth of a caf�. There was something about Vienna that made you think like that.
The night before she'd taken a table not far from where Selena and her companions were eating dinner. They hadn't noticed her. She hadn't expected that they would. This was as close as she'd ever gotten to her half-sister. She wanted to talk to Selena. She wanted to ask her about their father. But she couldn't very well just walk up to her. Valentina hadn't yet figured out what she was going to do. Meanwhile it was enough to be nearby.
The elevator doors opened and Selena came out. She was alone. Valentina watched her walk out the entrance, then got up and followed her.
The Sacher Hotel was located in the heart of Vienna, near many of the exclusive shops the city had to offer. Selena waved off offers of a cab and began walking. Valentina followed a half block behind. She watched to see if her sister would use basic tradecraft and check to see if she was being tailed. After ten minutes there was no sign that Selena was thinking about anything except what she might see in the shop windows. She could have been using the windows to check behind her but that was an inefficient precaution against someone with Valentina's skills. It confirmed what Valentina already suspected. Selena was accomplished in many ways but she didn't have the kind of training Valentina took for granted.
Selena halted to look at a display in a window. A dark blue Mercedes van pulled up and stopped by the curb near her. Two men jumped from the van and grabbed her while one held something over her face. Selena struggled and went limp.
Chloroform, or something like it, Valentina thought. Shit.
The men threw Selena into the van and got in after her. The van pulled away into traffic. The kidnapping had taken less than half a minute. Pedestrians on the sidewalk stood in numb confusion watching the van speed away. Valentina stepped out into the street and waved down a taxi.
"You see that van going down the block? The blue Mercedes?" She addressed the cab driver in German.
"Yes."
"Follow it. Don't get too close. A hundred dollars American if you don't lose it."
"Lady, I don't do nothing illegal."
"Two hundred. All you have to do is keep it in sight."
The driver pulled out after the van and activated his meter. "Give me the money."
Valentina took two $100 bills out of her purse. She gave him one and held up the other.
"One now. One when we get where we're going."
The driver shrugged and pocketed the bill. Ahead of them the blue van drove at a steady pace through the city. The taxi followed about a block behind. The van was keeping to the speed limit, careful to avoid attention.
Valentina was unarmed. She avoided taking weapons when she had to fly anywhere. There was usually something that could be improvised if the need arose.
Who are they? she thought. That took planning, grabbing her like that in broad daylight and then just driving away. Somebody knows what they're doing.
She debated calling the hotel and alerting Selena's companions but thought better of it. For one thing, she didn't know where the van was going. Wherever they were taking Selena, it would take too much time for her team to get to her. Somehow Valentina didn't think Selena had a lot of time.
They had driven out of the more prosperous parts of the city into an industrial area.
"Where are we?" Valentina said.
"Liesing district."
They passed by a huge open market off the highway. Ahead lay a complex of refineries and enormous round storage tanks. The van with Selena turned off onto a service road leading into a maze of tanks and towers and chimneys. The landscape was like something conceived for a science fiction movie, all convoluted pipes and steel and flames from the top of tall chimneys. The air smelled of sulfur and something unpleasant. The refinery was an alien environment, hostile to humans.
The area seemed deserted.
"Where is everyone?"
"It's Sunday," the driver said. "Maybe in church."
There was no traffic. The van and the taxi were the only vehicles.
"Slow down. Don't let them see you."
The taxi fell back. The van turned and disappeared behind one of the huge storage tanks.
"Stop there by that tank," Valentina said. "Don't make the turn. I want to look and see where they went."
"Another hundred," the driver said.
Valentina thought of teaching him a lesson about greed. There might be time for that later but for now she needed him.
"All right. But that's all. You'll get the money when we go back."
The driver stopped the car. Valentina got out and eased her way around the tank until she could see what lay beyond. The blue van was parked by a large office trailer mounted on a permanent foundation. Blinds were drawn on the windows. She went back to the cab.
"Wait here," she told the driver. "I may be a few minutes."
She held up the money to make her point. The driver took out a cigarette and lit it.
Valentina made a crouching run to the side of the trailer. There had to be at least three men inside with Selena, the two who had grabbed her and the driver of the van. A short flight of steps led up to the door. She went up the steps, silent as a shadow. She placed her ear against the door and heard voices.
"She's waking up."
The voice was wet, unpleasant. In her mind's eye, Valentina thought of a frog.
"Good. Make sure those zip ties are tight. We need her awake. Is the camera ready?"
The second voice spoke with authority. Boss man.
"Just give me a minute."
The third voice had a whiny quality to it, almost adolescent sounding.
"Whoever uses this office is in for a big surprise when they come back to work," Frog Voice said. He chuckled, a nasty, gargled sound with no humor in it.
"Camera's ready," the whiny man said.
The sound of a chainsaw starting up came from within the trailer. It ran for a moment and stopped.
"All set," Frog Voice said.
"Better break out the raincoats," Boss Man said. "I don't want her mess all over me."
"They're in the van." Whiny voice again.
"Go get them. Move. We haven't got all day."
They're going to kill her, Valentina thought, and take pictures of it.
For Valentina, the decision was easy. If she didn't intervene, she would never find out what her father had really been like. She'd never get a chance to talk with Selena. Her training took over.
Valentina flattened herself against the side of the trailer and waited. The door opened. The man coming out didn't see Valentina behind it. He flipped it shut behind him without looking around and started down the stairs. Adrenaline flooded through her. Valentina launched herself from the top step and struck him from behind, reaching up with both hands and twisting his head as her body slammed into him. There was a loud crack as his neck broke. She fell to the ground on top of him. His body cushioned her fall. A foul smell enveloped her as the dead man's bowels let go.
The noise had been minimal. There was no sign anyone in the trailer had heard.
One down. Two to go.
She pictured the way the trailer probably looked inside. There would be one large room with a desk or two. Maybe a cubicle. A bathroom on one end. Another room for storage and files at the other end. Selena and her captors would be in the main room, right beyond the unlocked door.
The adrenaline sharpened all her senses. She took three deep breaths. She reached for the door handle, pulled the door open and took in the scene.
Selena was sitting in a wooden chair, straps binding her in place. There was a rag stuffed in her mouth. Her violet eyes widened as she saw Valentina come through the doorway. Three men stood nearby, one of them holding a large, orange chainsaw.
Three, not two.
The three men looked at her, frozen in place by her sudden appearance. Valentina went for the nearest one. She launched a high kick that struck him on the throat and crushed his larynx. He collapsed to the floor clutching his neck and gagging as he tried to breathe, his face turning red and purple.
She followed through with an elbow strike on the man standing behind him. Her elbow had all the force and momentum of her weight and movement behind it. The blow landed between his shoulder and his neck. His collarbone broke with a wet snapping sound. As he bent forward she spun and struck the back of his neck with the hardened edge of her palm, a killing blow.
That left the third man. She turned to face him. He was large, short and wide, swarthy and brutal looking. He needed a shave. He smiled at her and pulled the cord and fired up the saw. The distinctive sound filled the confined space.
"Bitch," he said. "I don't know who you are but you just made a big mistake."
It was Frog Voice. He moved the roaring saw back and forth and up and down in front of him, a whirring shield against her kicks. The spinning teeth could bite through a leg in an instant. He began to circle around her.
"I'm going to cut off an arm or leg and then I'm going to take my time with the rest of you," he said. "I'll cut away little bits at a time. It will take a while to bleed out. When I'm done with you I'm gonna to do the same to this little lady over here. She gets to be on camera, but you? I ain't gonna bother."
For a big man he moved quickly. He made a sudden thrust at her, sweeping low at her legs. Valentina felt the sharp bite of the chain as it went by and nicked her knee. The saw was heavy. Before Frog Voice could correct and bring the blade back Valentina planted a hard kick on his chest. He stumbled back and tripped and went down. The blade bit into the floor of the trailer and bounced back onto his face. He screamed as the whirring chain cut through his face and his skull. Blood and brain matter and white bone fountained into the air. The saw ran for another few seconds, buried in the ruin of his head until it caught on something and stopped.
The silence was overwhelming. The air in the room was dense with the smell of sweat and fear and feces, mixed with the copper scent of blood. Valentina paused, resting her hands on her knees. She took a deep breath and waited for her heart to stop pounding. She looked up and saw Selena watching her.
She went over to Selena and pulled the rag from her mouth. Selena coughed and ran her tongue over her lips.
"Thanks. Who are you?"
The woman standing in front of her was somehow familiar, yet she was sure they had never met. Then it registered.
"Valentina Antipov," Selena said. "You're Valentina."
"You know who I am? I wasn't sure if you were aware of my existence."
"I wasn't, until a few months ago," Selena said.
Valentina pulled up a chair and sat down in front of Selena. The sisters stared at each other.
"I can see the resemblance," Selena said. "It's something in the structure of the face, the way the bones lie under the skin. And you've got one high cheekbone, like I do."
"Our hair is different. The color of the eyes. The upper body. I am larger, no? But, I too, see the resemblance."
"Would you untie me please?"
"I don't think so," Valentina said. "We are, after all, on opposite sides."
"You don't trust me?"
"You are a loyal agent of your country. So am I. So no, I don't trust you, not yet."
"Why did you intervene? Not that I'm not grateful. That ugly slob was going to cut me up with his saw."
"I saw them take you on the street."
"You've been following me?"
"I saw you in the airport at Skopje. We were on the same plane."
She was in Macedonia. I wonder if she's the one who shot Todorovski?
As soon as the thought occurred she knew she was right. It fit perfectly. Why else would Valentina be in Macedonia? But Selena kept her thoughts to herself.
"I followed you here," Valentina said. "I heard them talking through the door and knew they were going to kill you. I didn't want that to happen before we had a chance to talk."
This is bizarre, Selena thought, her mind racing. She looked in Valentina's eyes. My sister is a Russian assassin and she just saved me from an awful death. She's damaged, I can see it in her eyes. What was it like for her, growing up with someone like Vysotsky controlling her at every step of the way?
"What did you want to talk about?"
"Our father. What was he like? Why did he go back to America and leave my mother?"
"You know what he did, who he worked for?"
"Your CIA, yes I know."
"Your mother was called back to Moscow when they discovered she was pregnant with you. Our father was sent home by the Chief of Station in Berlin and reprimanded. He didn't have a choice, just like your mother didn't."
"He could have done something. He never did. Nothing to find out what happened to her or to me."
Selena heard anger and hurt in Valentina's voice.
"I don't know that and neither do you," Selena said. "I don't think there was much he could've done. We'll never know. Your protector murdered him and my mother and my brother."
Valentina got up and began to pace around the trailer, careful not to step in the spreading pool of blood under the body of the big man.
"These things�" Valentina made a vague gesture with her hand. "These things, they are in the nature of our work, no? I have not yet decided what to do about General Vysotsky. He took the place of a father for me. He was better than nothing. I owe him something for that."
"Our father was a wonderful man," Selena said. "It was hard for me when he was away. He was away most of the time. Langley was always sending him off somewhere where dependents would have been a burden."
"We are similar in this way," Valentina said. "My mother was mostly gone when I was a child. Tell me more about him."
For the next half hour Selena talked with Valentina about what it had been like growing up in California before their father had been killed. Sometimes Valentina would ask a question but mostly she listened. After a while Selena stopped.
"My hands are numb," she said. "Please, can you at least free them? I can't do much tied to this chair."
"I will do this for you. But do not try anything foolish, sister. I don't want to hurt you."
The plastic ties binding Selena's wrists were pulled tight into the flesh. The hands were dead white. They wouldn't be of use for a while and by that time Valentina would be gone. She went over to the desk and rummaged through it for something to cut the ties. She found a scissors and cut through the plastic.
Selena brought her arms around front and began rubbing her hands against her legs trying to bring back the circulation.
"Who sent these men after you?" Valentina asked.
"I don't know. I heard them talking about how whoever hired them wanted a tape of me being murdered. They talked about how they'd get a bonus for making it especially painful."
"Someone doesn't like you very much."
Selena made a snorting sound. "I think that's obvious."
"Whoever it is will try again."
"Like you said, these things are part of what we do."
"I'm leaving now."
"How about untying me?"
"No, but I will call your new husband and let him know where you are."
"Do you know anything about the bomb that went off at my wedding?"
"There was a bomb? I didn't know that. Perhaps the same person who had these men bring you here."
Selena looked at this woman, the daughter of her father and a Russian spy, a skilled assassin. Her sister. She hadn't even known Valentina existed until a few months ago. It had been strange to see her standing there, stranger yet that they should meet for the first time like this, in a room stained with the blood of men who had been sent to kill her.
"Will I see you again?" Selena asked.
"Who knows?" Valentina paused. "I hope we never have to work against each other. When I learned about our father and about you I was very angry at you for having all the things that had been kept from me. But we are family. I couldn't keep the anger burning. I have no desire to hurt you but our countries are enemies, no? If I was assigned against you I would follow orders. You understand?"
Selena felt sudden sadness listening to her.
"I understand. I also hope we never confront each other."
"Good." Valentina went to the door and paused. "Goodbye, sister."
The door closed behind her.

CHAPTER 26

"Where did Selena get to? She should have been back by now."
Nick sat with Lamont and Ronnie in the Caf� Sacher Wein, the hotel's version of a Viennese coffeehouse. Red plush wallpaper, round marble top tables and red plush chairs gave it an old world feel, heightened by the smell of coffee and the sound of steam from the espresso machine. A waitress dressed in a white apron, white cap and a black skirted outfit that would have been familiar to patrons from an earlier time wheeled a pastry cart toward them.
"Nein, bitte." Nick waved her away.
"That chocolate cake sure looks good," Lamont said.
"That cake built this hotel," Ronnie said. "Sacher was a cook for an Austrian prince."
"A chef, not a cook," Nick said. "Forget the cake. Something's wrong. I can feel it."
His phone rang. The number was blocked. He looked at his friends and raised an eyebrow. No one had that number except Harker and the team.
"Yes."
"Your wife is about twenty minutes from you. She is unharmed but I am sure very uncomfortable. Here is where you will find her."
A woman's voice he didn't recognize. The caller spoke with a barely detectable Russian accent. "Who is this?"
"Selena will tell you. Listen carefully. I say this only once. You must hurry in case she is discovered. That would complicate things. You will see why when you get there."
Nick listened to directions to the southwest of the city.
"Goodbye."
"Wait," Nick said. The caller broke the connection.
"Who was it?" Ronnie asked.
"I don't know, a woman. She gave me directions to where Selena is. She said I should hurry. Let's go."
They got their car out of the parking garage. Ronnie turned on the GPS and entered the information Nick gave him. Twenty-five minutes after the call they were pulling up beside the office trailer.
There was a blood trail at the foot of the steps and drag marks in the gravel. Ronnie followed the tracks around the side of the trailer.
"Dead man back here," he said.
Nick went up the steps two at a time and opened the door. Selena looked up at him.
"Nick. God, I'm glad you're here. Get me out of this chair."
He went over to her, stepping over one of the bodies.
"Place looks like a slaughterhouse," Lamont said.
Ronnie wrinkled his nose at the stench. "Stinks like one."
Nick worked on untying the ropes binding Selena to the chair.
"What happened?"
"Valentina was here."
"Your sister? She did this?"
Nick finished untying her legs and Selena stood up. She took Nick's arm to steady herself.
"These men grabbed me and knocked me out with chloroform. When I woke up I was in this chair. Nick, they were going to kill me and take pictures while they did it. That horrible man was going to use that chainsaw to cut me apart."
She gestured at the mutilated body lying on the floor with the chainsaw buried in what was left of its face.
Nick put his arms around her and hugged her. For a moment she rested against him.
"Then Valentina came through the door," Selena said. "She killed these three. It was quite a display. There was another man outside but I don't know what happened to him."
Nick let her go. "We found his body outside."
"If she hadn't shown up, I'd be dead. She said she was going to call you and tell you where I was."
"She did. Otherwise we wouldn't have a clue," Nick said.
Selena headed for the bathroom at the end of the trailer. Lamont and Ronnie were staring down at the body of the big man.
"That chainsaw made a hell of a mess," Lamont said.
Ronnie looked at the scar where the saw had bitten into the floor. "Looks like the saw hit the floor and it kicked back at him. That's a logging saw with a lot of power. Heavy. It must have a three foot bar on it. Mean, if you lose control."
"Yeah, well he sure lost it. Might have improved his looks some."
Nick looked over at them.
"Check his pockets, him and his buddies. Maybe we can find out who sent them."
Selena came out of the toilet and walked over to Nick.
"I asked Valentina if she knew who set off the bomb at our wedding. She didn't know but she thought it might be the same person who sent these people after me."
"You believe her?"
"Yes. She had no reason to lie to me. If she'd wanted to hurt me she had an opportunity to do it."
"What was she doing here?"
"She saw me in the airport at Skopje and followed us. I think she may have been the one who killed Todorovski. What else would she be doing in Macedonia?"
"Makes sense," Nick said. "We know she's an SVR assassin."
"If she killed him it means the Russians are behind what's happening in the Balkans."
"Moscow must have decided Todorovski was too much of a threat to Mitreski's regime. I know they want to keep him in power but I don't know why they'd want to start a war with Albania."
"You think that's Moscow's plan? Mitreski could be trying to divert all that revolutionary energy."
"I don't think Mitreski does anything unless Moscow tells him to do it."
Ronnie and Lamont came over. Ronnie held up passports and wallets.
"Lots of information to go through," he said. "The guy with the haircut is German, at least that's what his passport says."
"We'll look at it later. Make sure you wipe down anything you touched. The cops will be crawling all over this when they find it."
Selena looked at the saw and shivered. "Get me out of here," she said.

