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Аннотация
DOUBLE AGENTS is an explosive spy thriller from #1 Amazon's Bestselling Writer, Ethan Jones, and the fourth novel in his popular Justin Hall series.

The CIA learns that a powerful Chechen terrorist group is plotting a major attack on US soil just as the same group assassinates Russia's Minister of Defense in Moscow. The CIA and the FSB, Russia's internal security service, deeply distrust each other, crippling any CIA efforts to unravel this plot.
Justin Hall and his partner, Carrie O'Conner — two of the Canadian Intelligence Service best operatives — are dispatched to Moscow to secure the FSB's intelligence, which will allow them to discover the plotters. But an FSB spy and a CIA double agent are dead set against this mission.
Justin and Carrie find themselves on the run on treacherous Moscow grounds and are forced to form a shifty alliance with rogue operatives. As loyalties change in the blink of an eye, Justin and Carrie hunt down Chechen militants in their stronghold in Dagestan, to uncover the truth, and to stop the terrorist attack in the US.

This cutting-edge thriller is the hottest page-turner of the winter. Fans of David Baldacci, Vince Flynn, and Brad Thor will love this tensely plotted novel.


Ethan Jones
Double Agents

To the brave women and men defending our country,
whose names we will never know
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Epigraph

“Don’t look back; you are never completely alone.”
“Never get caught.”
Two of The Moscow Rules used by spies
working in Moscow during the Cold War and today



Prologue

Moscow, Russia
November 22, 4:25 p.m.
The shooter looked through the scope of his sniper rifle and focused on the windows of the building across the street. He could see a group of men in suits around an oval table in a large conference room. From the flat roof, he had an excellent vantage point. It provided him an unobstructed view of the headquarters of Russia’s internal security and counterintelligence service, the FSB, in Lubyanka Square.
He lifted his rifle and moved it slowly to the left, as he leaned on the three-foot-high protective wall. The sniper team on the roof of the FSB building, Alpha One, came into his crosshairs view. He nodded slightly at them, then tapped his throat mike. “Alpha Two, we’ve got visual contact.”
“Copy that,” replied the sniper team. “Alpha One confirms the same.”
The shooter dropped his gaze down to the street. Cars crawled in the heavy traffic. People leaving their offices at the end of the workday walked briskly in the light rain. The precipitation had just begun, but the tiny, cold drops prickled the shooter’s face. The temperature was close to freezing, and the rain could turn to snow at any moment. At this hour, the metro stations around the square were full of commuters waiting for their trains.
Four black Mercedes-Benz sedans sat parked by the side exit of the FSB building’s right wing. Russia’s Minister of Defense was one of the men present at this long-planned, high-level meeting with senior security officials. The two sniper teams, along with two others — Alpha Three and Alpha Four, stationed on top of other buildings around Lubyanka Square — were part of the security detail in charge of the Minister’s security.
The shooter pulled the zipper of his scope cover to protect the eyepiece lens from raindrops. They had turned heavy and pounded the roof with a rhythmic, drumming thud. He lifted the hood of his raincoat over his cap, then looked at the man lying next to him. He was his team partner — the spotter — who helped him to set up and carry out a successful shot on target.
“Anything to report?” the shooter asked.
The spotter kept his eye on his scope, a much more powerful version than the shooter’s. He covered the rooftops of adjacent buildings.
“All good,” the spotter replied. “Nothing unusual.”
The shooter glanced at his wristwatch. Five minutes until the end of the meeting, if the meeting ended on time. Handshakes, goodbyes, and the time to get downstairs, perhaps another three, four minutes. The security team outside the conference room would notify them when the Minister was on the move and also before he exited the building. It was a seven- or eight-second walk from the side door to the bulletproof Mercedes-Benz.
The Minister would have no protection during those seven or eight seconds. A short time frame for someone to make an assassination attempt against him. A difficult, but not an impossible mission. That’s why the shooter, the spotter, and the other sniper teams were placed in their positions. They were to intercept any hostile sniper and neutralize all threats.
The shooter tried to relax. This mission was supposed to be easy. At least that’s what he was told. But he knew there was no such thing as an easy mission. The sniper teams had eyes everywhere and covered all directions. The security staff on the ground watched over the activity on the street. A visible police presence surrounded the area. But no one could offer a hundred percent guarantee on the life of the protectee. He was not untouchable, even if he thought so. Many people wanted him dead. Some of those people had the means to carry out their threats, means that reached everywhere.
The shooter took a deep breath and exhaled through his nose. He looked at the thin cloud of frost in front of his face and took another breath.
“There’s movement,” the spotter said. “The meeting’s over.”
The shooter focused back on the windows and peered through his scope. The Minister smiled and shook hands. A moment later, the Minister moved out of his sight.
“Target’s on the move. I repeat, target is on the move,” came over his earpiece.
It was Beta One, the security detail positioned outside the conference room.
“Copy that,” said Alpha One.
“Copy that,” said the shooter.
The other two sniper teams confirmed they had received the new intelligence.
“Two minutes to exit,” the same strong voice from Beta One informed them. “We’re on the move.”
The spotter slid his scope along the skyline and covered the nearest buildings to the FSB headquarters, their roofs, and their windows.
The shooter tightened his grip around the wet sniper rifle.
His true mission awaited him. It was time.
* * *
A large man stepped out of the second Mercedes-Benz and stood by its rear doors. One of the Minister’s bodyguards. The hard rain soaked him, yet he stood there stoically and waited to open the car door at the right time.
Another bodyguard stood ready with a large, black umbrella just outside the side door. Two uniformed police officers observed the area in front of the door, although it was within the cordoned-off parking lot. Another pair of plainclothes agents of the Ministry of Defense braved the rain outside their unmarked cars beyond the parking lot gate.
The shooter heard Beta One’s voice over his headset, “Sixty seconds.”
“Copy that,” he said.
He looked at the spotter, as he turned off his mike and his earpiece. The spotter was focused on his observation. The shooter tapped his partner on the shoulder as he moved slightly behind him. When the man turned his head, the shooter grabbed it with both hands. He slid his right arm under the spotter’s head, ripped the spotter’s throat mike from his neck, and put the man into a sleeper hold, as he lowered him behind the wall.
The spotter fought back, but the shooter kept his tight grip around the man’s neck. His fingers dug deep into the spotter’s skin. He pushed the spotter down, climbed on top of him, and rested all his body weight on the man’s back. The spotter tried to unlock the shooter’s strong fingers. The shooter increased the pressure on the spotter’s neck and throat. The man was slowly slipping into unconsciousness, but his survival instincts kept him in the fight. His hands reached for the shooter’s arms, then for his head. His grip was weak, and the shooter kept his hold on the dying man. The shooter pushed the spotter’s face down against the roof’s wall and tried to muffle any noise of their fight.
“What’s that scraping noise?” asked Beta One.
The shooter heard the voice through the spotter’s earpiece. He could not answer it, but also could not allow the spotter to do so. He moved his left hand over the spotter’s mouth to mute any calls for help. His right hand brushed away the throat mike, which had fallen by the spotter’s face.
“I repeat, what’s the noise?”
The other sniper teams came on air and reported they could hear a noise, but they were not sure of its source. The spotter tried to shout, but his voice came out as a weak rasp. He tried to bite the shooter’s hand cupped in front of his mouth, but the hand was just beyond the reach of his teeth.
Another voice said, “This is Alpha One, we’ve lost visual on Alpha Two.”
“Alpha Two, problems?” said Beta One.
The shooter squeezed out what little life still remained in his partner. He shoved the spotter’s body away, took a few seconds to slow down his breathing, then turned on his headset. “Negative. Slipped and fell. We’re good.”
He peered over the wall and nodded at Alpha One across the street. They nodded back at him.
“All right, everyone in position,” Beta One said.
“Alpha Two, where’s your spotter?” someone asked.
The shooter cursed under his breath. “He’s… he’s cleaning his gear. The rain…”
He hoped no one would ask to see the spotter.
“Thirty seconds,” Beta One said.
The shooter readied his rifle. He leaned over the wall and pointed it at the building to his left. He swept its roof and paused for a split second at the sniper nest of Alpha Three. Then he dropped his aim an inch or so and scanned the top-floor windows of the FSB building.
“Ten seconds,” said the same voice.
It was enough time.
He realigned his aim with the side door and waited for his target.
“Alpha Two, what are you doing?”
The voice had to be from Alpha One, the closest to his position. The one he feared would uncover his mission’s true intentions. But not before he took his kill shot.
“Alpha Two, copy? What’s going on?”
He needed to concentrate, so he removed his headset. He began to count down the seconds. His hands became one with the rifle and his finger rested on the trigger guard. His breathing slowed down almost to a stop. His body was frozen in position as he waited for his target to come into his crosshairs.
The side exit door opened. A bodyguard stepped out, followed by another bodyguard. The third man to exit was the Minister.
The shooter acquired his target and pulled the trigger.
The bullet cut through the air and pierced the target’s chest underneath his heart. The Minister collapsed backwards, and blood gushed from his wound.
The shooter fell back and hid behind the roof’s wall even before his target hit the ground. A bullet hissed by his position and missed his head by a couple of inches. Another one banged against the wall and tore concrete slivers that pricked his neck. The other sniper teams had turned their guns on him.
He began the second stage of his mission: the exit. It was ten times harder than the first stage. He slithered over the rough, wet surface of the roof and dragged his rucksack behind him with his left hand. Bullets zipped past him. Alpha One, he thought. They were at the same height as his position.
A bullet struck an electrical box a foot away from him. Sparks flew over his body. Another round hit almost at the same place. More sparks.
He dodged the danger zone, kept his head down, and advanced with a low crawl. He gained about twenty feet in a few seconds and turned past a large compartment housing a ventilation unit.
The gunfire continued. Bullets thumped against the gray brick walls and lifted good-sized chunks. The shooter waited for a pause in the volley. The entrance to the nearest staircase was about ten feet away. He would be exposed for two or three seconds. Alpha One only needed a second to put a bullet in his head.
The pause came, and he launched forward, like a sprinter at the starter’s gunshot.
One second.
Nothing.
Two seconds.
He could make it.
Three seconds.
The entrance was a foot away.
Then the shot came.
The bullet cut through his left thigh. The shooter screamed. His leg caved in, and he plunged hard against the staircase wall. He struggled to get to his knees and dragged his body out of harm’s way. Two more bullets clanged against the wall, but he was safe.
For the moment.
* * *
The shooter stared at his bloodied leg. The sharp pain told him his leg was useless. He tried to put some weight on it and screamed in agony.
The mission was the only thing that flashed in his mind. The unfinished mission. His target was down, but his job was far from over. He still needed to reach the metro.
He put his shoulders against the wall and used his strong arms to climb to his right foot. He leaned over the metal rail and used it to carry some of his weight, as he took the first step down the stairs. He winced and dragged his dead foot behind him. He took another step, then the next, and clenched his teeth every time his left foot touched the concrete steps.
The shooter reached the next floor and paused to catch his breath. The gunshots had ceased, but he could hear police sirens blasting their deafening alarms. By now the building was surrounded. The Minister’s bodyguards and the rest of the security teams would tear apart each floor and hunt him like an animal. His initial exit plan had been to rappel out of a seventh-floor office window on the far end of the building after collecting a backpack full of explosives hidden in that office. That was no longer an option.
He pulled a submachine gun out of his rucksack. It had thirty bullets, plus another thirty in an extra magazine. It was decent firepower, but not enough to get him out of this mess.
If I go down, it will be on my own terms.
He glanced at the blood trail on the steps and twisted the doorknob. The door opened, and he hobbled his way inside the hall. This floor had offices, but the hall was empty, and most of the doors were closed.
He took about a dozen or so steps before someone noticed him. A red-headed woman screamed when she saw him. The shooter raised his finger to his mouth, but the woman kept screaming. He waved her off with his gun, but the damage was done. Heads popped out of office doors. A middle-aged man with an aura of prestige and power, displayed in his well-fitting black suit and fearless eyes, made his way through the hall.
“What’s going on?” he asked the shooter. “Who are you?”
“The one who calls the shots around here.” He raised his gun and leveled it at the man’s head.
The man’s aura of power was broken in pieces, but his eyes still showed no fear. He just blinked, as if he did not understand the shooter’s words. This isn’t the first time a gun has been pointed at his head.
The shooter threw a quick glance around. The elevators were to the left. A ping announced someone’s arrival. The doors opened, and a young man stepped out of an elevator. He turned the other way and swung down the hall, oblivious to the situation, immersed in whatever sounds came from his wraparound headphones.
A large conference room was to the right. The shooter made his decision. “This way,” he gestured to the fearless man. “Get inside. You and you,” he called at the other people. “All of you. Move it!”
The man in the suit did not budge. He stared at the shooter’s face. Rage and hate came out loud and clear in the set of his clenched jaw.
“Are you deaf? Move it!” the shooter shouted.
He punctuated his order with a gunshot. The bullet smashed a glass door. Two women shrieked.
The man in the suit turned around. “In the conference room. No panic. Everything will be fine,” he said to the others.
No, it won’t, the shooter thought. The security teams that had stormed the building would attempt to negotiate the hostages’ release. They would promise to let him go, but it would not happen. He had just shot the Minister of Defense. They would never let him walk free. He was going to die today, in this building, but not before he sent as many people as he could to meet their Maker.
He called to an old woman who stood as if frozen in her office doorway. She staggered toward the conference room with moans and cries. He stole a quick glance behind his back and dragged his leg. A large bloodstain had formed on the gray carpet.
“Hurry up, move it,” he said and herded the last of his hostages inside the room.
He shuffled behind them, just as the elevator dinged. The loud thuds of heavy boots told him who had just arrived to his party.
“Get down, down, all of y—”
He did not see the kick that sent an agonizing bolt of pain through his leg. He heard the loud shouts of the man in the suit, who had attacked him. The shooter held on to the doorknob to keep from falling to the floor.
The man in the suit struck him in the back of his head with a clenched fist. The hard blow almost blinded him. He turned his submachine gun in the direction of the blow and let off a quick burst. The large windows’ glass exploded as bullets ripped through in a zigzag pattern.
Strong wind gusts and heavy rain from outside and high-pitched screams from inside swept through the room. He was not sure if he had hit the man in the suit, so the shooter looked around the room for him. But he had disappeared. Perhaps he’s behind a table or the large wooden stand at the corner.
His eyes were watery from the pain, but he raised his gun. He took two steps along the burst-out windows. He pushed a young woman crouched behind a chair out of the way and almost tripped over the leg of an old man next to her.
The shooter aimed his gun at the stand and shouted, “Now you’ll die, you piece of—”
A bullet slammed into his left arm before he could pull the trigger. He turned his head. A man in a military uniform had an assault rifle pointed at him from across the hall. The bullet had drilled a perfect hole in the glass panel that separated the conference room from the hall.
“Drop it, drop your gun!” shouted the man in uniform.
The shooter grinned. He glanced at the hostages, then at his submachine gun.
He raised his weapon and shouted, “Allahu akbar.”
The man in uniform was faster on his trigger. He squeezed off a round, then another, advancing to the shooter.
The bullets tore through the shooter’s body.
Their impact knocked the shooter backwards. He grasped for breath and leaned toward the window for support. His body found only air because his own bullets had already shattered the glass. He fell out of a seventh-floor window. He screamed as his body twisted and he plunged down headfirst. A large red “M”—the sign of the metro station entrance outside the building — came up fast. The shooter splattered over the sign and impaled himself on the metal post. His eyes blinked as he drew in his last breath. The metro station entrance was the last thing he saw before his eyes closed forever.

Chapter One

Northern Grozny, Chechnya
November 22, 7:30 p.m. local time
The courier drove a battered, box-shaped Volvo slowly through the pothole-ridden alleys. The car drew no second glances from occasional bystanders braving the evening’s icy winds. The courier liked it that way. He did not want anyone remembering a car going through their neighborhood. The men he was meeting tonight demanded the utmost secrecy. They had stayed alive for this long despite the warrants, the rewards, and the hunt for them. The masterminds of the Islamic Devotion Movement — one of the strongest groups in Chechnya fighting to create an Islamic state in the region — were always alert. They surrounded themselves with people to whom they taught the importance of such secrecy.
Two months ago, one of the IDM’s couriers had been careless, letting the name of a guest in a certain safe house escape his tongue. Spetsnaz, the Russian Special Forces, had gotten wind of the name and the location. They had launched an attack resulting in the death of several IDM senior members. The next day, the IDM had beheaded the betraying courier and had broadcasted the horrific video over jihadist and extremist Islamic websites, a grim warning to everyone against dropping their guard.
The Volvo driver was determined not to lose his head. He had followed all instructions, had stopped nowhere and had double-checked for tails and suspicious activities along the way. He was on time and he was bringing good news about their operations. Well, mostly good news.
He took another turn. His eyes went to the rearview mirror, but no cars appeared behind him. He scanned both sides of the road. A thin snow blanket covered most of the small yards around the two-story houses. Some of the windows were lit, but no one stood outside.
The safe house was a block away. It was small and painted gray and without any distinctive features. It was identical to the ones next to it, homes of loyal IDM members. The lights were off, but many eyes observed the road in front of those two houses. High-level leaders came to this neighborhood on a regular basis, and the two houses served as the first line of defense in case of an attack.
The courier drove past the safe house and parked in the back alley, around the corner. He stepped outside into the freezing cold. A gust of bitter wind threatened to snatch away his fur cap. He cursed the winter, secured the cap on his head, and tightened his parka’s collar. He made his way to the back door of the safe house, watching his steps for ice patches.
The door opened before he reached it.
“Salam Alaykum,” the courier greeted two young men who waited for him just inside the doorway.
The common Arab greeting meant “peace be upon you.”
“Alaykum Salam,” one of the young men replied.
His words meant “And peace unto you.”
He moved his AK rifle hanging from his shoulder out of the way. They hugged closely as if they had not seen each other in years. But it had only been three days since the courier had been sent to Moscow for his mission.
The first young man stood guard by the door and peered at the road through a small window. The courier shared a hug with the second young man, and they both walked down the narrow, dimly lit hallway.
Three men sat on couches in the sparsely furnished living room. Their eyes were glued to a large television screen mounted to the wall. It was tuned to CNN, which broadcasted breaking news about the Moscow assassination. One of the men translated from English into Chechen for the other two.
The courier greeted the men, and they exchanged obligatory embraces. He sat in a chair by the television, and one of the men used the remote to turn down its volume. The images on the screen showed the FSB’s headquarters surrounded by police and other security and military cars. Lubyanka Square was cordoned off to normal traffic. Then two experts began to discuss the assassination and what it meant to Russia’s war on terrorism.
“What good news do you have for us?” asked the older of the men.
He was Sultan Kaziyev, one of the IDM’s senior leaders. In his fifties, he was dressed in a gray robe, and a black prayer cap covered his head. His long, pointed beard reached down to his chest.
“The brutal enemy is dead, as you already know,” the courier spoke in a soft voice and looked in Kaziyev’s direction, but not at his face. The leader disliked it when people much lower in rank believed themselves equal to him and dared to look into his eyes. “They took him to a hospital, but it made no difference.”
The courier reached into one of his inside parka pockets. He pulled out a small USB flash drive. “A video and some pictures of the attack,” he said and handed the device to the man on his left, a close associate of Kaziyev.
The video and the pictures were grainy and mostly blurry. The men who took them were stationed at a considerable distance from the FSB building, and their hands had trembled at the last, crucial moment, but the courier left out those details. When the leader and his associates watched them, he would not be in the same room. Someone else would become the target of their disappointment and wrath.
“We’ll put these on our websites and distribute them through our chat rooms,” said the associate in a strong, throaty voice. “Everyone will know about the success Allah has granted us.”
Kaziyev nodded slowly. His face remained serious. He moved a bony hand in front of his face. “Why didn’t the metro bombing go as planned?” His words came out in a harsh tone, and his eyes pierced the courier.
“Our man was unable to reach the station,” the courier replied in a timid voice. “He completed his first task, but then was shot and fell out of a window.”
Kaziyev grunted. “Hmmm, he should have done better. This mission was prepared carefully a long time ago. The Russian government will increase their security measures. We’ll be hunted down even more by their security forces.”
The courier was tempted to open his mouth to say that the Russian Minister of Defense had been assassinated, and that was a big victory for their organization, but knew better than to disagree with the leader. He nodded and tried to appear as upset as Kaziyev.
“What else do you have?” Kaziyev asked.
“Our man arrived safely in America today. It was a smart decision to send him before the attack. The Russians have tightened their airport checks and have locked down the highways. Your judgment was sound and wise.”
Kaziyev dismissed the not-so-subtle flattery with a hand gesture.
“His new contact information is in the flash drive,” the courier added. “He sent an e-mail and left a message for you. Of course, I haven’t read them.”
The courier’s curiosity had gotten the best of him, and he had read the e-mail, but had made sure he checked its “unread” feature. Learning bits and pieces of intelligence beyond his station in the IDM was his tactic to climb up the ranks. In case of capture by Russian counter-terrorism forces, that intelligence might prove useful to save his life. But he needed to make sure the IDM leaders did not find out, otherwise the Russians would be the least of his worries.
“Good,” Kaziyev said. “We have a package for you to take to Moscow.” He motioned toward his associate, the one who had not yet spoken a word. “You need to deliver it to an address we’ll give you when you arrive in Moscow.”
The associate picked up a heavy duffel bag next to his armchair and gave it to the courier. “Be careful,” he said. “If you’re caught with these explosives…”
No need to finish the sentence. The courier understood. He nodded.
“That’s all,” Kaziyev said.
They exchanged embraces and greetings, and the courier left.
When he was gone, Kaziyev fired up a small laptop and went to the e-mail account set up for communications with their man in America. The message was in the inbox. Kaziyev began to read it:
I arrived an hour ago. The flight and customs checks went without any problems. I’ve already made contact with two of our groups. They’re very excited to get to work. We’re moving toward our goal. I’ll send more information tomorrow.
Kaziyev closed his laptop and grinned. He liked his choice for this mission. His operative in America was a man of few words but a lot of action, a man who had never disappointed him. May Allah bless our cause, so we can teach the infidels in America they’re not beyond our reach. We can and will deal them a strong blow in their own homeland. They will not expect it and will not believe it until they shed their own tears and their own blood.