CHAPTER 27

Elizabeth had begun her morning by talking with Nick. She'd heard the story of Selena's abduction and rescue by her Russian half-sister.
On her desk was a small gray box with a single amber light. The box was connected to an encrypted private line that went straight to the White House. The light began flashing, signaling a call.
"Harker."
"Please hold for the president."
Here we go, Elizabeth thought. Has to be about the Balkans.
NATO high command in Brussels had sent the lead elements of a peacekeeping force to Albania. Protesters were already out in large numbers in the European capitals of the alliance, demanding that their soldiers be kept at home. An advance unit composed of French and Dutch troops had landed at Tirana International Airport, ferried on American C-130 transports.
In Brussels the member states bickered and disagreed about who was going to send what. There were arguments about the rules of engagement. Logistics involving cooperation between the members of the alliance were confused, a problem that years of temporary fixes had failed to correct. It had been decided to strip the new rapid deployment force stationed in Poland for equipment and personnel to deal with the immediate crisis in Albania, leaving little support for whatever might happen in the Ukraine.
NATO had long ago passed the expiration date for accomplishing its original mission, stopping Stalin's tanks and providing a bulwark for Western Europe against potential Soviet aggression. No one in the West was much interested in spending the money and committing the personnel needed in the 21st century. The rhetoric was impressive but the alliance wasn't ready for a big war.
Elizabeth thought the idea of a rapid deployment force to stop the Russians in the Ukraine was a joke, a political stunt meant to appease public opinion. It would take a lot more than five thousand troops and a few tanks to oppose any serious effort by the Russians to invade.
President Rice came on the line.
"Good morning, Director."
"Good morning, Mister President."
Elizabeth pictured the president sitting behind his desk in the Oval Office. President Rice was a decorated combat Marine who had served as a young lieutenant during the Vietnam War. Elizabeth had seen presidents come and go and considered Rice the best of the lot. Unlike most of Washington's politicians and unlike most presidents, Rice had held onto a battered integrity. Elizabeth admired him for that. His Marine background made him a good commander-in-chief. Once he had the information he required, he was unafraid to make unpopular decisions. Elizabeth wasn't looking forward to the change when someone new took his place after the next election.
"I'm calling about the situation in Albania," Rice said. "It has the potential to get out of hand and I want your thoughts about it. Your team was recently in Macedonia."
"Yes, sir. They got out just before Mitreski shut everything down. They are currently in Vienna. I have new information about what happened in Macedonia."
"Go on."
"An agent known to be a professional assassin for SVR was in Skopje at the time of Todorovski's murder. I believe Moscow ordered the assassination. It appears that Orlov will do anything to keep Mitreski in power, including provoking war."
"That's confirmation for what I already suspected. Your analysis agrees with what Langley says. DCI Hood thinks the Russians are manipulating events."
"Mitreski is a puppet," Elizabeth said. "He would never risk such an adventure without Russian backing. He's dependent on them for his military equipment and supplies. The invasion is a classic ploy, based on the lie that Albanian nationalists are behind the murder. The Macedonians may dislike Mitreski's government but they are patriots before anything else. A large part of the population is Orthodox Catholic while Albania is mostly Muslim. Macedonians don't like Albanians. A threat to the country takes precedence and Mitreski has provided that. He's stirring up all the old religious hatreds."
"Some of my advisors don't agree with this interpretation of events."
"That's as may be, Mister President, but there's no question that a Russian assassin was present in Skopje on the day Todorovski was killed."
"You are convinced Moscow is behind it."
Rice's voice was resigned. The last thing the president needed was a looming confrontation with the Russian bear.
"Yes, sir, I am. However, something more dangerous may be developing. I was preparing a brief for you when you called."
"More dangerous than another war in the Balkans? It took years to settle the last one."
"Sir, something's happening in Russia and it gives me a bad feeling. Moscow is moving a large number of first-line combat troops and equipment along the Ukrainian border. Moscow is passing it off as a military exercise but it looks to me as if Orlov is getting ready to invade."
"I'm aware of those movements but no one has suggested that Orlov seriously intends to invade."
The Pentagon is going to hear about this, Elizabeth thought. "Yes, sir."
There was a brief pause at the other end. Rice continued.
"A full-scale invasion of Ukraine is a lot different than supporting one of his corrupt puppets in some military adventure."
Elizabeth knew Rice was disturbed by what she'd told him. There were many voices speaking in the president's ear but Elizabeth was one of the few he paid attention to. She'd been right too many times in the past for him to dismiss her concern as alarmist.
"I've been studying Orlov," Elizabeth said. "He's a gambler, a savvy one. He managed to survive the collapse of the Soviet Union and the KGB and come out smelling like a rose. He's not afraid to use any means at all to get what he wants. You only have to look at the death of President Gorovsky to see Orlov's hand at work."
"You don't think he had a heart attack." It wasn't a question. His voice was flat.
"No, sir. It wouldn't be the first time a Russian leader who stood in someone's way was said to die of natural causes. Gorovsky was showing signs of backing down in the Ukraine. Orlov is a nationalist and a hawk."
"If he goes into the Ukraine, he risks a direct confrontation with us. That's a dangerous scenario. It could lead to nuclear war."
"Only if we back Kiev up."
"You don't think Orlov believes we would?"
"I think it's a good possibility he doesn't. Excuse me for reminding you, Mister President, but your ability to commit our military in any significant way is severely limited by the current makeup of Congress."
Elizabeth didn't need to remind Rice that he was nearing the end of his second term. As a lame duck, he had little support for making controversial decisions. A new insertion of troops into a foreign land few Americans cared about fell into that category. Support in Congress was by no means certain, even within his own party.
"You have an uncomfortable way of going to the heart of the problem, Elizabeth."
"I believe Orlov may be gambling on a lack of will on our part to confront him if he moves into Ukraine. I don't think there's any question that the Europeans have no guts for a direct confrontation with Russia. Ukraine isn't part of NATO and they're under no obligation to respond. The Europeans won't do anything unless we provide the major support. Everything that's happened in the Middle East during the last several years proves that air strikes alone wouldn't be enough. If we become involved it means boots on the ground."
"The country is tired of sending our men off to die," Rice said.
"I'm sure Orlov is counting on that."
"The general opinion I've been hearing about those movements in Russia is that Orlov is making a show. No one I've talked with thinks it's a serious threat. Everyone is focused on the Balkan situation."
At that moment that Elizabeth realized what Orlov was doing.
"Maskirovka," she said.
"What?" Rice sounded annoyed.
"Maskirovka. It's Russian for deception. It's a classic Russian technique, they've been using it in politics and foreign policy for centuries. Think of a magician using sleight-of-hand to get you looking at one thing so that he can do something else. I think Orlov may be using the Balkans to draw attention while he gets ready to invade the Ukraine. By supporting Mitreski he forces NATO to get involved. They've already gutted their rapid deployment force in Poland to respond in the Balkans. It confuses everything."
"That is devious, Elizabeth."
"Orlov is a devious man, Mister President. It's brilliant, actually. He weakens NATO by forcing the alliance to commit militarily in the Balkans and gets the activists working in the European states to protest any involvement of their nation's soldiers. He stirs up anti-American sentiment. Meanwhile he talks about a military exercise to explain the troop movements and it fits because there have been several in the last two years. People are used to them. Everyone is focused on Albania and worried about another religious war in the Balkans."
"So while we're looking the other way he invades the Ukraine?"
"Yes, sir. If I'm right, he'll cross the border soon."
"If you're right," Rice said. "Director, I need to have a better sense of the mood over there. Will the Ukrainians fight? Or will they ply the bear with honey?"
"I can't tell you that, sir. The government will call for resistance but I don't know what the populace will do. There are a lot of old hard-line communists in the region who believe in structure and order. They still have influence and there's a large Russian population. Many of them will support an invasion and volunteer to fight with the Russians."
"That could be a critical factor."
"Yes, sir."
Elizabeth heard someone say something in the background.
"I'm going to cut this conversation short," Rice said. "You've persuaded me that we may be facing a serious threat. Well done in Macedonia."
"Thank you, sir."
"Keep your team ready. I may need them."
"Understood, sir."
"Very well. Keep me informed." Rice ended the call.
Elizabeth let out a long breath and flexed her fingers.
Her thoughts turned to the earlier conversation with Nick. Elizabeth couldn't imagine who would send people after Selena and want her slaughtered on camera. Images of Selena being cut up by a chainsaw made her shudder. Whoever had sent those men wanted something more than to disrupt the Project. Someone was driven by hatred. Someone wanted revenge.
She wondered who it was. Until Rice came up with a different assignment, she had a new priority.
Find and eliminate the threat.

CHAPTER 28

Gutenberg sat in his darkened room, brooding over the failure in Vienna. It would have been good to start with the woman, a cruel blow to the heart of the team leader, Carter. He had anticipated the reaction when a tape of Selena's horrible death reached her husband. Now that pleasure would have to be postponed.
There would be other opportunities. Perhaps he was being too selective, too caught up in the psychological game of mental punishment. Perhaps it would be better to simply eliminate them all in the most efficient way possible. He knew where they were. He had someone observing them at all times. Wherever they went in the world, whatever they did, Harker's team could not escape.
He'd thought the man he'd hired for the Vienna business was the best choice for what needed to be done. That had been a mistake. He didn't like making mistakes but a mistake was always an opportunity for a correction, for discovering a new way to solve a problem. Solving problems was one of the few joys left to him in his ruined body.
He hadn't been looking at the problem objectively and that had been the mistake. The recognition felt like a revelation. He'd been unable to keep his emotions separate from the need to form a clear plan. His rage had gotten in the way.
That wouldn't happen in the future. In the meantime, he would have to do something about the contractor who had failed him. He was a weak link, a man who had proved unreliable. Weak links could not be tolerated. He knew someone in Hamburg who could take care of that. It could be arranged with a simple phone call. Eliminating Carter and his team required a different kind of expert.
Gutenberg possessed a list of contract killers and terrorists that would be the envy of any intelligence agency, a list Interpol would give anything for. He toggled a lever on the side of his wheelchair and rolled over to his computer. He entered an encrypted password and looked at the file that came up on the screen.
Each file described the contact's strengths and weaknesses along with his or her specialty. Each noted the particular way the contact was to be approached. If there was a phone number to call, it was listed. If there was a person to talk with as an intermediary, their information was listed as well.
Whom should I choose?
It was a delicious decision.
There were twenty-seven names on the list. The contractors came from all over the world. Gutenberg considered his options, reviewing each entry. After an hour he had decided.
Dupree. The Frenchman.
Dupree was a psychopath who lacked any trace of empathy or compassion, a classic narcissist who prided himself on never having failed in a mission. He was perfect for a job like this. Next to Dupree's name was a contact number for a man named Berger. Gutenberg had used him before. The man knew him as Pieter and thought he was in Johannesburg. Gutenberg made the call.
"Yes."
"This is Pieter. I need you to arrange a connection."
"For the usual fee?"
"Of course."
"Who do you want to talk to?"
"Jaques Dupree. I want to speak with him as soon as possible."
"Ah, Dupree. This man can be quite expensive. Are you sure? I know someone who is very good and will cost half as much."
"I can have someone else call him," Gutenberg said.
"No, no, I can reach him. I was only trying to help."
"How long?"
"It's uncertain."
Gutenberg gave him a phone number. "Tell him he will be well paid."
"Dupree is picky about who he works with," Berger said.
"Then you had better convince him to contact me."
Gutenberg ended the call. Forty minutes later his phone signaled a call.
"This is Pieter."
"Our mutual friend tells me that you are a serious man. Is this line secure?"
"It is."
"My fee for talking to you is fifty thousand euros. I make no guarantee to accept the assignment. If I do, the money will be applied to your account. Are you agreeable?"
"That is acceptable," Gutenberg said.
"Transfer the funds within the next hour. Write down these numbers." Gutenberg recognized the routing number for a bank in the Caymans. "I will call you back when the money is in the account."
"Agreed."
Dupree hung up.
It took less than fifteen minutes to move fifty thousand euros into Dupree's account. Dupree called back.
"Tell me what it is you want me to do."
"There are four people who have caused me considerable harm. They work for an American intelligence agency. They are interfering in my plans."
"And you wish me to stop them from interfering?"
"Precisely."
"Am I to assume that you want all of them removed?"
"Yes. I would recommend that they all be dealt with at the same time."
"You are talking about a difficult target," Dupree said.
"I'll make it worth your while."
"The risk is high."
"I said I'd make it worth your while."
Dupree considered. Taking on professionals was a challenge. Dupree liked challenges.
"One million euros," he said. "One half now and one half when the job is done. I need detailed information on the targets."
"Understood. If you can find a way to make their exit long and painful, I will pay you a bonus of another half million euros. Of course I would need visual proof. A videotape, perhaps."
Dupree thought. A man who seeks such an end for his enemies is seeking revenge. I could've asked for more.
"I'll see what I can arrange. Is collateral damage a concern?"
"No."
"When will you transfer the money?"
"As soon as we finish talking."
"You have pictures?"
"I do."
"Where are the subjects now?"
"Vienna."
"I need the pictures and as much information as you can give me. Without pictures I cannot be sure of the targets. Send everything to this address."
Dupree recited an email address.
"Can I reach you through this account?" Gutenberg asked.
"No. This will only be good for one message."
"How will I know when the job is complete?"
"Trust me," Dupree said, "you'll know."
Dupree ended the call. He was thirty-eight years old and thinking of retiring. It had been a good run over the past few years but it was only a matter of time before Interpol or someone else caught up with him. With that much money he could disappear.
One final assignment. He would make it a masterpiece, something that would be talked about for years.
After Dupree hung up Gutenberg entered new commands on his keyboard and accessed a French satellite hovering over Western Russia. He would've preferred the higher resolution of the American satellites but they had excellent cyber security and almost impenetrable protection. The French were not so far advanced and Gutenberg was able to utilize their surveillance satellites with little difficulty. The program had been developed before the attack on his ch�teau and had proved useful many times in the past.
He watched the Russian troops and equipment moving through the western part of the Federation. He would have smiled, except that the scarring on his face made it impossible.
Soon, he would have his vengeance against all of them.

CHAPTER 29

The next morning everyone met in Nick and Selena's room.
"I talked to Harker a little while ago," Nick said. "We're going after whoever sent those people."
"We have to find him first," Ronnie said.
"Could be a woman," Lamont said.
"You think a woman would send someone after Selena with a chainsaw?" Ronnie asked.
"Why not?"
"A chainsaw is a guy thing."
"Hey, haven't you heard about gender equality?"
Ronnie started to say something and then just shook his head.
Nick said, "You guys about done? I transmitted a scan of the passports we found to Virginia last night. Steph sent something back."
"What did she find out?" Selena asked.
"The guy with the chainsaw was from Hamburg. He was part of a German crime syndicate that operates out of there, something like the Mafia. A true psychopath, according to Interpol. His nickname was The Butcher. That chainsaw was his trademark."
"Sounds like a real winner," Lamont said.
"The other guy was German too, the leader. His specialty was making people talk. He liked to use a blowtorch. The other two were foot soldiers, low-level. Also part of the syndicate."
"A contract hit," Ronnie said.
"Has to be. There's no reason the German Mafia would come after us. Someone hired them. We'll go to Hamburg and find out who."
"Where do we start?"
Nick held up a piece of paper. "Steph sent along the address of the big boss who runs their operation. His name is Helmut Schmidt. Why don't we pay Herr Schmidt a visit and ask him to tell us?"
"And if he won't cooperate?" Selena asked.
"Then we make him an offer he can't refuse," Nick said.
Lamont stifled a laugh.
"He'll have serious protection," Ronnie said. "We need more information."
"I asked Steph for satellite shots of his house and any background info she can get. All we need is a laptop. She's going to feed surveillance to us so we can check out the security and the layout, in case we want to go after him there. Once we know more about him we can decide how to go about it."
"We need weapons," Lamont said.
"We'll pick them up at the consulate in Hamburg. Harker is arranging it. We'll drive there from here. I thought we'd turn in the car for something better, something with more power and speed."
"A Mercedes," Selena said. "It's what the autobahns were built for."
"You get to pick one you like," Nick said, "as long as it's black."
"You and Henry Ford." Selena smiled. "I know just the right model."
"First order of business is to pick up a laptop."
"That's easy," Selena said. "There's a store right down the block that's got everything we need."
An hour later they were back in the room and the laptop was up and running. The transmission was being routed through Nick's secure satellite phone. Stephanie came on screen.
"Hi, guys. Selena, are you okay?"
"Hi, Steph. I'm fine."
Selena almost asked Steph how she was doing but stopped yourself in time. She already knew how. Steph was struggling with the aftermath of losing her baby.
"I'm sending a satellite video of the target, taken two hours ago. Also a file with information about Schmidt. It might take a minute or two to come through."
Nick waited while the files downloaded onto the computer.
Stephanie continued. "Schmidt's house is right on the Elbe River. It's quite a spread and very private. I saw guards moving about. There's a high wall surrounding the property, as you'll see."
"There's always a wall," Lamont said.
"Elizabeth wants to talk with you."
"Thanks, Steph."
Elizabeth's face filled the screen.
"Nick, you need to be careful on this one. Relations with Germany are difficult at the moment. An incident involving Americans would go down badly with the president. Schmidt is protected."
"What do you mean, protected?"
"To all outward appearances he's a wealthy and successful businessman. He has a shipping firm that provides a lot of jobs at the port. As far as the public is concerned he's a philanthropist and a good citizen, a pillar of society. He has influence with the police and political protection."
"Wonderful. That doesn't change the fact that he's the German equivalent of the Godfather. The kind of guy who sends someone with a chainsaw to cut up a woman."
"Whatever you do, you mustn't get caught."
"We just want to talk with him," Nick said.
"Things tend to get noisy when you talk to people," Elizabeth said. "If your conversation turns out that way, make sure there's no way to trace it back to you."
"Understood, Director. What about our weapons?"
"They'll be waiting for you in Hamburg. Just remember what I said. Aside from that, go get the bastard."
Harker broke the connection.
"Sounds like she's taking the attack personally," Ronnie said.
"Kinda gives you a warm feeling, doesn't it?" Lamont said.
Nick pointed at the laptop. "Let's take a look at the satellite footage."
They watched the video play through. At the end, Nick brought it back to a broad view of Schmidt's compound and froze the picture.
"D�j� vu all over again," said Lamont. "Like I said, there's always a wall. I'm getting damn tired of razor wire and sharp glass and all of that, just to get inside some asshole's compound so the dogs can attack. Not to mention the guards."
Men in civilian clothes could be seen walking around the property. A marked police car was parked near the main entrance to Schmidt's estate. A man in police uniform stood near the gate smoking a cigarette and talking with one of the guards.
"Cops," Ronnie said. "Probably on a regular rotation to keep an eye on things."
"Looks like he's got all the bells and whistles," Ronnie said. He pointed at the screen. "Cameras, dogs, and guards posted around the grounds. Probably laser sensors and night vision, too."
"Herr Schmidt is a little paranoid," Nick said.
"Goes with the territory."
"There's no possibility of getting in there unnoticed," Ronnie said. "The guards will be armed. The cops would be on us in minutes."
Lamont nodded agreement.
Selena brushed a strand of hair way from her forehead. "There has to be a way to get to him."
"We'll find a way," Nick said. "Herr Schmidt is going to regret messing with you."

CHAPTER 31

Alexei Vysotsky brooded in his office on the fourth floor of SVR headquarters. Outside his windows, a postcard view of snow covered trees stretched toward the golden onion domes of the Kremlin in the distance. His newfound prestige as Director of Russia's vast foreign intelligence network gave him considerable satisfaction but something was nagging at him, an irritating needle that probed at his awareness. Something was wrong.
Things were moving too quickly. Orlov had lost no time in utilizing existing plans for military maneuvers as the basis for the real thing. Invasion was a huge gamble, with the potential to deteriorate into war with the Americans.
It wasn't that Alexei didn't want a resurgence of Russian power in Eastern Europe. On the contrary, he was convinced it was Russia's destiny to rule that part of the world. Eastern Europe had always been in the Russian sphere of influence and control.
Just the same, this rapid push to begin a new adventure bothered him. The military was only part way through a five year program of modernization. The new planes, the tanks and vehicles, the guns, all seemed good in tests and on paper. The fact remained that they were untested in battle. Besides, there were not yet enough of them to confront an enemy like America. That meant only one thing. In the event of an all out confrontation, Russia would have to rely on the Strategic Rocket Forces.
The war would go nuclear.
Vysotsky was a student of history. Russia's history had often demonstrated displays of ambition that overruled resource and reason, as Hitler and Napoleon had both discovered. Alexei was afraid that this time a Russian leader was stepping over the cliff.
Alexei closed his eyes, leaned back in his chair and took a few deep breaths. Sometimes, if he managed to let his busy mind get out of the way, insights and solutions to problems would work their way into his conscious awareness.
He felt himself drifting into a no man's land between sleep and wakefulness. Images began to flicker across his inner eye. Faces, fragments of scenes. The dacha on the Black Sea where he'd spent one happy summer as a child, before his father died. The face of an old lover.
Vysotsky smiled, thinking of her.
Kiril Golovkin, talking with Orlov. Golovkin's face filled his mind.
The image startled him back into abrupt wakefulness. Vysotsky's heart was pounding.
What did Golovkin have to do with this feeling that something was wrong?
Alexei opened the lower left-hand drawer of his desk and took out the bottle of vodka always kept there. He filled a water glass and put the bottle back in the drawer. He drank half the glass and relaxed as the glow of the alcohol filled his chest with warmth.
Alexei had known Golovkin for years and thought him a dangerous and devious man. He'd watched Golovkin's rise to power within the rival agency of the GRU. The Main Intelligence Directorate was much larger than Vysotsky's SVR but cursed with an unwieldy military bureaucracy that made it far less efficient. That was a legacy of the days when it had been the Second Intelligence Directorate under Leon Trotsky. In modern times it combined many of the functions performed by America's NSA, CIA and Defense Intelligence Agency. The result was bloated and cumbersome but the GRU was a force to be reckoned with.
Alexei sipped at his vodka. He was under no illusions about the rarefied atmosphere of power in which he now found himself. In the grouping of Orlov, Golovkin, Krupin, Kuznetsov and himself he was low man on the totem pole.
He considered the inner circle. Krupin was preoccupied with the responsibilities of his new promotion. Kuznetsov had the fires of war gleaming in his eyes and could see nothing but the possibility of military glory and a place in history. Orlov's motivation was easy to read, the exercise of power. He would invade because he could.
Alexei felt that nagging sensation again. Because he could. How had it all become possible so quickly?
He thought about Orlov's meteoric career. Vladimir Orlov had been an obscure deputy in the Duma, a member of a right-wing nationalist party that welcomed him after the dissolution of the Soviet Union. His KGB credentials had served him well with the party leaders. Over the next few years he'd gained control of the party and expanded its base. He was hand in glove with the oligarchs and they were glad to fund his rise. In return, he smoothed the path to government contracts and helped them fill their coffers.
Orlov had somehow arranged a massive infusion of foreign funds that had been used to accelerate the modernization of the military begun by Gorovsky. That was not generally known. Vysotsky had watched the process carefully in his previous position as a deputy director, looking for signs of corruption that went beyond the acceptable boundaries. Along with the nationalist block of votes that Orlov could bring with him, his ability to raise foreign capital had clinched the former president's selection of Orlov as his prime minister.
Voting in Russia for genuine candidates was something new, an uncomfortable experience for a populace used to elections that always produced approval for rigged slates of party hacks. Vysotsky was certain the election that had put Gorovsky in power would be the last with any semblance of legitimacy. Orlov would make certain of that.
Democratic elections were of little concern to Alexei. Russia had always needed strong leaders. Democracy was something foreign to the Russian way of life. But when a leader threatened the existence of the state through misguided policy, that was a different matter.
From a deputy in the Duma to Prime Minister of the Federation to his current role as president. All in a short time. And always, more than enough money to buy influence and votes. Foreign money.
How did Golovkin fit in? Vysotsky thought back on Orlov's rise to power. Golovkin had been there in the background from the beginning, when Orlov was just another reactionary voice lost in a chorus singing the praises of Glasnost.
Above all else, Alexei was a patriot. His love of the Motherland was no convenient posture but a fundamental truth of his existence. It took precedence over things like position or personal reward. Patriotism had helped him justify actions some would call criminal or evil. Whatever people might think was of no importance. What mattered was the survival of the nation. Alexei was not as complacent in his thinking about war as the others. He couldn't help thinking that Orlov was leading the Federation into a confrontation with the West that it might not win.
Golovkin had urged Orlov along the path to war, a war that could turn into a disaster. Perhaps he should take a closer look at him.
For a moment Alexei felt a twinge of unease. Why rock the boat? Why risk his newfound power and position? If Golovkin turned Orlov against him, the president could remove him as easily as swatting a fly.
The thought gave him no comfort.
Something was rotten, somewhere. Alexei was determined to find out what it was.
He looked at his empty glass and reached for the bottle.

CHAPTER 31

Hamburg's location on the Elbe gave it access to the Baltic and the North Sea a hundred kilometers away. Always a center of banking and commerce, the city had been governed by a hereditary class of merchants until early in the twentieth century. During the Nazi era it had been a launching port for Hitler's U-boats and a major shipyard of the Third Reich. Hamburg was one of the busiest ports in Europe. It even had an aerospace industry on a par with Seattle.
Business was good in Hamburg.
The buildings that had survived the Allied bombings were picturesque, many dating back to the Middle Ages. Canals cut everywhere through the city, highways of commerce that led to the river. Hamburg wasn't Venice but it was still an interesting tourist destination.
The drive from Vienna had been uneventful. The team stopped at the consulate and picked up an aluminum case containing four pistols and the ammo to go with them before heading for their hotel. Their hotel was in the Hafen district near the harbor. Their rooms were in the back, overlooking one of the canals. Nick set the case with the guns down in Ronnie and Lamont's room.
"I wonder if this town is where hamburgers come from?" Lamont asked.
"As a matter of fact, it is," Selena said. "The hamburger was invented here."
"That wall paper is going to drive me nuts," Ronnie said.
The hotel had a postmodern industrial theme that was vaguely nautical. A fake ladder made of wood and rope hung on one wall. The wallpaper featured sailors and boats, whiskey bottles and women in a chaotic jumble.
"I don't see how wallpaper is gonna make you any more nuts than you already are," Lamont said. "I kind of like it."
"That figures," Ronnie said.
"With any luck we won't be here long enough for it to bug you," Nick said.
"It's a very odd hotel," Selena said. "It's as though someone took Andy Warhol and Alexander Calder as their inspiration and mixed them all together with pieces of industrial equipment for decoration. Did you see the bar that looked like a shipping container downstairs?"
"I thought it was a bar but I wasn't sure," Nick said.
"Look at this," Ronnie said.
He held up a stuffed animal that had been propped on a shelf in the corner. It looked like a cross between a goat and a teddy bear. It had a heart-shaped red bib on it.
"There you go," Lamont said. "Something to keep you company tonight."
"Might be better if you slept with it," Ronnie said. "Keep you from snoring so much."
"I don't snore."
Nick interrupted. "It's too late to do anything today. There's a restaurant downstairs. How about we meet there in ten minutes?"
"You think they've got hamburgers?" Lamont asked.
"I think you can bet on it," Nick said.
Later, Nick was in bed looking at the laptop and reading the file Stephanie had sent about Helmut Schmidt. Selena came out of the bathroom wearing a white robe, drying her hair with a towel.
"Did you see the painting on the wall in there?" she asked.
"Hard to miss."
The drawing was a life-sized illustration done in bold black strokes of a naked woman, her breasts thrust forward and her hands behind her head.
"It's like something out of a bad male fantasy," Selena said.
"The one painted on the wall in Ronnie and Lamont's bathroom is some guy in bulging jockey shorts with stars over his head."
"You really have to wonder what they were thinking when they decorated this place. Cutesy touches like the stuffed animal and then drawings on the wall like that. I guess it's supposed to be modern."
"Your age is showing," Nick said.
"Smartass. Are you done looking at that computer?"
"You have a better idea?"
Selena let the robe fall onto the floor.
"I guess you do," Nick said.

CHAPTER 32

Early the next day Nick and the others were parked two blocks away from Schmidt's walled property in a Mercedes GL SUV they'd rented in Vienna. The car had enough space for all of them to sit in total luxury and five hundred and fifty horses under the hood to make Selena smile. Nick hoped they wouldn't need all that power. If they did it would mean they were in trouble.
Nick studied the compound through his binoculars. It hadn't changed since the last time he'd looked.
"Still looks like a bad idea for us," Ronnie said.
"Yeah." Nick handed the binoculars to him. "I read through the file Stephanie sent. Schmidt has a regular routine. He usually leaves here about now. His shipping business is managed out of a building he owns in the new part of the city but he doesn't always go there. There's another office in the old warehouse district. He runs the syndicate out of there."
"I wonder how he manages to get away with it?" Ronnie said.
"Money buys a lot of privacy. Besides, he's Hamburg aristocracy. His family has been here since the fifteenth century. They've built ships for hundreds of years. His father was one of Hitler's early supporters, a dyed in the wool Nazi. Speer provided him with plenty of slave labor to construct ships for the Third Reich."
"A war criminal."
"Yes. But after the war all he got was a slap on the wrist. The allies needed him to rebuild the industry."
"That kind of thing happened a lot," Selena said.
"Once the shooting stopped, everyone went back to business as usual. The old man is dead. Helmut took over years ago."
Lamont shook his head. "Doesn't seem right, letting hard-core Nazis go free."
"No, it doesn't. All those people should have been locked up."
"Or worse."
"The gate's opening," Ronnie said.
The elaborate iron gate that blocked entrance to the property was sliding open. A silver Mercedes AMG GT came through the opening, a sleek creation of the German carmaker's art.
"Nice car," Lamont said. "It looks fast."
"That's an understatement," Selena said. "That car has a turbocharged V-8 that'll do zero to sixty in a little over three and a half seconds."
"How do you know things like that?"
"I thought about buying one a while back. You know I like Mercedes."
"That has to be Schmidt," Nick said.
Selena was driving. Much as he hated to admit it, Nick knew her driving skills in a crunch situation were better than his. Besides, she spoke the language. It would come in handy if they had to deal with the police. She started the engine and waited until the silver car was a few blocks away before pulling out to follow.
They left Schmidt's exclusive suburb and in a short time entered the city. The Mercedes headed for the old part of town.
"He's going to his warehouse," Nick said.
They entered the Speicherstadt, the old warehouse district. Rows of red brick buildings lined canals feeding into the river. They might as well have stepped back into the nineteenth century, when steam was king and most of the world was ruled by a few royal families.
Ahead, Schmidt's car turned off into a narrow street between buildings. At the end of the street was a high metal fence with a gate and a warehouse beyond. As they drove past they saw the gate closing behind Schmidt's car. There was a guard shack by the fence and a large man standing outside. He was armed.
Nick said, "We're not getting in that way."
"There has to be another entrance," Ronnie said.
"The other side of the building faces on the canal."
"All these buildings seem to be connected," Selena said. "Maybe there's a way to move between them."
"If there is, I don't see how we're going to find it."
She pulled the car to the side and let it idle. Nick waved his hand at the row of warehouses lining the street.
"We can't just walk in and ask someone how to get into the next building."
"There have to be plans, architectural drawings," Selena said. "They'll be on file somewhere, probably at the town hall or whatever passes for it. Stephanie could access them. If there's a passage between these buildings, the plans would show it."
Ronnie spoke up. "Yeah, maybe, but what good does it do us? Even if we get in I don't think Schmidt is going to sit down and have a nice talk with us."
"Let's go back to the hotel," Nick said. "We need to think about this. At least we know where he lives and where he works."
"That sounds like a plan," Ronnie said.
"I guess it's better than no plan at all," Nick said.
There was no traffic on the street. Selena pulled out, backed up and turned around. She started down the street. They were passing Schmidt's warehouse when the building disintegrated in a deafening roar. The blast lifted the heavy car into the air, flipped it onto the side and slammed it into a brick wall. The airbags deployed and pinned them in their seats. Bricks and chunks of concrete rained down on the car.
The airbags deflated. Thick, black smoke folded out over the street and engulfed them. Selena hung sideways in her seat, unconscious. Nick coughed and choked.
"Jesus," Lamont said.
Nick struggled with his seatbelt. Lamont swore as he tried to get free. Ronnie took out a pocket knife and cut his belt, then reached over and freed Lamont.
"Ronnie, help me with Selena," Nick said.
Ronnie climbed from the car and wrenched open the driver's side door. Nick freed Selena's belt and boosted her up while Ronnie lifted her out. He laid her down on the street. A large, red lump swelled on her forehead. Nick climbed out of the car, followed by Lamont.
Selena opened her eyes. "What�"
"Take it easy. You took a hit on your head."
She sat up, braced herself. "Dizzy. What happened?"
"Schmidt's building. There was an explosion."
He looked back at the warehouse.
"Guess we're not going to get a chance to talk with Herr Schmidt."
The building was in ruins. The front and back walls were gone. The interior was open to the sky, collapsed in on itself. A broken gas main sent a column of flame fifty feet into the air with a sound like a giant blowtorch. Flames licked over the remains of the building. A thick column of noxious smoke coiled into the air.
Selena stood up and steadied herself by holding Nick's arm.
"Gas explosion?" she asked.
"I don't think so," Nick said. "Someone would've smelled gas long before enough accumulated to make an explosion like that. It's not like this is the middle of the night with nobody around."
"Someone wanted Schmidt dead," Ronnie said.
"Looks that way. Someone with serious explosives who knew how to use them."
The sound of sirens echoed in the distance. People were coming out of buildings along the street and staring at the destruction. The street was littered with bricks, shattered timbers, bits of paper, smoldering piles of debris.
The lump on Selena's head had grown larger. An ugly purple bruise was spreading around it.
"Helluva knock you took," Lamont said.
Selena reached up and felt the bump and winced. "It's a good thing I have a hard head." She looked at the wreckage of their car. "I think we're going to need another Mercedes."
Nick pulled out his phone. "I'd better call Harker."

CHAPTER 33

Stephanie's husband was at his desk on the seventh floor of the old headquarters building at Langley, mulling over the latest communication from RED EAGLE. RED EAGLE was Langley's star Russian asset, a ranking officer on the staff of General Golovkin.
When RED EAGLE first approached the Agency in Moscow it had seemed too good to be true. Suspicion about his motivation and truthfulness had run high, but time had changed that. The information he passed along had proved accurate. Lucas had come to trust his reports, which was why this particular report was disturbing. It presented a serious problem.
RED EAGLE claimed that for some time large sums of foreign money had been transferred to Orlov's control through Russia's central bank, using Golovkin as a go-between. The money had financed Orlov's rise to power and was being used to pay for weapons. The sums were staggering, amounting to billions of euros.
Billions, Lucas thought. Who the hell has that kind of money and why funnel it to Orlov? Why would Golovkin be involved?
Another question came to mind. How can someone move that much money into Russia without us knowing about it? It has to be through a private bank.
This was something that needed Hood's attention. Enough money had found its way to Russia to give a huge boost to the production of key weapons like the SU-35 fighter and the T-14 Armata tank. The report would send shockwaves through the Pentagon. It meant that estimates of Russia's military capability and readiness would have to be revised upward.
Lucas picked up the folder with RED EAGLE's report and walked down the hall to Hood's office. The DCI's secretary was at her post outside his door.
"I need to see the big guy," Lucas said. "Is he free?"
"You're in luck. He just got off the phone. I'll let him know you're here."
She spoke into her intercom. "Sir, the DNCS is here and wants to see you."
She looked at him. Lucas was tapping his fingers on the file folder.
"He seems a little anxious."
Hood's light southern drawl sounded over the intercom. "Send him in."
Lucas went into the office. Hood looked at the folder Lucas carried.
"Something in there we need to talk about?"
"Director. There is. I don't think you're going to like it."
"I wish I had a dollar for every time I saw a folder like that and didn't like what was inside. Maybe you ought to sit down and tell me about it."
Lucas summarized the contents. When he was done he waited for Hood's response. Time enough to present his own analysis.
"May I see that?"
Lucas handed him the thin folder. Hood opened it and quickly scanned the two typewritten sheets inside.
"You believe this is accurate," Hood said.
"RED EAGLE is our prime asset in the Federation. He's never been wrong before."
"The Pentagon isn't going to like this. Or the president."
"No, I don't believe they will."
"We're going to have to upgrade our assessment of their capability."
"That was my conclusion also," Lucas said.
"Where's the money coming from?"
"We have to find out. What bothers me is that Golovkin is right in the middle of this. He's a rabid hawk and he has too much influence on Orlov."
"We always thought the oligarchs got Orlov elected." He held up the folder. "This paints a different picture."
"Someone wanted to be sure Orlov became Prime Minister," Lucas said. "Then Gorovsky has a convenient heart attack and Orlov is in control."
"With Golovkin whispering in his ear," Hood said. "It smells a lot like a conspiracy to put Orlov in charge."
"Whoever is providing the money has to have a hell of a lot of clout. The question is what do they want in return?"
"Sometimes a touch of bourbon helps stimulate my thinking," Hood said. "Join me?"
"I don't mind if I do."
Hood went over to an antique sideboard by the wall and poured bourbon from a crystal decanter into a pair of cut crystal glasses.
He handed one to Lucas. "Your health."
"Health," Lucas said.
They sipped.
"How's your arm holding up?"
Lucas had taken a bad hit in the ambush that had cost Stephanie her unborn child. A bullet had smashed through his shoulder and almost killed him.
"Pretty good. It's stiff and motion is still restricted but I'm working on it."
"How's Stephanie doing?"
"She's dealing with things," Lucas said. His face closed down.
Hood decided not to pursue it and went back to his desk. "What do you think is happening over there?"
"Orlov and Golovkin are old-school hardliners. They're using that money to build up their military. I'm worried that they'll make a mistake and underestimate us. You've seen the troop movements they're claiming are part of an exercise?"
"I have."
"What if it's not an exercise?"
"You're not the first person to wonder about that. I got a call from Elizabeth Harker this morning. She's of the opinion that Orlov intends to invade the Ukraine."
"That's what I mean about making a mistake," Lucas said.
"It would be a mistake if we decided to get involved."
"You don't think we would?"
"We're under no obligation to defend them. It's not like the Ukraine is part of NATO. Besides, we couldn't do it on our own. As far as the Europeans are concerned I'd say it's uncertain at best," Hood said. "Hell, you put all their forces together and it wouldn't be anywhere near enough if the Russians invade. The French and the Germans won't lift a finger without our full participation. Going to war with Russia over the Ukraine wouldn't be an easy sell with Congress."
"If Orlov thinks we won't respond he's liable to risk it."
"President Rice isn't going to abandon Kiev, whatever Congress decides. He has enough legal authority to respond in force. It would take time for Congress to block him. They can't do it right away. Rice wouldn't like sending troops and he's certain to open diplomatic channels but I know him. He's not going to wait for Moscow to gobble up the country. Once it's clear a real invasion is underway, he's going to respond."
"If I didn't know better I'd say someone was trying to set us up for a war," Lucas said.
"That doesn't make a lot of sense. What's happening in Albania is bad enough but NATO will handle that. War with Russia over the Ukraine is a different story. It could go nuclear and if that happens nobody comes out ahead. I think it was Einstein that said World War IV would be fought with rocks."
"If there was anyone left to throw them," Lucas said.
"See if you can track the source of the money paying for all those nice shiny weapons," Hood said. "I want to know who's making it easy for Orlov to play Napoleon."