Chapter Two

North-west Bosnia and Herzegovina
November 29, 2:30 p.m.
Highway M16 cut through the mountainous terrain covered with dense coniferous trees, snaking around the jagged rocks and carving hairpin turns. Justin Hall and Carrie O’Connor, two agents with the Canadian Intelligence Service, were positioned at a hidden vantage point at the edge of the forest. They controlled the zigzag section of the highway below them and could see as far as two miles away in both directions. The second team, composed of Nathan Smyth and Dragan Traskovic, was stationed down below, a mile to the east. They were going to be the first to lay eyes on the oncoming “guests,” which were expected to arrive at any time.
The snow had stopped about fifteen minutes ago. A soft blanket had covered the ground, and it gave the entire landscape a calm, peaceful feel. Almost a Christmas postcard. The temperature was about thirty degrees, and the sunrays bounced off the icy slopes across the highway. It was a perfect day to enjoy nature, go horseback riding or hike through the trails that led to a mountain lake a couple of miles down south. A good time to relax and unwind.
But Justin and his team were not here to relax and delight in the great outdoors.
They were here with a mission.
They were here to kill.
Their target was Razaq Hakim, an Afghan man who had been a member of the mujahedeen— guerrilla fighters engaged in a holy war — during the bloody ethnic conflicts in the Balkans back in the nineties. A horde of mujahedeen from all over the world had flocked into Bosnia to help local Muslims who were being slaughtered by the Serbian and the Croatian regular armies and paramilitary forces. The mujahedeen had amounted to almost three thousand fighters, and they had provided vital help in defending Muslims and training recruits for the Bosnian army.
Most of the mujahedeen had returned to their countries after the end of the conflicts, but a small number, including Hakim, had stayed in Bosnia and had married local women. Along with their combat skills, the mujahedeen had brought their extreme Islamic views and their jihad — holy war against infidels — which they had begun to spread among the local population. Hakim in particular was believed to have participated in a few terrorist acts in Eastern Europe over the last few years.
Justin’s team had been dispatched to assist the Southeast Europe Station operating out of Croatia’s capital, Zagreb. The CIA and the MI6 had provided solid evidence to the Canadians about Hakim’s terrorist involvement. He was financing a terrorist camp to be built in north-east Bosnia, near the village of Gornja Maoca, home of a radical branch of Islam. He had been behind an attack against the American Embassy in Sarajevo the previous year and had channeled almost a million dollars to Islamic rebel fighters in Syria.
The local station in Zagreb had gathered intelligence about Hakim’s current location, future plans, and impressive security detail. He never left the country and always travelled surrounded by heavily armed bodyguards in a small convoy of armored vehicles. They had been with him for a long time, and he paid them quite well with money made through alleged pillaging and black market trade during and after the Balkan conflicts.
The police authorities of Bosnia had no appetite to mount a small war against Hakim’s private army, which removed the option of his arrest. Plus, some of the political leaders of the country considered him a war hero, despite his recent track record. The CIA was not interested in a covert operation to capture Hakim and carry out a prolonged trial against him in the US. Not so soon after the elections, which had given the incumbent President a second term in office. So that eliminated the snatch and grab option and left Justin and his team with one final scenario: an authorized kill.
Justin disliked stepping into another station’s territory and taking charge of its affairs. He would have resented it if agents from other stations came to the scorching hellholes of Egypt, Libya, Sudan, and Somalia that fell under his area of operations and told him how things were done. But he had been given his marching orders, and he was going to follow them.
No matter what the bosses said and no matter how much training an operative had, every hit carried the potential of things getting messy. Even more so when they were supposed to make this kill look like a rough, local job of brute force, not a sophisticated infiltration into one of Hakim’s many mansions around the country. Hakim had made many enemies, but only a few of them would dare to strike such a fierce blow. Justin was counting on the fact that no one would truly miss the man he had been called in to kill, and local authorities would conclude this was a settling of old accounts among rival gangs. In and out, unseen and unhurt, Justin’s boss had said. Justin had made no promises.
The staff of the Zagreb station had no hurt feelings when Justin and his team arrived on the ground a week ago. They offered complete and full cooperation and acted professionally at all times. Justin’s team followed Hakim’s movement for a few days, after they wiretapped his cellphones, his houses, and his cars. They learned about his planned trip and decided on their plans. A dry run showed a couple of flaws in their mission, which they fixed by making a few changes. Then they left the previous night to set up position in the early morning hours and to prepare for the ambush, before anyone got up to travel on the road.
Now they waited for their target.

Chapter Three

North-west Bosnia and Herzegovina
November 29, 2:40 p.m.
“Ten minutes. The target should arrive in ten minutes,” Justin said after he glanced at his wristwatch. He shook the snow off his winter camouflage jacket sleeve and looked at Carrie, stretched on her stomach next to him. Their position was concealed by the natural cover of snow, shrubs, and trees.
Carrie nodded. She looked at the GPS tracking device in her hand, which followed the signal emitted by the tracker embedded deep inside the hood of Hakim’s armored Hummer. The device showed their distance from the vehicle as less than five miles.
“Status?” Justin asked Nathan over the radio.
“Clear and quiet,” Nathan replied. “No movement anywhere.”
Justin peered through his binoculars.
“You’re tense, Justin,” Carrie said. “They’ll show up, and we’ll follow our plan.”
“Yes, I’m just having this unsettling feeling we’ve missed something.”
“Missed what?”
“We didn’t have eyes on him at all times.”
Carrie tilted her head toward Justin. “We couldn’t. His security would make our men. Our contact confirmed he left earlier today, along with his guards. They’ve made no stops.”
Justin nodded, but his jaw remained clenched. He planted his elbows deeper in the snow.
“You’re overthinking it,” Carrie said, “but it will go okay.”
“Many people know about this op. I hope no one had too much to drink and loosened their tongues.”
A recent leak of classified intelligence had almost killed Justin a few weeks earlier. He did not want the same situation to happen again, but he could do little to avoid it.
He shook his head as if to clear his mind of the heavy thoughts. He took a deep breath, the fresh air rushing in through his nostrils, and looked at Carrie.
She smiled. Justin liked her smile. It reassured him to know Carrie had his back. Justin had always worked for the Canadian Intelligence Service and had spent over a decade hunting and killing terrorists all over the world. He had gotten really good at it and was arguably one of the best operatives of the Service.
Carrie had been his partner in almost all operations over the last five years. She came from Joint Task Force Two, the elite counter-terrorism unit of the Special Operation Forces, after two tours of duty in Afghanistan. She could pilot anything with wings or rotors and was an explosives expert. She had no patience for words, instead preferring action. The motto of her former unit was Facta non verba. Deeds, not words.
They waited and listened to the sounds of nature. A woodpecker was hard at work on one of the pines behind them. His hammering reminded Justin of a machine gun rattle. He remembered he had read somewhere how the woodpecker’s brain is cushioned by sponge-like bones inside his skull, so that it is not damaged during the constant drilling. Scientists were trying to replicate the design to create “intelligent” helmets.
A large truck appeared on the highway. Justin followed it through his binoculars as it slowed down to take the turns. The road was icy in parts, but the driver was doing a fine job negotiating his descent.
“We’ve got company,” Nathan’s voice came over the radio.
Justin glanced at the tracking device in Carrie’s hand. The black dot moved fast through the road map. The vehicle was now about a mile and a half away from their position, but less than five hundred yards from Nathan’s and Dragan’s position.
“Do you have visual?” Justin asked and searched the highway’s hairpins through his binoculars.
“Affirmative. Five-Hummer convoy as expected, speeding our way.”
Their tracker was in the third Hummer, the one with Hakim, his wife, and two bodyguards. The other four vehicles carried the rest of the security force, fourteen men in all.
“There they are,” Carrie said and pointed with her hand. “Two o’clock.”
A wind gust blew a couple of twigs close to his face. Justin pushed them out of the way with his snow-covered glove and looked through the scope of his Zastava M91. The Serbian-made sniper rifle gave this job the local touch.
The first Hummer came into his crosshairs. Justin adjusted one of the scope rings as he quickly studied the distance to target. Then he placed his right hand on the trigger guard.
He saw the second Hummer, then the third, as they climbed up the dangerous mountain. They slowed down and steered closer to the middle of the road and away from the fifty-foot drop. The convoy was winding around a steep, tight curve, and the first vehicle was out of sight of the last one.
“Now,” Justin whispered on his throat mike his order to Nathan.

Chapter Four

North-west Bosnia and Herzegovina
November 29, 2:50 p.m.
The remote-controlled explosion rocked the mountainside. A flash of bright orange light engulfed the first Hummer, then an avalanche of large rocks covered it. Gray and black smoke swallowed up the head of the convoy.
A similar blast erupted near the last Hummer. The improvised explosive device — created by stringing together artillery shells, abundant in Bosnia’s weapons black market — ripped through the vehicle. Its destroyed frame turned into a massive fireball.
The veil of smoke had concealed his view, but Justin knew Hakim’s security’s next moves. Faced with an unseen attacker, they had only two options. They would try to navigate around the first stalled Hummer, which was a difficult but not impossible maneuver. Or they would abandon the protection of their armored vehicle and make their escape on foot. The latter option was more dangerous, as they would be exposed to gunfire and would not be able to make it quickly to a safe distance.
The second Hummer appeared through the dispersing smoke cloud and continued to climb up the mountain. It kept a slow pace, the driver waiting for his boss’s Hummer to make it through the tight spot.
They had chosen the first option. Justin had expected that much. He was prepared for the other option as well. Carrie stood behind a PK machine gun mounted on a bipod. It could fire up to seven hundred and fifty rounds per minute, and in Carrie’s capable hands it was deadly accurate at six hundred yards, their distance from the highway. Justin was already one move ahead of the target, preparing for the next step in his plan.
There was no sign of the third Hummer. Justin wondered if Hakim had made the crazy decision to order his driver to turn around or drive in reverse, a move he had not even considered. That would be suicide.
Justin kept his gaze on the first Hummer. Its occupants had decided to play it safe and stay behind their steel plates and reinforced windows. He was not sure if those were their orders or if at this point they were just trying to save their own skins.
He was getting ready to radio Nathan for an update. His position further down and closer to the highway gave him a clearer view of the convoy’s tail. But the wind was blowing the smoke downwards, blocking Nathan’s line of sight.
Then the third Hummer moved lazily into the open. The driver struggled to maintain control of the vehicle. The Hummer in front of him picked up speed. That seemed to encourage the driver to follow suit. The two Hummers rounded the next curve.
Justin followed their movement in his sniper’s scope.
“The last Hummer is gunning up to catch the rest of the team,” Carrie said.
“Well, not so fast,” Justin said.
He reached for the remote control next to him. His team had placed the third explosive charge just where the highway formed another hairpin turn. They had used a tall pine to mark the exact location. Justin counted the seconds until Hakim’s Hummer reached that point.
He flipped the switch on his remote control the moment the front wheels of the Hummer lined up with the pine. The explosion was smaller than the previous two, but it was still quite powerful. The pine tree collapsed on the highway and blocked one of its two lanes a few feet in front of the vehicle. The blast wave cracked the Hummer’s windows, and a massive amount of soil, branches, and roots were hurled against the vehicle.
“They’re moving out,” Carrie said.
Justin aligned his sniper rifle with the second passenger door.
The driver and the front passenger opened their doors at the same time. They stepped outside, their assault rifles at the ready, and their eyes began to scan the forest for signs of attackers’ positions.
After a few tense seconds, the driver stood in front of the Hummer, his head still moving left and right, as he searched for the invisible enemy. The other man walked toward the back of the Hummer.
He opened the door, and a woman stepped outside. She ducked, as the man pulled her out and gently pushed her forward. She began to run toward the driver, who turned around and encouraged her to keep running.
Justin placed his finger on the trigger.
Hakim stepped outside his Hummer. He did not look frightened, but enraged. He had a pistol in his hand, and he moved in quick steps, as he headed toward the safety of the forest.
Justin pulled the trigger.
The bullet hit the target on his left side.
It was a perfect shot. Even if Hakim was wearing a bulletproof vest underneath his black coat, the bullet would have pierced his flesh right where the straps of the vest joined together and offered little protection. Justin usually aimed for the neck or the head of his enemies. But that was at a closer range, not six hundred feet away.
Hakim collapsed against the hood of his Hummer. The man next to him peered in the direction of the shot, his rifle raised to his eye level. He had located the general area, but had not pinpointed yet the exact location of the sniper.
Justin’s crosshairs rested on the man’s silhouette.
Carrie said, “The target’s still alive.”
The driver had knelt next to his boss and was holding up his head. Then he leaned over and began a frantic mouth-to-mouth, along with regular pressing down on Hakim’s chest.
Justin could not allow the driver to finish his life-saving exercise.
At the risk of being discovered, he aimed at Hakim and pressed the trigger. The bullet this time found Hakim’s head, ending his life and the driver’s revival attempts. But it also gave away Justin’s and Carrie’s position.
The other man fired a quick burst. Bullets struck a dozen yards away from them. The man readjusted his aim, raised the barrel of his rifle, and let off a long volley.
A few rounds stripped the bark off the trees to Justin’s left, six, seven feet away. He looked through the scope and fired another shot. The round slammed into the man’s chest and knocked him to his knees. Justin’s next shot flattened him to the ground.
The driver fired off a few rounds. He had slid underneath the Hummer, behind the front wheels. The woman stood a few feet away from the vehicle, frozen in place.
More guards rushed out of the other Hummers. They began to fire long barrages as they secured positions around the highway.
Bullets struck around the sniper’s nest. Justin and Carrie were under full attack. Sooner or later they were going to get hit if they stayed in place.
“Open fire?” Nathan asked over the radio.
“Negative. Do not engage. Unarmed woman,” Justin replied.
A bullet whizzed past his head and broke a branch off the beech tree behind him. Justin lowered his head and slid to the left, sheltering himself partially behind a pine’s thick trunk. He pulled his rifle, folded its bipod, and looked through the scope.
The woman ran bent at the waist. She stooped over Hakim’s body and shook it. Then she looked directly in Justin’s direction. Tears flowed down her face. She cried out something he could not decipher, then reached down next to the dead man’s feet.
Justin thought she was going for the rifle lying nearby, so he pulled the trigger. The woman stopped moving, her arm stretched halfway toward the gun. A second later, she twitched, and her hand dropped a couple of inches away from Hakim’s.
“Fire at will, fire at will,” Justin said.
Carrie’s machine gun began its thundering rattle. Bullets rained over the Hummers. Nathan and his partner had also joined the fight. Justin saw their muzzle flashes, and a few of the guards fall underneath their barrages.
He observed the battleground again. Two guards were sprawled by Hakim’s dead body. The woman’s body also lay there, her face looking up at the blue sky. Return fire came from three different positions: one was behind the front Hummer, and the other two along the edge of the highway. The guards’ shots were getting more precise. A bullet bored a hole on the other side of the pine’s trunk. The thud rang loud, and the trunk exploded in a hail of shards.
“Fall back,” Justin said in a calm voice. “Return to the transport.”
Carrie tightened her gloves and slithered backwards. Justin slid his hand over the sniper rifle, then squeezed a parting shot, which hit one of the guards in his leg. He would have liked to take the rifle with him, but he knew it was not a good idea. The local authorities would find the weapons and would blame some local warlord for the ambush. His fingerprints were not on the weapon or anything else around the area, and neither were Carrie’s.
They pulled their knapsacks and began their retreat through the thick woods. Justin led them down the same trail they had come up earlier that morning. They took a few turns and followed broken branches that marked their exit route. The transport — two old, unappealing, yet powerful BMWs, one silver and one white — was hidden amidst the thick brush behind a couple of abandoned cabins about two miles away.
Justin slowed down the pace and became more alert as they reached the meeting point. He heard footsteps ahead of them and fell behind a thick oak tree. Through the canopy of branches he spotted Nathan and his partner just arriving at the cabins.
“Anyone followed you?” Justin asked them.
“No, we’re clean,” Nathan replied and shook his head.
“Good. You did some great stuff with the explosives, guys,” Justin said and tapped their shoulders. “It all went well, and we completed our task.”
Nathan nodded. “Thanks.”
“We’ll meet you at the safe house,” Justin said.
“For sure,” Nathan said.
“Drive safe and be safe,” said Carrie.
“You too,” replied Nathan.
Justin got behind the wheel of the silver BMW. He drove slowly down a dirt path, which soon connected to a country road. They would travel through a series of villages and small towns until they reached Sarajevo, the capital of Bosnia, in the evening. Nathan and his partner would follow behind at a considerable distance. The traffic police would find nothing compromising on them or in the cars if they decided to stop them. They carried no weapons, no illegal items, and travelled under the protection of Canadian diplomatic passports.

Chapter Five

Sarajevo, Bosnia and Herzegovina
November 29, 7:00 p.m.
Justin and Carrie were the first to arrive at their safe house, which was a small apartment on Marshall Tito Street in downtown Sarajevo. Nathan and Dragan joined them about ten minutes later. No one had experienced any problems during the drive.
Justin made coffee, and they sat in the living room. Carrie turned on a Sony television set on a stainless steel and glass entertainment unit, and they watched the evening news. The police had arrived at the scene before the news crews. They had cordoned off the area and were keeping reporters at bay. Bodies covered by white sheets were lifted onto gurneys and wheeled into ambulances. A couple of fire trucks were on one side. They had quenched the Hummers that had caught fire, and pools of white foam were still visible around the burned vehicles. Six or seven people in civilian clothes were roaming beyond the police line, scrutinizing the area around the Hummers, pointing at things and taking notes.
Images switched to the news studio, where two talking heads started to discuss what Justin supposed was the shootout.
“What are they saying?” he asked Dragan, who spoke Bosnian, Croatian, and Serbian, all three languages of Bosnia and Herzegovina.
“Recapping the story and guessing who’s behind it,” Dragan replied. “According to the voiceover when they were rolling the shots from the highway, the police count is of eight dead and six wounded.”
Justin asked, “Any women among the dead?”
“Yes. One of the casualties is reported to be a woman. No name.”
Justin bit his lip and slowly shook his head. He knew the name of the woman he had shot during the ambush.
Dragan continued, “The police spokesman said they suspect this was the job of local criminal networks, but they gave no names. They’re said Hakim was known to the police because of his ties to drugs and arms trafficking.”
“Are they saying anything about his religious extremism?” asked Carrie.
“No. The police do not like to admit Bosnia has a terrorist problem. They’ll be quick to call this a revenge hit, a payback from someone Hakim had crossed in the past in his shady deals.”
“Have they found the places from where we attacked the convoy?” Justin asked.
“No, but the police are searching the forest. They have talked to the survivors, and it is only a matter of time before they discover them.”
Justin shrugged. “It doesn’t matter. They’ll not be able to link us to this shooting, and we’ll be gone tomorrow.”
Dragan nodded.
“Nathan and Dragan, will you get us some supper?” Justin asked them.
“Sure thing, boss,” Nathan replied. “What do you want to eat?”
Carrie ordered a goat cheese salad and fig pudding. Justin got rice with cevapi, the local version of lamb and beef kebobs, served with flatbread and roasted vegetables. Nathan took Dragan’s advice and chose chorba, a thick soup of meat and vegetables, burek, a meat-filled pastry, and baklava, the famous dessert full of walnuts and drenched in honey.
Justin brewed a fresh pot of coffee in the kitchen, while Nathan and Dragan went to pick up their supper from the Mediterranean Café a few blocks away from their apartment. He filled two cups and sat down on the uncomfortable leather sofa next to Carrie.
“I think I screwed up today,” he said in a low voice after he handed Carrie her cup.
Her hand froze in mid-air, and she gave him a sideway glance.
“Why? Oh, the woman,” she said.
“Yes. I killed an innocent woman.”
Carrie sighed. She put her cup on the coffee table.
“She was reaching for a gun, so she could shoot at us.”
Justin looked into the distance, somewhere beyond the half-shut Venetian blinds in the kitchen window. He ran his hands through his thick black hair, then turned his gaze to Carrie. “She was trying to hold her husband’s hand.”
Carrie peered deep into his eyes. “Are you absolutely, a hundred percent, sure?”
Justin shook his head. “No, I’m not.”
“There’s your answer. In the middle of the gunfight, with a millisecond to think and make a decision, you did the right thing. That’s what our report will say, and McClain will have no problem accepting our version of the story.”
James McClain was the CIS Director General of Intelligence for the North Africa Division and their direct boss. Justin did not work for McClain; Justin worked for his country. And Carrie did not work for Justin. They worked together.
“I’m not worried about that,” Justin said with a shrug. His voice had grown stronger, firmer. “He’s curious, and he’ll ask plenty of questions, but we have all the answers.”
“Then what? You’re worried he’ll make you see a shrink?”
Justin laughed, mostly to cover his uneasiness. “I have to see Faith Thompson for my annual psyche eval.”
“And how does that make you feel?” Carrie asked, barely containing her laugher.
“I’d rather step into Taliban territory armed with just a toothpick.” He groaned. “Joking aside, my sessions with Faith have helped me deal with some of my stress and anger, so I can concentrate on the task at hand and better navigate in the fog around me. I just don’t like her bringing everything to a full circle and explaining most things by referring to my hate for my dad and to my mom’s absence.”
Carrie nodded. She knew all these details about Justin’s past. They had dated for some time before deciding they were better off being friends. During that time, Justin had often emptied his heart’s secrets. His mother had driven off a bridge in her car when he was eleven years old. The police had concluded it was an accident and had blamed the dark night and the icy roads. But Justin was privy to information unknown to the police officers. He had witnessed the verbal abuse and the physical threats when his father was around and the neglect and the abandonment when he was gone on his long business trips. His mother’s death had not been an accident.
Justin grew up fast and strong, so he could stand up to his father and to everyone else who threatened the people he loved. He had been too young and powerless to be there for his mother, but was not going to let that happen again to anyone else in his life. As soon as he could, he joined the Service, which gave him a second family or perhaps the only family he ever had.
Carrie said, “Things are getting better with your dad, aren’t they?”
Justin shrugged. “Well, we talk and we see each other more often now. But things are still mostly tense. People think you can make up for lost years and decades in a matter of weeks and months. You can’t.”
Carrie nodded. She looked straight into Justin’s eyes.
“I’m worried Anna will be in the same situation as that woman today. Someone is targeting me, and she ends up caught in the crossfire.”
Anna, Justin’s fiancée, used to work for CIS Legal Services in Ottawa, Canada, but to avoid any conflicts of interest, she had moved to the private sector. She was now an in-house counsel for the Canadian Division of Vigorsoul Pharmaceuticals, a manufacturer of medicines, vaccines, and health products.
“I understand,” Carrie said slowly. She reached over with her hand, touched Justin’s arm, and rubbed his shoulder. “It’s all right to worry about her safety. But her situation is very different. She’s not involved in your day-to-day operations, and you’re not a criminal and an extremist. And don’t forget that Anna used to work for the Service. She knows how to take care of herself in any situation.”
Justin took a sip of his coffee. “I know all that, but the reach of our enemies stretches worldwide. Anna was almost killed during that car bomb explosion in New York.”
“All I’m saying is don’t panic and make an irrational decision.” Carrie brought her cup to her lips. “Hmmm, this is some good coffee, Justin. Much stronger than the first batch.”
Nice change of conversation, Justin thought, but smiled at Carrie. He could not protect Anna all the time. Even if it were possible, she would not have any of it. And death could come at any moment to her, for life was full of dangers. Traffic accidents and grave illnesses. Even a seasonal flu could turn fatal.
Justin sighed and sipped his coffee. It went against his instincts, but he had to trust that Anna was going to be safe and take care of herself, as she had done throughout all this time.

Chapter Six

Ottawa, Canada
November 30, 9:20 p.m.
Their long intercontinental flight with two layovers in Munich, Germany, and Montreal, Canada, finally came to an end for Justin and Carrie around 9:20 p.m. when they landed at the Ottawa Macdonald-Cartier International Airport. Dragan had gone back to his Southeast Europe Station in Zagreb, and Nathan had returned to Egypt, to the CIS Cairo Station responsible for operations throughout Northern Africa.
The CIS Cairo Station was technically the base of operations for Justin and Carrie. However, recently they had found themselves more often either in Ottawa, receiving orders for covert operations, or in remote parts of the world well beyond their geographical designation to execute those covert operations. They were spending fewer and fewer days in Cairo, which sat well with Justin. After almost eight years of navigating and surviving the complicated politics and occasionally chaotic movements of that region — especially after the Arab Spring, which did not bring exactly the winds of change expected by the Western world — he was glad his stationing was coming to an end. Secretly, he was looking forward to a change in scenery. A few positions were supposed to come up in Europe and Asia, and Justin had given some serious thought to submitting his application.
McClain had been kind enough to allow his operatives to take the evening off, scheduling a briefing at the CIS headquarters for the next day at 9:00 a.m. Justin and Carrie waited for their luggage while talking about what restaurant to pick for their late supper, since Anna was in Toronto and was flying back to Ottawa around midnight. Carrie wanted to try a new Italian pizzeria that had just opened on George Street. Justin was not exactly in a pizza mood, but he would not mind a plate of olive-oil-drizzled shrimp tortellini.
As the red light of the luggage carousel began to flash — indicating it was going to spew off their suitcases right away — a breaking news edition started on one of the television screens that hung from the ceiling. Justin told Carrie he was going to listen to the news. Carrie nodded and began to check her cellphone voicemail. Justin walked closer to the screen and listened to the blonde anchorwoman:
“…Russian officials who chose to remain unidentified confirmed a breakthrough in the investigation of Russia’s Minister of Defense assassination earlier last week. Three men were arrested outside Moscow, suspected of involvement in this terrorist act. Details are scarce, but they were found in possession of explosives and firearms. Sources close to the investigation report that the three have close ties to the Islamic Devotion Movement, the largest and the most active terrorist organization in Chechnya and the wider region, which has claimed responsibility for the assassination. For a deeper analysis, join us later on this evening at—”
His BlackBerry vibrated in his left side jacket pocket. Justin checked the ID on the screen. It was his boss, McClain.
“How are you doing, sir?” Justin said and moved away from the television screen and the crowd of people. He walked fast toward an empty counter of a small, local airline.
“Very well, thanks. How was your flight?” McClain said in his usual firm, yet calm, tone.
“Uneventful. Safe. How are things in the office?”
“Things are good. Is Carrie with you?”
Justin stood on his tiptoes but could not see Carrie because of the flow of people swarming around the carousel, dragging their luggage, or looking for it.
“We’re still at the airport, collecting our suitcases. She should be somewhere around here. Do you need to talk to her?”
“No, no. Just wanted to make sure she’s not within earshot. I must discuss with you an issue of a sensitive nature.”
Justin stepped closer to the wall and placed another three feet of distance between himself and the closest people wandering about twenty yards away from the airline counter. “I’m listening,” he said.
“I’ve been invited to a business lunch tomorrow. Raffaello’s on Clarence Street. A short walk from the US Embassy.”
Justin nodded. “Yes, I know the place. They make a wicked black truffle soup.”
“It’s delicious. But I’m not going there for the food. My business involves two senior NCS officials.”
“NCS as in the CIA’s National Clandestine Service?”
“Yeah, those guys.” McClain’s voice took on a cold, unpleasant tone.
“Why didn’t they pick their embassy or the CIA station for a meeting?”
“It has to be low-key.”
“What’s the purpose of this meeting?”
“They want a favor.”
Justin frowned. “What favor?”
McClain sighed. “They didn’t say. Just that it’s very important and very urgent.”
“Of course it is.” Justin felt the sarcasm was clear in his voice, and he did not need to say another word.
“At least this time they’re being upfront with what they want from us. I want you to join me at this meeting. I have a feeling their favor might have something to do with you.”
Yes, that’s what I’m afraid of as well, Justin thought.
“Even if it doesn’t,” McClain continued, “you’ll be in the loop about this favor. We’ll have to work closely with our NCS counterparts.”
Justin did not say anything but mulled over McClain’s words. Recently, the Prime Minister of Canada and the US President had met for a short visit in Ottawa. It was the President’s first international trip after her re-election. It underlined the importance of enhancing relations between the two countries and one of the top priorities for the US administration: improving the state of security in North America. The two leaders had directed all officials of their intelligence communities to increase their cooperation, to exchange information on a timely basis, and to intensify their efforts in protecting all citizens of both the United States of America and Canada. Slowly, but surely, such a directive was being reflected and implemented in the work of mid-level officers like McClain and operatives on the ground like Justin.
“Justin, what are you thinking about?”
Justin found his throat parched. He coughed before answering, “How much of this has to do with improving cooperation between our two agencies and how much with the scandal surrounding Adams?”
Travis Adams was the former Deputy Director and Director of the Counterterrorism Center of the NCS. He had been forced into retirement after an illegal arms trade scandal came to light, where US-made weapons ended up in the hands of terrorists. Justin had played a crucial role in Adams’s fall from grace.
It was McClain’s turn to go silent.
Justin saw Carrie waving at him. She had collected their suitcases and was walking toward him, pushing a luggage cart. Justin gestured at her to give him in a minute while he finished his phone call.
“Sir, you’re still there?” he said, turning around. Carrie was able to read lips, a technique she had perfected during years of training, before she joined the Canadian Army as an investigator. With that and interpreting facial expressions and body language, it would take Carrie five seconds to understand Justin’s conversation.
“Yes, I’m still here. I’m thinking about what you said. It’s not in the NCS’s best interest to bring up Adams’s affair. Not when they’re asking for a favor. They’ll have to bury the hatchet.”
“Hmmm, I’m not so sure, but we’ll give the NCS the benefit of the doubt. It’s been over two months since Adams’s sacking, so perhaps they have moved past him and old grievances.”
“Let’s hope so,” McClain said. His voice rang warmer, truthful. “We’re meeting with Ms. Margaret Moore and Mr. Aaron Podolsky. Moore is Adams’s replacement and Podolsky is the new Associate Deputy Director of Operations in the Counterintelligence Center.”
Justin nodded. New blood. Maybe a new approach. Friendlier.
“I’ve already pulled the files on both of them. I’ll give them to you tomorrow at our briefing,” McClain said.
“All right, sir.”
“That’s all. Enjoy the rest of the evening.”
“You too.”
Justin ended the call and turned around. Carrie was sitting on a bench near a coffee shop. The hall was almost empty. A single piece of unclaimed luggage was going around on the carousel.
“Bad news?” she asked when Justin got close to her.
“No. A work-related issue.”
Carrie paused, then pushed a wayward curl behind her left ear. Her auburn hair was flowing down her shoulders. “I’ve got some good… well, I don’t know if it’s good news.” A hint of sadness was visible in her moist, gray-blue eyes. Her voice was soft and insecure.
Justin sat on the bench next to her. “Do you want to tell me what’s going on?” he said and looked into her eyes.
“I listened to a voicemail about the DNA test results of my father’s remains…”
“And?”
Carrie hesitated. “It’s… it’s a conclusive match. I’ve… I’ve found my father.”
Carrie’s father, a colonel in the Canadian Army, had disappeared during a covert mission in the late eighties in the Soviet Union. She joined the Army, in part, to learn about his fate, but for many years all her efforts had hit a dead end. Over the last few months, however, she had obtained classified information about her father’s gravesite, locating his remains somewhere in northern Grozny, Chechnya.
“That’s good, isn’t it?” Justin spoke softly, unsure of whether those were the right words.
Carrie sighed. “Yes, it’s a relief. It’s supposed to be a relief. But I don’t feel any better.”
She reached over and fell into Justin’s arms for a tight embrace. “I feel… I feel so disappointed, Justin,” she said in a wavering voice. “I guess deep down, in a small part of me, I still held hopes he was alive, somewhere out there, and I would see him again. Alive, strong, tall, as I remember him. Now that hope is gone.”
Justin said nothing, since nothing he could say was going to console Carrie. He just held her in his strong arms, the only support he felt he could give her at that moment.
Carrie sniffled and took a moment to fight back tears. She sighed, then said, “I’ll be okay. I’ve got to tell my mom, arrange for the funeral, so many things.”
“Let me know how I can help,” Justin said. “You can count on me for anything you need.”
Carrie nodded. “I appreciate it. And I’ll take you up on the offer.”
“Anything you need. I’ll be there for you, Carrie.”

Chapter Seven

Ottawa, Canada
December 1, 11:50 a.m.
It had been quite a busy morning for Justin, even though he was back in Ottawa, and it was one of his non-operational days.
He woke up at 6:00 and went for his five-mile run along the Ottawa River. He had stuck to his rigid schedule of running every single day, provided he was not in an authorized or unauthorized covert operation. It was around twenty-five degrees, and small flakes of snow were his constant companions through the woods and parks. It was still dark, as the sun was not going to rise until almost half past seven, so Justin stayed mostly on the dimly-lit trails and paths. He came to a set of deer tracks on the freshly-fallen snow and kept his eyes open, but saw no bucks or does. On the way back, he came across a flock of magpies, their raucous cackling filling the cold air.
Justin rushed through a hasty breakfast with Anna — who was a nervous wreck because of a major presentation she was delivering that morning in a crucial stakeholders’ meeting. He tried to assure her she was going to do well, and the meeting would go without a glitch, but Anna was still anxious. They made plans to meet for a nice supper and try to unwind at the end of their busy day.
The briefing with Carrie and McClain on the authorized kill in Bosnia and Herzegovina went better than Justin had anticipated. True to his nature, McClain asked a million questions to clarify certain aspects of the operation rather than to criticize small details. He informed Justin and Carrie that the Bosnian police had combed the area around the scene and had discovered the sniper rifle and the machine guns used in the ambush. They had no fingerprints, and the investigation seemed to have stalled. The Bosnian police had sought the help of Interpol, but McClain was not expecting any breakthroughs. A couple of local gangs had claimed the hit as one carried out for revenge, to beef up their ruthless profiles and scare the competition. In a matter of days, the story would start to be forgotten and collect dust in the police archives as the understaffed department focused its attention on another investigation.
Justin spent the next hour reviewing the files on Moore and Podolsky and the operations they had overseen. Between the two of them, they had worked for the NCS for over half a century. Still, there was not much information in the files because of the secret nature of their positions and the clandestine profile of their organization.
The NCS was one of the four directorates of the CIA, and its objective was to collect HUMINT, human intelligence, through covert operations. To accomplish that mission, the NCS undertook a vast number of complicated missions, mostly in hostile territories, the deadliest terrorist-infested areas of the world. In the harshest of conditions, under a complete veil of secrecy, those missions were carried out by the toughest of the NCS field operatives.
Podolsky had gradually climbed through the ranks of the most secretive branch of the CIA, while Moore had made quite a considerable jump after Adams’s resignation. Her position as Deputy Director of the NCS placed her just below the Director, Mitch Flynn, who ran the NCS as a quasi-independent agency, following the sentiments of a powerful group of US senators who had his back. NCS operations officers and paramilitary operations officers infiltrated a country, collected the necessary intelligence by any and all means, neutralized anyone and everyone who may have caught a scent of their operation, and did not give a damn about the fallout, if there ever were any fallout.
At around 11:30, Justin stopped by McClain’s office on the fourth floor of the CIS headquarters. He knocked on the door and waited for his boss to call him to come in.
“Hello, sir.” Justin stood in the doorway.
“Come in. Take a seat and give me a couple of minutes,” McClain said.
He was concentrating on his tablet, set on a small stand on his large, dark oak desk, the centerpiece of his office.
Justin sat in one of the black leather chairs across from McClain’s desk. He looked at the magnificent views of the Ottawa skyline and a lush park outside two floor-to-ceiling windows. McClain could not care less about the views. He was not here to enjoy those views, but to make sure Canadians and others were not blown to pieces while walking around and enjoying them.
“There, I’m done.” McClain tapped a couple of buttons on his tablet and put it away in a desk drawer. “We can now go to our lunch.”
Justin followed his boss down the hall. McClain was a head taller than Justin, who stood at five feet ten inches. McClain was in a great shape for a man in his late forties. Age seemed to have forgotten him but for two slight wrinkles on his forehead and a slight crouch. His hair was thinning, and it had begun to turn ashen.
Justin was leaner than McClain, but not very muscular. He had dark olive skin and raven, wavy hair, big black eyes, and a large, thick nose, all inherited from his Italian mother. His personality, with an unpredictable, flaring temper, came from his Scottish father.
McClain drove his white Porsche Cayenne SUV, and they found a parking spot on the second level of a parking garage on Clarence Street. Justin glanced at the watchtower clock on top of the Empire Grill restaurant in the heart of the Byward Market. It showed eleven fifty-five. They were right on time.
Raffaello’s was two blocks away. The sidewalks were clear of the snow, but still slippery in some spots. The freezing wind had picked up, and Justin felt its sharp bite on his face. He tilted his head to the left, to escape the wind gusts’ bitter lashes.
A young brunette hostess in a short, black dress greeted them as they entered the restaurant. She helped them with their coats after McClain took out his thick, passport-sized wallet. She checked their reservation before leading them to their table, downstairs in an arched cellar. Hushed conversations came from a dozen or so patrons sitting around elegantly set tables. Black sconces along the beige stone walls cast a dim glow in the cellar. Most of the features of the patrons were indistinguishable, as the shadows hid their faces.
Their table was beyond an arched entrance, separated by a wooden door from the rest of the cellar. The hostess knocked, waited a couple of seconds, then opened the door. The private room had two tables, but only one was in use. A man and a woman stood up as McClain and Justin entered in.
McClain said, “Ms. Moore, my name is James McClain. Pleased to meet you. This is Justin Hall from my division.”
“It’s great to meet you, James. Do you mind if I call you James?” Her voice was warm and frank as she shook McClain’s hand.
McClain shrugged. “No, I don’t mind. And I can call you Margaret?”
“No, my mother calls me Margaret. Friends call me Maggie.”
“All right, Maggie.”
Friends already? Justin wondered. He stretched out his hand. Maggie’s handshake was strong. She gave him a bright smile.
“Justin. A pleasure, ma’am,” he said.
“Maggie.” Her voice carried a slight hint of irritation, losing some of the initial warmth.
“Yes, Maggie.”
She pointed to the man across the table. “This is Aaron Podolsky, our new Associate Deputy Director of Operations.”
“Nice to meet you,” said Aaron, who shook hands first with McClain and then with Justin.
Maggie returned to her seat, with Aaron to her right. McClain sat across from Maggie, and Justin took the last remaining seat.
The hostess waited until they had sat down, then said, “Toby will be with you in a minute. He’ll be your server today.”
“Thank you,” Maggie said on everyone’s behalf and smiled at the hostess.
After the hostess had closed the door behind her, Maggie said, “Gentlemen, I’m glad you agreed to meet with us today. The relationship between our two agencies has been quite strained, especially over the recent months. It’s my objective to improve our communications, our intelligence exchange, and our ties. I’d like us to start with a clean slate.” She spoke slowly, but firmly, her blue eyes attentive, focused mostly on McClain, but also glancing at times at Justin.
She continued, “Not just because our political masters have requested it, but because it is good, good for our work and for our countries. We share a long common border and the same strong goal for our citizens to enjoy their lives without worrying about terrorist attacks, planes flying into buildings, or car bombings.”
McClain nodded. “I agree. It has been difficult to coordinate our approaches, even though we fight the same enemy.”
“Exactly,” Maggie said. “We shouldn’t be fighting among ourselves as well.”
Justin studied her face. She had a narrow forehead and her hairline was low. Her short pixie haircut made her look younger than her fifty-two years. Her hair had recently been dyed black, with not a single gray root. Her blue eyes were small, but warm, the crow’s feet around them almost negligible. She had a small nose as well, thin lips, and a nicely carved dimpled chin.
“Mistakes were made in the past, mostly by my predecessor. I intend to correct them.”
Maggie stopped and nodded as if to emphasize her point.
McClain said, “We could have handled a situation or two differently.”
Justin was not sure his boss truly meant his words, but they made sense in this new spirit of cooperation with the CIA. But Maggie sounded genuine and seemed truly eager to repair the damage caused by previous scandals. But how will this work if they are asking us for a favor?
He gave Aaron a quick glance. The man had an Ivy League haircut and his blonde hair was parted to the left, with a few unruly bangs. His face was rugged and he sported a small goatee. He had gray eyes and a sharp nose. Aaron was in his early forties, a tall man, with big shoulders and strong arms.
There was a light rap on the door, and a waiter entered quietly. He apologized for the interruption, welcomed them to the restaurant, and offered to take their drink orders.
Maggie and Aaron ordered Perrier sparkling water. McClain took a Schweppes ginger ale and Justin lemon water. They also ordered four coffees. It was a business lunch and they were going to stick to business.