CHAPTER 34

Elizabeth watched a live feed from a German satellite passing over Albania and Macedonia. The Europeans had pulled the rapid deployment force out of Poland and sent it to Albania. The politicians were trying to avoid the firestorm of public opinion certain to follow if they sent a new levy of troops to Albania as a peacekeeping force. It looked like the Russians had pulled back from the Ukrainian border. NATO high command in Brussels wanted to believe the retreat was genuine. It made things so much simpler. But the war in the Balkans promised to be anything but simple.
Ground forces from Albania and Macedonia were dug in along a rugged mountain front in Eastern Albania. Mitreski's main thrust had only gotten as far as the town of Librazhd before it bogged down. His army had followed the improved highway leading from the border of Macedonia to the Albanian capital of Tirana, the only road suitable for wheeled vehicles. Both sides had brought up artillery and the town was being shelled. Streams of refugees lined the road west of Librazhd as they fled the fighting.
An attempt by Mitreski's commanders to initiate a pincer movement toward Tirana from the north had stalled out at the town of Bulquize against stiff resistance. Reports of atrocities were beginning to drift in as the old regional hatred between Muslim and Christian flared anew. Memories were a thousand years long in the Balkans. In the Balkans, no one forgave and no one forgot.
The NATO peacekeepers idled away the time in Tirana while the allies argued in Brussels about the mission. As always, the main problem was the rules of engagement. Elizabeth had never understood the mentality that sent armed soldiers and equipment into the heart of a conflict and then couldn't decide whether or not to use deadly force. The Europeans wanted American air strikes and were waiting to see what the White House would do. American airpower cost them nothing and if the strikes succeeded there would be no inconvenient deaths of their nationals to explain back home. But Rice had yet to commit American planes.
Stephanie came into Elizabeth's office. She looked up at the monitor.
"What's happening?"
"A miniature replay of World War I," Elizabeth said. "Both sides are dug in along a static front. It's snowing like crazy and civilians are fleeing toward the capital. Neither side has an advantage."
"NATO?"
"Nothing yet. The forces in Albania are waiting for orders and sitting on the outskirts of Tirana cooling their heels."
"What's happening in Russia with the troop movements?" Stephanie asked.
"It still looks to me like Orlov is going to invade. NATO command thinks it's all just an exercise but I think Brussels has its head in the sand. There are columns of support equipment and troops moving in from east of the Urals. I think that once Orlov has everything in place he's going to move fast. I can't be sure but I think I've identified some of the new T-14 Armata tanks. It's hard to tell with the camouflage. If he's got them there it's a bad sign."
"If he does invade, how do you think it will start?"
"If I were Orlov, I'd go right for Kiev. He has an army group in Belarus that he could send across the border. He could drive toward the city from the Russian side through Chernihiv and Sumy, making a three-pronged advance. There are tanks and motorized transport positioned on the border near Kharkiv and Donetsk. Ukraine is perfect country for tanks, mostly flat steppes. It wouldn't take him long to reach the major cities."
"A modern blitzkrieg."
"Exactly."
Stephanie sat down on the couch.
"I spoke with DCI Hood half an hour ago," Elizabeth said. "He's asked for our help. Someone has been shoring up Orlov with a lot of money. It's one of the reasons he's in power and one of the reasons he's been able to buy all those new weapons he's getting ready to try out."
"Where is it coming from?"
"That's where you come in, Steph. I'd like you to try and find out. The money ended up in the Russian central bank. I'm hoping you can get into their servers and backtrack it from there. Clarence wants to know where it came from. So do I. It has to be someone with access to enormous funds. We're talking about billions of euros."
Clarence? Stephanie thought. Is something going on between them?
She filed the thought away.
"How come Langley didn't spot it before?"
"Good question, I don't know."
"The Russian central bank," Stephanie said. "I don't think I've tried to get into them before."
Elizabeth watched Stephanie brighten with the prospect of a new challenge.
Just what she needs to keep moving through the grief. Something to keep her mind occupied until she comes out on the other side.
Elizabeth knew what it was like. The loss of her own child still echoed in a distant chamber of her mind.
"I'll get on it right away," Stephanie said. She headed off to the computer room.
Elizabeth looked at the monitor. The satellite was passing out of range. She turned off the display and leaned back in her chair and thought about Nick and the others.
They'd had a close call in Hamburg. Someone had made sure Helmut Schmidt would disappear. Whoever that someone was couldn't have known the team was interested in him. Schmidt had been eliminated for some other reason.
Not about the team, yet�something bothered her about it. Elizabeth's intuition was tapping on her awareness, telling her to pay attention. Her intuition was one of her strengths and she'd learned long ago to honor it. Experience told her that sooner or later whatever it was about would become clear.
Her father had taught her to believe in intuition. She'd been a teenager at the time, a senior in high school. The Judge had been sitting on the porch outside their Colorado home, sipping bourbon. It was a pleasant autumn afternoon, the smell of burning leaves in air touched with a hint of winter to come.
Two days before, five of her classmates had died when their '57 Chevy plowed into a bridge abutment at over a hundred miles an hour. Elizabeth and most of the older students at her high school had been at a party after a football victory. The driver of the car was the high school quarterback. He'd been drinking beer to celebrate. Elizabeth was telling her father how she'd had a feeling something bad was going to happen as she watched her friends drive away.
She remembered the sound of his voice, warmed by the bourbon and the afternoon sun.

"People talk about intuition as if it's some kind of feminine nonsense, but it's a valuable thing to have. Some people have a natural gift for it. This isn't the first time you've had a feeling like that, is it?"
"No. But how do you explain it?"
"I don't think there is an explanation. A psychologist would probably say that the unconscious puts together clues from what the mind is observing and figures out a result. That might be true sometimes but I don't think it's always that simple. Maybe your unconscious put together enough clues to tell you that those kids shouldn't be driving and could get in trouble. But I'll bet it was more than that. What did it feel like?"
"It's hard to explain," Elizabeth had said. "Like a warning, an electrical tingling. It even had a sense of color to it, a sort of unpleasant, yellow feeling."
Her father nodded, rocking back and forth in the chair on the porch.
"See? That's what I mean. You're describing a thought, a sensation and a color, all associated with a bad feeling. An experience, not just an idea. That sounds like a lot more than just putting a few clues together. It's a gift to have intuition like that and you should always pay attention to it. Don't be afraid to act on it, if that's what it's telling you."
"But what if I'm wrong?"
"What if you are? Once in a while you probably will be. But what about the times when you're right? Would you have gotten in that car if they'd offered you a ride?"
"They did offer me a ride," Elizabeth said. "It didn't feel right. That's why I didn't go. After they left I felt like a fool."
Her father looked at her in surprise. "Thank God you didn't get in that car. If you had, you'd be dead. I think that proves my point."

Something about what had happened in Hamburg felt wrong. Even though she couldn't see how, her intuition was making a connection to what had happened to Selena in Vienna. The only thing she could do was wait and see if something turned up to prove her intuition right.

CHAPTER 35

It took less than twenty minutes for Stephanie to break through the firewalls surrounding Moscow's central bank. It didn't leave her with a high opinion of whoever had set them up. In a world where cyber security was becoming a major focus of modern warfare, lax security was a glaring mistake on the part of the Russians. An average hacker would never have gotten in but Stephanie was no ordinary hacker.
She began searching for the money sent to Golovkin and through him, to Orlov. Finding out which accounts were theirs was complicated. Everything was coded by number, but Stephanie knew that somewhere on the bank's servers a list existed that connected numbers with names. It took longer to find that list than it had to break through the bank security. She identified the files and copied them to Virginia. The enormous capability of the Crays Stephanie had at her disposal made it easy.
The money flowing into Golovkin's account had come from four separate sources. Two were in the Cayman Islands, one was in Geneva and one was in Leipzig, Germany. She noted the identifiers for the banks and shut down her connection to Moscow.
More than seventy billion euros had been transferred to Moscow during the past year. The latest transfer had taken place only a few weeks ago. Somehow the transactions had failed to trigger the automatic monitoring used by Interpol to track large transfers that might signal terrorist activity or drug money or any one of a number of criminal enterprises. Interpol wasn't the only one looking for suspicious money movements but none of the agencies responsible for keeping an eye on international finance had noticed.
How on earth could this happen? Stephanie asked herself. Whoever is moving this money has found a way to subvert every safeguard that's been put in place. The money comes out of the banks and nobody pays attention. It ends up in Moscow and it might as well be a ten dollar deposit for all anybody seems to care. This isn't supposed to be possible.
She had found the banks but she still didn't know who had made the deposits in them. She chose one of the banks in the Caymans and hacked into it. She was surprised to find that security on this bank was far more sophisticated than what she'd run into in Moscow.
This is getting interesting, she thought.
The first transfer she tracked came from the account of an offshore drilling corporation working in the Gulf of Mexico. She followed the trail to the corporate servers and discovered it was a shell, a false front for another corporation involved in hazardous waste. From there she was led to a mining corporation with interests in Africa. She found herself in a complex maze of corporate accounts and blind alleys. Someone had gone to a great deal of trouble to hide the real source of the money. At some point in the afternoon Steph realized there was something familiar about the pattern she was looking at. Where had she seen it before?
Then it came to her.
Gutenberg. The banker who ran AEON. But he's dead, it couldn't be him doing this.
It seemed impossible but when she made the connection, Steph realized that it had to be him. The kind of manipulation she was tracking was as unique as an artist's brushstrokes on a painting, far beyond the usual corporate shell game played by tax evaders all over the world, a masterpiece of fraud and concealment. Gutenberg's mental fingerprints were all over it.
At the end of the day she went upstairs to talk with Elizabeth.
Elizabeth took one look at her and smiled to herself. "You look excited, Steph. What did you find?"
"You're not going to believe it."
"After the last year or two I think I would believe anything. What is it this time? Were you able to track the source of the money?"
"The funds were transferred from four different banks. The real source was hidden behind dozens of shell accounts. I've only seen something like it once before."
"Where?"
"AEON. This is Gutenberg's work."
Elizabeth looked at her in surprise. "That can't be. Gutenberg was killed when his ch�teau burned down."
"I said you weren't going to believe it."
Elizabeth picked up her pen and began tapping it on her desktop. She realized what she was doing and set it aside.
"You're certain?"
"It has to be him," Steph said. "No one else could set up something like this. He moved that money without triggering any of the red flags that would cause concern. It's a unique pattern, the same thing I saw when I was looking at him and his organization before. He must be using assets hidden by AEON. They had a thousand years to build up their reserve. It looks like Gutenberg has decided to spend it."
"By sending it to Russia? Why?"
"That's beyond my pay grade," Stephanie said, "but I'm certain this is his work."
"AEON is out of business. Everyone that was part of it is dead. There were bodies to prove it."
"Gutenberg's body was never found."
"If he's alive he has to be stopped. Did you find anything that could tell us where he might be?"
"I don't think he's in the Caymans. Those banks are the last point of transfer to Russia. It seems unlikely that he'd be in Switzerland, not after what happened there. The Leipzig bank is the primary clearinghouse for the funds. The transfers are initiated from there. It's a private bank, hundreds of years old. At a guess I'd say Gutenberg is in Leipzig or somewhere nearby."
"It's a place to start. Good work, Steph."
"That's not all. I found a transfer from the Leipzig bank for a hundred thousand euros that went to Helmut Schmidt. Gutenberg was paying Schmidt for something."
That's what my intuition was about, Elizabeth thought. She picked up her pen and fiddled with it. "He must have hired Schmidt to go after Selena in Vienna. If it really is him, maybe he wants to get even."
"That's vicious."
"Gutenberg is a vicious man," Elizabeth said. "Vienna and Hamburg make sense now. Everybody thinks Gutenberg is dead. When Schmidt failed, Gutenberg must have killed him to eliminate any links back to him."
"He might try to come after us again."
"Now that we know who we're dealing with, we'll be ready for him."
"What do you think he's playing at in Russia?"
"I don't know. By backing Orlov he's set up a confrontation between Russia and the West. It all depends on what Orlov decides to do."
"Why would Gutenberg fund a military adventure that could lead to all-out war?"
"Why did he try to start a nuclear war between India and China?" Elizabeth said. "There isn't any rational explanation for how people like him think."
"What do you plan to do next?" Stephanie asked.
"Send Nick and the others to Leipzig."

CHAPTER 36

Nick and the others were in Leipzig, parked across from the bank Stephanie had identified as the key transfer point for the billions going to Russia. The building was old, built of quarried stone, a survivor of the bombings that destroyed much of the city in World War II. It had a staid German look of respectability. The only indication it was a bank was a small brass plaque set in the wall beside the entrance.
"I can't believe that son of a bitch is still alive," Nick said.
"He might not be," Selena said. "Steph could be wrong. It seems unbelievable that he could've survived that fire and explosion."
"Harker said Steph is certain. It explains a lot, once you admit the possibility. At least it explains why those people came after you in Vienna and why Schmidt was killed. It doesn't explain why he's pouring money into Russia. If Steph hadn't tracked down the transfers we wouldn't have a clue that he was still around."
"Gives us an advantage," Ronnie said. "He won't know we're coming after him."
"What's the plan?" Lamont asked.
"I haven't got one yet."
"Why don't we get some lunch and talk about it?" Lamont said.
"You ever stop thinking about food?" Ronnie asked.
"Only when I'm not hungry."
"I could use something to eat," Selena said. "I know just the place."
Nick looked at her. "You know Leipzig?"
"Not really. My uncle brought me here when I was fifteen. He took me to a restaurant Goethe liked when he was a student. It figures in a scene from Faust."
"I've heard of that," Lamont said. "Isn't that the one with the devil?"
"That's the one."
Selena entered the name of the restaurant on the car's GPS. Twenty minutes later they'd found it. Auerbach's Cellar was located in the historical district near the market, in the basement of a glass roofed shopping arcade called the M�dlerpassage. It had started life in the fourteenth century as a wine bar, a favorite haunt of students at the nearby University. Over the years it had expanded until now there were five dining rooms as well as a bar on the main floor of the arcade.
"We should go downstairs to the Cask cellar," Selena said.
Downstairs they were guided to a wooden table under an arched ceiling covered with 16th-century paintings, including the one that had inspired Goethe. It depicted Doctor Faust riding out of a cellar on a wine barrel. Legend held that the barrel had been powered by the devil.
Selena ordered for them. In a few minutes the waiter was back with three dark beers and a bottle of water for Ronnie. The restaurant was only partly full. They could talk freely.
Nick took a sip. "Good beer," he said. He set it down on the table. "I don't see much point in staking out that bank. There's no reason for Gutenberg to show up there."
"He doesn't even have to be in Leipzig." Lamont picked up a piece of bread and buttered it.
"If he is, I don't think he'd use his real name," Ronnie said.
"He has to control that bank," Nick said. "I asked Stephanie to find out more. The bank is owned by a corporation."
"A corporation has officers," Selena said. "One of them could be Gutenberg."
"That's what I thought. The chairman of the board is a man named Kepler. Stephanie couldn't find out anything about him. There are no pictures or articles about him, nothing on record."
Selena broke off a piece of bread and dipped it in a saucer holding olive oil and vinegar.
"That sounds off to me," she said. "Anyone who controls a corporation that runs an important bank in Germany would show up sooner or later in some financial magazine. Every bank gets government scrutiny. There has to be something."
"If Steph can't find it, it's not there," Ronnie said.
"Can she find out where this guy lives?" Lamont asked.
"I asked her. She's on it."
Lamont smiled. "Here comes the food."
The first course was a thick mushroom soup served in a white porcelain bowl. Next came the main dish of breaded chicken on a bed of mushrooms mixed with onions and cucumbers on noodles, all of it served with a creamy sauce. They began eating.
"I thought the chicken would be the best bet," Selena said. "The meat dishes tend to be pretty heavy and they always load everything up with potatoes."
"Kind of salty," Lamont said.
"That's very German. They like their salt here."
They passed on dessert. Nick signaled the waiter for the check.
Jaques Dupree watched the team leave the restaurant. There was no need to follow them. He knew where they were staying. He'd considered taking a room there for himself but decided against it. There was a chance they might recognize him. The only photo of him that existed in official records was blurred and out of date. Still, there was no point in taking chances.
Dupree had lasted as long as he had because he was always well prepared. He never made the mistake of underestimating the abilities of his victims. His employer had sent full reports on each of the four targets. The pictures failed to capture the air of wary tension that radiated from the group. Dupree had seen it before in experienced professionals who needed to stay alert if they wanted to stay alive, an underlying explosive tension consciously held in check.
It told him that these targets were especially dangerous. If he wanted to collect the bonus that had been promised he'd have to render them helpless. He would have to separate them before it could be done.
He discarded the thought. Even if he succeeded in taking one, it would alert the others. Once they were on guard his job would become much more difficult. The extra money for making each of them suffer was tempting but it wasn't worth the risk. With these people he was only going to get one opportunity for success. It would be best to take them all out at once. His decision made, Dupree finished his coffee and signaled for the check.

CHAPTER 37

Stephanie studied the latest satellite and drone images of Western Russia and the Ukraine. There were hundreds of photographs of Russian military personnel and equipment staged along the border of Ukraine.
She focused on an encampment near Voronehz, east of the Ukrainian border. She could see orderly rows of tanks, all of their cannons pointing neatly westward. Stephanie had identified most as older T-80s, along with a few T-90s and some of the new Armata T-14s. The T-80 was a fast tank capable of reaching Kiev in under two days but was being phased out of the Russian arsenal. Ammunition for the autoloading cannon was badly protected. A hit from an antitank missile above the road wheels would detonate the explosive with spectacular results, as the Russians had found out to their dismay in Chechnya.
The Armata was a different kind of animal. Possibly the best tank in the world, it had never been tested in battle. It featured a combination of steel and ceramic plating that reduced weight and provided increased strength and protection. The Kremlin boasted that the armor could withstand any of the West's antitank missiles, including those with high explosive warheads.
The three-man crew sat inside a heavily shielded compartment with a 360� view of the battlefield relayed by high definition cameras. The view inside the capsule was unsurpassed in tank warfare but the system was vulnerable. Damage to the cameras would leave the tank blind. Armament included a fully automated turret that mounted a 125 millimeter, autoloading cannon capable of ten shots a minute.
The Armata was a milestone in tank development, guaranteed to dominate on the ground. The builders claimed that the tank was impervious to antitank missiles fired from the air. That was debatable. What was certain was that the T-14 was a formidable weapon.
The Federation wasn't supposed to have many of the new tanks ready for combat but there they were.
As Stephanie moved through the pictures something caught her eye in one of the photographs. It had been taken at dusk and it was difficult to make out the details but something was definitely out of place. She magnified the picture. It looked like there was a door in the side of the tank, where no door should be. The door was partly open. She zoomed in again. The picture was grainy and blurry but she was able to make out a metal shape inside the tank.
A truck!
She went to the next picture in the sequence. The door was closed. The tank looked perfect, just as a tank should. She put the two pictures up side-by-side on her monitor.
Son of a bitch. The tank isn't real. It's a fake.
She called upstairs. "Elizabeth, I think you'd better come down here and look at this."
"Is it important? I'm in the middle of something."
"It's important."
"On my way."
A minute later Elizabeth entered the computer room.
"What have you got, Steph?"
"Take a look at these two satellite shots."
Elizabeth studied the pictures. "I'll be damned," she said. "The tank is a phony. It's probably made of wood and they move it around using the truck. If there's one, there are others. I wonder how many of them are fakes?"
"I'll bet a lot of them are. Maybe all of them. Probably all of the T-14s. If the satellite hadn't caught it at the right moment we'd never know. You can't tell, even with the high definition cameras. The illusion is perfect."
"The allies did something like this in World War II," Elizabeth said, "before the Normandy invasion. Eisenhower created a ghost army in the south of England to confuse the Germans. He used phony trucks and tanks that looked like the real thing from the air. He didn't want the Nazis to see the actual force he was building for the invasion."
"What do you think the Russians are doing?"
"They want us to think they're going to invade the Ukraine," Elizabeth said. "Why they want us to think that is a different question."
"Maybe they're trying to distract everybody from what's happening in Albania."
"I don't see why they'd go to all this trouble over Albania. There has to be another reason."
Elizabeth looked again at the two pictures.
"I have to tell the president about this. Whatever Orlov is playing at, it isn't good."
"All those troop movements weren't fake."
"No, they weren't. But if those men and all their equipment aren't where we thought they were, where are they?"

CHAPTER 38

Lefortovo prison took its name from the Moscow district where it was located. Vysotsky always felt uncomfortable when he visited Lefortovo. It wasn't just the prison smell of unwashed bodies and fear. The building was saturated with an atmosphere of hopelessness and despair. Countless numbers had been tortured in Lefortovo during Stalin's reign before being taken into the courtyard and shot. It had been the last stop for thousands. It was still the last stop for many. One of them was Boris Vishinski.
Vysotsky's former boss had asked to see him. Alexei had thought about refusing. He had no desire to see Vishinski's humiliation. It could only remind him of his own vulnerability. In the end he'd decided to go.
Vishinski was housed in the wing for common criminals, a further attempt to humiliate him. It meant there was little chance his cell was monitored with microphones and cameras. Prisoners were held inside single cells. The cells had steel doors covered with layers of thick, yellow paint. Chips in the paint showed decades of indifferent maintenance. A single row of light bulbs in metal cages ran down the center of the hall. A guard dressed in a gray and black camouflage uniform and a beret escorted Alexei to Vishinski's cell and opened the steel door. Vishinski looked up from where he sat on his narrow bunk. Alexei stepped inside and turned to the guard.
"Close the door. Wait outside."
"Sir." The guard saluted.
The door clanged shut behind him, a sound that let you know you were trapped. The room was narrow and high and cold. The walls and ceiling of the cell were concrete, painted the same sickly yellow as the doors. A metal cage with a single bright bulb that never went out was mounted in the ceiling. There was no window. A metal shelf with a thin mattress projected from the rear wall. The room stank of human waste and stale sweat. A lidless metal toilet crusted with excrement was the only other feature of the room.
Vishinski wore gray prison clothes and paper slippers that matched his complexion. Alexei was shocked by his appearance.
"Alexei Ivanovitch. You came. I wasn't sure that you would. Or even if my message would reach you."
"Boris Nikolayevich. I am sorry to see you in this circumstance."
Vishinski laughed. "Yes, I'm sure you are, Alexei. And now you have my old job. Take a good look because it might be you sitting here next month."
Vysotsky suppressed his irritation. "What is it you wanted to see me about?"
"We've had our differences, you and I. But there was always one thing we had in common."
"What's that?"
"We are both patriots. We both believe in the Motherland. Insects like Orlov may come and go but it is people like you and I who make sure that Russia endures. Why do you think I've ended up here? Because of my sexual preferences? Because of corruption?"
"There is evidence."
"False evidence. But of course it will look real enough."
"There are pictures of you and your aide in bed together."
"False."
"If there is something you have to tell me, you had better do it now," Alexei said. "Save your denials for your trial."
Vishinski gave Alexei a hard look. "Orlov is getting ready to start a war that will destroy us. But it's not him who is leading us into the fire. He's being manipulated by Golovkin."
Golovkin! "Go on."
"Golovkin has been moving money into accounts under Orlov's control. A lot of money. Much of it has been used to speed up modernization of our military. He's encouraging Orlov to begin a war with the West. We both know that we can't win such an encounter."
"Where's the money coming from?"
"From the West. I traced it to a bank in Germany. Golovkin found out that I was looking into his affairs." Vishinski waved his hand at the cell. "This is the result."
"I have only your word that this is true," Alexei said.
"Have you moved into my old office?"
"What of it?"
"There's a bookcase there. Are the books still in place?"
"Yes."
"There is a copy of War and Peace on the third shelf. Look inside the book. On page 386 is a short notation of letters and numbers. Access the restricted section on your computer and search for them. It will bring up a file with the proof you need. I was about to move on Golovkin when I was arrested."
"If what you say is true I will find a way to get you out of here," Alexei said.
"You must be very careful, Alexei. If Golovkin suspects you are looking into his activities you will join me in this fine hotel."
"Is there anything I can do for you?"
"Do you have a cigarette?"
Alexei reached under his tunic and withdrew a package of Golden Fleece cigarettes. The cigarettes were a nostalgic revival of a brand wildly popular during the Soviet era. He handed the packet to Vishinski, along with a small box of matches.
"Spasibo," Vishinski said.
Alexei banged on the metal door with his fist.
"I will visit you again. After I have confirmed what you told me."
The guard opened the door. Alexei stepped out into the hall and the cell door boomed shut behind him, a harsh, metallic sound that sent echoes down the hallway.
Alexei returned to SVR headquarters and went straight to the bookcase. He hadn't paid much attention to it. Since he'd moved into Vishinski's old office he'd been too busy with his new responsibilities to think about changing the furniture, with the exception of bringing in Beria's desk.
The copy of War and Peace was on the third shelf as Vishinski had said. Alexei had read Tolstoy's epic as a young man but remembered little of the story. He turned to page 386. Penciled on the side of the page was a series of numbers and letters. Alexei took the book over to his desk and sat down in front of his computer. He entered the password that allowed him into the restricted area reserved for the director and entered the coded string. Vishinski's hidden file appeared on the screen. Alexei began reading.
Half an hour later he closed the file and reached for the vodka in his desk drawer. He poured a drink and thought about what he'd just learned. Vishinski had been thorough. He had identified a German named Kepler as the source of money used to boost Orlov into power and purchase new equipment for the military. The large transfers were broken into manageable sums and concealed in false accounts. Golovkin had siphoned off millions of euros into a personal account in a Swiss Bank. That was enough to arrest him but Alexei knew it wasn't going to be that easy.
He's corrupt. I never suspected him of corruption. Arrogance and ambition but not corruption.
Corruption had always been part of Russian life. But this was corruption on a different level, operatic in scale.
Why? Alexei asked himself. Why would this Kepler give Golovkin control of so much money?
There was only one way to find out. He couldn't very well ask Golovkin to explain. The only other person who would know was Kepler. The man had to be interrogated. Vishinski's file noted that Kepler was a recluse, an invalid who lived in a guarded compound near Leipzig. A man that wealthy was certain to have the best kind of security. It would be difficult to get to him.
He would send Valentina.

CHAPTER 39

Jaques Dupree followed the team out of the city. They drove to an exclusive enclave some distance from town and stopped on a street dominated by a large mansion. Satisfied his prey had reached their destination, Dupree parked where he could see his targets when they left. He'd decided to eliminate them when they were away from the hotel. Like now, when they were all together in their vehicle. There was a long stretch of highway between here and the city that was perfect for the ambush.
A Heckler and Koch MP7 lay on the seat next to him, hidden under a blanket. The weapon was compact and efficient, an upgrade to the aging MP5. Modern body armor had made the standard pistol cartridges used by the MP5, the Uzi, the Czech Skorpion and the others obsolete. The MP7 announced a new day in personal warfare.
The MP7 fired armor piercing, high velocity rounds that could drill through twenty layers of Kevlar. An armored vest made no difference. They could just as easily punch through the steel door of the Mercedes his targets were driving. The one on the seat had a 40 round box magazine extending out of the pistol grip, an innovative feature. Like they said, you could never be too thin or too rich or have too much ammo. Dupree liked having the extra ten rounds ready to go.
He leaned back in the seat and waited. Dupree was in a good mood, thinking about what he'd do with the money he'd get for taking them out of the picture. It was hard to beat his occupation. Where else could you earn a million euros for a few minutes' work?
* * *
The temperature outside the car hovered just above freezing. Selena had on a dark blue jacket lined with fleece, a matching wool hat and a colorful scarf. They all wore winter jackets and warm clothes. Nick didn't like winter much. The thick jackets could get in the way when reaching for a weapon. It was one thing in the military, where weapons were always accessible. It was another when you were dressed as a civilian.
Gutenberg's house was set on several acres of land away from neighbors. Big and sprawling, four stories high with dormers and steeply pitched roofs, the house had a solid look of respectability. The exterior was white stucco framed by dark timber accents. A large portico shielded the entrance from the weather. A railed veranda ran along the front on the second floor, past a row of tall windows. The building was set back from the road at the end of a long drive. The landscaped grounds were covered with snow. The drive had been plowed.
A stone wall bordered the property. Elaborate black iron gates blocked entry. An intercom and camera were mounted on the wall next to the gate.
"No guardhouse," Ronnie said. He scanned the property through binoculars.
"He doesn't need one." Selena pointed.
Two large German shepherds were playing in the snow on the other side of the gate. A third sat nearby, watching.
"Big dogs," Lamont said.
"That's just for openers," Nick said. "He'll have guards up there at the house and sensors covering the grounds. There will be cameras everywhere."
"Going to be tough to get him in there," Ronnie said.
"But not impossible. I'm not going in there blind. He could have fifty men inside."
"There's someone," Ronnie said.
He handed Nick the binoculars. A tall man in a winter parka and a dark blue watch cap pulled down over his ears came around the far corner of the building. He had a submachine gun slung over his shoulder. The dogs ran up to him, scattering snow in the air as they vied for attention. He reached down and patted the leader and said something. They ran off toward the back of the building.
"Just like we figured," Lamont said. "We knew he'd have guards."
"But how many?" Ronnie said.
"More than one, you can count on that," Nick said. "We need to find out if he ever leaves the property. It would be easier to take him if he was away from the house."
"Can we get Harker to put a satellite on it? That way if he does leave we'd know it."
"I already asked her. Let's go back to the city. We can't do anything until we have more information."
Nick was driving. He put the car in gear and started back toward Leipzig.
Traffic was light. The roads were clear of snow except for a few blowing flakes. The freeze had left patches of ice here and there on the pavement. They were still in the suburbs. Nick kept the speed down.
Selena was looking in the side mirror. "I think someone is following us."
"The blue Volvo?" Nick said. "I've been watching him. He showed up right after we left Gutenberg's house."
The Volvo was keeping back, never getting too close.
"Maybe it's just a car," Selena said.
"Maybe it's not. Let's find out."
Nick speeded up. After a brief hesitation the Volvo kept pace. They came to an intersection just as the light was changing and Nick turned right. The Volvo was caught at the light. Nick drove two blocks and turned left. He saw a gas station and pulled in behind the pumps, facing the way they'd come. The engine idled, the only sound in the car coming from the heater.
The blue Volvo went by.
"Let's play tag," Nick said.
He let several cars go by and then pulled out into traffic. Nick kept two or three cars between them and their quarry. Suddenly the Volvo picked up speed.
"He's made us," Ronnie said.
Nick sped up after him.
"He's turning onto the autobahn," Selena said.
Nick followed him onto the A14, headed away from Leipzig. The plows had been out in full force, clearing the six lane highway. A narrow median divided the blacktop road, bracketed on both sides by a low steel guardrail. Ahead, the Volvo accelerated away.
"Man, he's really moving," Lamont said.
"Most of the traffic's going the other way, into the city," Selena said.
They passed a speed limit sign. It read 130.
"That's in kilometers," Selena said. "Eighty-one miles per hour."
"We're going faster than that," Nick said.
They'd moved out of the suburbs and into open countryside. The Volvo continued to accelerate. They passed a car that had skidded off the road. The surface of the highway appeared clear of ice and snow. They came over a rise. Ahead, the road dipped down toward a low bridge crossing a canal. On the near side of the bridge a small group of people clustered near an ambulance. A police car was parked next to it with flashing lights. The rear end of a car stuck up out of the canal. Several more cars had skidded off the side of the road into the snow.
Ahead of them in the Volvo, Dupree was going over a hundred miles an hour. He saw the police and hit the brakes. The car went into a violent spin. Dupree tried to brake and steer. Nothing happened. The steering wheel felt as though it wasn't connected to anything. The Volvo spun down the slope, out of control. Frantic, Dupree pumped the brakes and twisted the wheel, with no result. People scrambled out of the way as the car hurtled toward them.
The Volvo slammed into the ambulance. The gas tank ruptured. A dull boom rolled along the highway. A balloon of orange flame wrapped itself around Dupree's car.
Nick started to brake and the car went sideways. He took his foot off the pedal and tried steering into the skid but nothing happened. The Mercedes was sideways in the middle of the road and sliding down the slope at eighty miles an hour. There was nothing he could do. He left the wheel where it was.
"Oh, shit," Ronnie said.
Next to Nick, Selena sat rigid in her seat. She gripped the dash as they sped toward the bridge and the canal. They flashed by the flaming wreckage, still sideways in the middle of the road. Two cops in black leather and peaked caps stared open-mouthed at the car as it went by. On the other side of the bridge Nick felt the wheels grip the road. He swerved and straightened out and kept going, leaving the crash scene behind.
"Holy shit." Lamont looked back at the wreckage. "What was that?"
"Black ice," Nick said. "No way to see it."
"Did you see the look on the faces of those policemen?" Selena asked.
"We better get off this road in case they still have a radio that works," Ronnie said. "There's an exit coming up ahead."
Nick left the Autobahn and pointed the car in the general direction of Leipzig. Selena turned on the GPS.
"I wonder who he was?" she said.
"I don't know but he was trouble."
"You think he was waiting at Gutenberg's for us to show up?"
"I'm not sure, but I might have seen him behind us after we left the hotel. He probably followed us from there. If he was waiting for us, it means Gutenberg knows we're on to him."
"That's not good," Ronnie said.
Watching the GPS, Selena said, "Take your next left and follow that road for the next twenty-five kilometers."
Nobody said anything for the rest of the drive back into the city.

CHAPTER 40

Colonel Dimitri Brusilov stood in the commander's hatch of his Armata T-14, studying the border post marking the boundary between Russia and Latvia through his binoculars. The road went through the post and straight to the Latvian capital of Riga, less than a day's drive away. Ominous black clouds were building on the horizon over the Baltic, signaling a major storm front moving in. It meant snow and poor visibility and problems for everyone. The sky had been overcast most of the day. It had briefly cleared up but Dimitri knew it wouldn't last long. Behind him the other tanks in his battalion idled easily, wasting fuel, waiting for the order to advance. The problem was the weather. Heavy cloud cover meant no air support. Now that it had finally cleared there was only an hour or two of daylight left. Someone in high command had screwed up.
The tanks were from the 4th Guards Tank Division, part of the rejuvenated 1st Guards Red Banner Tank Army. The Red Banner Tank Army had been famous during the Soviet era. Dimitri and his tanks were about to write a new chapter in the Army's history.
Dimitri had been chosen to be first over the border, a significant honor. He was determined to be worthy of it. He wasn't concerned about himself but he wasn't sure how his tank would hold up. All of the T-14s had electronic and mechanical teething problems and his tank was no exception.
The computers on the T-14 controlled everything, including the radar guided targeting, loading and defense systems that made the Armata such a formidable weapon. There had been issues with the weapons systems on this tank from the day it had rolled out of the factory. Dimitri had tried to commandeer a tank with fewer problems but he'd been told to make the best of it.
Dimitri's career in tanks had begun in a simpler era. The Armata was faster and more powerful than any tank he had ever commanded but he longed for the days when it didn't require specialized training in computers just to keep everything working. If something went wrong during this operation it could end his career.
Off to Dimitri's left, the driver's head stuck out through his hatch like an odd shaped pumpkin. Yuri came from a small village east of the Urals. At twenty-three years old he was full of piss and vinegar and ready to conquer the world. His enthusiasm was catching and he was an excellent driver. Dimitri was pleased to have him in his crew.
"What are they doing over there, sir?" Yuri asked.
"There are perhaps a hundred soldiers from their border guard. They have blocked the road with a bulldozer."
Yuri snorted. "We could hit it from here. One round from Vera and it will be gone."
Dimitri had named their tank Vera, after Vera Zasulich, a female assassin who had killed an important Tsarist official in the months leading up to the October Revolution. The 125mm cannon had a range of eight kilometers. It would make short work of the bulldozer and the soldiers too, if they were anywhere nearby when the shell hit.
"My grandfather served in a T-34 during the Great Patriotic War," Yuri said, "all the way to Berlin. I wish he could be here today."
Dimitri nodded. "He would be proud of you. It was a good tank in its day."
"Ours is better."
Over his headset Dimitri heard the division commander say the words that would launch the invasion.
"Soldiers of the Red Banner Army! Today we begin a new era. I am proud to be your commander, proud to be with you in this historic moment. Never forget that you are the best soldiers in the world. Do your duty for the Rodina. Your country is watching you with gratitude."
There was a pause. "Execute Bright Sword."
Yuri had heard. "That's it."
About time, Dimitri thought.
"Button up. Let's move," Dimitri said. "Head straight for the border station."
Dimitri switched to the command channel and spoke into his microphone.
"All units, this is Sword One. Advance in formation."
He dropped down into the tank and closed the hatch. Yuri reclined in his seat and shut the hatch. He looked through his periscope and engaged the twelve speed automatic transmission. The tank began to move forward.
Dimitri's gunner was named Sergei. Sergei had graduated first in his class at gunnery school. He had an impressive armory to play with. Aside from the main cannon there was a 12.7 mm Kord heavy machine-gun, a 7.62 mm machine gun and antiaircraft missiles. The main cannon could fire several different types of missiles, all loaded by the computer. For this operation a special 3UBK21 Sprinter guided missile fitted with a low yield nuclear warhead had been added to the tank's armament. It made Dimitri uneasy to have it on board, even though it was supposed to be safe.
"Sergei, how's the board? Any problems?"
Sergei glanced at the panel of lights and digital meters that indicated the status of his weapon systems. "Negative, sir. Everything is in order."
Small arms fire began to ricochet off the hull as Dimitri's intent to cross the border became clear. The Latvian border guards were firing but the only benefit was psychological. The rounds had no hope of penetrating the tank's armor. Dimitri saw one of them lift an RPG to his shoulder and fire.
Adrenaline surged through him. His vision narrowed, focused on the potent package of explosive streaking toward him. The Afghanit protection system would destroy the round. At least he hoped it would. If it did get through, he'd been told their armor was more than enough to stop it. This was the first time the new system had been tested in battle.
I hope they were telling the truth.
"Incoming," he said over the internal system. "Hold your course."
The Afghanit system used radar panels on the side of the turret to automatically track and kill antitank missiles or artillery shells. Mounted beneath the turret, a series of long tubes could fire an electronically activated charge to intercept incoming threats.
Dimitri watched a white streak leave his tank. The RPG round exploded. Vera rolled on, undamaged.
"Sergei, take care of that launcher," Dimitri said.
The gunner chose the remotely operated Kord. He zeroed in with the laser rangefinder and opened up. The soldiers with the rocket launcher were reloading when the bullets from the heavy machine-gun tore them to pieces.
"Get rid of that roadblock," Dimitri said.
"Yes, sir." His voice was calm but Dimitri could hear the adrenaline surging underneath.
The turret swiveled and Sergei fired the main cannon. The bulldozer blocking the road disintegrated in a fiery blast. Pieces of jagged metal tore through the soldiers manning the roadblock and cut them down.
The road to Riga was open.

CHAPTER 41

In Virginia, Elizabeth's phone signaled a call from Langley.
"Harker."
"Elizabeth, it's Clarence. Pull up the satellite over the Baltics."
"Hello to you too, Clarence. Just a minute."
Elizabeth entered the command on her keyboard and the Baltics appeared on her wall monitor.
"Got it," she said.
"Focus on the Latvian border with Russia."
Elizabeth made an adjustment.
"Damn."
"That's about the mildest comment I've heard so far," Hood said.
"When did this start?"
"About thirty minutes ago. If they don't meet any significant resistance the Russians will be in Riga tomorrow. There's not much the Latvians can do to stop them."
"NATO?"
"High command has called for another emergency meeting in Brussels."
"What is the president doing?" Elizabeth asked.
"He's raised the alert status to DEFCON 2. Where is your team now? "
"Leipzig. It turns out that Johannes Gutenberg is still alive."
"I thought he died in Switzerland."
"We all did. I've sent the team after him. He's right in the middle of this. He's been funding Orlov's military buildup."
"Ah."
"The question is why," Elizabeth said. "Gutenberg isn't Russian. I can't believe he has the Federation's best interests at heart and he has to know he'll never get back the money he's spent. If we know why he's been so generous it might give us something we can use as leverage to get Orlov to back off."
"I suppose it's possible."
"We've got nothing to lose by interrogating Gutenberg."
"Elizabeth�" Hood paused. "This one has me worried. Orlov is too easily influenced by the people around him and he's surrounded himself with the Kremlin hardliners. If they have convinced him NATO is not going to respond, he's making a serious mistake. We absolutely cannot allow Russia to annex the Baltics. This has every potential to go nuclear."
"Then we'd better hope we can find something to stop it," Elizabeth said.
"I have to go," Hood said. "We'll talk later."
He broke the connection. Elizabeth set down her phone. She looked at the monitor and watched the Russian tanks crossing into Latvia. Behind the tanks, troop transports and artillery poured over the border. She couldn't help but feel that she was watching the beginning of World War III. It scared the hell out of her.
The Russians were advancing toward Riga from St. Petersburg, Pskov and Moscow. Elizabeth zoomed out for a wider view. The Baltic Fleet had come out of Kaliningrad and was steaming for the Gulf of Riga, ahead of a large storm front moving in from the northwest.
Orlov's crash program to modernize the military hadn't caught up with the Navy. There was one small aircraft carrier in the rusting Baltic Fleet, the Kuznetsov. She was obsolete and could only field a dozen aircraft but that was still a dozen more than the three Baltic states possessed. There was no Air Force in any of the Baltic countries. If there had been, the Russian air force would have easily blown it out of the sky.
The Kuznetsov was accompanied by two heavy cruisers and several frigates. Elizabeth assumed there was at least one submarine with the fleet as well. Once they entered the Gulf, Latvia's capital would be at their mercy.
Stephanie came into Elizabeth's office. Burps lay on the couch. The cat eyed her and rolled over on his back, paws in the air. Stephanie reached down and scratched his enormous stomach. He began to purr, an erratic rumble that sounded like a diesel engine in the next room.
Stephanie looked at the monitor. "What are you looking at?"
"The Russians have invaded Latvia."
"Oh, no," Steph said. "I'd hoped they were bluffing. What happens now?"
"It depends on how NATO responds and what the President wants to do."
"Do you think the Europeans will honor the treaty?"
"Yes," Elizabeth said. "The president will make sure of that. What's up, Steph? You look like something's happened."
"I've been watching Gutenberg's house. An ambulance pulled up a little while ago. As soon as it arrived, someone was carried out of the house and loaded into the back. It went out of there in a big hurry with lights flashing."
"You think it was Gutenberg?"
"I don't know, but it's a good guess."
"It could have been one of his staff."
Stephanie shrugged. "Maybe."
"Where did the ambulance go?"
"The University Hospital. It's one of the best hospitals in Germany."
"If it's Gutenberg, we have a chance at him."
"Maybe the bastard will die and save us all a lot of trouble," Steph said. Her voice was tinged with bitterness.
"Nick will find out if it's him." Elizabeth paused. "I'll send him in. He knows what to do."
On the other side of the world in Moscow, Alexei Vysotsky had just received news that Operation Bright Sword had begun. He put down his phone and sat at his desk, thinking.
It's started. Now we are committed. If Orlov is wrong about NATO, this will be a disaster
Alexei considered the vodka in his desk drawer and decided against it. He opened another drawer that contained a small aluminum box. He took the box out of the drawer and set it on his desk. He toggled a switch on the side of the box and a green light came on. The box radiated frequencies that made it impossible for anyone to listen to conversations in the room.
Alexei had decided long ago that paranoia was the best survival strategy. In the days of the Soviet Union, when he'd begun his career in the KGB, a misspoken word or an overheard conversation could send the speaker to the gulags. The Soviet Union was no more but Alexei knew better than most that the old ways still prevailed. Freedom was a pleasant illusion. Now that he had reached his high position he was more paranoid than ever. Paranoia was a way of life in Russia, particularly in the corridors of power.
Alexei entered Valentina's code on his phone and sent an encrypted burst that meant he wanted to talk with her. Thirty seconds later his phone signaled her reply.
"General."
"What is your status?" Alexei asked.
"There's been a development," Valentina said. "Kepler has been taken to a hospital here in Leipzig."
"What's the matter with him?"
"I have no idea, but it gives me a chance to get to him."
"Make sure you find out why he has been backing Golovkin before you terminate him," Alexei said.
"There's no need for you to remind me." Valentina sounded annoyed. "What if he's unconscious?"
"Wake him up."
"And if I can't?"
"Kill him."