Chapter Eight

Ottawa, Canada
December 1, 12:10 p.m.
They spent the first few minutes discussing their work in general, sticking to what was not publicly available information but not top secret either. Maggie talked about a series of policies she had initiated within the NCS, aiming at streamlining their operations and improving their information analysis and sharing capacities. McClain mentioned the internal restructuring of the CIS and negative impacts of the budget cuts and demands for greater transparency from the public. Maggie agreed, sharing her views that the public wants someone to do the dirty jobs, but is quite unhappy to know how dirty jobs are done and that the rights of the terrorists have not been respected.
The waiter brought their appetizers. The aroma of a combination of bocconcini cheese, olive oil, basil, and freshly baked bread soothed everyone’s mood. It was not until the waiter had collected their empty dishes and had brought in a second order of garlic bread that Maggie guided the conversation to the issue for which she had called them to this meeting.
“I’m sure you’ve heard about the assassination of Russia’s Defense Minister,” she said and wiped her lips with her black napkin.
McClain nodded.
Maggie sipped her coffee. “Yes. It took everyone by surprise, since it came after a long period of calm, and it was such a well-planned and well-executed attack.”
She reached for a briefcase next to her chair and pulled out a few folders. She pushed to one side her small plate, which still held a slice of bread, and put the folders in front of her.
“The public has heard only half the truth.” She opened the first folder. “According to our sources, the Russians are not sharing most of their intelligence, which is to be expected.”
She looked up and her gaze was met by McClain’s suspicious eyes.
“We’re reluctant to exchange intelligence, as well, but as I said earlier, we’re working on fixing that,” she said quickly and flipped through the documents in the folder. “You have probably realized by now that this is a safe place to have such sensitive conversations. The owner is on our payroll, and we sweep the restaurant for bugs on a daily basis.”
“I had figured out that much,” McClain said, “but it’s good to have your affirmation. Who are your sources in Russia?”
Maggie said, “I will get to that in a moment. Let me tell you what the Russians are keeping to themselves. The assassin was not just a militant of a Chechen terrorist organization. He was a well-trained sniper, a part of the security team of the Defense Minister.”
Justin frowned. “You mean it was an inside job?”
Aaron nodded.
“Yes, and not only that, but the initial plan included a massive suicide attack in one of Moscow’s metro stations.”
Justin looked at the document in Maggie’s folder. It was a printout, with small letters and a black-and-white picture. He could not make out the words.
“How… you have a source within the FSB?” McClain asked.
His eyebrows had formed an arch, showing his surprise. He leaned forward, intent on not missing a word of the conversation.
“Had. We had a source close to the FSB.”
McClain’s curious eyes asked the question that came up in Justin’s mind.
Maggie sighed. “The FSB has been cleaning house, and our CIA station in Moscow is getting hit pretty hard. They detained one of our diplomats and accused him of trying to recruit FSB operatives. Then they exposed our station chief and gave his name to the media, something that did not happen even during the Cold War.”
Aaron shook his head. “It used to be that we kept their secrets and the Russians kept ours. Not anymore.”
“Yes, the FSB doesn’t play by the old rules. New team, new game, new rules,” said McClain.
“So you pulled your man out as soon as you could?”
“Woman,” Maggie corrected him. “We pulled out our female agent before her identity was compromised.”
“And your diplomat?” asked Justin.
“He was deported two days ago. We’re in the process of deporting one of their embassy secretaries, and we’ll leak the name of their chief of station in Washington, D.C. to the media. You know how it is.” Maggie shrugged.
Justin nodded. The war of spies had its own rules, some of which countries never broke. Diplomats suspected of espionage were deported, sometimes secretly, sometimes — when it was deemed useful — publicly, after they were paraded in the media and in the courts as enemies of the state. The Russians were flexing their muscles, conveying to the world the message that they were as strong, if not stronger, than before. If they could name and shame American spies, the ones belonging to the only superpower in the world, no one else was safe within their borders. The Chechen militants were just a small headache and not to be taken too seriously by anyone.
McClain gestured toward the folder. “So who exactly was the assassin?”
Maggie flipped the document over toward McClain and handed it to him. “His name was Vladimir Oborin. He worked for the Ministry of Defense for almost three years and was in the army for ten years before that. Quite clean, no misconducts or insubordinations.”
McClain studied the file, then pushed it toward Justin. “So what made him snap?”
Maggie shrugged. “We’re not sure. Chechen Islamists turned him, as proven by our documents. The Islamic Devotion Movement, a brutal Chechen terrorist group, bragged about his success on their jihadist websites, confirming that Oborin was one of their faithful members.”
McClain drew back his lips and shook his head. “Something doesn’t make sense. The FSB had no idea Oborin was a Chechen terrorist?”
Maggie pulled another file from her briefcase. She opened it and handed a two-page document to McClain. “Oborin and a team of FSB operatives were working to infiltrate different Chechen terrorist groups. Oborin had family connections to Chechnya and the wider area. The FSB thought it could take advantage of those connections.”
“But the Islamists ended up convincing Oborin to join their cause and to turn against his country,” Justin said.
“That’s a correct assessment,” Aaron said. He exchanged a quick glance with Maggie, then looked at McClain.
“All right,” McClain said. “Oborin kills the Russian minister. What’s this story of blowing up the metro?”
“Our source reports the metro suicide bombing was part of the original plan. FSB agents discovered an explosive cache in the same building where they found the assassin. They easily tied the explosives to Oborin and to the Chechen militants.”
McClain scratched his left temple. “I can see why Russians don’t want this intel to become public. It hurts them and shows them as weak. If they can’t rule their own house, how can they control the region and crush the terrorists?”
Maggie nodded. “Yes, and that’s the problem. Instead of working together against our common enemy — global terrorism — we’re bickering and playing spy games.”
McClain held Maggie’s cold eyes. “And that’s the favor you’re asking from the CIS: help you play nice with the Russians.”
Maggie frowned. “You make it sound like we need a babysitter. We don’t. The Russians are not sharing their intelligence, even though we have given them everything we have.”
Everything would be an exaggeration, Justin thought. You gave them what you thought was enough to make them reciprocate, but it didn’t happen, so now you’re turning to us.
McClain’s face was calm, but Justin knew his emotions were boiling just underneath the surface.
Maggie said, “After the Las Vegas bombing, which as you know was the works of Chechen rebels in retaliation for US Middle East policies and our support for Israel, we agreed to cooperate and share intelligence with our FSB counterparts. We keep our side of the deal, but the FSB has been very unreliable. The documents we receive from them are old, incomplete, and at times completely useless.”
Maggie rubbed her forehead. Before she could continue, someone knocked on their door. A moment later, the waiter opened it and pushed a cart with their orders. Their conversation came to a halt, as the clattering of dishes and the mouthwatering aroma of veal, lamb, and mushroom tortellini filled the room.
They took the first bites in silence, enjoyed the delicious food, seemed to forget about their earlier conversation, and simply commented on the supreme quality of their meal. The waiter reappeared a few moments later, to check whether they found everything to their liking. They did and he left.
Maggie finished chewing a small bite of her Caesar salad, then said, “I was saying how the FSB’s cooperation is quite disappointing. Add the political tension because of the conflicting positions of the US and Russia with regard to Syria and Iran, and some European issues, and you’ve got some cold, almost frozen relations.”
McClain put down his knife and fork. “I read somewhere there was a blame game going on for some time.”
Maggie flinched as if McClain’s words had struck her. She cocked her head to the left, thought about her answer for a moment, then said, “It is common for intelligence agencies to carefully analyze all details before determining the cause of the problems and suggesting solutions. Sometimes, they include telling allies and partners that they need to change some of their practices, as they are inefficient or plain stupid.” She paused for effect, letting the last word hang in the air. “Some people call this assigning blame; I call it the truth.”
McClain grinned. “Thanks for clarifying it, but I wasn’t saying it was NCS’s fault, just that the FSB and the NCS exchanged some harsh allegations.”
“Yes, and they just remained as such: unsustained allegations.”
A cold stare replaced McClain’s grin. He said, “What’s the favor?”
Maggie smiled. “Glad you asked.”
She pushed away her half-eaten salad, then opened one of the files, careful not to stain the documents on a couple of oil drops that had fallen on the blue tablecloth. “This is what we’ve collected over the last few days about a potential Chechen terrorist attack on US soil.”
“Where?” Justin asked, while McClain looked at the document Maggie had handed him.
“We don’t know. One of the terrorists died in a shootout with police before we could make him talk. Others we have detained don’t know very much.”
McClain asked, “What kind of attack?”
“We don’t know that either. We’ve followed movements of Chechen immigrants suspected of ties to terrorist groups back in their homeland and to Al-Qaeda, but we don’t have all the details. The FSB has been following Chechen terrorists groups for decades.”
Justin looked at McClain, who caught his gaze and passed the file over to him. It was a briefing note, followed by a series of transcripts and a few photographs. He did not recognize any of the faces.
“We want you to take this intelligence to the FSB. In exchange, we want everything they have on this terrorist group and their activities in Russia and abroad. Here are the rest of the files in an electronic form.”
She placed a small USB memory stick on the middle of the table, halfway between her and McClain.
McClain leaned back in his chair. “That’s quite a tall order, Ms. Moore,” he said. He shook his head and ignored the frown that began to form on Maggie’s face. “You’re requesting we vouch for this intel which we haven’t gathered, analyzed, or even reviewed. And in return you want not a part of, but everything the FSB has gathered using their resources, their time, and their money, and shouldering the risk. You’re asking for a small miracle.”
Maggie’s frown stayed on her face for another moment and then she tried to smile. It did not work as well as she had expected it. Her lips drew back and she looked like she had just bitten into a lemon. She took a sip from her glass, then wiped her lips.
“Mr. McClain, I think you’re underestimating the abilities of your agents.” She gestured toward Justin with her left hand. “Mr. Hall is a superb agent, with many connections in the official and unofficial structure of Russia’s power hierarchy. He’s smart and fearless.”
Justin smiled and tried to put a modest look on his face. He knew Maggie was playing to their sense of pride and self-satisfaction.
Maggie continued, “Take your time to review the files. You will come to the conclusion that they are accurate and as complete as yesterday’s morning intelligence briefings. We’re giving you everything, I underline, everything we have gathered so far, and will continue to update you on any new reports as they arrive.”
McClain reached for his glass, but changed his mind and placed his hand on the table, next to the file.
“And Justin will not be working alone. Our operative, the agent working close to the FSB, will be a valuable help. She has many key contacts, which will prove to be priceless. If we pool our resources, this could be a successful operation for both our agencies.”
McClain’s fingers drummed the edge of the table in a nervous rhythm. “Is it safe for her to return to Moscow?”
McClain stressed the word “safe” a bit more than necessary. Justin realized he was subtly asking whether it was safe for Justin to enter Russia.
Maggie shrugged. “As safe as it will ever be. It’s Moscow. It’s Russia.”
McClain nodded. He glanced at his watch, then took a bite of his lamb chop.
Justin was sure he was not chewing just the meat, but Maggie’s proposal as well. She was not talking about a simple intelligence exchange, since the FSB had not been very cooperative in the past. If Justin gave the FSB all the information the NCS had gathered on Chechen terrorist activities in the US and the FSB did not reciprocate, then Justin would be left with only one choice: steal the intelligence.
After what seemed like a very long pause, McClain said, “I can’t give you a definite reply at this moment. Infiltrating the FSB and stealing their secrets is a matter that deserves a deeper discussion within my Service and a lot of careful planning.”
Maggie tried to smile, and this time her lips produced the right facial expression. “I understand your position. Just let me know as soon as you make a decision. I have the authorization in place for our operative, and we’re ready.”
McClain reached for the USB memory stick. He weighed it in his hand for a moment — as if deciding whether he should take it or not — then picked it up and passed it to Justin. “I’ll give you a call by tomorrow morning,” he said to Maggie. “Either way, you’ll have your answer.”
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McClain was silent on their way back to his Porsche. Justin asked no questions, for he was deep in his thoughts, contemplating the Moscow operation. What’s on the USB? Who is the CIA agent who will work with me? That’s if McClain authorizes this mission.
The snow was coming down hard in big, heavy flakes. They stuck to Justin’s hair and face and he had to blink rapidly and cock his head to the right, away from the blowing wind. About an inch of snow had blanketed the sidewalk. The faded streetlights fought with the gloomy haze that had cloaked everything.
They shook the snow off their coats and boots before getting into the Porsche. McClain paid the parking attendant and they inched their way into the heavy traffic. McClain’s long silence was a bit unsettling to Justin, but he knew better than to interrupt his boss’s train of thoughts.
“You know the FSB is not going to hand over their information easily,” McClain said when they stopped at a traffic light on Sussex Drive.
Justin looked to his left at the US Embassy. Its gray long building — which looked like a battleship from the air — had two long wings joined at the center and a series of concrete barriers in the front, to stop any suicide car bomb from breaking through the embassy’s wrought-iron fence.
“Are we going to at least make an attempt at an exchange?” Justin asked.
McClain adjusted the rearview mirror. “I’m still deciding. We have to analyze the contents of that flash drive. The question in my mind is whether improving our cooperation with the CIA is worth risking your life and the life of their agent in a retrieval operation in Moscow. The CIA will reap the benefits of a successful mission — the intelligence from the FSB, which will enable them to thwart the Chechen terrorist attack — but it’s your life and our Service’s reputation at stake if things go to hell.”
Justin nodded.
The van in front of them moved forward, and McClain stepped on the gas pedal. The Notre Dame Cathedral Basilica came up to the right.
“What are your thoughts?” asked McClain.
“I’m trying to come up with a convincing explanation for the FSB why our Service should mediate between them and the CIA. I’m sure they’ll ask us why this is any of our business. The threat of a major terrorist attack in the US is by extension a threat against our interests as well, since it will shake all North America, with a damaging effect on the economy of both our countries.”
“You’re right and you’re one step ahead, in presuming this operation is already taking place.” McClain gave Justin a sideways look. His arched eyebrows and cold tone of voice conveyed his soft objection to Justin’s plans.
Justin looked straight ahead, avoiding McClain’s gaze. “Just making mental preparations, sir, so when the order comes, if the order comes, I’ll be good to go.”
McClain nodded. “Uh-huh. Talking about mental preps, have you scheduled your psychological assessment?”
“Yes, I have, sir,” Justin said with a sigh.
“Make sure you get it done today. No delays. Legal is pressing me for a copy of the shrink’s report, which was due a month ago.”
Justin shrugged. “I had to reschedule because of the Bosnia operation.”
“That’s true. Get it done today and make sure you ace it. Can’t have an unstable agent in the field, can I?” A glint of mischief sparked in McClain’s eyes.
That’s a rhetorical question, sir.
Canadian Intelligence Service Headquarters, Ottawa, Canada
December 1, 3:00 p.m.
The office of Faith Thompson, one of the CIS clinical psychologists, was on the second floor. It was a large, spacious suite, with two white, overstuffed armchairs and a matching L-shaped sofa, a small mahogany desk, and a bookshelf. A large window drew in plenty of light when the sun shone brightly in the skies. Today, the haze hovered all over Ottawa, and Faith had pulled the blinds halfway down and had turned on white lighting fixtures mounted on the ceiling.
“Welcome, Justin,” Faith said.
She led him to one of the armchair, and sat in the one closest to the window, with a notepad in her hands. Her hair was parted to the left, styled in a bob and dyed black, with a couple of dark blonde streaks. It framed her oval face quite nicely. Her knee-length black skirt and teal turtleneck gave her a professional look.
“How’re you doing today, Ms. Thompson?” Justin said as he sat down in the other armchair across from her.
Faith smiled. “Ms. Thompson is my mother. You know you can call me Faith.”
Justin nodded. “I know, I guess I just forget. I’m used to addressing people in authority by their last names.”
“The only influence — not authority— I have over you, Justin, is what you allow me. And you know that as well.”
“I do. It’s just… today’s not a good day to talk.” It never is, he wanted to add, but decided he had said enough.
“Would you like a cup of coffee before or after you tell me what happened?” Faith put down her notepad next to a carafe and two cups on the glass table between their armchairs.
Justin smiled as he leaned back in his very comfortable armchair. He looked at the wall to his left, across from the window and to the side. Faith’s numerous degrees and accreditations hung there casually, among photographs of her family, relatives, and friends, away from being the main focus of attention, but still there for the curious, attentive eyes of Faith’s clients, the CIS personnel. She had obtained her first PhD degree from Stanford University in Cognitive Psychology, then had continued her studies at McGill University for her second PhD in Clinical Psychology. She had begun to work for the CIS six years ago and had been seeing Justin for over three years. He used to meet with her every six months, unless there was an emergency. Later their sessions were scheduled every year.
Faith reached for the carafe and one of the cups. She filled it and repeated the same procedure for the second cup. “You still take your coffee black, right?” she asked, pointing to the cup and nodding toward Justin.
“Yes, black. Do you remember it, or is it in your notes?” He did not move, but his eyes fell on the notebook.
Faith squinted and fixed him with a dubious look. “What do you think, Justin? I see fifty other agents and CIS personnel on a regular basis, besides emergencies and crises, in interviews and training. I should remember every detail, shouldn’t I?”
Justin raised his hands. “Fine,” he conceded. “I’ll have some coffee. And you remember it correctly.” He took his cup with his right hand. The warmth felt good against his skin.
Faith smiled. “You may not believe it, but I do remember most details. My notes are so I can reflect accurately our discussions and decisions in each session. That’s why we also record our meetings.” She took a voice recorder from a side table next to her armchair and placed it by her notepad.
“No need to justify it, Doctor. As I said, it’s not a good day to talk.”
Faith took a few sips from her coffee and looked out of the window. Justin brought the cup to his lips and took a deep swig. It was not very hot, but it was strong and bitter. The way he liked it.
Faith placed her cup on the side table, picked up her notepad, and pressed a button on the voice recorder. “What happened in Bosnia?” she asked. “I’ve read the report; tell me what’s not there.”
Justin frowned. Don’t you think there’s a reason why some things are not in the report? Faith was not interested in classified details or matters of national security. She wanted to know his feelings and his psychological reactions to the authorized killing in Bosnia.
“We went; we killed; we came back,” Justin replied with a grin.
Faith returned the smirk. “Oh, and how did that make you feel?”
“I feel fine. Really, just fine,” Justin replied with a shrug.
“Really? No guilt, second thoughts, doubts?”
“I can’t afford to have second thoughts, Doctor. I receive orders and I carry out those orders. Most times, I have a few seconds to make a decision, and once the decision is made, there is no time or opportunity to have doubts or guesses.”
Faith said, “No need to justify it, Justin. So these second thoughts, what are they?”
Justin shook his head. “I don’t have second thoughts, and I don’t have guilty feelings.”
Faith leaned forward. “But?”
“No buts.”
“All right. Let’s try something else. The report mentions there were a number of casualties in Bosnia.”
She waited for a reply, but Justin held her eyes and sipped his coffee. After a long pause, he said, “Yes, evil people who paid for their crimes.” He thought for a moment, then added, “Targets that needed to be eliminated according to my orders.”
Faith smiled. “There are no right and wrong answers to my questions, Justin. You are an emotional being, as any good agents must be. We don’t need robots out there, eliminating targets without any moral sense and responsibility.”
Justin blinked, then suppressed a grin. He could never determine what psychological school of thought Faith subscribed to at the moment of his sessions. One time it was the Freudian viewpoint, with the unconscious mind playing the major role in one’s actions and behavior. The next time it was the cognitive analysis, with internal mental processes guiding the outside display of emotions. Who knows what it is today? He shrugged and scratched his head.
“Tell me about the woman,” Faith asked.
Justin frowned. “Uh, what do you want to know?”
“What happened to her?”
“As mentioned in the report, she died during the shootout.”
“Was she the enemy?”
Justin hesitated. He shifted in his seat. “Yes. Well, no. She was the target’s wife and was caught in the middle of the shooting.”
Faith stopped writing and gestured toward Justin with her left hand. “Would you say her death was an accident?”
“It’s a bit difficult to say that. She was not an innocent bystander, since she was connected to and benefiting from the target’s illegal activities. An accessory to his crimes at the least and an active associate at best.”
Faith scribbled in her notes. “Do you think she deserved to die?”
Justin’s eyes narrowed. “I’m not… I can’t pass judgment on who lives or dies,” he said softly, but in a tense voice. “Now we have the hindsight, the time, the cold mind to dissect and analyze each one of my moves during that operation. I only had a split second to make a decision, while I was taking fire. At that time, with the information I had, I think I made the right choice.”
Faith smiled. She checked something on her notepad and flipped the page. “How are you sleeping?”
Justin covered a yawn. “As you can see, not very well. I get maybe four hours a night, when I have the time to sleep an entire night.”
Faith nodded. “Nightmares?”
“Sometimes.”
“Any recurring ones?”
“Yes.”
“Would you like to give me the details?”
Oh, I hope she’s not going to tell me my nightmares explain my unfulfilled desires.
“No, not really.”
Faith gave him a stern look. “Let’s give it a try.”
Justin clenched his teeth. He shook his head, then said in an annoyed tone, “Fine. I dream that I’m dying.”
“Uh-huh. Where does this happen?”
“I’m in my bed, sleeping. The door opens and someone walks in with a syringe or another sharp object in their hand. They stab me with it in my neck and I die.”
“What other recurring nightmares do you have?”
“Isn’t one enough?”
“No, not to get a good picture of your subconscious mind.”
Justin sighed. “My other nightmare is that other people around me die.”
“Who?”
“Carrie. Anna. My mother.”
“What happens?”
Justin dug his fingers into the chair’s armrests. He dropped his eyes to the hardwood floor and spoke in a low, soft voice. “They die, they just die. I watch them die. I stay there as they disappear, unable to help them. And it’s raining. It’s always raining.”
He lifted his eyes nervously and met Faith’s worried look. “It’s okay,” she said. “This is a safe place. You can talk here with no fear. You can be honest with me.”
She closed her notebook and put it away. Then she reached over to the table and turned off the voice recorder.
Justin stood up and walked to the window. The view was blurry, as the thick haze had engulfed the buildings. He stared at his own reflection, sad and confused.
“Am I… am I cracking under pressure?” he asked without turning his head.
“You’re having difficulties coping with some situations. You’re blaming yourself for circumstances beyond your control, and your mind is creating unlikely, yet horrific scenarios.”
Justin turned around. “Unlikely? They are very much real, Doctor,” he said, his hands spread out in front of him.
“Yes, death is a part of life. But Justin, you can’t and you shouldn’t protect everyone at all times. It’s simply impossible. Something could happen, will happen, where you will not be in control of a situation. It’s not your fault. Don’t blame yourself for that.”
“What are you telling me?”
“I’m saying you need to start letting go of your fears. Learn to realize that some things you simply cannot control, but don’t be scared of the ones you control. It’s good to be a bit paranoid, just don’t let it turn into an obsession. Some people say the line between the two is very thin; others insist there is no clear line.”
Justin nodded.
“Come have a seat and some coffee. Let’s take a break and just chat, like acquaintances. This is not a doctor-patient session. The recorder is off.”
Justin hesitated.
Faith gestured with her hand. “Come on, Justin. This is a situation you can control. You can tell me as much or as little as you want. Or be completely silent. It’s your choice.”
Faith took her cup and sipped the last of her coffee. “I’m getting some more. How about you?”
Justin walked to his seat. “I’m fine,” he said, “I’ll finish this first. Maybe in a few minutes.”
* * *
They spent the next hour discussing Justin’s last few weeks, his operations, his behavior and feelings before, during, and after each operation, and their results, beginning with Justin’s former boss’s death in Spain, to which he had been a witness. Faith did not jump to conclusions or overburden Justin with the psychology lingo. Those were two things Justin liked about her. She just asked questions and kept her advice simple and to a minimum.
The third thing Justin liked about Faith was that her sessions had no specific ending time. She was available for as long as the patient needed her, since she scheduled her sessions in half-day blocks. Justin usually did not use all his allotted time, but once or twice they had run marathon sessions of over five hours.
Around five o’clock, their meeting drew to a natural end. Justin felt restored, a feeling he rarely experienced after a psychological session. He came out of Faith’s office with her positive preliminary finding that he was fit for work and could return to full duty, but also with a list of homework.
Faith had told him that because of his subconscious priming — big words which meant his previous experiences were influencing his present and future decisions and actions — a lot of his perceptions were constantly blurred by an anticipation of negative results, pain, and death. Along with the self-fulfilling prophecy, where people falsely interpreted a situation, Justin was seeing things that were not there, but his actions were making those things come true. Faith quoted W. I. Thomas, an American sociologist, that “if men define situations as real, they are real in their consequences.” Justin would have to work hard on those two issues, to think and to work toward better, positive results. They would meet again before the Christmas break to assess Justin’s progress.
The supper with Anna was a delightful experience. They were both tired, but happy to be in each other’s company. Anna’s presentation had been a complete success and she was in very good spirits. Justin began practicing some of the things he had learned from his session, focusing on the positives, as they both made plans to visit Anna’s family for the holidays. He pushed away the worries about their future and about his upcoming mission to Moscow. They would have to wait until tomorrow. Tonight, he was enjoying a wonderful evening with his fiancée.

Chapter Ten

Canadian Intelligence Service Headquarters, Ottawa, Canada
December 2, 10:00 a.m.
Justin and Carrie spent most of their morning reviewing the files they had received from the NCS. The reports gave ample proof that a terrorist plot was in the works within the US. Two Chechen nationals residing illegally in the US and working as construction workers had been arrested a few days ago in Los Angeles, but their statements were sketchy and not very useful. They had heard about an attack being planned somewhere in the US, but a third man who allegedly knew more had disappeared from his apartment before the local police could arrest him.
Another document talked about plans for an attack against Russian airports in Moscow and St. Petersburg. There were more details, photographs of suspected members of various Chechen terrorist groups, addresses, telephone numbers, and phone call transcripts. Other reports covered the background of previous Chechen attacks in the US and in Russia.
“What do you think, Justin?” asked Carrie.
They were in a small conference room on the second floor of the CIS headquarters. Their laptops, printouts, and notepads were scattered across the table.
“The NCS has a strong case. Chechen terrorists are up to something very dangerous in the States. I’m not sure the FSB shares my feelings, though.”
Carrie reached for a bagel from a paper plate off to the side. She took a bite, then made a face as if she had bitten into a lemon. “These are already stale; they probably sold me yesterday’s batch.” She stood up and tossed the rest of the bagel in a trash can.
Justin shrugged. “Sorry about that. Do you want to go out and get something else?”
“No, McClain should call us in at any minute.” She returned to her seat.
“He was unsure about authorizing this operation, weighing the pros and cons.”
“I think he’ll go for it. The government wants us to work closer with the US, so that’s what we’ll do.”
Justin’s cellphone beeped. He cast a quick glance at the caller ID, then said, “It’s McClain.”
Carrie began to gather the papers, placing them into their respective folders.
“Yes, sir,” Justin said on the phone. “Yes, Carrie is here with me. Okay, yes. We’ll be there right away.”
He closed and pocketed his cellphone. “His office.”
He helped Carrie with her files and their laptops, then they closed the conference room door behind them.
* * *
McClain was sitting as usual behind his desk, an avalanche of folders spread out in front of him, covering every inch of space. He gestured for Justin and Carrie to sit in the chairs across from his desk. They waited for a few moments while he finished highlighting a few lines from a thick report. McClain put the report in a folder and locked it in one of his desk drawers. Then he turned his attention to his agents.
“I explained to the Minister the intricacies and the sensitive nature of this operation, but, regardless of my opposition, he has given you his blessing.” McClain spoke in a wary tone, as if bringing the sad news of someone’s untimely departure from this world. “Thus I’m authorizing this intelligence exchange operation with the FSB.”
The head of the Canadian Intelligence Service, along with numerous directors of operations like McClain, reported to the Minister of Public Safety and to the National Security Advisor to the Prime Minister.
Justin decided to try his newly acquired positive approach. “Thank you, sir. We will turn it into a successful mission that will improve our relations with both Russia and the United States.”
McClain and Carrie exchanged a curious glance.
“You’re okay, Justin?” asked McClain.
“Yes. Why?”
“It sounds like you’re taking this op too lightly. The FSB is not just going to hand over their files simply because we ask them.”
Justin bit his lip and swallowed before answering, “I’ll be fully prepared for this mission, and I’m going in with an optimistic mindset. For example, we’ve already made arrangements for our flight to Moscow later on today, in anticipation of your authorization.”
McClain shook his head. “You’ll have to cancel that flight. Before going to Moscow, you’ll make a stop in Lithuania.”
“Lithuania? What for?” asked Carrie.
McClain pulled open one of his desk drawers and showed them a gray folder. “I received this report earlier today from Ms. Moore. The NCS has an enemy combatant, a Chechen terrorist, in one of their black sites in Lithuania. She wants the two of you to interrogate him.” McClain handed the folder to Justin.
“I thought Lithuania closed those secret prisons years ago, after the European Parliament investigations and their findings,” Carrie said.
Justin leafed through the pages.
“They did — well, initially, right after the reports and the media firestorm,” said McClain, as he massaged the back of his neck. “But apparently, as Ms. Moore confirmed, they still have at least one black site up and running.”
“Is the Lithuanian government aware of this facility?” Carrie asked.
“Ms. Moore didn’t say, but local authorities must know about it. It doesn’t take much for the CIA to convince the Lithuanian government to cooperate, although local officials will never admit publicly that they were part of these activities,” replied McClain and gestured toward the folder.
“Of course they know about the black site,” Justin said. “One cannot build such a structure, transfer and hold prisoners there, without some government support. At best, the Lithuanians looked the other way while the CIA conducted their interrogations at this location.”
“Where is it?” Carrie asked.
“A few miles away from Vilnius, the capital. An old stable was renovated and converted into the CIA prison. The first couple of pictures.” Justin passed the folder to Carrie.
“And this one is the CIA agent who will work with you,” McClain said and produced another folder. “Her name is Rebekah Lewis.”
Justin looked at Rebekah’s file photograph. She had long, black, wavy hair flowing down her shoulders, big green eyes, a straight, narrow nose, and a small mouth. Her face showed a careful smile.
“She’ll meet you in Vilnius and take you to the CIA complex,” said McClain. “Her contact information is in the file. Interrogate the detainee and call me for a briefing. Then continue to Moscow and include any new intelligence from this interrogation. Any questions?”
Justin looked over at Carrie.
She shook her head.
“No questions, sir.”
“OK, then. Good luck and be safe,” McClain said.
He stood up as they shook hands.

Chapter Eleven

Vilnius, Lithuania
December 3, 2:15 p.m.
After they cleared customs at the Vilnius International Airport and collected their luggage, Justin and Carrie stopped by the Pizzaland, just before exiting the terminal, for a few pizza slices. They picked up three coffees — two for themselves and a courtesy cup of coffee for Rebekah — and headed for the doors.
A thick blanket of snow had covered everything. A couple of snowplows were hard at work, clearing the streets and the parking lot in front of the airport. The air was cold and fresh, but there was barely any wind. Justin guessed the temperature was about twenty-five, since he could see his breath in front of his face, but his skin was not freezing on contact like it would be back in Ottawa.
“Where is she?” Carrie asked and scanned the half-empty parking lot.
Justin glanced straight ahead, then to his left. “There, right there.” He pointed at the handicapped parking stalls across from the doors. “The white Volkswagen.”
They walked down the eight stairs, watching their steps and avoiding a couple of ice patches. As they reached the marked crosswalk, the driver of the Volkswagen SUV apparently noticed them, because the car began to back up toward them. Justin and Carrie waited until the car stopped next to them. Justin threw a quick look at the driver, confirming it was Rebekah. Her hair was darker and her skin was fairer than in the file photo. She was wrapped in a dark blue coat with a turndown collar, and she was wearing a scarf a shade lighter than the coat.
Justin opened the front passenger door for Carrie.
“Hello, Rebekah, I’m Carrie. Nice to meet you.”
“Becca. A pleasure. Welcome to Lithuania. You must be Justin?” She looked up at them still standing outside.
“Yes. Glad to see you.”
“Get in, Carrie. I’ll pop the trunk for your luggage, Justin.”
He dragged their suitcases through the slushy snow and stowed them in the spacious trunk. He noticed a duffel bag and a Samsonite suitcase, which he assumed belonged to Becca or the car owner.
Justin sat in the back seat behind Carrie and offered Becca her coffee.
“Oh, thanks,” she said and took a sip. “Airport coffee usually sucks, but this one is good.”
“Glad you like it,” Justin said.
He found the seatbelt and fastened it. The interior of the car was very tidy, with comfortable leather seats of a color that resembled purple. Justin ran his left hand over the smooth texture and the perfect seams. His right hand was still holding the two pizza boxes.
“Purple seats?” he asked.
“They’re amaranth, actually,” Becca said. “But very similar.”
“You don’t mind our pizzas in the car, do you?” Justin asked.
“As long as you clean up after your mess, you’re fine,” Becca said with a smile. “Don’t worry about it, the car’s not mine. It’s the agency’s.”
“Thanks.” He handed Carrie her box, then opened his.
“Are we good to go?” Becca asked.
“Yeah, we’re good,” Justin replied.
Becca nodded, adjusted the rearview mirror, and stepped on the gas pedal. She rounded the corner and turned left, the Volkswagen gliding smoothly over the cleared road. They left the airport behind and Becca flicked on the left turn signal as they came to a large sign. Its blue letters read Vilniaus oro uostas. The English translation was under it: Vilnius Airport.
“I was thinking we should head straight to our facility and conduct our interrogation,” Becca said. “But if you would rather we went to Vilnius and stopped at your hotel, we can do that.”
Her tone of voice clearly showed her preference for the first option. And she was already heading south, toward the prison. Vilnius and their Radisson Hotel were up north.
“Let’s get our job done first,” Justin said in a firm tone. “Where is your prison? Its location was not mentioned in the files we received from Moore.”
Becca gave him a small frown. “Our facility is about twenty-five miles southwest, a little further than the Rudininkai airbase.”
The traffic light switched to green. Becca took the turn a bit faster than necessary, the front wheels sliding on the icy asphalt. She straightened the car, then said, “The airbase used to be a bomb testing range during the Soviet times. It’s abandoned because it’s contaminated by unexploded ordinance, which have turned it into a virtual landmine.”
“And that’s why you — the CIA — chose that area?” Carrie asked.
“Yes. It’s isolated, in the middle of a large, thick forest, but close enough to the border with Belarus for a quick exit if things go wrong.”
“How much does the SSD know about your operation?” asked Justin, referring to the State Security Department, Lithuania’s secret intelligence service.
Becca hesitated for a second. She gazed at the road ahead, then she cocked her head, staring at a cargo train stopped to her left on the tracks parallel to the road. “A few years back, when we were running a facility in the north, in Antaviliai, the SSD knew about the location and when our planes with detainees flew in and out of the country. They escorted our aircraft landing in Vilnius and elsewhere and facilitated the access to their airspace. We never told them the identity of the detainees, why we were holding them, or the information we obtained through our interrogations.”
Justin asked, “And now?”
Becca grinned. “Now they pretend they don’t know. The prosecutor general launched a criminal investigation of the previous operations, which as expected resulted in no charges filed against any Lithuanian national. So now we have no official contacts with the SSD. And we no longer use their airspace for renditions. We bring our detainees from across the border with Belarus.”
“Keeping a low profile,” said Carrie.
“Quite so.”
Justin opened his pizza box and took a couple of bites of his pepperoni. It had gone cold, but he was hungry, so he ravished a slice within a few moments. Then he began to work on the second slice.
The Volkswagen slowed down and they turned right. They were now driving through an industrial business park. Blue and gray warehouse-type buildings appeared on the right side, surrounded by tall, gray walls with a protective grill on top. The area gave Justin an eerie feeling. The sky had begun to turn a pale shade of blue and fog had started to appear in the distance. Becca switched on the windshield wipers as the first drops of freezing rain hit the glass.
“Who is this man we’re interrogating today?” Carrie asked.
Becca took a sip from her coffee and flicked her hair to the side with a head gesture before answering, “One of our teams nabbed him two days ago in the outskirts of Minsk. The FSB is making life impossible for Chechen terrorists, so they’re scattering everywhere. They drove him here last night.”
Justin said, “Has he been cooperative?”
“No, not really.” Becca shook her head. “He thinks he’s a mean badass. I’ll show him otherwise.”
Justin held Becca’s eyes. They reflected a cold, icy glare, like the rain sprinkling the car. He wanted to ask if she was going to make him talk and how, but he already knew those answers. Everyone broke under pressure, and torture loosened even the tightest lips. The right question to ask was whether he was going to tell them anything useful they could take to the FSB the next day.
Carrie was chewing on a small piece of her vegetarian pizza.
“How much do you believe he knows?” Justin asked.
“If you’re asking whether he’ll lie to me, the answer is no. No one lies to me.”
Becca’s teeth were clenched hard. She reminded Justin of one of his neighbor’s Rottweilers, the one who had always been so aggressive when he used to deliver fliers as a boy, barking and snapping his teeth at him through the chain-link gate. He was sure Becca was ready and willing to use her desire to dominate, intimidate, and force the detainee to do her bidding, just like a Rottweiler herding sheep.
“I meant, are we going to learn valuable intelligence today?”
Becca shrugged and released her tight grip around the steering wheel. “He’s a known member of the Islamic Movement, not a high-ranking member, but not a foot soldier either. I’m sure he’ll have some information about the assassination of the Russian Minister of Defense or other terrorist plans, something concrete we can use as a bargaining chip with the FSB tomorrow.”
“That would be excellent,” Carrie said. She wiped her lips with a napkin and added, “So our trip will be worth something.”
“If nothing else, you got to see the beauty of Vilnius in winter.” Becca gestured to her left, pointing to more gray, drab buildings and chain-link fences that stretched along on both sides of the road.

Chapter Twelve

Vilnius, Lithuania
December 3, 2:35 p.m.
By the time they reached Highway 202, the freezing rain had turned into a thick curtain of heavy snow pelting the car and everything around them. The wind howled like a wounded animal and the haze hung low, just over the tips of the pines and cedars along the highway, reducing their visibility to barely a few feet. Justin felt like they were driving through a grayish-white tunnel with no end in sight. He hoped no deer or any other animal would jump in front of the Volkswagen, as Becca would hardly have any time to avoid a possibly fatal collision. She was gripping the steering wheel and had slowed down to thirty miles per hour. Her eyes were glued to the road straight ahead and she had stopped talking to them.
They drove in those terrifying conditions for the next few minutes. They passed by small towns that looked quiet and sleepy under the thick blanket of snow. Becca turned into a side road wide enough for just one vehicle. It had been plowed recently and the tires crunched on the fresh snow. The thick forest appeared on both sides of the road, and the snow eventually died down. The haze grew thinner and at some point, when they came to a fork in the road, Becca pointed straight ahead and told them the road led to the town of Rudininkai. She made a left turn so they would go around the town and they got onto a narrower path. The Volkswagen plowed through two feet of snow and Becca tried to follow the ruts carved in the path. A couple of times the SUV veered off the ruts and side-swiped the scraggly branches of overgrown shrubs, but Becca was able to turn the SUV back onto the path.
“We’re getting close,” Becca said as they got back onto the wider, plowed road. “A few more miles and we’ll be there.”
“What do we know about this detainee?” Justin asked.
“His name is Zamir Idrisov and we have a file on him. Unfortunately, I don’t have it with me.”
Justin frowned. He did not like going blind into an interrogation. The more information he had about the detainee and his background, the more angles Justin could explore to gain an advantage, gain the confidence of the detainee, and make him give up his secrets. “What do you remember from the file?”
Becca gave him an annoyed look through the rearview mirror, but she did answer his question. “Idrisov is a mid-level officer of the Movement, reporting to one of the deputies of this terrorist group. He’s involved more in the financing aspects of the operations, channeling money from various sources, businesses, charities. We’ve followed their transactions from Swiss and Luxembourg banks.”
“He’s an economist?” Carrie asked.
“Was. Got a graduate degree from Oxford.”
“What family does he have?”
“Two younger brothers in Chechnya and one younger sister in Germany. An older brother was killed three years ago by Spetsnaz just outside Moscow. They reported he was planning a bombing in an elementary school.”
Justin nodded. He had gotten the basic information for the framework of his interrogation.
They drove for about fifteen minutes and Becca turned into a side road that had not been cleared of snow. There was a set of tire tracks that seemed fresh. There were no signs to identify where they were headed. The cedars and the pines were getting thicker, the forest closing around them. The road curved a couple of times, then straightened up as they came to a clearing. The brown roof and walls of a decrepit structure came into their view about half a mile away.
“This is your center?” Carrie asked in an incredulous voice.
Becca grinned. “It looks like we took the wrong turn, doesn’t it? That’s the impression we’re going for.”
Justin nodded.
Becca continued, “Once in a while someone stumbles upon our facility. We have detectors at the highway turn and hidden cameras, so we dispatch a welcome team here at the clearing to turn them back. We’ve learned from our mistakes with the other center.”
She was referring to a previous black site north of Vilnius, and Justin knew about it. That complex had been built quite openly by English-speaking construction workers, who renovated a former stable. They built it without windows and surrounded it with metal fences equipped with electronic gadgets, a far cry from the nearby village barns, stables, and houses. It was obvious to everyone that the structure filled any other purpose but the farming needs of the rural community. At first, villagers thought it was the work of the local Mafia, but soon enough they discovered the true owners of the building.
Becca drove around the crumbling structure and they saw a smaller, grayer cinderblock structure. It was built in an L-shape and had a few small windows. Two white GMC Envoys were parked in front of what Justin assumed was the main entrance with a large gray, metallic door.
A tall man stepped outside. He was dressed in a black parka and brown ski pants.
“This is Andrew, one of our agents,” said Becca as she parked near the door.
They all got out of the car and Becca made introductions.
“Welcome to Lithuania and to our station,” Andrew said after they had shaken hands. “Are we going straight to the detainee?” he asked Becca.
“Yes. Has he said anything?”
Andrew opened the door and let everyone in, then closed it behind him. “Zach has been working on him for the last four hours, but we don’t have a lot of intel.”
They walked down a narrow, well-lit hall. It was warm inside. The walls were painted a calm, light blue, in striking contrast with the depressing gray of the building’s exterior. The floor was covered with beige linoleum designed to imitate expensive tiles. Most of it was stained by slush and mud.
They passed by offices with glass doors slightly open, then turned a corner.
“This is the holding block,” Andrew explained, pointing to a set of black metallic doors.
“How many detainees do you have?” Justin asked.
Andrew looked at Becca. She nodded and Andrew said, “Two. One’s in there, but he’s sedated.” He gestured toward the first door. “The other one is with Zach.”
They took a few more steps and came to another black door. Andrew knocked twice. They waited for a few moments, then someone inside turned a heavy deadbolt. A large black man pulled open the door, then stepped to the side.
“Hey, hey, Becca, Andrew, and guests,” the man said in a joyous tone.
“Hello, Zach,” Becca said. “This is Justin and Carrie.”
“My pleasure,” Zach said. “Sorry, I can’t shake your hands.”
Justin’s eyes fell on the man’s big arms. They were blood-spattered, as was his black T-shirt.
“Any progress?” Becca asked as they entered the room.
Zach shook his head. “He still thinks he’s tough. Give me a couple of days.”
We don’t have a couple of days, Justin thought.
He looked around the large room. A section was separated from the rest by glass block partition walls, which were mostly covered by a black curtain. A couple of desks and a few chairs were set across from the entrance to the glass chamber. Two large wooden barrels stood to the left side of the room. A long counter was set against the right wall and was covered with all sorts of wires, cables, knives, plastic wrappers, and other torture devices.
Zach picked up a towel from one of the desk and wiped his hands and the side of his neck. “How are we going to do this?” he asked.
Becca said, “What exactly has he told you?”
Zach picked up a notebook from the desk. “Idrisov claims he has no knowledge about any planned attacks in the US. As far as the assassination of the Russian minister, he gave me the names of four people involved. We already knew those names, since Russian authorities shot all of them within a few days after the assassination.”
Becca nodded. “Any new intel?”
“He gave me some Swiss bank account numbers and the name of one of their couriers in Moscow. We’re still checking the accounts and the name.” Zach put down the notepad. “I haven’t really gone hard on him. Once we get started, we should have more.”
Becca looked at Justin. “Do you want to have the first crack?”
Justin shook his head. “I don’t think that would be such a good idea.”
Zach cocked his head toward Justin. “Why? You afraid you’ll get your hands dirty?”
Justin stared at Zach for a couple of moments. “My methods are different than yours and those of your agency.”
Becca gestured toward the glass chamber. “I’d like to observe your methods, Mr. Hall. The detainee is all yours.” Her voice rang with an almost unnoticeable hint of scorn mixed in with the strong order tone.
“And you will not interfere, right?” Justin said.
“Unless you ask us to do so,” replied Becca.
Justin held her eyes, then glanced at Carrie. She gave him a slight nod, although he did not need her permission for the interrogation.
“Fine,” Justin said. “Where’s his file?”
Andrew picked it up from the desk and handed it to Justin. He glanced at it, flipped through the pages, and stopped to read and review some of Idrisov’s personal information.
“Is he handcuffed?” Justin asked.
“Of course he is,” Zach replied. “Is this his first time?” he asked Becca.
“No, it’s not,” Justin replied. “But this will be your first time to see an interrogation done right. And in a couple of hours, not a couple of days.” He tried to give his voice a confident tone. I hope this works, otherwise I will look like a fool in front of everyone.
“Give me the keys,” he said.
Zach reached to the desk and then handed him the keychain, which had a set of car keys, other keys, and the handcuffs’ keys.
“I’ll have to do this alone. I will call if I need any help. Is that clear?” Justin said.
“Yes, very clear,” Becca said.
Zach gave him a smirk and a slight headshake. Andrew’s face remained emotionless.
“You’ll do just fine,” Carrie said.
Justin nodded. He picked up the file and walked toward the glass chamber.

Chapter Thirteen

Central Intelligence Agency Black Site, Vilnius, Lithuania
December 3, 3:05 p.m.
The glass door creaked with a threatening squeak as Justin stepped inside the torture room. Zamir was sitting in a corner in a puddle of dirty water. A large black blindfold was placed over his head and his hands were cuffed behind his back. A small metal table and two plastic chairs were set in the middle of the room. Space heaters, large speakers, and powerful lamps were installed at the top and bottom corners of the room. They would be used in the next stage of psychological torture: sensory overload and deprivation through the extreme use of noise and silence, heat and cold, light and darkness.
Justin sidestepped around the table as he looked at the cameras fastened near the top of the glass walls. He knew Becca and everyone else could see and hear everything that was going on within the chamber. He would have only a few seconds before they would interfere with his plan.
He reached Zamir, then crouched next to him.
“Zamir, I’m going to remove your blindfold now,” Justin said in English.
He picked up the wet blindfold and lifted it up carefully so as not to scrape Zamir’s face. The man shivered and whimpered like a scared dog, trying to hide his head between his knees. His unshaved face was bruised around the sides and there was a long cut just underneath his left cheekbone. Dried blood was caked around his mouth, and his right eye was slightly swollen. His large nose was also covered in blood.
“Can you hear me?” Justin said.
Zamir did not move or reply.
“If you can hear me, nod or respond,” Justin said in Arabic.
The language change brought about the desired result. Zamir began to lift his head, but did not look at Justin. He said quietly in Arabic, “I can hear you.”
“Good. I’m going to remove your handcuffs. Can you walk?”
Zamir wore an orange jumpsuit, like most detainees in similar CIA-operated centers, and Justin could not tell if he had suffered a broken bone or a leg injury.
Zamir said, “I think I can walk.”
“Good, you and I are going to get some air outside.” Justin removed the man’s handcuffs and helped him to his feet.
Zamir leaned against the glass for support, as if his feet were not strong enough to carry his weight. He sighed and took a few shallow breaths. Justin put his arm around the man’s waist and carried him to one of the chairs. Just as Zamir collapsed on the seat, Zach opened the door.
“What do you think you’re doing?” he shouted at Justin.
Becca entered the room after Zach. “What is this?” she demanded.
“I’m going to ask Zamir a few questions. Outside.”
Her jaw dropped and she gave him a sideways glance. “You must be kidding.”
“I’m dead serious.”
“He’s not leaving the premises.”
Justin frowned. “I thought you were going to observe my methods and not interfere.”
Becca stepped closer to him. “That was before I knew you were planning to release him.”
Justin opened his mouth, but then paused to think before saying something he might regret. “Listen, we’re just stepping outside for a few minutes.” He gestured toward Zamir, whose eyes were shifting from Justin’s face to those of Becca and Zach. “He’ll be under my constant supervision at all times.”
Zach shook his head. “This is crazy. He’ll escape.”
Justin smiled. “Don’t insult my abilities.”
“He’ll learn our location and tell his associates,” Becca said.
“No, he won’t.” Justin shook his head. He looked at Zamir, then stepped closer to Becca and whispered in her ear, “You see what I’m doing here, don’t you? I’m allowing him to have some control, to feel like he’s in charge of at least a few things. There’s a snowstorm and forests on all sides outside. He’s not going to see anything and we both know he’s not going anywhere soon regardless of my interrogation.”
Becca bit her lip. She thought about it for a few moments, then shook her head. “I can’t allow it. Too much risk. He will need to be interrogated here, according to our protocols and procedures.”
Justin’s frown returned, deeper and darker. “Can we step outside for a minute?” he asked Becca.
“Zach, keep an eye on him,” she said, and they stepped outside.
Justin caught Carrie’s eyes as they walked away from the glass chamber. Do you need a hand? her look asked him. Justin shook his head and gave her a small smile. Everything is okay.
“You’re going to keep him tied in here and waterboard him?” Justin asked in a harsh tone.
“Yes, because it works,” Becca replied.
“If he knows something.”
“He does, and he’s already given us some information. And we haven’t even started to really interrogate him.”
Justin toned down his voice. “Let me try a different method, since we don’t have much time.”
“You don’t believe in torture, Justin?” Becca said. Her words sounded more like a scolding than a simple question.
“I don’t believe in unnecessary violence. I have no idea what that man knows. I have no way of easily confirming any intelligence we may obtain from him as a result of torture. We need to make many assumptions. A man under torture would admit to anything, and that could lead to grave errors and lost time.”
“He’s a member of the terrorist group we suspect is going to attack my homeland. He must have knowledge about these plans,” Becca said.
“We want to believe that. But we can’t be sure. If we torture him, we’ll break him for sure, and he’ll tell us what we want. But is it true? Is it accurate? Useful? How reliable will his memory be after hours of psychological and physical pain and suffering?”
Becca took a moment to process Justin’s words. She said, “But you will believe what he tells you if you reward him?”
“I will believe what he tells me through his own free will, because he correctly understands his position and the consequences for him and his family if he refuses to cooperate.”
“So you believe in the threat of torture or at least of future violence?”
“I believe in choices, decisions, and consequences. The ones he makes for himself, not the ones we make for him.”
Becca nodded. “All right, Justin. You want to play the good cop? Fine. I hope this amounts to something, otherwise when you bring him back, it’s my turn.”
“Thank you, Becca.”
“Don’t mention it. You’ve got two hours.”