CHAPTER 42

Nick and Selena lay naked and damp with sweat on the tangled sheets of the hotel bed. Selena had one leg draped over Nick's thigh. Outside, it was raining and cold. In the room it was warm and comfortable.
Selena ran her hand along the ripples of scar tissue on the side of Nick's chest, a souvenir of Afghanistan and a near miss with a grenade.
"I wish we never had to get out of this bed," she said.
"You'd get bored."
"I think that would depend on how creative you were."
"Is that a challenge?"
She kissed him. "Take it any way you like."
The satellite phone by the bed signaled a call. Nick reached over for it.
He looked at the display. "It's Harker."
"Who else would it be?" Selena said.
"Yes, Director."
"Have you been watching the news?"
"No."
"The Russians have crossed the border into Latvia," Elizabeth said. "They're driving straight for Riga."
"Shit," Nick said. "What's NATO doing?" Selena looked at him.
"At the moment they're not doing anything except arguing. They're obligated to defend Latvia but they can agree on what to do. The British want immediate action. The French are sitting on the fence and the Germans are calling for what they term 'studied consideration of the situation.' By the time they agree on anything it will be all over for Latvia. President Rice is meeting with the National Security Council. He's ready to intervene without the others and shame Brussels into honoring the treaty terms. We won't allow the Federation to overrun the Baltics."
"What do you want us to do?"
"Gutenberg has been taken to the University Hospital. He may know something we can use to help stop this before it gets worse. I want you to find out why Gutenberg has been giving money to Orlov for his war machine."
"Maybe it's just an investment. Making money by backing Orlov," Nick said.
"My gut feeling is that there's more to it than money. He's not going to get back an investment of thirty or forty billion euros anytime soon by helping to fund this war. He's after something else. I want to know what it is."
"Do you know what room he's in?"
"4417. It's on the fourth floor of the VIP wing. I'm sending you a floor layout. You can pick it up at the hotel desk"
Selena had gotten up and gone into the bathroom. Nick could hear the shower running.
"Understood," Nick said.
Harker broke the connection. Nick got up and turned on the television. He muted the sound and flipped through channels until he found a newscast. Pictures of Russian troops on the move filled the screen.
He picked up the house phone and called Ronnie and Lamont's room. Ronnie picked up the phone.
"Ronnie."
"What's up, Kemo Sabe?"
"Gutenberg's out of his compound. Meet in half an hour in the lobby."
"Copy that."
Nick put down the phone and went into the bathroom. "Room for two in there?"
Selena pulled back the curtain, her body glistening with water.
"Plenty of room. What did Elizabeth want?" She had a cap over her hair.
Nick stepped into the shower. "This is one of the things I like about being married to you."
"What?"
"Showers."
Selena smiled. "What did Elizabeth want?" she said again.
"We have a shot at Gutenberg. Much as I hate to say it, we have to hurry. I told Ronnie to meet us downstairs."
"Then I guess I'd better turn on the cold water," she said.

CHAPTER 43

The University Hospital of Leipzig was a teaching hospital with more than four thousand people working in it. Valentina slipped in unnoticed through a side entrance, dressed in a nurse's uniform purchased a few hours earlier. A plastic name badge identified her as Lisa Grunig. The badge was close enough in shape and color to the official one worn by all the nurses at the hospital that no one would notice the difference. Valentina knew most people were not particularly observant. They saw what they expected to see. When they looked at her they would see a nurse who worked at the hospital.
Earlier she'd tapped in to the SVR servers and accessed the hospital computer. Kepler was in a room on the fourth floor, in a section reserved for VIPs who had enough money to secure privacy and space. She took the stairs to the fourth floor, cracked the door open and looked out on a brightly lit hall that ended in an L.
Kepler's room was not far away. She moved to the junction and glanced around the corner. A large man sat in a chair outside Kepler's room, reading an illustrated book.
Bodyguard, she thought. Probably one or two more in the room.
The hall stretched away into the distance, like a photographer's study in perspective. There was a nurse's station some distance beyond the guard. A nurse sat behind the desk writing something, her back toward Valentina.
Valentina was armed with a Makarov PSM pistol and a razor-sharp dagger. The PSM fired a 5.45 X 18 mm round that was capable of punching through body armor at the close distances where most engagements took place. The PSM was compact and light, weighing in at about a pound. She didn't want to use it except as a last resort. The report of the pistol was sure to bring people running. Even with a suppressor screwed onto the end of the barrel the Makarov was still a noisy weapon.
For this operation noise was an enemy. She would have to use her Spetsnaz Systema martial arts or the knife. Valentina watched the nurse at the station get up and walk away. She straightened her nurse's cap and turned the corner, walking toward the guard. He looked up as she drew near.
"I need to check on Herr Kepler," Valentina said. Her German was flawless.
The guard looked at her. "I haven't seen you before. You have to be on a list. This room is restricted."
Valentina appeared annoyed. "Of course it's restricted. Herr Kepler is far too important to have just anyone disturbing him. Check your list, you'll find my name. Lisa Grunig."
She looked again toward the nurse's station in the distance. The nurse hadn't come back yet.
The guard bent over to his left and reached for a clipboard on the floor. Valentina stabbed him in the kidney, the blade sliding with ease into his unprotected back. The pain of the strike made speech impossible. The guard arched backward in reflex and tried to scream but no sound came from his throat. Valentina withdrew the blade and struck again, through the hollow at the base of his skull. She caught him as he collapsed back in the chair. It had taken only a few, silent seconds to kill him.
She straightened the body and placed the guard's hands on his lap with the book under them. From a distance it would look like he'd fallen asleep while he was reading.
Valentina opened the door into Kepler's room. Kepler was propped up in the bed and appeared to be asleep. An IV was hooked up to a needle inserted into his arm. Monitors recorded his vital signs. She stepped into the room and paused, distracted by the ruin of his face. A mistake. Something hard pressed into her back.
"Don't move. Who are you?"
The voice belonged to another guard. He'd been to the left of the door.
"She's just a nurse, Hans," a second voice said. "Karl let her through. She must be okay."
"I know all the nurses authorized to come in here," Hans said. "She's not one of them. Go ask Karl why he let her in."
The second man went outside. He was back before Valentina could move.
"Karl's dead. This bitch must've killed him."
Before she could move Hans wrapped a thick arm around her throat. He was big, much bigger than she was. It felt like being held by a gorilla. Valentina stomped down on his foot. He grunted but didn't release his hold. She was having trouble breathing. She tried to say something but his arm made it impossible.
"Time to go bye-bye, honey," Karl said. "When you wake up we'll have a nice long chat."

CHAPTER 44

Nick and the others entered the hospital through a service entrance. If someone stopped them Nick planned to claim they'd gotten lost. It wasn't much of cover.
Nick consulted the floor layout Harker had sent and found the stairs to the fourth floor of Gutenberg's wing.
"This way."
They reached the staircase without incident. They climbed the stairs to the fourth floor and looked out on the hall.
"No one there. So far, so good," Nick said.
They walked a short distance to an L-shaped junction. Ronnie looked around the corner.
"There's a guy sitting in a chair," he said. His voice was quiet. "He doesn't look so hot. He's slumped over and there's blood on his jacket."
"A guard," Selena said. "That has to be Gutenberg's room."
"Someone's been here ahead of us," Lamont said.
"There's a nurse's station farther down the hall," Ronnie said. "Nobody there. I can see a bunch of lights flashing. Must be an emergency somewhere."
Nick's left ear was tingling, the way it always did when things were about to heat up. He reached up and tugged on the lobe, what was left of it. The rest had been torn away by a Chinese bullet on the same day he'd met Selena.
Lamont, Ronnie and Selena looked at each other. They knew what it meant when Nick did that.
"This could go bad pretty quick," he said. "Try to keep it quiet. Lamont, you stay here and make sure no one comes out of those stairs behind us. Ronnie, when we get to the room you stand outside as if nothing's wrong. Pretend you're a guard. Block the view from the nurse's station. Selena and I will go in."
"Copy that."
They moved down the hall. Ronnie looked down at the slumped figure of the guard, then moved to stand on the other side of him.
"Ready?" Nick said.
Selena nodded.
They went into the room and shut the door behind them. The last thing Selena expected to see was her half-sister in the grip of a hulking man who had his arm wrapped around her throat.
"Hans, look out!"
Before the second man could draw his weapon Selena kicked him in his thigh. He stumbled. She moved in and drove her stiffened fingers into his larynx. He fell to the floor making hacking and choking noises.
Hans threw Valentina to the side as easily as tossing a doll. She slammed into the wall and crumpled to the floor. He had a pistol in his right hand. Nick stepped in fast and close and brought his hands together in a quick, scissoring motion that knocked the wrist one way and the hand with the gun the other. The pistol flew across the room. Nick kicked Hans in the groin. A normal man would've fallen to the floor out of the fight but the kick had little effect. Hans grunted and wrapped his arms around Nick in a bear hug. He lifted him into the air and began squeezing.
Nick's arms were pinned to his sides. He couldn't breathe. He knew better than to try and free his arms. He couldn't stomp down with his feet. Nick leaned back and slammed his forehead into Hans's face as hard as he could, breaking the nose. Blood cascaded down over the two of them. The bear grip loosened for an instant but not enough to get free.
Selena kicked Hans in the side of his knee. That was like kicking a brick wall. She punched him in the side of his head and it felt as though she'd punched concrete. A metal tray on a nearby cart contained an array of instruments and gauze. She grabbed a pair of surgical scissors and drove the points deep into the back of the big man's neck.
His arms flew open and Nick stumbled away. Hans fell like a tree and crashed onto the floor. He didn't move.
Nick gasped for breath. "Thanks."
"Are you all right?"
"Yeah. Hurts a little to breathe. King Kong here had a hell of a grip."
He leaned down and placed his fingers alongside the big man's neck. The scissors stuck out above his collar.
"He's dead."
The fight had been quiet. If the sound had gotten out into the hall, Ronnie would have come in.
Selena turned toward her sister.
"Put your hands up," Valentina said. She held the Makarov pointed at them.
"You've got to be kidding," Nick said. "We just saved your ass."
"For which I'm grateful. How do you say in America, reach for the sky?"
"You've been watching too many old Westerns," Selena said.
"I like your Westerns. Especially your Clint Eastwood. Get your hands up. I mean it, I will shoot."
They raised their hands.
"Why are you here?" Valentina asked.
"We wanted to talk to Gutenberg," Selena said.
"Gutenberg? His name is not Kepler?"
"No. He's Johannes Gutenberg."
"Gutenberg?"
Nick and Selena looked at each other.
"Yes," Nick said.
Valentina seemed shocked. She looked more closely at the scarred figure on the bed.
"I see it now," she said. "I didn't recognize him. This explains many things. I, too, wish to talk with him."
"How about a truce?" Nick said. "It looks like we both want the same thing."
"What is it you want from him?"
"Gutenberg has been sending money to Russia. A lot of money," Nick said. "Your president is using it to start a war. Did you know the Federation invaded Latvia today?"
"Der'mo!"
Nick looked at Selena for a translation.
"She just said 'shit'."
"Yeah," Nick said. "And our friend over there on the bed made it possible."
"If we agree not to make any trouble, can we put our hands down?" Selena asked.
"What does your husband think?" Valentina gestured with the Makarov.
"Truce," Nick said. "No trouble, I promise. We want Gutenberg, not you. This man is responsible for hurting two friends of mine and killing their unborn child. It's personal with us."
"Ah, personal. I understand personal." She gestured with the pistol. "Both of you. Go to the other side of the bed, then you may put your hands down. But be careful."
They went to the other side of the bed, across from Valentina. Gutenberg lay between them, asleep.
Nick took out a small digital recorder and held it up. "I want a record of this."
"Wake him up," Valentina said.
"With pleasure," Nick said. He bent over Gutenberg and shook him. He wasn't gentle.
"Wake up, you bastard."
Gutenberg mumbled something. His eyes stayed closed.
Valentina drew her blade and stabbed Gutenberg in the back of his hand. He yelled and opened his eyes.
"Now he is awake," she said.
"That wasn't necessary," Selena said.
Valentina shrugged. "But effective, no?"
Gutenberg looked at the hard faces surrounding him. He zeroed in on Nick. "I remember you." His eyes moved to Selena. "And you." Then he looked at Valentina.
"Valentina. I never expected to see you again. Your hair is different."
"After today you never will see me again," she said.
"Why are you here?"
"We have a few questions for you," Nick said.
"Why should I answer them?"
"Because if you don't I am going to start peeling the skin away from your body," Valentina said. "Or perhaps I will just start taking little pieces." She held up the bloody dagger.
Gutenberg laughed, a weak chortle that ended in a coughing fit.
"You could, perhaps, but the Americans have no stomach for these things. It's an empty threat."
"I don't think I'd count on that if I were you," Nick said. "If Valentina wants to hurt you I can't stop her. She's the one with the gun."
"I'm dying. Let me die in peace."
"You don't deserve peace," Nick said.
"You should listen to him." Valentina pricked Gutenberg with the sharp point of the blade. He winced.
"All right. Ask your questions. What do you want to know?" His voice was weak, tired.
"Why did you send that money to Golovkin?"
"You know about that?"
Nick looked at Valentina. "This is taking too much time."
Valentina leaned over Gutenberg. Her voice was quiet, filled with menace. "Why did you send the money?"
He looked at her and smiled, an open wound in the ruined landscape of his face. "Because Golovkin thinks Russia can defeat the West and because he can influence Orlov. Orlov used the money to speed up production of his new weapons."
"So he gets his toys a little quicker. So what?" Nick said.
"You Americans understand nothing," Gutenberg said. "The weapons were necessary for Orlov to feel safe in beginning a new war. I convinced Golovkin that the events in the Balkans would keep NATO busy and that they would not get involved in the Baltics. I convinced him Russia could start reclaiming the territory she controlled before."
"How did you do that?"
Gutenberg coughed. Spittle drooled from the side of his mouth. "I allowed him to discover classified minutes of secret meetings of the NATO high command. The documents proved they would not intervene."
"How did you come by such documents?" Valentina asked.
Gutenberg laughed. "It was easy. I made them up."
Selena said, "What do you hope to gain? You'll never get all that money back."
Gutenberg laughed again. It ended in another coughing fit. "You still don't understand. The invasion of Latvia has begun. NATO will respond. There will be a confrontation between America and Russia, casualties on both sides. It's certain to escalate and go nuclear. When it does, your two countries will destroy each other. You will both be annihilated."
"All this was to start a war between Russia and America?" Valentina said. "But why?"
Gutenberg's voice was weak but the anger came through. "You and these Americans destroyed centuries of work, a vision for a world led by those who had earned the right to rule. You destroyed my home and left me like this."
He raised his hand and let it drop on the bed. He laughed again, a brittle, cackling sound.
"None of you will survive a nuclear war. I will have my revenge when you are all dead. As soon you shall be."
"Not as soon as you," Valentina said. She bent down and whispered in his ear. "You were lousy in bed."
She plunged her dagger into his abdomen, above his groin. She twisted the blade.
"Aahhhh!"
He writhed on the bed and tried to sit up, grasping at the knife. His hand swept out to the side and knocked over the stand with the IV, ripping the needle out of his arm. Valentina pulled out the dagger and drove it up under Gutenberg's ribs. Blood spewed from his mouth. He fell back onto the pillow. A frothy, rasping gargle came out of his throat.
An alarm began beeping on the monitor by his bed.
"Did you have to do that?" Selena said.
"You disapprove, sister?"
"He might have told us more."
"What else do we need to know? Give me the recording," Valentina said. She pointed the Makarov at Nick.
"Wait a minute."
"Gutenberg lied to Golovkin and it has led us into a war we cannot win. This recording proves it. I will give it to General Vysotsky. He doesn't like or trust Golovkin. He'll make sure Orlov learns that he has been deceived. Give me the recording."
Selena put her hand on Nick's arm. "Nick, give it to her. She can get it to Orlov. It may be the only chance to stop this."
Nick put the recorder on the bed. Valentina picked it up and put it in the pocket of her nurse's uniform.
"We have to get out of here," Nick said.
"After you," Valentina said.
In the corridor two male nurses in blue scrubs and a supervisor in a white uniform hurried toward Gutenberg's room.
"Ronnie, come on," Nick said.
Nick, Ronnie and Selena walked with quick steps toward the hall that led to the stairs. Lamont waited for them. His eyes opened wide at the sight of Valentina coming out of the room behind them.
She called out to the oncoming nurses. "Quick! He's in cardiac arrest."
"Who are you?" the supervisor said.
Valentina turned and ran after the others. They pounded down the stairs, Nick in the lead and Valentina bringing up the rear. At the ground floor they ran to the service entrance, ignoring the startled looks of a cleaning crew in the hall. Outside, a freezing rain fell. The night was black, impenetrable, shrouded in thick fog.
"Do not try to follow me," Valentina said. The Makarov was back in her hand.
"Wait. We need to talk. How can I contact you?" Selena asked.
"Don't worry about it, sister. If I want to talk to you, I'll call."
She turned and melted into the fog.
"Hell of a family you've got," Lamont said.

CHAPTER 45

Elizabeth stood by the French doors of her office, looking out over the patio and grounds beyond. The flower gardens had retreated to brown winter mode. Except for a few withered tufts, the grass was invisible under a thin coating of snow. The weather was grim, gray and depressing. It suited her mood. She couldn't quite wrap her mind around the fact that the Russian invasion might lead to the end of the world. Anything could happen over there. None of it was good.
Once the U.S. and NATO got involved, a military confrontation with the Federation was inevitable. People would begin dying on both sides. The war drums would beat louder. What made it worse was that it wasn't just the Kremlin that had its share of hawks. There were plenty of people in the Pentagon and Washington who wanted to end Russia's potential to challenge American power once and for all. They didn't understand that a war with Russia couldn't be won. They talked in terms of sixty million civilian losses as acceptable.
As far as Elizabeth was concerned, all of the generals and politicians who thought a nuclear war could be won should be put on an island somewhere far away from civilized people and allowed to throw rocks at each other.
Her phone signaled a call from Nick.
"Yes, Nick."
"We got to Gutenberg. Selena's sister was there before us."
"You can't be serious. Why does she keep turning up?"
"It may turn out to be the best thing that could've happened."
"You'd better start at the beginning."
"We got into the hospital without any problem. When we got to Gutenberg's room we found the body of a guard outside the door, propped up in his chair. We went in the room and found Selena's sister being strangled by a guy that looked like a gorilla. He threw her aside and grabbed me. He had a buddy with a gun. Selena took him out and then she went for gorilla man and killed him."
"What about Gutenberg?"
"He slept through the whole thing. He was a real mess. That fire at his ch�teau left him looking like something out of a horror movie."
"You said he was a mess. Is he dead?"
"Yes. Selena's sister killed him."
"Please tell me you had a chance to talk to him."
"We did. Valentina was there for the same reason we were. She seemed to have a particular dislike for Gutenberg."
"She was his mistress," Elizabeth said. "She was assigned by Vysotsky to seduce him when AEON was still in business."
"That could explain it."
"What about the money Gutenberg sent to Golovkin?"
"He knew Orlov would use it to speed up his weapons program. He figured that once Orlov had the weapons he needed there wouldn't be much to hold him back. He wanted to start a war between America and Russia."
"Why?"
"We asked him that. He said we had destroyed the 'work of centuries.' He meant AEON. He was dying and he wanted revenge for what had happened to him."
"All this was to get revenge?"
"It gets worse."
Elizabeth sighed. "Go on."
"He planted fake documents where Golovkin's spies could find them. They were supposed to be notes of secret meetings of the NATO high command, proving NATO wouldn't get involved if the Federation invaded the Baltics. The documents were what Orlov needed to make him think he could get away with it."
"That means his entire strategy is based on a lie," Elizabeth said.
"That's what it looks like."
"Did you record what Gutenberg said?"
"I did, but I gave the recording to Valentina."
"What?" Elizabeth was angry.
"Director, she had a pistol pointed at me when I gave it to her. I didn't have much choice but it was the right move."
"What makes you think that?"
"She'll take it to Moscow. Her boss will find a way for Orlov to hear it. It may be the only thing that can help. Once Orlov hears that he's been set up and that NATO will honor the treaty, he might call off the invasion. Otherwise I don't see how anybody is going to stop him."
"I could have used that tape when I talk to the president," Elizabeth said.
"What difference does it make? You know what's on it. The president trusts you, he'll believe you even if he doesn't hear the tape."
"For all our sakes I hope you're right. Did anybody see you in the hospital? Is this going to come back and bite me?"
"I don't see how it can, Director."
Elizabeth thought for a moment. "All right. Come home."
She broke the connection.
* * *
On the other side of the world in Moscow, Kiril Golovkin looked at the message from Germany and swore. He crumpled the paper in a ball and threw it against the wall.
The Americans. Always the Americans. They're too late this time. Gutenberg may be dead but I got what I needed from him. We'll be in Riga by tomorrow.
His stomach felt on fire. He forced himself to calm down and take a breath. He walked over to his desk and took out a bottle of antacid tablets, put two in his mouth and began chewing them. Then he sat down and thought about what he should do.
His agent in Leipzig had identified the Project team and reported that they were staying in a hotel in the city. Golovkin couldn't be sure what Gutenberg might have told them. He decided to take precautions. Knowing where they were staying presented an opportunity but they wouldn't be there for long. Now that Gutenberg was dead, they'd move on. If he wanted to act he didn't have much time.
The collapse of the Soviet Union and the reunification of Germany had ended Russian control of East Germany but it hadn't ended the presence of the GRU on German soil. Golovkin ran what he knew about the personnel of the German stations through his mind.
There was a consulate in Leipzig and an embassy in Berlin, two hours away. There were two men in Leipzig, three in Berlin. All were Spetsnaz, highly trained, used to violence, perfect for this kind of assignment. But if something went wrong and they were identified as Russian diplomatic personnel, it would create unnecessary complications.
There was another option. After the collapse of the Soviet Union the East German Secret Police had disbanded. Many of the Stasi had taken new names to avoid prosecution and disappeared into the general population. A core group joined together to form a powerful criminal gang in the part of Germany that had once been the East German Democratic Republic.
Golovkin had maintained contact with them. They'd proved useful over the years for projects that required violence. He decided to use them. If anything went wrong there would be no trail to follow back to him.
He picked up his phone and made the arrangements.

CHAPTER 46

All flights out of Leipzig were canceled because of the weather. As far as that went, most flights anywhere in Europe were canceled. A huge front had moved in from the North Atlantic and blanketed the continent with clouds, rain and snow. Nick and the others weren't getting out of Germany that evening or anytime soon. They decided to stay in the hotel and have dinner in the hotel's version of a caf�.
The front of the caf� featured a wall of paned windows looking out on the street. A bar with a gleaming espresso machine took up one end wall. Across from the bar a passage led to the main part of the hotel. Opposite the windows was a back wall with entrances at each end leading to the toilets. Round marble tables on black iron legs were placed around the room. A small stage took up a corner next to the bar.
They sat at a table against the wall in the rear, facing the windows. The lighting was bright enough to make it easy to read the menu and dim enough to be kind on looks. A candle flickered on each table. Flocked wallpaper, brass wall sconces and gold framed oil paintings of German countryside scenes adorned the walls, dispelling any thoughts that this was a typical street bistro. One look at the prices on the menu would shatter any illusions that were left.
"They got any hamburgers?" Lamont asked.
"Right there near the bottom on the second page," Ronnie said. He pointed at the listing.
"Twenty euros? That's a hell of a lot for a burger."
"Hey, it comes with ketchup. They'll probably give you onions and lettuce for a few euros more if you ask."
"Uncle Sam is paying for it," Nick said. "Might as well get cheese on it too."
"Try the beef stew," Selena said. "The Germans are good at that."
"They have beef stroganoff," Nick said. "I'm going to get that. And a glass of wine."
"Get a bottle," Selena said. "A good red?"
"Sounds about right."
The waiter came and took their order. Two minutes later he was back with water for Ronnie and a bottle of wine for the others. Nick sampled the wine and nodded. The waiter poured and left them.
It was early in the evening for dinner in Europe and the caf� was almost empty. An elderly couple sat by the windows, hunched over their food. Nearby, a trio of business men worked on a bottle of schnapps and talked in loud voices. Outside, the wind had picked up. Heavy rain beat on the windows The few pedestrians on the street hurried by with their heads down and their collars turned up.
"It's miserable out there," Selena said. "I'm glad we decided to stay in."
"I hope it clears up soon," Ronnie said. "I've had enough of Germany."
"The weather report wasn't good," Nick said. "We're stuck here for at least a day."
The street entrance was through a door into an enclosed foyer that kept unwelcome weather out of the caf�. The door opened and two large men crowded into the foyer. They opened the inner door and stood not far from the bar, looking at the room.
"Those two would be right at home in the NFL," Lamont said.
Three more men entered the caf� from the hotel. They wore dark coats and dark hats. They were big, like the two men who had come in from the street. One of them looked at the table where Nick and the others sat.
Nick's ear began to tingle.
"We've got trouble. The five who just came in."
"They don't seem real friendly," Ronnie said.
The tingle in his ear turned into a deep itch. Nick reached up and tugged on it.
"Aw, hell," Lamont said.
"Get ready," Nick said. "These guys aren't here for a beer."
He slipped his pistol out of the concealed holster and held it in his lap under a napkin. Adrenaline shot through his body, as though a pot of caffeine had been poured straight into his veins.
Guns came out from under the heavy coats.
"Move!" Nick shouted.
The elderly couple looked up. Nick fired at one of the two men by the bar and missed. A window in the foyer door shattered. He fired again and the man dropped his gun and fell to his knees. Nick and Lamont scrambled along the back wall firing at the other man by the bar. Behind them, Selena and Ronnie began firing at the three who had come in from the hotel.
Everything slowed down.
Nick felt his pulse pounding. Sounds were muffled. One of the old people began screaming, the sound drawn out like a record played too slowly. Bullets streaked across the room, smashing into the back bar and the espresso machine as the barman ducked behind the bar. Bottles and glassware shattered. A column of steam shot up from the punctured coffee machine. The businessmen dived for the floor.
The big man by the bar had a submachine gun. He opened up and Lamont went down hard, his pistol skittering across the floor. The man swiveled the gun and Nick felt a hammer blow on his left arm. He shot the man three times until he fell, sending the gun flying. Nick turned. One of the attackers by the hotel entrance was down. Selena and Ronnie were shooting at the two men still standing. Ronnie yelled and fell to the floor. Nick fired with Selena. Another man went down. Spent rounds ricocheted around the room, breaking windows facing the street.
The slide locked back on Nick's pistol. He reached for another magazine as Selena's pistol emptied. Her last round took down the final attacker. He collapsed and sprawled on the floor.
Sudden silence.
Time speeded up again. Nick's heart pounded in his chest. He couldn't move his left arm. Blood ran down his sleeve.
Lamont!
Lamont lay on his back a few feet away. Blood pooled around him, under him. Two bloody holes marred the front of his shirt. His eyes were wide open, his eyelids fluttering.
Nick looked at the wounds and felt fear for his friend.
"I'm here, buddy. Stay with me. Don't you quit on me."
"Nick�" Blood bubbled between Lamont's lips.
"Don't talk. Stay with me."
Sirens sounded outside, coming closer.
"Help's coming. Stay with me."
Lamont grasped Nick's arm.
"How bad?" His voice was weak, hesitant.
"You'll be all right. Keep talking to me."
"Ronnie and Selena�"
"They'll be okay. Look at me."
Lamont's eyelids fluttered.
"Lamont. Stay with me. Look at me."
Nick saw the first ambulance pull up in front of the caf�.
"Hey, I hear German hospitals serve really great food."
Lamont started to laugh. "Uh. Hurts."
Two paramedics came through the shattered foyer door. Police cars and another ambulance pulled up outside. One of the paramedics ran over to where Nick knelt by Lamont. The other went to where Ronnie lay on the floor.
"Okay, wir haben ihn."
"What?" Nick said.
"Okay, we have him."
Nick squeezed Lamont's hand. "You're going to be okay."
Lamont didn't hear him.

CHAPTER 47

Nick stood by the window in his hotel room looking out at the rain. His mood was blacker than the clouds outside. His left arm was in a soft cast and hung in a sling. He had no feeling in the fingers of his left hand. The bullet had nicked the bone and damaged the nerves. The prognosis was inconclusive. Feeling might come back or it might not. The arm was the least of his concerns.
It's my fault. I was careless. I thought with Gutenberg dead it was over. Stupid, stupid, stupid.
Thoughts of guilt and blame made hammered drumbeats in his mind.
With Langley's help, Harker had kept them out of jail. DCI Hood had called in a favor with the Bundesnachrichtendienst, the German Intelligence Service. The BND had stepped in and taken over from the local police.
Lamont and Ronnie were in intensive care in the University Hospital. Ronnie had taken two 9 mm rounds through his guts. One of them had punctured his liver. The last time he'd been wounded he'd lost his spleen. This time was worse. It was touch and go whether he would survive.
Lamont wasn't much better off. One round had missed his heart by a centimeter and exited from his back, causing massive bleeding. The other bullet had gone through his left lung, the second time he'd been shot through a lung. If he survived, he would have matching wound scars on his chest.
A round had grazed Selena's side and glanced off a rib. They'd bandaged her up along with Nick and sent them back to the hotel. A man in a dark suit and tie from the BND stood outside their door. They weren't prisoners, exactly, but they were told not to leave their room. They were under a form of polite house arrest while the Germans figured out what to do with them. Their guns had been confiscated.
Selena came over and stood by Nick. She put her hand on his shoulder and looked out the window with him. The cityscape was a gray vista of steel and glass and wet concrete.
"What a fucking mess," he said.
"The police said they were local hoods. They think somebody hired them to come after us."
"It has to be the Russians. Probably Golovkin."
"Why him?"
"He's covering his ass. He doesn't know what Gutenberg may have told us. He was trying to make sure that anything we learned didn't go any further."
"Do you think he knows about Valentina?"
"I don't know. I guess we have to wait and watch what happens."
"If she gets that recording to Vysotsky, it could make a difference," Selena said.
"It could. Orlov isn't known for his forgiving nature. By convincing him NATO would stay out of the Baltics Golovkin put him in a situation where he can't win. Once he knows Golovkin screwed up, Orlov will make sure he disappears. It depends on whether or not Valentina got the recording to Vysotsky and if he follows through."
"She will," Selena said. "She's a very determined woman."
"I hope you're right."
Selena's voice was full of sadness. "What if they die?"
His voice was flat, hard. "Don't say that. They're both still alive. I'll worry about it if they do."
Nick's satellite phone signaled. He looked at the display.
"Harker," he said to Selena. He turned on the speaker and connected the call. "Yes, Director."
"How are you, Nick?"
"How do you think? I've been better."
Elizabeth let it go. "The German authorities have agreed to let you go. You and Selena are leaving as soon as the weather clears."
"What about Ronnie and Lamont?"
"As soon as they're stable and can be moved they'll be flown here. They're ready for them at Walter Reed."
"Any news from Moscow? Any sign Valentina got through?"
"Not yet."
"What's happening with the war?"
"Which one? The Balkan war is in winter stalemate with everyone bogged down. The weather has been bad. No one can do anything. NATO is trying to negotiate a truce between the Albanians and Macedonia but so far no one is listening. Unless Mitreski wants to take on more than he can handle he's going to have to pull back to his border. He doesn't have the resources or the heart to make a serious effort at conquering Albania and he can't win against NATO. He'll quit. That war is ending with a whimper instead of a bang."
"What about Latvia?"
"That's a different story," Elizabeth said. "The weather has made satellite surveillance difficult. We should be able to get a radar fix through the cloud cover but the Russians have come up with new stealth technology for their tanks. It makes them almost invisible to radar. Hard to track or get a missile lock."
"Where are they now?"
"One of their columns is east of Riga, right on the outskirts."
"And NATO? What are they doing?"
"Rice raised hell and got them off their asses. They're sending troops to Estonia and Lithuania. It's too late to save the Latvian capital. The plan is to go after the Russians on two fronts from the bordering countries. Air strikes will begin as soon as the weather clears if they don't back down. The logistics to support a serious ground operation haven't gotten there yet. NATO wasn't ready for this."
"That figures."
"So far there haven't been any skirmishes between the Russians and NATO but it's only a question of time. Once the air strikes begin things will heat up fast."
"Has Rice talked to Orlov yet?"
"Orlov is refusing all calls. He's stonewalling everyone. Rice is taking it personally. I've never seen him this angry. He's pissed."
"I'll bet he is," Nick said. "Maybe Orlov will change his mind when our missiles start taking out his tanks."
"We'd better hope it doesn't come to that. Our best bet now is Vysotsky." Elizabeth paused.
"Come home, Nick."

CHAPTER 48

Colonel Dimitri Brusilov sat with his crew inside the armored capsule of his tank and studied the terrain in front of him. Condensation from the heat of their bodies ran down the cold steel walls. Resistance along the way had been intermittent and easily overcome and now his tanks were on the outskirts of Riga. Two rows of three-story apartment buildings and a small park lay directly in his path. A rusted swing set and a child's merry-go-round in faded colors of blue and yellow and red sat in the center of the park. Beyond the park a tall church spire painted white thrust upward into a gray-black afternoon sky.
Latvian artillery was targeting his tanks from somewhere a few kilometers away. Rounds were landing close by, too close for comfort. Dimitri had no confirmed target. The Afghanit system that was supposed to intercept the shells and pin down the location of the battery for a counter strike was acting up. The electronic gremlins that had plagued the tank in the past were back. Dimitri swore at the thinking that threw untested weapons systems into combat before they were ready. Testing systems on the factory proving grounds was one thing. Having those systems prove reliable under combat conditions was something entirely different.
Part of the system worked just fine. Alarms on Dimitri's console let him know an artillery shell was coming straight for them.
"Incoming," he said into his microphone. "Hold on."
Now we'll see just how good this armor is, he thought.
The Afghanit system on the T-14 was designed to intercept incoming missiles and artillery rounds with guided missiles targeted by radar and fired by the computer. But the electronic problems interfered. The computer failed to intercept the round. The shell exploded a few yards away from the tank and blew off the tread on the left side. The tank skewed to the left and stopped. Inside, the crew was shaken up but unharmed.
The computer on the Armata was programmed to determine the nature of external threats and take countermeasures against them. It had the capability to correct what it interpreted as errors on the part of the crew. The artillery round had further damaged the erratic electronic system. The computer analyzed the situation, determined that the crew was not responding to threats and decided to fire a missile.
On Sergei's weapons board half the lights were out. He looked at what was still functioning. A cold fear swept over him.
"Commander. The Sprinter tactical missile is being loaded."
"Shut it down! Now!"
Sergei's voice was full of fear. "I can't. The board is not working."
The turret still functioned. The long barrel of the cannon swiveled and rose to its maximum elevation. Dimitri listened to gears meshing as the autoloader chose the missile and fed it into the cannon. The magazine and mechanism were outside the armored crew compartment, behind layers of hardened steel and ceramic plates, inaccessible. With the board out of commission, Dimitri was helpless to stop the sequence. He watched the screen on his console that showed him the outside world.
The missile left the cannon, trailing white smoke behind it, picking up speed as it rose into the air. It carried a one kiloton nuclear warhead that would destroy everything within a half mile radius. No one would survive. The blast wave would continue outward destroying structures as it went. Ground shock would cause major damage to critical infrastructure over a much wider area, as if a large earthquake had struck the region.
Maybe it will fail, Dimitri thought.
He hadn't prayed since he was a boy but he found himself praying now.
Please, let it fail.
His prayers were not answered. The missile turned and twisted high in the air as the damaged computer sought for a target. It reached its maximum height and turned back toward the ground. Dimitri had time to see the outer world vanish in a burst of white light before the blast wave picked up his tank and hurled it through the air like a toy.
In Washington and in Moscow, in every Western capital and in every intelligence agency in the world with the capability to oversee the battlefield in Latvia, the reaction was the same when their instruments registered the explosion.
Shock, followed by fear and anger. For the first time since World War II a nuclear weapon had been used in combat.
The genie was out of the bottle.