Chapter Fourteen

Central Intelligence Agency Black Site, Vilnius, Lithuania
December 3, 3:25 p.m.
Justin helped Zamir get cleaned up and Carrie patched his wounds using one of the first aid kits of the CIA center. He was given his clothes and then a meal, his first of the day. He was still shivering at times and involuntarily twitching his neck and his right arm, but now he looked much better. Justin ushered him into the front passenger seat of one of the GMC Envoys and they left under the watchful eyes of Becca and Zach.
“Where are we going?” Zamir asked in Arabic.
“Just around the block. Roll down the window if you want.”
The snowfall had resumed, but it was coming down in small, relaxing flakes. The haze was still veiling most of the forest, hanging like a thick curtain behind every little open space in between the trees.
Zamir rolled down the glass and took a few deep breaths of fresh air. The wind messed up his black, curly hair.
“Do you smoke?” Justin asked.
“Yes.”
Justin had taken a pack from Andrew before leaving the center. He pulled it out of his pocket along with a lighter. He handed Zamir the pack and a moment later lit up the man’s cigarette.
Zamir drew in a deep puff, blowing small circles of smoke. He smoked the entire cigarette in a couple of minutes in silence, then Justin gave him a second cigarette and lit it for him.
“Do you know where we are?” Justin said as they came to a fork on the road. The snow and the haze had covered one of the direction signs in the distance. Justin turned in the other direction, headed south.
“Somewhere in Poland or Ukraine. The CIA has black sites in both countries.”
Justin nodded. “We’re in Poland,” he said. “Just across the border from Belarus.”
“What do you want? What are you going to do to me?”
“I’ll ask you a few questions. What happens to you depends on your answers.”
Zamir’s small black eyes peered at Justin. He tapped his cigarette with his fingers, dropping the ashes outside the window. “What if I don’t answer?”
“I’ll drive you back to the torture room. The two men there will waterboard you a few hundred times until you tell them whatever they want. You’ve heard of waterboarding, right?”
Zamir gave a slow nod. His face was downcast, the cigarette hanging in his left hand.
“It’s simulated drowning. They pour water down your throat to make you feel like you’re dying. They’ll do that over and over and over. It was done at least eighty-three times in a month to Zubaydah, an al-Qaeda operative, and a hundred and eighty-three times to Sheikh Mohammed, allegedly the mastermind of the September 11 attacks against the US. You’re not that important, but still you’ll get the waterboarding treatment at least a few dozen times, until you throw up blood.”
Zamir swallowed hard, his right hand instinctively rubbing his throat.
“They will do things to you that will destroy your mind. They’ll brainwash you. They will inflict so much pain on your mind and your body that you’ll beg them to kill you and end your hellish suffering.”
Zamir listened in silence. His face was frozen and only his eyes were flicking left and right. It looked like he was trying to figure out a way to escape this situation.
“Or they might choose another option, which is even worse for you.”
Zamir tried to grin. “Worse than what you just said?”
“Yes. They might release you after a day or two and claim you told them all the secrets of the Movement.”
Zamir unclenched his jaw. “They can’t… they can’t do that.”
“Oh, yes, they can and they will. You know what the Movement does to traitors, don’t you?”
Justin paused for a moment, then moved his hand across his throat in a slow, deliberate gesture. “I heard they’re using great HD cameras nowadays, with high resolution and excellent quality. Your beheading will look so lifelike.”
“And why… why should I trust you?” Zamir gestured with his head toward the back.
Justin shrugged. “I’m not asking you to trust me. I’m offering you a business opportunity, a trade. You’re a smart man and an economist. You understand trade. You have something I want and I have something you want. Perhaps we’ll come to terms of agreement on a peaceful exchange.”
Zamir’s eyes were completely focused on Justin’s face. He seemed to be absorbing each and every word coming out of Justin’s mouth.
“I’m not an American, and I don’t work for the Americans,” Justin added. “And you can see I’m treating you differently.”
“But you work with them,” Zamir said. “What do you want?”
“You know about the Roman Empire, Zamir? Did you study that in school?”
Zamir groaned. “Huh? What does that have to do with anything?”
“Let me explain. The Romans gave us many things: architecture, roads, and their legal system. They introduced the principle of audi alteram partem. It means ‘listen to the other side.’ The Americans aren’t interested in hearing what you have to say; they want you to tell them what they want to hear. I would like to hear you, what makes your cause so worthy for you, since you are willing to die for it, while your commanders and superior officers are still enjoying their freedom.”
“They’re not partying like the infidels do,” Zamir said. “Our chiefs, my chiefs, think and work for the freedom of our nation.”
“They do? But they send people like you on suicide missions and other dangerous operations. Assassinations. Planting bombs in schools. Killing innocent children. How is that justified from any point of view?”
Zamir looked out of the window. His lower lip twitched.
“Your sister has a young daughter. She’ll be four next week. What if someone planted a bomb in her kindergarten?”
Zamir’s eyes were still wandering somewhere outside in the gray haze. Justin felt he was getting somewhere, so he decided to bring his tactic to a hopefully successful ending. “Your niece cannot defend herself. Your sister cannot do anything to help her or you. But you can do something for them. You can be with them and protect them. You can tell me about the people who indiscriminately kill and hurt innocent women and children.”
Zamir shook his head, but did not look at Justin. “The Americans, they’ll never let me go.”
“Not right away. Perhaps in a few weeks. Many of the Guantanamo prisoners have been released. I will do the impossible to expedite your release. And I can get you much better treatment while you’re still in custody. But it will depend on our exchange. It will depend on what you know and what you’re willing to trade.”
Zamir turned his head toward Justin. “I know many things. I know about the courier. I know about the new target in Russia.”
“And the US? What do you know about the plot there?”
Zamir hesitated for a moment. His eyes wandered around the vehicle cabin.
“You have to give me something substantial in order for the Americans to come to an agreement.”
“I will. The truth is I don’t know much about the US plot. But the courier, he should know.”
“All right. Start talking, Zamir.”
* * *
Justin returned to the CIA center after a long conversation with Zamir. The man liked to talk and wanted to talk, giving him a deep insight into the structure, the workings, and the plans of the Islamic Devotion Movement. His speech was saturated with religious undertones, but Justin found it unnecessary to interrupt the flow of Zamir’s confession.
He began by telling Justin how he first became involved with the IDM. It came shortly after his brother’s death. Zamir claimed his brother was innocent and had never had any connections to extremist or separatist groups. Spetsnaz had made a mistake but they were not going to admit it. So Zamir joined the ranks of the IDM to avenge his brother, bringing his financial knowhow to the organization. He talked about how he set up offshore bank accounts on behalf of the IDM and transferred money all over the world to finance the IDM’s operations. Eventually, he got to the point where he gave up names, locations, current and future plans of the IDM — the intelligence Justin was looking for.
Zamir repeated the same story, albeit the abridged version, in the presence of the CIA agents and Carrie. They ran some of the names and locations through a series of databases and contacted the CIA station in Moscow to confirm some of the data. At first glance, Zamir was telling the truth. They were not sure if he was telling the whole truth, but it was sufficient for the time being, sufficient for Zamir to avoid waterboarding or other techniques of “enhanced interrogation” in the near future, and sufficient for the agents to present new intelligence to their FSB counterparts the next day in Moscow.

Chapter Fifteen

Federal Security Service Headquarters, Moscow, Russia
December 4, 10:05 a.m.
Their briefing with Alexander Derzhavin was scheduled to take place at ten o’clock in one of the FSB conference rooms. Justin, Carrie, and Becca had arrived straight from the Vnukovo Airport after their short flight earlier that morning from Vilnius. Maxim Levin, an FSB Special Agent, had met them downstairs and had escorted them to the conference room. They sat around a large, rustic wood table and waited for Deputy Director Derzhavin to join them for their meeting.
Justin ran his eyes around the room. It seemed to have been recently renovated, with new dark red hardwood flooring. A large projector was mounted to the ceiling and a roll-up projector screen was fastened over a whiteboard across from the table. Two large flat-screen TVs were set on top of a side table near one of the corners, and Justin assumed they served for a video conference connection.
Then his eyes fell on Maxim, who had insisted they call him Max. He was in his late twenties or early thirties. His face was clean-shaven and he had pale white skin with an explosion of freckles that made him look younger. He had cut his reddish-blonde hair short in a high and tight style, which defined his face and his strong jawline.
“They just finished remodeling this room along with most of the offices on this floor,” Max said, pointing to the table and the floor. “This one was handmade in St. Petersburg.” He tapped lightly on the table.
Justin ran his hand along the edge of the table, observing the detailed handiwork and wondering about its cost. It looked and felt expensive. FSB offices were generally equipped with just basic, practical furniture without much thought given to luxury. But this was a meeting place with foreign representatives and it had to reflect the image of Russia’s power and pride. Like in our offices, Justin thought, when conference rooms have all the expensive tables and electronics.
“It’s amazing,” Justin said. “And it matches so well with the rest.”
Max nodded. “That’s what they’re trying to do, keep most of the original flavor of the building, in both exterior and interior renovations.”
His English had a very slight trace of an accent that sounded like it could be from anywhere in Eastern Europe.
Max said, “You know this building is over a hundred years old. It was completed in 1900 and it hosted apartments and offices, mostly of the insurance company that owned it. The prison and other structures in the back were built later, after the government nationalized the building.”
“When did the FSB take over?” asked Carrie.
She had set her yellow notepad and her pen in front of her.
“The KGB moved here back in the eighties, I don’t remember the exact year. We came after the KGB’s dissolution.”
Justin nodded.
A tense silence reigned for a few moments, broken only by Becca’s tapping on her tablet’s keyboard. Then the door opened and a small man entered the conference room. He was dressed in a nice-fitting gray suit, white shirt, and a gray and white tie. Most of his gray hair had fallen out, leaving him with two uneven patches at the sides of his head. He had small black eyes that reflected a strong feeling of impatience mixed with anger.
Justin recognized him as Derzhavin, Deputy Director of the FSB’s Special Purpose Center. The name of his directorate was Service to Protect the Constitutional System and Combat Terrorism. In the old KGB times, there had been two directorates charged with this task. The first one was the infamous Fifth Directorate, which hunted dissidents and political enemies of the state. The second one was Directorate K, which dealt with fighting actual terrorists, their activities, and their threats. Derzhavin had worked for the latter for almost ten years, before moving up the ranks of the FSB.
“An urgent matter came up and tied my hands,” Derzhavin said in a cold, unapologetic voice as he hurriedly moved toward them. His English was flawless and there was no trace of an accent.
They all stood up and shook hands while Justin introduced Derzhavin to his team.
“How was your flight?” Derzhavin asked when they had all sat down. He had taken the seat right across from Justin.
“Excellent.” Justin straightened the front of his black jacket and his black tie.
“No turbulence?”
“No.”
“That’s rare. I always find turbulence when I travel to the United States.”
Justin was not sure if Derzhavin was referring to actual flight conditions or using a metaphor, so he just nodded and smiled.
Derzhavin took a couple of manila folders out of his briefcase, then tapped his outside jacket pockets. He grinned as he found what he was looking for and slipped out a pair of metal-framed reading glasses with double brow bar. He used only his left hand to put them on, while flipping through the first folder.
“So, Mr. Hall, we’re here to exchange intelligence on Chechen terrorists’ activities in our countries’, well, let’s say jurisdictions, since we have representatives from both Canada and the US.” He gestured toward Becca. “Why don’t you let me know what you have?”
“Sure, thank you.” Justin opened one of his folders and passed a document to Derzhavin and a copy to Max. “This is an intelligence report on terrorists’ recent activities in the United States. As you can see from the first and the second pages, a few arrests have been made and some people are being questioned as we speak.”
Derzhavin glanced at the document. He took a moment to underline a couple of things on the first page, then moved on to the second page.
“The report is accurate as of yesterday morning,” Justin continued. “We’ll receive another update later on today, which we will share with you, of course. The CIA and the CIS are fully committed to cooperating in exchanging all intelligence on our common enemy.” Justin underlined “all” more than was necessary.
Derzhavin seemed to have missed the added emphasis. He scratched his round jaw, then said, “Save me some time and give me the specifics of these reports, and tell me something I don’t know. We are already familiar with these arrests in Los Angeles and with general plans to attack our airports. Has there been any progress in your interrogations of these suspects?”
Justin looked over at Becca and nodded at her.
“One of the construction workers is Vahit Tagirov. He gave the police false IDs, so it took a while to find out his true identity. Our understanding is that Tagirov fought in the Second Chechen War and is wanted for organizing a few ambushes against Russian troops during mopping-up operations in southern Chechnya. It is still unclear how Tagirov made his way into the US but we’re looking into that. We would be more than happy to extradite Tagirov to Russia so he can face justice.”
Derzhavin nodded but there was no hint of satisfaction in his small, reddish face. He was obviously expecting more.
Becca said, “The second construction worker, Omar Al Yami, is a Saudi who fought alongside Chechen rebels in the First and the Second Chechen Wars. Both these men have admitted to an impending attack within the United States, but we still don’t have the location. Our officers are searching for a third suspect who fled from his apartment.”
“That’s it?” Derzhavin sounded utterly disappointed. He removed his glasses and tossed them over the folder. Without waiting for their reply he added, “If we were interrogating them, the results would have been more satisfactory.”
Becca nodded. “Maybe. As I said earlier, we can extradite both suspects to you, if you submit an extradition request. But that’s going to take some time.”
Derzhavin snorted. “The CIA’s rendition flights are full? Why don’t you throw these two terrorists into a plane, fly them to a black site, and waterboard them until they give you some intelligence that is worthy of my time?”
Justin’s face stayed calm and emotionless, as if he were anticipating Derzhavin’s sarcastic remarks. He said, “That wouldn’t be necessary, sir. We already have a detainee at a black site who has given us some intelligence. Why don’t you have a quick look at this file?”
Justin slid across the table a copy of the report containing the transcription of Zamir’s interrogation. He waited until Derzhavin had put on his glasses, then said, “On page one, paragraph three, according to a mid-ranking member of the Islamic Devotion Movement, terrorists are plotting to hijack a plane and fly it into the Pulkovo International Airport, St. Petersburg. According to our source, it will be either a charter plane or a plane flown from an Arab country, and it will hit Terminal 2, targeting international travelers. Near the bottom of page two, there are names of some members of the Movement and locations where you may find them.”
Derzhavin was absorbing Justin’s words and the information in the file. He was nodding slightly, while putting asterisks next to the relevant sections Justin was bringing to his attention.
Max was jittery, swiveling in his chair. “Do you have another copy?” he asked.
“Sorry, I only brought one,” Justin replied.
“When’s this attack planned for?” Derzhavin asked, his eyes still glued to the report.
“We were told around Christmas, but that may change as a result of your crackdown on the militants’ activities,” Justin said. “We hear you’re crushing them.”
Derzhavin looked up. “Obviously not all of them. Who is your source? How trustworthy is this intelligence?” He moved the report along to Max, who began to skim through it.
Justin said, “Unfortunately, at this point, I can’t disclose the source’s name or the location where he is being held. That may change in the future. We have checked some of the intel and it’s genuine.”
“This is very significant,” Max said, tapping the report with his hand.
Derzhavin cast a scolding look in Max’s direction. I decide what is significant and what is not, Justin translated the meaning of that look.
“What else do you have, Mr. Hall?” Derzhavin said in a tired voice, as if all this work of reading reports was exhausting him.
Justin loosened his tie and pulled at his shirt collar. He leaned forward and placed both his hands on the table. “Our contact informed us that a certain man called Bashir Sardalov is a courier for the Islamic Devotion Movement. He should be in possession of information about the acts being plotted against the United States.”
“Oh, now the truth comes out.” Derzhavin fell back in his seat. “You’re giving me information so we can help you with your problem.”
Justin tilted his head. I thought that was obvious, since this is an intelligence exchange. He produced a small smile and tried to think of something positive. He said, “Our problem, our problem. These terrorists know no borders, no nationalities. To them, all infidels are fair game. They don’t even spare Muslims they consider expendable, or worry about collateral damage. They are not just the enemy of America, or Canada, or Russia. They are everyone’s enemy.”
“Very impressive,” Derzhavin said with a tiny hint of a smile on his face. A moment later, his face froze in a menacing grimace. “When did these Chechens become America’s enemy, Mr. Hall? We’ve been fighting them on and off for the last thirty years. We did it all on our own, without any help, any manpower, or any piece of intelligence from America. But now that they are active in the US, threatening their way of life and their democracy, now they are our common enemy. The US didn’t care about the waves of Chechen terrorism until it hit its shores.”
Justin remained silent. There was some truth in Derzhavin’s words but this was not the place or the time to debate policy decisions of the past.
Carrie gave a polite cough. Justin took the hint, looked in her direction, and motioned for her to speak. “Mr. Derzhavin, four Russians died at the Las Vegas casino explosion. Two of them were from Moscow, just visiting the US. While mistakes were made in the past, we cannot go back and fix them. But we can prevent such mistakes from happening again. We can work together to fight these terrorists both here in Russia and elsewhere in the world.”
Max opened his mouth, but Derzhavin cut him off with a headshake. “Do you have the location of this courier?”
“No, but we thought—”
“You thought a few more Russians could die to save your American citizens,” Derzhavin replied abruptly. “It’s not going to happen.”
Justin felt his patience was drawing near its end. He tried to keep calm and carry on, but he was finding it increasingly difficult because of the FSB Deputy Director’s dismissive attitude. His words were reinforcing Justin’s belief that they were not going to get any cooperation from the FSB. Justin struggled to find a shred of positivity in Derzhavin’s position, but he found none.
“Mr. Hall, what are you thinking about?”
Derzhavin’s voice brought him back from his deep thoughts. He frowned, swallowed hard, and said, “This is Russia, your land, your home. You have sole authority over operations hunting terrorists. But if you need any assistance, we would be more than—”
“That’s not going to happen either.” Derzhavin’s headshake emphasized his refusal. “No CIA or CIS agents are going on a covert or overt operation in my country.”
“And the courier and his intelligence?” Becca asked without waiting for a gesture from Justin.
“If and when we find this courier and if and when we find any valuable intelligence from him, we will handle it appropriately at the right time,” Derzhavin replied and crossed his arms in front of his chest.
“So you’re not going to help us?” Becca said and looked at Derzhavin. Then her eyes moved on to Max and lingered on his face a moment longer than necessary, as if she was pleading for his assistance. “Even after we gave you all this intelligence?”
“This is a very unbalanced cooperation, Ms. Lewis. You’re bringing me some unverified confessions of a tortured man and in turn you’re asking for a wide operation to capture a suspected terrorist. I’m not going to put my men in harm’s way, and the risks overcome the benefits in this case. And we have nothing valuable to share with you at this moment.”
Becca’s face showed clearly her disappointment. Her lips were drawn back and her eyes had lost their hopeful glare. She tapped her tablet’s screen harder than necessary, then flipped its plastic cover shut with a loud, protesting thud.
Justin looked over at Carrie, who gave him a slight headshake. Then his eyes met Derzhavin’s. Their meeting was over.
“Thank you for your time, Mr. Deputy Director,” Justin said and stood up. “We hope to hear from you very soon.” The words almost choked on the way out but Justin managed to say them, albeit without any conviction.
“My pleasure, Mr. Hall.” Derzhavin stood up and shook Justin’s hand. “We will contact the CIA as soon as it is possible. And one final word of caution: please do not interfere with our investigations. I know the CIA has this bad habit of meddling in the domestic affairs of other nations, and I hope they have not infected their Canadian partners.”
“Rest assured, sir, that they haven’t,” Justin said. He nodded, but the frown stayed on his face. They would not hear from Derzhavin or anyone else at the FSB until it was too late, until after the terrorists had launched their strike in the United States.
Justin was determined not to let that happen on his watch.