CHAPTER 49

Vysotsky stared at Valentina in disbelief.
"Kepler was Johannes Gutenberg?"
"Yes. He will trouble us no more."
Alexei Vysotsky set the recording from the hospital down on his desk and looked at Valentina.
"The Americans were there? For the same reason?"
The way he said it made Valentina think that somehow she was supposed to be at fault for the American presence. She looked at the man across the desk, dressed today in his general's uniform. Vysotsky had shaped her into a weapon of the state. He had controlled her life, deciding what she should know and what she should do. He had never displayed anything that felt like genuine affection for her.
She wanted to make him see her as more than someone to manipulate.
"Yes, they were there, including my sister."
"What?" His face registered shock.
"It surprises you that I know about her? It shouldn't. After all, you are the one who trained me. You should have told me long ago."
Vysotsky looked down at his desk for a moment and shuffled a few papers. When he looked up his face was emotionless.
"It was the correct thing to do," he said. "What good would it have done for you to know you had a sister in America, someone you could never hope to meet? I was trying to spare you from unnecessary emotional stress."
"You were trying to spare yourself from the complications of dealing with my thoughts about having any family except the state. The only reason you kept that information from me was to serve your own purposes."
"Your sister is an American spy."
"My sister is my sister first and an American second," Valentina said. "My mother was a spy. I'm a spy. Why shouldn't she be one as well? What did you think, that I would run off to her with state secrets and tell her all about them?"
Vysotsky managed to look uncomfortable.
"It seemed best," he said.
"She knows who I am. Because of her I was able to get this recording. They may be Americans but in this we are all wanting the same thing."
Vysotsky's phone rang.
"Da." Valentina saw his face change. "Da. Da. Spasibo."
He put the phone down. He seemed shaken.
"There has been a nuclear explosion in Latvia," he said.
"NATO? The Americans?"
"No. One of our tanks fired a tactical missile. Part of Riga has been destroyed."
"Who gave the order to fire?"
"No one knows."
Vysotsky picked up the recorder with Gutenberg's statement on it and put it in his pocket. He stood. Valentina rose with him.
"Orlov has to hear this. This war must be stopped before the Americans retaliate." He paused. "For what it's worth, I admired your mother."
He walked out of the room, leaving Valentina standing there.
What the hell has that got to do with anything? she thought.
Alexei knew Orlov was meeting with his military commanders. Golovkin was sure to be there. As his limousine sped toward the Kremlin, Vysotsky thought about how to confront Golovkin and try to persuade Orlov to pull back. When American troops began to die, war with the United States was inevitable. Russia would not survive a nuclear war. It would not be a popular position to point out that Russia would be defeated. Before this day was over he would be praised as a hero or shot as a traitor.
He thought back to his days in the field in Afghanistan. He'd been young then, na�ve. There were times when he'd wished his commanders would use tactical nuclear weapons against a particularly stubborn enemy. Now he knew better. The world was too dangerous for anyone, Russia included, to use the power of the atom as a hard vehicle of policy.
The car entered the Kremlin grounds through the private entrance reserved for Russia's leaders. The driver parked in the underground garage. Two guards armed with AK 94s stood by the elevator that would take him to the sub level where the Operations Center was located. They came to attention when they saw Alexei's uniform.
"One of you, come with me," Vysotsky said.
"Sir, my orders are to stay here."
"Unless you want to find yourself posting guard in Novosibirsk you will come with me now. Understand?"
"Sir."
"Summon the elevator."
The guard pushed the button to bring the elevator down. They waited in silence until the doors opened. Inside, Alexei pressed the button that would take them up to the next level.
The doors opened onto the Kremlin Operations Center.
The room was large and brightly lit with overhead fluorescent lighting. The air was heavy with the acrid smell of unwashed bodies and stress. To Alexei's right and left the walls were covered with large monitors displaying a pictures sent by satellites, ground cameras and drones. Most of the aerial shots were useless, gray masses of cloud blocking everything on the ground from sight. Raised rose of desks with monitors lined both sides of the room, manned by uniformed men and women from the Federation ground forces. At the far end was a command room separated from the rest by a wall of glass. Over the glass was a huge map of the world covered with glowing symbols illuminated in bright yellow against a black background.
The men in that room controlled Russia's massive military might. Alexei saw President Orlov, Golovkin, Colonel General Kuznetsov, General Krupin, and Admiral Akulin sitting at a large table on the other side of the glass. Also at the table was Colonel-General Anton Brezhnev, Commander of the Russian Aerospace Forces and the Federation Air Force. Sitting next to him was Lieutenant General Victor Aronov, commander of the Strategic Rocket Forces. Aronov was in charge of the Federation's considerable ballistic missile inventory.
People began to look up from their monitors as Alexei and his armed escort strode toward the conference room. Orlov sensed something out of the ordinary and turned toward the glass. He watched Vysotsky approaching.
Two guards stepped forward and blocked the way into the room.
"I must speak with the president," Alexei said.
"Entrance is forbidden."
Orlov's voice came through a speaker over the door. "Let him in."
The guard stepped aside and the door slid open with a quiet hiss of air.
"Mister President," Alexei said.
He took the recorder out of his pocket and held it up where everyone in the room could see. On the ride over he had decided that if Golovkin was present when he reached Orlov the only strategy was to attack without hesitation. Orlov was a forceful man. He appreciated forcefulness in others if it supported him. Just the same, Alexei knew he was playing a dangerous game.
"I have proof that we have been manipulated into this war. Mister President, we have been tricked into a confrontation with the Americans by this man."
He pointed at Golovkin in a theatrical gesture. Russians loved theater. Alexei now had gained their attention. He'd been careful not to single Orlov out as the target of Golovkin's manipulation. By using the collective 'we', he hoped to avoid triggering Orlov's massive ego. Any insinuation that Orlov alone was responsible for being duped by Golovkin would not go over well.
"Mister President, NATO will absolutely respond to our incursion into Latvia. Now that there has been a nuclear incident we are at risk of all out war with the West."
Orlov studied Vysotsky, the way a collector might look at a board pinned with butterflies.
"We have classified documents proving that NATO will not get involved," Orlov said. "The nuclear event, as you call it, can be written off as an unfortunate accident."
"The documents are false," Alexei said. "I can prove it. We must pull back before everything escalates. We cannot win against the Americans. We are not yet strong enough."
Golovkin spoke for the first time since Alexei had come into the room. "Mister President, he wishes to stop us from reclaiming what is ours. His fantastic accusations are the product of a treasonous mind."
"Is that right, General?" Alexei said. "Then perhaps you would kindly explain this recording of Johannes Gutenberg on his deathbed. He clearly states that with your help he has been funding our war efforts to provoke a confrontation between us and the West. He made sure that you received false documents showing that the NATO high command would not respond if we liberated the Baltics."
"That is a lie," Golovkin said. "Gutenberg died in Switzerland."
"Mister President, judge for yourself."
Vysotsky set the recording device on the table and pressed play. Gutenberg's words sounded tinny on the small speaker but clear. Golovkin rose as if to grab the recorder.
Orlov said, "Sit down. We will hear this."
Vysotsky relaxed just a bit. The first hurdle had been overcome. The men in the room listened to Gutenberg laughing as he described how he'd manufactured the NATO documents and convinced Golovkin that there would be no intervention if the Federation decided to expand its territory. They heard him gleefully explain how Russia and America would destroy each other in a nuclear war, giving him the revenge he sought. The last thing they heard on the speaker was the sounds of Gutenberg's death and Valentina's voice demanding the recording.
The room was silent. Everyone looked at Golovkin.
"Lies," he said. "This recording is false, made up by this traitor. These are lies. Arrest him."
"If they are lies," Orlov said, "how did he know about the secret notes supposedly from NATO's high command?"
"A lucky guess. Or he used his resources at SVR to discover them. Those documents are genuine."
"You never did explain where the money came from," Orlov said. "You said you had recruited a foreign source which supported our aims. I was unwilling to pursue it further. I see now that I made a mistake, one I will not make again."
Vysotsky risked an interruption. "General Golovkin, tell the president about your personal account."
The temperature in the room was ice cold from air conditioning to keep the computers happy. Even so, droplets of sweat appeared on Golovkin's forehead.
"I don't know what you mean."
"Of course you do," Alexei said. "The private account in Switzerland with thirty-five million euros in it. You do recall it?"
"You are lying again. Where would I get that kind of money? Mister President, please, arrest this man. We are wasting time listening to this babble."
"This is true?" Orlov asked Alexei. "Thirty-five million euros?"
"It's true, Mister President. You can easily verify it. I can give you the account numbers. He siphoned off the money from what Gutenberg gave him to fund our military."
Orlov didn't like that. "Play the recording again," he said.
Alexei played it again.
"I know about Gutenberg." Orlov drummed his fingers on the table. "His organization was one of our greatest enemies. He would have destroyed us if he had not been stopped. I thought him dead."
"He is dead, now," Alexei said. "No thanks to Golovkin."
"You knew Gutenberg was our enemy," Orlov said to Golovkin. His voice was quiet, controlled. "You let yourself be persuaded because of money and now we face a crisis."
"One of our nukes has destroyed part of Riga," Alexei said. "How do you think the Americans and NATO will respond? How would we respond if our positions were reversed?"
Golovkin stood and pulled his pistol and pointed it at Vysotsky. "These are all lies. NATO will not respond. Even if they did we would destroy them. You are a traitor."
Alexei sneered at him. "You are a fool. You have put us on the path to nuclear war with America. You sold us out because you wanted the money and because you thought you knew better than the rest of us. The only traitor here is you."
Golovkin's face was white with rage. His finger tightened on the trigger.
A shot boomed harsh and loud in the enclosed room. Golovkin looked surprised, then down at a hole in his uniform jacket. Blood spread in a widening stain. He collapsed, knocking over his chair.
Orlov held a pistol in his hand. The room smelled of spent powder. All of the men in the room had seen violent death many times over. None of them had expected to see it here in the secret heart of the Kremlin.
Outside the glass enclosure, the ops center was at a standstill, everyone looking at what was happening inside the room. The guards outside rushed in, uncertain. Orlov still held his pistol.
"Get that piece of shit out of here." He waved the pistol at Golovkin's body and put the gun back in his pocket.
"General Vysotsky, sit down."
Vysotsky sat.
"Gentlemen," Orlov said. "I am convinced that General Vysotsky has uncovered the truth. We must decide how to proceed."
The first to speak was Admiral Akulin. He was a small man, dwarfed by the broad shoulder boards of his rank and his tailored uniform jacket.
"We have gone too far to retreat now. The fleet is at Riga as we speak. We can crush the city if we wish. The government will capitulate. Why give up our gains? I am not convinced that the West will risk war with us over Latvia. We could give assurances that we will pursue no territory in the other Baltic states."
"No one will believe us if we say that." The speaker was General Krupin.
"Our word should be good enough," the admiral said.
Krupin snorted.
"Our troops are in position to consolidate Latvia and turn to Estonia and Lithuania," General Kuznetsov said. He was about to continue when an officer entered the room and came over to him. He whispered in Kuznetsov's ear.
"Very well," Kuznetsov said. "Return to your post."
The man saluted and left the room. Kuznetsov turned to Orlov.
"NATO is sending advance elements to Estonia and Lithuania. My assessment is that they have given up on Latvia for now and are positioning themselves to attack from the north and the south."
"I agree," Vysotsky said. "This is only the beginning. There is an American carrier within striking range, with her escort screen. Once the weather clears they will launch air strikes and cruise missiles. We will take casualties and the commanders on the ground are certain to respond. American planes will be shot down. American soldiers will die. We will sink their carrier. Once that happens it will be impossible to stop this from going nuclear. They are at their Defense Condition 2. Some of the American bombers are holding at failsafe points near our coast. They can launch missiles and have the rest of their bombers in the air within minutes of going to Condition 1."
"If they go to Condition 1 we must attack them immediately," said Colonel-General Brezhnev. "If their bombers reach our soil some will get through."
"My missiles will make sure that they don't," said Lieutenant General Aronov.
"It would be better to halt this before we get to that point," Vysotsky said. "Everyone in this room believes in our destiny, our right to control Eastern Europe. But we are not yet ready to take it by force and hold it. The main enemy is weakening but there are forces within their government that will not hesitate to use nuclear weapons against us. Do any of you seriously believe that we would survive such an attack?"
Everyone knew that the main enemy was America.
"That is the talk of a defeatist," Krupin said.
"It is not defeatist to recognize when it is impossible to win. Remember the wisdom of Sun-Tzu. Retreat used strategically can be as effective as attack to win a war. Better to retreat now and wait until we are stronger."
"We can destroy them," Aronov said.
"Yes, we can," Alexei said. "And they will destroy us, as Gutenberg wanted. No one will win. The Rodina will become a radioactive wasteland. Think of Chernobyl."
Orlov held up his hand. Everyone in the room stopped talking.
"Enough. General Kuznetsov. You are certain that the intelligence you received regarding NATO is accurate?"
"Yes, Mister President."
"Very well. We have been deceived by the false documents Golovkin presented. Our time will come but it is not now. I will call the American president."
Alexei had been holding his breath, waiting to hear what Orlov would say. He let it go.
He hoped it wasn't too late.

CHAPTER 50

Nick hadn't slept for a day and a half. The last time he'd shaved had been the morning of the day they'd gone to see Gutenberg. He wore the same clothes. A wrinkled tan jacket, dark green Dockers and a white shirt open at the collar. The outfit looked long overdue for the laundry.
Selena was just as tired and looked it. Her face was pale, her violet eyes bloodshot from sleeplessness and stress. Even so, she managed to look almost elegant in a black pantsuit and a lavender blouse.
Their plane landed in Washington at six in the morning. Stephanie met them at the airport.
"Welcome home, guys. Thank God you're okay."
"Hi, Steph," Selena said. "Thanks for meeting us."
Stephanie turned to Nick. "Elizabeth wants you to come right in."
"I expected that."
"Any news on Ronnie and Lamont?" Selena asked.
"No."
They got into the car. Nick got in the back seat. Selena sat up front with Stephanie.
"What's happening in the Baltics?" Selena asked.
"The weather has cleared up but everything is on hold. The Russian advance has stopped but they haven't pulled out. The nuke destroyed a sizable chunk of Riga and took out one of their tank battalions and a motorized division. There are thousands of dead and wounded. The airport wasn't damaged and international relief teams are flying in even though war could start at any moment. NATO has been building up their logistics in Lithuania and Estonia. They're ready to attack if the order is given. Rice has held off on the air strikes until we know if Orlov is going to back down. If he doesn't, Rice is going take his foot off the brake."
"Has he talked with Orlov yet?"
"All I know is that they had a brief conversation several hours ago. That was a big improvement and the reason why Rice is holding back."
Stephanie looked at her watch. "There should be a call happening right now."
Traffic was moderate. Forty minutes later they were at Project headquarters. Elizabeth looked up as they came into her office. They took a seat on the couch opposite her desk. The cat jumped up on the couch next to Selena, draped himself across her lap and began purring.
"He's glad you're home," said Elizabeth. "So am I. How's your arm, Nick?"
"I'll be all right. I'm supposed to keep the cast on for a few weeks."
"Selena?"
"I'm fine, Director."
Elizabeth picked up her pen and began turning it around in her hands. "We have to talk about what happened. Ronnie is out of immediate danger but Lamont is in a medically induced coma."
"He's tough," Nick said. "He'll be fine." His voice made it clear he wasn't going to hear anything different.
"I'm sure he will be," Elizabeth said. "But it's going to be quite a while before either one of them will be ready for duty. I'm down to just you and Selena. I need to know how the two of you feel about things."
"What do you mean?" Nick said.
"This has been a bad year. No one would blame you if you said you'd had enough."
Nick was about to answer when Elizabeth's direct line from the White House signaled a call. She picked up.
"This is Director Harker."
"Please hold for the president."
"Rice is calling," Elizabeth said.
"Director Harker, this is the president."
"Good morning, Mister President."
"I'm calling because I want you to know that your team has been instrumental in averting war with Russia."
"That's very good news, Mister President. I'm not sure how you've arrived at that conclusion but thank you. My team is here with me, sir. I'd like to put you on speaker if that's all right."
"That will be fine, Director."
Elizabeth activated the speaker. Selena reached over and took Nick's hand. The cat purred on her lap.
"President Orlov has guaranteed that his forces will withdraw back into federation territory beginning immediately," Rice said. "He is committing significant resources towards the relief effort in the aftermath of the nuclear explosion. The missile launch was not intentional. It appears to have been an electronic problem with the control system on one of their advanced tanks. The tank was destroyed in the explosion, so we'll never really know. He swears that no direct order was given to fire that missile. I believe him."
Elizabeth said. "It made no sense that they would fire a nuke in that situation. An accident explains it."
"It seems that your team acquired information that convinced Orlov he had made a mistake by invading Latvia. He was unusually forthcoming in our conversation. I hope it's the beginning of a better relationship with the Federation in the future. He's a dictator and I don't trust him at all but he's not stupid. When he understood he would be entering a conflict with us and our allies he realized the risk was unacceptable."
"Sir, how close did we come?"
"Close. I was about to go to DEFCON 1 and move to KNEECAP when Orlov called," Rice said.
KNEECAP was the designation for Air Force One when it took over as the airborne presidential command center in a wartime situation. Rice continued.
"They would have responded in kind. I don't think it could have been stopped after that. In that situation there are too many opportunities for someone to make a mistake and there are too many people on both sides who think they can win."
"Yes, sir."
"I understand that two of your people were badly wounded in Germany while you were obtaining that information."
"Yes, sir, they were."
"I am sorry to hear it. Your team has performed an outstanding service for our country. Well done, Elizabeth. Please convey my deepest gratitude and my wishes for a speedy recovery to everyone."
"Thank you, sir, I will."
Rice ended the call.
"His deepest gratitude," Nick said.
"You don't sound like you believe it," Elizabeth said.
"Oh, I believe it all right. At least he's someone I can respect. Rice may be grateful but I don't think anybody else gives a damn. I'd rather have Lamont and Ronnie sitting here than the words."
"You sound bitter, Nick," Stephanie said.
"Maybe I am."
"That brings me back to what I was going to say before the president called," Elizabeth said.
"You mean about whether or not I've had enough?" Nick said.
"Yes. Have you?"
"I won't say I haven't thought about it. Honestly? I don't know. I need some time to think."
Elizabeth said, "What about you, Selena?"
Selena looked down at the cat and scratched him behind the ear.
"You're right about it being a bad year," she said. "I wouldn't want to have another one like this. I'm like Nick, I need some time to think about it."
"I understand," Elizabeth said. "I won't pretend that I'm happy about it but I understand. Take two weeks. Go away from here and heal up. But I need a definite answer when you return."
"That's fair," Nick said. "Is there anything else, Director?"
"No, that's all. You heard what the president said. I want to tell you the same thing. The four of you have made a difference, even if no one except us ever knows about it."
Nick stood. Selena lifted Burps off her lap and rose with him.
"We'll see you in two weeks," Nick said.
Outside in the hall Nick said to Selena, "I don't think I've ever been this tired. I feel like I'm walking around in the fog."
"Neither one of us can think straight right now," Selena said. "We need to get away and let things settle before we make any decisions."
"Where should we go?"
"Let's go back to Hawaii," Selena said.

Notes

The Armata T-14 heralds a new generation of tank warfare. It is very fast, very maneuverable and very deadly. The weapons systems are as described in the book. The computer is fully capable of making independent decisions based on its interpretation of the situation. The damaged electronic systems that decide to launch a nuclear missile in the book are not at all beyond the realm of believability. The T-14 is a hint of the future in warfare, when humans may become irrelevant on the battlefield and technology will determine the winners and losers.
The sequence in Germany where the team is riding in a car that goes out of control on black ice is based on an actual experience I had many years ago. If it sounds fantastic, I assure you that it can happen exactly as I described it. It's the kind of experience one never forgets.
The NATO alliance was formed in the aftermath of World War II. Originally designed to provide a shield against a potential Russian invasion of Europe, the development of modern missiles, aircraft and technology has made it obsolete. The next war in Europe might begin as it does in this book with tanks figuring prominently in an invasion but it will not end that way. Stalin's tanks are a thing of the past.
The fundamental tenet of any alliance is that members agree to act together for a common purpose. In NATO's case that purpose is the security of the member states. One only needs to look at the current disagreement about how to deal with a resurgent Russia to see how ineffective NATO really is. Populations in the NATO states are deeply divided about committing troops in any situation and public opinion drives the decisions of the politicians. Germany in particular, perhaps the most important NATO European member, is extremely reluctant to take any action against Russia.
Western propaganda about Russia is noticeably contradictory. On the one hand it is aimed at calming those who fear Russian aggression. On the other, it strives to increase our collective level of fear about the Russian menace. NATO decisions publicly announced about Russia are without much substance. The idea that a "fast deployment force" of five thousand men could make a significant difference against a full-scale Russian invasion in Ukraine (or anywhere else) is ludicrous. Unless, of course, NATO's commanders have bought into the popular myth about Russian military strength.
The Baltic Fleet is as described in the book. Russia's surface Navy is not competitive with the West. The surface Navy may not be a significant force but we are entering a time when submarines again become important. Accordingly, the Russians are expanding their submarine fleet. The Kremlin is on a crash program to refurbish the military forces of the country. It's a subject surrounded by disinformation. I have seen many articles downplaying Russian military strength, implying that their troops are poorly trained, their planes are falling apart, their missiles are old and inaccurate and so on. In other words, the Russians are all hat and no cattle.
Don't believe it.
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