Chapter Sixteen

Moscow, Russia
December 4, 10:25 a.m.
Max escorted them to the exit of the FSB headquarters. He did not offer an apology for his Deputy Director’s positions even though it had been clear during the meeting that he did not completely agree with Derzhavin. They shook hands with Max and walked off into the misty Moscow morning.
Justin looked around Lubyanka Square. It was way past the rush hour but still a constant stream of vehicles rushed through the streets and the intersections. The snow had stopped, but it had left behind slippery sidewalks covered in a thin layer of white powder. The air was cold and carried the smell of car exhaust.
“I need a cup of coffee to warm up,” Justin said and turned left, heading south down the Lubyanskiy Proyezd. “That meeting and this weather have given me the chills.”
“It’s probably five degrees,” Carrie said, walking to Justin’s right. “Judging by our breath freezing right away.” She blew a frosty breath.
Becca shoved her hands deeper into her heavy coat pockets. “Where are we getting our coffees?” she said as she stepped to the other side of Justin.
“Just across the street. And I want to see the Solovetsky Stone.”
A black Mercedes-Benz sedan slid out from across the street and made a left turn. Justin saw it out of the corner of his eye. “We’ve got company,” he said.
“We sure do,” Becca answered.
They did not look back. One of the Moscow rules of spies said that they were never completely alone, regardless of whether or not they noticed the people following them.
They crossed the street, then stopped at one of the little kiosks at the corner of the small park near the FSB building, and Justin ordered three coffees. The old man behind the counter — his face wrinkled and withered like an overripe prune — offered to spike their coffees with vodka for free, to warm them up. Justin smiled and declined the offer. He tipped the old man and handed the coffees to Carrie and Becca.
They walked through the narrow pathways of the park and stopped in front of the Solovetsky Stone. A few bouquets of fresh flowers had been placed over the clean slabs where the large stone rested. It had been cut and brought from the remote Solovetsky Islands on the edge of the White Sea and the Arctic Circle, one of the first gulags, the notorious labor camps for political prisoners in the Soviet Union. It stood here as a memorial of those dark days so people would not forget the horrors they had inflicted on their own compatriots.
Justin stood in silence. He knew Russian and he read the inscription. It said the memorial had been installed to remember the millions of victims of the authoritarian regime of the past. Justin thought about the current regime in Russia and its treatment of political opposition. The country was a democracy, but there was very little political freedom. The parliament was dominated by the ruling party and the strong-handed president was identified with the state. The media and the opposition were kept on a short, tight leash. Riots and protests were squashed and nosy journalists or defiant businessmen were thrown in jail or ended up dead in suspicious circumstances.
The black Mercedes-Benz stopped at the end of the park across from them. The front passenger rolled down the window but Justin could not see the face of the man or the woman in the seat. The sedan had parked in such a way as to be seen yet keep the people inside unrecognized.
Justin felt Becca’s inquisitive eyes fall on him. He looked at her, took a sip of his coffee, then said, “Our friends are letting us know they’re here.”
“The park was a good choice,” Becca said. “They can’t hear us or even read our lips.”
“They may not, but I don’t know about them,” said Carrie with a slight head gesture.
A man was working on repairing or cleaning a small snow blower about a dozen or so steps behind them. On the other side, a blonde woman was sitting on a bench and looking over a toddler playing with snow and trying to build a snowman.
“You think they’re FSB?” Becca asked.
“We’ll find out very soon.” Justin raised his cup to his lips. His eyes caught the gaze of the blonde woman and he smiled at her. She hesitated for a moment, then returned a shy smile. “We’ll split up. Lose the surveillance, and we’ll meet one of our local ops at Gorki Park.”
Becca nodded.
“What do we need to get?” asked Carrie. She took a few steps around the memorial to appear as if she was interested in it.
“Disposable phones and SIM cards. Two each. I need to make a call. We’ll go from there.”
Becca nodded but her eyes did not leave his face.
Justin said, “He’s a trusted operative. All I can say at this point.”
“All right,” Becca said.
Justin said, “See you at Gorki Park in an hour.”

Chapter Seventeen

Moscow, Russia
December 4, 10:40 a.m.
Carrie peeled off to the right while Becca took a casual stroll to the left. The repairman noticed Carrie’s movements, produced a cellphone, and turned around. The woman was a little more discreet. She called the little boy and shared a banana with him as they sat on the bench. Her eyes did not follow Becca, and that told Justin there was another man or woman or even a team waiting somewhere else to pick up the surveillance of that target. I may be her target. So I have to ditch this woman and the Mercedes-Benz crew. And whoever else may be lurking in the shadows.
Justin finished his coffee and walked to the nearest garbage can. He tossed in the cup and cast a last glance at the woman toying with the toddler’s hair. She’ll have to leave him behind if she’s coming after me. But the other team will pick him up, I hope.
At first, he walked slowly toward the Mercedes-Benz, then suddenly broke into a sprint and cut to the left through the snow. He sank knee-deep into the snow banks covering the park, then reached the low, decorative wrought-iron fence and jumped over it. He was now on the wide sidewalk, and he slowed down just for a split second as he considered the distance between him and the closest cars rushing through traffic. Justin jumped over another low steel barrier separating the sidewalk from the road, then zipped right through the cars zooming down the three-lane street. The last vehicle, a city bus, almost hit him, but he was able to make it to the other side.
If he had turned his head, Justin would have seen the woman following him through the snow banks and the traffic, but with more carefully calculated moves. He would have also seen the Mercedes-Benz forcing its way through the traffic. But Justin kept his eyes on the road straight ahead, to avoid icy patches, the uneven stones of the sidewalk, and people around him.
He slowed down as he rounded the corner of Myasnitskaya Street to avoid attracting the attention of a few uniformed officers standing to the right side of the FSB building. He passed by a couple of street vendors sitting on foldable stools and braving the freezing cold as they sold cigarettes and snacks on makeshift tables. Moments later, Justin hastened his pace, aware that the Mercedes-Benz had fallen back since he was going up a one-way street. Cars were parked on both sides of the narrow street, leaving just a single lane for traffic.
Justin ran along a series of shops until he reached an intersection. Three lanes of traffic opened up to the left. It was still a one-way street, but there was sufficient room for the driver of the Mercedes-Benz to maneuver his way around. A single lane was to his right. Justin dashed in that direction.
He passed a couple of restaurants and a disco bar, then came to a six-foot-high wrought-iron gate of a restaurant. Heavy, hurried footsteps came from behind him. Straight ahead he saw two men in black coats running toward him. Another FSB team. They were about fifty yards away and closing in fast. Justin reached for the gate, placed his boot on the latch, and pulled his body up and over the gate.
An angry shout in Russian met him as soon as he dropped to the other side. A large man with a burly beard and a black apron burst out of a side door. One of the cooks. He threatened Justin with a large butcher’s knife and some choice words, but Justin ignored him. He outran the cook as he sped through the narrow driveway and found himself in the tree-filled backyard. He glanced around for an escape route. Loud voices came from behind. Justin recognized the large man’s voice, then heard a woman’s voice. He darted to the end of the yard, then climbed over the walled fence just as the sound of footsteps behind him grew louder and felt quite near.
“Stop, stop. Hey, stop!” someone shouted.
Justin did not look back but jumped to the other side. He landed on the asphalt of a parking lot containing a cube truck with the name of the restaurant stenciled on the side, a silver Land Rover, a white Audi sedan, and a couple of old Lada models. The cars of the owners and the employees of the restaurant. Justin quickly checked the vehicles’ doors, but they were all locked.
He ran through the parking lot, then reached a narrow alleyway that led him to an apartment complex with a gray colonnaded façade in much need of a renovation. He zigzagged through pathways in front of the complex, using parked cars along the sidewalk as his cover. He stopped when he reached an intersection and hid behind one of the enclosed kiosks next to a bus stop. A young man was inside the bus stop stand, seeking shelter from the cold, light snow drizzle that had just begun.
Justin looked back, trying to spot the people who were after him. He saw a man coming out of the left side of the apartment complex. He took the back alley. Another man appeared about forty yards away to the right, followed by the blonde woman. They went the roundabout way.
They converged at the edge of the complex and exchanged a few words, gesturing left and right. The woman seemed to point in the direction of the intersection, toward the south, but the men were shaking their heads, instead waving their hands in the other two directions, east and west. After a few moments of debating, they split three ways to continue their chase. The woman began jogging toward the intersection, her head swinging left and right, as she covered the entire area.
A black and yellow city bus appeared from the south and slowly turned around the corner. The young man stepped out from the bus stop stand and waved at the bus driver. Justin calculated the moment when the bus would hide him from the woman’s view and hurried to cross the street.
A blue BMW SUV was coming from the other direction. The driver was going fast, and because of snow windrows along the edge of the sidewalk across the street, he was dangerously close to the bus. Justin was caught between the stopped bus and the rocketing mass of steel barreling toward him. He flattened himself against the bus. The BMW sprayed a dirty shower of slushy snow and ice slivers all over his back and his head. The torrent spared his face, as Justin had tilted his head to the left and away from the downpour.
The bus began to move and Justin crossed the street and disappeared into an alley between two run-down three-story buildings. His coat felt twice as heavy now that it was soaked with snow and caked with mud. He came to the back of a restaurant with a half-empty parking lot. Two men were smoking by the entrance and they noticed him. One called out to Justin, but he ignored the man and ran in the opposite direction. They’ll tell Blondie they saw me.
He reached the backyard of a small church and slowed down, contemplating his next steps. He took a few deep breaths while walking underneath a tall yellow archway of another apartment complex, his eyes darting left and right. He saw cars zipping past in the distance and knew he was getting closer to a major street. That’s Maroseyka, Justin remembered the layout of this part of Moscow. I can find a clothing store for a new coat and a cellphone shop on that street. He heaved a deep breath and resumed his fast pace down the alley wide enough for just one car.
Justin had barely reached the sidewalk of Maroseyka Street when he noticed a black Mercedes-Benz driving up the street. He fell back behind the corner of the nearest store, then turned around and began racing back. The Mercedes-Benz driver must have seen him because the car turned into the alley and roared behind him.
Justin felt his heart drumming in his chest. Up ahead the blonde woman appeared in the middle of the alley underneath the archway, blocking his path. Justin was boxed in.
He spun on his heels and ran back. The Mercedes-Benz was now a few steps away. He sidestepped around a small trash can someone had left alongside of the wall and tried to squeeze past the sedan on the driver’s side.
The driver’s hand speared out of the window and grabbed Justin’s left arm. Justin slammed his right fist into the driver’s hand and the driver released his grip. Justin passed through the narrow gap between the sedan and the wall. The driver threw the Mercedes-Benz into reverse. The rear end scraped against the wall, missing Justin’s feet by mere inches.
Justin turned left, entering another back alley. He heard the Mercedes-Benz growling behind him, the spinning tires and the squealing brakes. A white Volkswagen was parked in front of the gate to a house, narrowing down the already small alleyway. Justin was not sure if the Mercedes-Benz could pass through the gap but he was not going to hang around and find out. He zipped past the gate, his arms swinging to his sides as he picked up speed. He slipped on a patch of ice, then the tip of his boot caught on a pothole.
He leaned against the wall and steadied himself. A loud scraping sound came from behind. Justin turned his head to see the Mercedes-Benz’s side mirrors shattering on both sides, one against the wall and the other against the Volkswagen. The car kept coming at him at a high speed. It was just a few steps away, the smell of burning diesel piercing Justin’s nose. He leaped forward and resumed his running.
A large metal garbage bin was set against the left wall where the back alley widened. The Mercedes-Benz would go past it without any trouble. Justin stopped near the garbage bin and tried to shove it in the vehicle’s way. It was heavier than he expected. He put his shoulder against it and pushed hard. It moved a couple of inches. Justin tried again, this time a bit harder. The garbage bin rolled off and smashed into the left side of the Mercedes-Benz’s hood, halting it in place.
Justin sighed but had no time to relax. The Mercedes-Benz’s doors opened and two sets of boots hit the ground. The chase was going to continue on foot.
Justin dashed to the left. A bakery had an Open sign hanging on the window, and Justin burst in. He shoved a couple of customers out of the way, then climbed over the glass counter. All sorts of breads and pastries flew around along with some bottles and other foods. A terrified clerk shouted curses and threats at him while Justin made his way to the kitchen in the back. A couple of cooks tried to stop him, but Justin slipped through their hands, around the woodstove, and rushed outside through the small back door.
A couple of stores were half a block away. The first one was a women’s clothing store with an elegantly dressed silhouette painted on its front glass. The second one was a coffeehouse. Justin hurried to the first one and stepped inside. The store door made a clanging sound, which attracted the attention of a middle-aged woman sitting behind the counter.
She stood up and gave him a glance of suspicion mixed with fear. Then she took a couple of steps back, inching her way toward a small door leading to another section of the store.
I must look like crap, and I’m scaring the crap out of her.
“Relax and don’t be afraid,” Justin said in Russian as he tried to catch his breath. “I need some clothes and I have money.”
He dug his wallet out of his front pocket, then showed the woman a few American dollar bills.
The woman nodded, but the look of panic remained on her face. She looked over his shoulders. Justin resisted the temptation to turn his head and follow her gaze.
“Who are those two men?” the woman asked.
“FSB,” Justin replied without hesitation. The woman was either going to help him or give his pursuers his location. Sooner or later they would come to check out this place. All he had to lose was his small advantage. Nothing ventured, nothing gained.
“This way.” The woman gestured toward the small door to her left.
She took a mop from a corner of the store and began to wipe clean the gray tiled floor and Justin’s muddy footsteps. The door led Justin to a small storage room with boxes of clothes, shoes, bags, and other women’s clothing accessories. A narrow hall connected the storage room to another section of the building, and Justin saw a large metal door at the end of the hall.
Justin closed the small door behind him and placed his ear against it. Hushed voices came from the store. A woman’s voice, then a man’s voice shouting curses, then the thud of rushed footsteps and the clanging of the closing door. Silence reigned for a few moments, then a low shuffle, growing louder as it came nearer him.
“They’re gone,” the woman said. “It’s safe to come out now.”
Justin hesitated and did not move. Her voice sounded genuine, but he had no way of being absolutely sure she was the only one behind that door. He took a step back without making a sound, then another one, and was out in the narrow hall.
The small door opened and the woman appeared. “You couldn’t hear me,” she said. “They left.”
Justin studied her face but did not step forward.
The woman must have realized Justin did not trust her. She shook her head, then said slowly, in a slightly disappointed voice, “It’s okay. I would be paranoid too if the FSB was chasing me. Take this.” She reached for a brown leather jacket hanging on a rack on the wall next to the boxes. “It’s my husband’s, but he wouldn’t mind it. It should fit you.”
She tossed it and Justin caught it. The jacket was well-used, with shiny patches on the elbows. He reached for his wallet, but the woman said, “I don’t need your money. It’s a gift. Be safe and remember that not all Russians are FSB.”
Justin nodded. “Thank you,” he said. A moment later, he added, “I’m sorry.”
The woman’s voice took a motherly tone. “Be safe,” she said again.

Chapter Eighteen

Moscow, Russia
December 4, 10:55 a.m.
The brown leather jacket fit tight around his shoulders. It was definitely not a winter jacket, as Justin could feel the bitter wind blowing around his chest, and it did not match his black wool pants or white shirt. But it allowed him to toss his muddy coat into the nearest trash can along with his black tie, and take on a somewhat different look
He moved through the maze of back alleys, circling around apartment buildings, cutting through parking lots and church courtyards, avoiding the major thoroughfares and intersections of this part of Moscow. He suspected the men of the FSB were not very far away and could surprise him at any moment. Were they really from the FSB? Who else could it be, and why would they follow me relentlessly but not violently?
Fifteen minutes later, he reached the corner of Pokrovka Street and Pokrovsky Boulevard. He observed the traffic rushing through the intersection for a couple of minutes. No black Mercedes-Benz with broken mirrors or dents in the front and scratches in the back. No men in black coats or a blonde woman running through the streets.
Justin walked toward the Clean Ponds, a block north of the intersection. This area was an upscale neighborhood of Moscow; the buildings were well-maintained, the streets were cleared of almost all snow, and the cars parked along the sidewalk were mainly expensive imports. He waited for a tram coming from the north to pass him by, then crossed Chistoprudny Boulevard adjacent to the ponds.
He cut through the park and looked at a group of teens skating over the frozen surface of the pond. One of them tried a loop jump. He started well, but then lost his footing during the revolution, landing hard on his butt on the ice. His friends burst out laughing. Two of the boys helped him up, while one of the girls stroked away in a large semi-circle, then turned around and showed him the move. She carried it out to perfection, leaving Justin wondering whether she was a figure skater.
He watched the teens for a few more moments, his eyes taking in the entire space of the park. An elderly couple was stumbling slowly to the left and a woman with two toddlers was strolling to the right. Justin was convinced none of them were from any secret service, and that he had successfully evaded the FSB surveillance.
He returned to Pokrovsky Boulevard and found an electronics store. He bought two disposable phones along with their SIM cards, activated them, and topped up his accounts with enough money for a few long-distance calls. Then he made his way toward the meeting point with Carrie and Becca.
He kept a brisk pace, crossing the streets and looking over his shoulders at times to make sure no other FSB team was shadowing him. He called Fyodor, one of the Canadian Intelligence Service operatives in Moscow, and asked him to pick them up at Gorki Park.
Justin entered the park from the north. He walked along the banks of the Moskva River and stopped for a few moments to take in his surroundings. Three men were walking ahead of him, smoking and talking in loud voices about the high prices of oil. A young man on a bicycle came from the other direction and moved on without so much as a glance toward Justin.
The surface of the river was completely frozen and had turned into a rough layer of ice. Underneath the surface, the powerful water rolled as it always had — unseen to his eye, but Justin knew it was there and ready to whisk away anyone who made the grave mistake of venturing too close.
He turned left and headed toward the Buran, the space test shuttle. A group of elementary school students were circling the shuttle and listening carefully to the explanations of two guides. The training ship was repainted like the model that had actually flown into space in 1988 but had been destroyed in 2002 in its hangar during a major storm. Still, the spacecraft had the utmost attention of the students, and Justin could tell a few of them were already reconsidering their career options, replacing “teacher” or “doctor” with “astronaut.”
Further away to the south, he saw an arbor on the bank of the river. Carrie was waiting inside, resting against one of the white columns. That was his sign that she was clear and no FSB agents had been able to track her down to their meeting point. Becca was sitting on one of the benches next to the rotunda arbor, keeping a watchful eye on the park street forking toward the south and the east.
“Hey, you look stylish,” Carrie said and pointed at Justin’s jacket. “Where’d you get that?”
“Oh, a long story. The FSB was chasing me and a woman at a shop helped me. She gave it to me.”
“Looks good on you.”
“Thanks.”
“What’s this?” Carrie ran her hands through Justin’s hair behind his head.
“Mud. A car splashed me as I was running away from the FSB. How did you do?”
“Better than you. I had a man and a woman follow me on foot for three or four blocks, quite discreetly, I should say. Then I got on the tramway and they lost me.”
Justin stepped near the wrought-iron rail of the riverbank. He leaned over it and stared at the ice. “What about her?” He nodded toward the city.
Carrie understood him. She turned her back toward Becca, then said, “She told me there was only one man behind her, and she eluded him very easily going through a few stores.”
“And you believe her?”
“I have no reason to believe otherwise. There is no one watching us at this moment.”
“Not yet.”
Carrie shrugged. She produced a small cellphone. “I got two of these.”
“Excellent. I’ve already called Fyodor. He should be waiting for us on Leninsky Prospect.” He glanced at his wristwatch. “We have about five minutes before he’ll start to worry.”
“Fyodor worries very easily.”
“Survival instinct. Let’s go.”
They walked toward Becca. As they were about to cross the street, Justin noticed a red sedan speed through one of the streets of the park. It had to be a government vehicle, since civilian vehicles were prohibited from entering the park grounds. The type of car — a new, shiny Audi — and the way the driver was going — fast and hard — told Justin the people in the car were not a part of the park’s maintenance crew.
“Who the hell is that?” Justin asked Carrie.
His mind raced through their options. Escape in three different directions. Run in the same direction. Stay and fight whoever may step out of the car screeching to a halt a few feet away from Becca’s bench. The driver parked at an angle, and his face was hidden from Justin’s line of sight.
“Don’t worry,” Becca said as she got up. “It’s a friend.”
The driver rolled down the front passenger window. Justin’s eyes caught the face of Maxim Levin, the FSB Special Agent who had attended their meeting with the FSB Deputy Director Derzhavin. What is he doing here? Is this a trap?
“He’s no friend of mine,” Justin said and took a step back.
“Max is my contact, my source,” Becca said. “He’s giving us crucial intelligence.”
“Hurry up, we’ve got to go before my absence becomes a reason for suspicion,” Max called to them from inside the car.
Justin hesitated for a moment. Carrie glanced at him and waited for instructions.
“Justin, do you trust me?” Becca asked and looked deep into his eyes.
“This is not a matter of trust; it’s a matter of tactics. Going into that car is the wrong move at the moment.”
“Max has never let me down, and he’s not going to start now. He’s risking his very own life to help us.”
Justin shook his head. “Even if that’s true, we have no idea who may be following him, who else may be in the know about his helping us. And how did he find us here?”
“I… I called him on the way.”
“When were you going to tell me — us — about that call?”
Becca looked away. “I was going to tell you, but he just… he just showed up early.”
Justin stared at Max, who was looking at them impatiently. “What’s the holdup?”
Justin did not reply. He let out a deep sigh, then said, “OK, Becca, let’s see what this intel is. But before we do that, I’ve got to make a call.”
He took one of his cellphones and casually paced toward the bank of the Moskva River. He called Fyodor and updated him on the unexpected change of plans. He gave Fyodor the license plate of Max’s Audi, as well as the man’s description. He asked Fyodor to follow the Audi extremely tactfully so that Max would not notice him.
“We can go now,” he said when he returned.
“Thanks,” said Becca. “You’ll see, this will be our much-needed breakthrough.” She slid into the front passenger seat.
Justin opened the right-side back door for Carrie. Just as she drew near him to step inside, he whispered in Carrie’s ear, “At the smallest hint of foul play, I’ll kill him.”

Chapter Nineteen

Moscow, Russia
December 4, 11:40 a.m.
Max told them they were going to an FSB safe house so they could interrogate a member of the Islamic Devotion Movement. Bashir Sardalov — one of the Movement’s couriers — had been detained a few days ago, along with three accomplices. He was the man whose name Zakir had mentioned as a potential intelligence source.
“Why did Derzhavin lie to us about Bashir?” asked Justin. “Was he trying to drive a hard bargain or did he truly have no intention of helping us?”
“I’m not sure.” Max shook his head. “Given the current state of our relations, the coldest since the Cold War, I wouldn’t be surprised if it’s the latter.”
“But these terrorists, all terrorists, they target Russia as much as any Western country and even more because of Russia’s unique position. It’s in the interests of the US, Canada, and Russia to fight terrorism everywhere, all the time,” Becca said.
“I agree,” Max said. “But Derzhavin is old school. The school that taught us to hate Americans, who were our greatest enemy.” He grinned.
“What has Bashir given you so far?” asked Justin.
“The names of some members and their hideouts in Russia and Chechnya. We’ve made several arrests based on his information.”
“What about the terrorists’ plans to attack America?” asked Becca.
“He hasn’t volunteered anything and we haven’t interrogated him about that. We had only a general idea something was in the works but no details. Hopefully, he’ll have the information you need to disrupt their plans.”
“What sort of deal has the FSB made with Bashir?” Becca asked.
“A deal?”
“Yes. What have you promised him in return?”
Max smiled. “We’ve promised him nothing. You know, we Russians and you Americans and Canadians are not very different.”
Justin said, “You’ve tortured him?”
Max raised his left eyebrow. “I’m offended by the question,” he said in a low voice. “The detainee has cooperated of his own free will. Well, we may have used some ‘enhanced interrogation techniques’ to give him a little bit of an incentive.” He grinned.
Becca shook her head and rolled her eyes. “Yes, we’re no different,” she said with a sigh.
Max stayed on Leninsky Prospect for the next few minutes as they drove toward the south. Justin could not see Fyodor’s silver Nissan in the rearview mirror, or any other car that seemed to be following them. He wondered for a moment if Fyodor had fallen behind, then dismissed that thought with a headshake. Fyodor could shadow a target without being noticed and had proven to be a very good agent.
“How far until the safe house?” Justin asked.
“It’s not too far away. A couple of intersections, then three blocks to the right,” Max said. His left hand was on the steering wheel while he was checking his iPhone with the other hand.
Justin squinted but could not see the tiny letters on the iPhone screen. He wished Max would pay more attention to the vehicles on the road than to his one-handed texting. Cars, trucks, and vans were swerving left and right, in and out of their lane, vying to gain a few seconds, coming dangerously close to their front bumper. Regardless of the four lanes in each direction, the road was packed and the traffic moved at a slow pace, especially when they came to major intersections.
Justin looked out the window at the rows of Communist-era apartment complexes lining both sides of this section of the avenue. They were drab, gray, and sad, like the overall mood of the city.
Leninsky Prospect carried the name of one of the leaders of the October Revolution of 1917 and the founder of the Soviet state. Lenin was also one of the main people responsible for the creation of the first Soviet secret service shortly after the revolution — the notorious Cheka or Extraordinary Commission of the Bolshevik government — and the ensuing Red Terror against their enemies as a response to a failed assassination against Lenin in August 1918. The memorable phrase, “A good Communist is also a good Chekist,” summed up Lenin’s opinion about the secret service and its position in the new Soviet society. Justin had the feeling the opinion lived on, albeit in a slightly different shape: a good politician is one who has good ties to the FSB.
The Audi crossed over into a newly-developed section with tall apartment and office towers, some of which were thirty or more stories high. A McDonald’s fast food restaurant sat next to a construction site surrounded by heavy machinery and a host of construction workers buzzing around like worker bees. The new masters of Moscow, oil oligarchs, and their ever-expanding businesses, were at the top of their capitalism game, proudly displaying their expensive glass and marble towers right on Leninsky Prospect. Lenin must be rolling over in his grave, Justin thought.
“We’re right behind there.” Max pointed to the left, then slammed on the brakes and pushed down on the horn as a black van cut in front of them from the right lane. “What a stupid jerk!”
“Why is Bashir held in a safe house and not a prison?” Carrie asked.
“Good question. I guess my best answer would be that we’re not the only ones who know Bashir has been arrested.”
Justin met Max’s look in the rearview mirror. There was a glint of uneasiness in the man’s blue eyes.
“You’re worried Chechen terrorists will try to break him out?” Justin asked.
Max tightened his grip around the steering wheel. “I’m not worried,” he said calmly, “and those Chechen cockroaches will not make a move. Not now, not in the middle of Moscow.”
“So who are these other people?” Becca asked.
Max looked at her for a few moments. She had turned sideways toward him, her face just a few inches away from his. Max sighed, then said, “It’s the GRU, the Main Intel—”
“Intelligence Directorate, the military intel agency,” said Justin.
“Why would the GRU want Bashir?” asked Carrie.
“They suffered many casualties in Chechnya during the wars and even more recently. The Minister of Defense was assassinated by the Movement, so the GRU is out for revenge. They believe Bashir can help them track the people who planned that assassination,” Max said.
Justin nodded. He was familiar with the ever-present rivalry between the GRU and other Russian secret services. The GRU had always been independent from the rest of the intelligence community.
“But if the FSB hands over Bashir, you will not see him anymore, right?” Justin asked.
“Right. The GRU is extremely powerful, very well connected, and with a wide network of operatives inside and outside the country. It survived the transition from the Soviet Union to the Russian Federation, unlike the KGB. Its chief has strong ties to the President.”
Justin nodded. A slight frown appeared on his face. He did not want to be caught in the middle of this war of elephants.
Max continued, “The GRU is concerned about its own personal issues, but we at the FSB are looking at the big picture. We’re watching out for the security of the entire country, not just of its military or high officials.”
“And no one at the GRU knows about Bashir or this safe house?” Carrie asked with a hint of suspicion.
Max shook his head. “If they did, the piranhas from the aquarium would be tearing him apart alive.”
Justin nodded. He understood the “aquarium” reference to the GRU headquarters. The agency had moved to a new, modern building a few years back, but still many people called the agency by its old headquarters’ name.
Max switched on the turn signal and made a left turn at the next intersection. They left Leninsky Prospect behind and turned into a narrow road. They passed a gas station followed by a strip mall and Max went around the next apartment building, an old, unimposing six-story Communist relic. He parked on the street corner, a block away from the apartment’s entrance, next to a Toyota and an old Ford.
“We’re on the second floor, but the windows are on the other side.” Max pointed to the left as they walked through the half-full parking lot.
Justin took in all the surrounding details, familiarizing himself with the area and calculating a possible escape route in case of an emergency. There were two entrances on this side of the apartment building. A small pathway led to the back toward a children’s park and another higher residential tower. On the other side, a similar pathway headed toward the street and the intersection.
Two young women were leaving the parking lot in a blue Mazda. One of them — the brunette in the passenger seat — glanced in their direction and seemed to give him a playful wink. A middle-aged man wrapped in a gray coat was walking toward the apartment building, carrying two large grocery bags. An old woman was scraping some of the snow from the sidewalk in front of the entrance with a shovel. She stopped, straightened up her feeble frame, and greeted them. Max and Justin greeted her back, while Carrie and Becca just nodded.
Max unlocked the entrance gate while Justin threw a last sweeping gaze at the area. He did not see Fyodor’s car but hoped Fyodor had not lost the shining Audi and at this very moment was staring at them from somewhere across the parking lot.
“Everything’s okay?” Max asked.
“Yes, let’s go,” Justin replied.
They climbed the stairs. The hall was dark, dingy, and narrow, with concrete stairs that had some missing chunks. It stank of alcohol and garlic.
They stopped in front of a solid metal door. It had been painted white, but some of the paint had chipped away, especially around the doorknob and the deadbolt. Max lifted his hand to knock, but Justin stopped him.
“Wait, who’s inside?” he whispered.
“My partner Ilia and Bashir.”
“And Ilia knows we’re coming with you?”
Max stepped away from the apartment door and closer to Justin. “Look, Ilia doesn’t know of my special relation with the CIA. He’s expecting me to bring three American colleagues so we can share some intelligence with them, as we have done in the past. He’s not aware Derzhavin or anyone else in the FSB has not approved of this visit.”
“And he will not double-check?” Carrie asked in a hushed voice.
“No, he won’t. He got this job because of me and I give him orders. He trusts me and I trust him to keep his mouth shut.”
Justin hesitated for a moment. He always got tense when people used the word “trust.” He needed evidence, not the word of an FSB agent he had just met. Becca was vouching for him, but Justin was not completely sure about her loyalty either.
“This is not a trap, Justin,” Becca said. “Bashir has some valuable intel. We go in, we collect it, we get out.”
It’s never that easy, Justin thought, but did not say a word. I should go with my gut feeling and get out of here. But what Bashir may tell us could save a lot of lives.
He glanced at the door. “Fine. We’ve got ten minutes. The FSB knows we’ve shaken their surveillance and they may suspect we’ve come here.”
Max began to open his mouth, but shook his head and shrugged. “Let’s go,” he said.
Justin followed right behind him, feeling like he was walking into a minefield.

Chapter Twenty

Moscow, Russia
December 4, 11:55 a.m.
Max used the knock signal: one knock, followed by two quick knocks, then another single knock. The man who unbolted the apartment door had his MP-443 pistol in his right hand and held it high, leveling it with their heads.
“Ilia, it’s all good,” Max said, the first one to step inside. “These are our colleagues.”
Ilia nodded and lowered his gun but focused his attention on Justin.
Max made the introductions in the hall but they did not shake hands. Ilia was jittery and standing just beyond the reach of Justin’s arms.
“This way,” Max said and led them to the right. “Here’s your man,” he said when they entered a small room.
Bashir was sitting on a chair by a small wooden desk. His hands were handcuffed behind his back. He had a round face, a large nose, bushy eyebrows, and a thick four-inch long beard. His short hair was disheveled and his eyes were bloodshot, with big, dark circles around them. A bruise covered a part of the left side of his face and a bandage was placed near his right ear. Bashir was dressed in a brown sweater and black woolen pants.
“Remove his handcuffs,” Justin said to Max as he sat across from Bashir and held his eyes.
Bashir gave Justin a disinterested stare but his eyes sparked with a distant glimmer of hope.
Carrie stayed just outside the door with Ilia, while Becca sat on the other chair next to Justin.
“My name is Justin and this is Rebekah. We’re here to help you,” Justin said in English once Bashir’s hands were free.
He rubbed the reddened wrists, then placed his arms on the table. “Like the Russians helped me, by breaking my jaw.” He spoke with difficulty in a low voice, barely audible, and nodded toward Max, who was standing at one of the corners of the room.
“That’s because you refused to speak when ordered to do so,” Max said. “And your jaw’s not broken, only dislocated.” He looked at Justin and added, “The doctor gave him muscle relaxants, and he’ll undergo surgery once we’re convinced of his full cooperation.”
“Let me handle this,” Justin said without looking up at Max. “We have a few questions, and based on your answers we’ll get you to see a doctor.”
Bashir began to shake his head, but then winced, seemingly because of the pain the movement must have caused him. “That wouldn’t be enough,” he said. “I need protection. Protection from these people and the ones out there.” He pointed toward the window behind him with his left hand.
“Militants from the Movement?” Justin asked.
“Yes.”
“How do they know you’re here?”
“They have people everywhere. That’s how the minister was killed. It was an inside job.”
“We can move you to a different, safer location.” Justin looked up at Max, who gave him a reassuring nod.
Bashir leaned forward. “That wouldn’t be enough. They will find me. I want to go to America. You have to take me.”
Justin sighed, then said, “That’s something very difficult, but it can be arranged, depending on what you tell us.”
“You promise me?” Bashir asked with a pleading look in his eyes.
“I don’t make promises I can’t keep,” Justin said.
“I know many things, important things. It will be what you call a fair trade.”
“We’ll see about that. Tell us, what is the Movement planning in the States?”
Bashir lifted his eyes up to look at Max, then dropped his gaze to Becca. He delayed his answer for a few moments, and Justin wondered if he had changed his mind. Then Bashir said, “Kaziyev, that’s one of the leaders of the Movement, has dispatched a man to the States. He’s working with a few other people there, organizing a major attack in California.”
“Give us the details. What’s the name of this man? What’s their target?” Justin asked.
“The man’s nom de guerre is Fayez Ahmadi. He’s a Jordanian who fought in Chechnya in the nineties and who’s still active all over the Middle East.”
Becca wrote down the name on her small notepad. Justin committed it to his memory.
“The target?” he asked.
“It hasn’t been determined yet.”
“Or maybe you’re not telling us,” Becca said.
Justin gave her a stern look but said nothing.
“I’m telling you everything I know, and I don’t know the target. But I know Ahmadi is an explosives expert. He can turn pretty much anything into a bomb. And he’s working with two groups of eight people in total. I know their names as well. They work in construction companies in Los Angeles and San Francisco.”
“That’s a good start,” Justin said. “We’ll have you write down those names for us.”
Becca pushed her notepad and pen across the table.
“But this is not enough,” Justin said. “We only know the names of a few terrorists but nothing specific about their plans. Are they planning to set off bombs at LAX? SFO?”
Bashir stopped writing and looked up. “What are those names?”
“Los Angeles and San Francisco Airports. Have you heard any chatter about Chechen terrorists bombing airport terminals in the US like they have done in Moscow?”
“No, but I have a way of learning that.”
“How?” asked Justin.
“E-mail accounts. Kaziyev communicates with Ahmadi through e-mail. They send e-mails occasionally and they have a shared e-mail account where they leave messages to one another in a draft folder. In this way, it’s harder to trace the messages.”
“Very clever,” said Justin. “Add those e-mail accounts to the list.”
Bashir began to write them down when a loud knock came from the apartment’s door.
“Who’s that?” Justin asked quietly.
Max pulled out his pistol and pointed it at Bashir. “Cuff him.” He tossed the handcuffs to Justin.
“Open up, open the door. Now!” came a strong voice in Russian.
“Who’s that?” Justin asked again. He had finished putting the handcuffs on Bashir.
Max pointed his pistol at Justin. “Don’t move.”
“What the hell are you doing?” Justin shouted.
The door burst open with a loud bang. Max’s eyes flicked up for a split second. Justin used that distraction to jump from his chair and rush toward the pistol. Max pulled the trigger. The slug zipped past Justin’s ear, missing him by an inch. He slammed into Max, knocking him off balance as they both hit the wall. Max squeezed another round off his pistol. Justin grabbed Max’s right hand still holding the pistol, and struggled to pry it out of his clenched fingers. Max threw a left fist, landing against Justin’s right ear, then another fist. Justin replied with an elbow to Max’s stomach as both men fought over the pistol.
Gunshots and shouting came from the hall.
“Drop the gun, drop the gun, drop the gun,” one man shouted, first in Russian, then in English.
Justin heard the metallic sound of a pistol dropping against the tiled floor of the hall, then a low scuffle.
“Break it off, stop it,” the same loud voice filled the room.
Justin felt strong arms grabbing him and pulling him away from Max. He made a last-ditch attempt to grab hold of Max’s pistol an inch away from his fingertips. He slid his hand and felt the rubber grip of the handle at the same time that he felt a heavy blow to the back of his head. Justin’s world turned upside down as he struggled to keep his balance. As he began to fall he saw Becca’s bloody face as she lay on the floor. Her eyes were empty. He began to reach for her outstretched hand but another blow landed on the side of his head, knocking him down and out.

Chapter Twenty-one

Moscow, Russia
December 4, 8:15 p.m.
Justin woke up because of an icy shiver racing down his spine. It felt like a sharp knife. His eyes saw a vaulted ceiling with exposed, heavy beams like a log cabin’s. A recessed ceiling light flooded brightly down on his face. This is a dacha. I’m somewhere in a forest. Outside Moscow? How long have I been out?
He noticed he was lying in a hard bed without a pillow. Someone had stripped all his clothes from the upper part of his body but they had left his pants and shoes on. He lifted his head and moved his hands at the same time. They were fastened each to a side of his bed with handcuffs that cut into the skin of his wrists. His feet were also cuffed around the ankles. His eyes took in the expanse of the room. It was sparsely furnished, with a large stove at one corner and a couple of couches next to it, in front of tall floor lamps that gave out dim, yellow light. The stove was not on and the cabin was cold. Another shiver ran through his body.
He turned his head to the other side. A wooden door and a small barred window. It was dark outside the window and snow crystals swirled around the bottom corners. Two thin slivers of light came from a distance. Headlights. Someone’s outside. Where am I? Where are Carrie and Becca?
A loud metallic rattle came from outside, then the door opened with a noisy creak. A man Justin did not recognize entered the room. He had thick eyebrows that met over his hooked nose. “You awake, you CIA loser?” he said in English. He stepped closer and yanked Justin’s head up by the hair.
Justin clenched his teeth and endured the manhandling in silence. He was not going to give this thug the pleasure of seeing him writhe in pain.
“Yeah, you awake. Time you see my boss.”
He moved behind the bed and out of Justin’s sight. Justin heard electronic beeps of a few buttons, then the thug began talking to someone on a cellphone.
“Yes, yes, he’s awake. He’s doing well, sir,” the thug said in Russian, then slapped Justin’s face.
It was not intended to hurt him but to humiliate him.
“Yes, he’ll be ready. Oh, okay. I understand very well, sir.”
The thug shut his cellphone with a click, then walked around the left side of Justin’s bed. “My boss, Mr. Derzhavin, is on his way to see you now,” he said in Russian. “Don’t go anywhere.” He laughed.
Justin’s face remained locked in a deep frown.
“Why aren’t you smiling? You don’t find my joke funny? Fucking Americans have no sense of humor.” He shook his head, then walked to the door. He gave Justin and the room a last glance, then stepped outside and locked the door behind him.
Justin sighed and shook his head. He tried to organize the information he had learned so far. He had been knocked out for quite some time, since it was now evening or night. A thug and perhaps another one or more were outside waiting for Derzhavin. So these were the men of the FSB, not military intelligence as Max would have them believe. He had no idea where Carrie was or if she was even alive. Becca had not looked very good when he had last seen her at the safe house.
Max was supposed to be working for the CIA but instead he was a double agent.
Justin was kicking himself for being fooled in such a devastating way.
I should have trusted my gut.
He repeated the same thought over and over again as he counted the seconds and then the minutes. Time slowed to a painful crawl as he awaited his unknown fate, the wind howling and beating against the walls of the log cabin.
* * *
The door creaked and Justin cast a disinterested, almost dismissive glance in that direction. He had no illusions about who was going to walk in. He had been in similar situations before, stripped naked and strapped to a wall or a bed, waiting for his torturers to bring in the pain. A lot of pain. He had no reason to believe things were going to be different this time. One of the Moscow rules said to never get caught. If caught, then pray.
The same thug was the first man to step inside the cottage. He tried to intimidate Justin with a fierce glare but Justin stared back, determined not to allow this prick to have the upper hand. They may break my body, but not my soul.
Derzhavin followed behind the thug. He looked even unhappier than when Justin had first seen him, but this time Justin figured Derzhavin had a reason to be grouchy. He had to work late, drive to this remote frozen cottage, and deal with Justin, this new crisis in his hands.
The last man to cross the doorstep was Max. A victorious grin swept across his face. He stayed at a respectful distance behind Derzhavin, deferring to his boss’s authority.
Justin shook his head. The trusted dog wagging his tail behind his owner. The bastard.
“Mr. Hall, we meet again.” Derzhavin walked up to Justin’s bed. He stopped next to Justin’s right hand, reached for the handcuffs and tested them by pulling on one of them.
Justin winced as the sharp steel dug into his skin. “I can’t say it’s a pleasure to see you,” Justin replied in a firm voice as he held Derzhavin’s black eyes. The man was still wearing the gray suit and white shirt he had had on at their meeting. He had removed his tie and had put on a heavy brown coat.
“Do you think I have mastered the English language, Mr. Hall?” Derzhavin gave Justin a quizzical look.
Justin did a double take, then looked at Max, who simply shrugged.
Derzhavin said, “You have trouble understanding my words. I asked you specifically not to interfere with our work. You did not grasp the meaning of interfere.” He stressed the last word more than necessary, breaking it into two parts.
Justin nodded slowly. “You’re right. I did not realize at that time that you were lying through your teeth. You had the courier in custody but gave us the impression he was still at—”
“And I ordered you not to start any operation in my home city, in my homeland—”
“Yes, but you’re forgetting something very important, sir,” Justin interrupted him.
“Oh, and what is that?”
“I don’t get orders from you.”
Derzhavin stepped closer to Justin’s face, so close Justin could feel the man’s tobacco-tainted breath.
“You may not, but here you are, resigned to my will and command.” Derzhavin pulled hard on Justin’s right handcuff.
He winced, snapped his jaw, and tightened his muscles. A muted groan escaped his lips as the metal twisted his wrist and his hand.
Derzhavin said, “You will stay here out of my way and cause no trouble until we have completed our investigation.”
Justin took in a deep breath and said, “I don’t think so.”
Derzhavin cocked his head to the left and stepped back. “I don’t think you fully comprehend the gravity of your situation, Mr. Hall. You are tied up here and will not be going anywhere until I decide so.”
“Let me give you two options, Mr. Derzhavin. The first one is to let me go right now along with Carrie and Becca, and the information Bashir, the courier, was giving us. The second one — well, you don’t pick the first option and I get out of here, killing everyone who tries to stop me.”
Derzhavin’s face drew back in a sign of surprise. “Oh, you have a keen sense of humor mixed with unabashed arrogance. I like your resolve. Even when you’re down and defeated you don’t give up.”
“Thank you for the compliment,” Justin replied.
“Oh, you’re welcome. Let me clarify something and in the process dash your hopes for a swift rescue.” Derzhavin moved away from Justin’s bed and paced around the room. “We have detained your dear friend, Fyodor. He was too busy following Max to the safe house to notice our surveillance behind him and around the apartment. Too bad for you.”
Justin tried to keep a blank face, unaffected by Derzhavin’s biting words. But the truth stung as it sank in that rescue was not going to arrive any time soon, if ever. He would have to rely on himself to break out of this captivity. But he could not allow Derzhavin to even think he had beaten him.
“I have no idea who this person is, and he’s not the one I called and who could organize a rescue,” Justin said with an unmistakable hint of contempt in his voice. He cast a triumphant gaze at Derzhavin’s face, then his eyes moved to Max. “You see, I have friends, powerful friends, in Moscow.”
“I wouldn’t consider Mr. Romanov your friend,” Derzhavin replied then turned his head. He was looking out of the window. “That snake of a man is ready to bite you if you drop your guard for only a moment. And these rich businessmen believe that their blood-soaked dollars can buy favors from anyone. Well, not from me. And we know you placed no call to him since you left our offices earlier today.”
So it has been only a few hours.
“You have no way of tracing all calls I made or identifying the people I called.” Justin had contacted only Fyodor, and his tactic of outplaying Derzhavin relied solely on creating the opposite perception. “You’re fooling yourself into believing you know everything about what I’ve done or will do.”
“That’s true. But we know who you are. See, Mr. Hall, I’ve been around a little longer than you have, and I have a couple of tricks up my sleeves, old as they may be.” Derzhavin turned around and marched toward Justin. He wore a pompous grimace and his eyes carried a glint of superiority, the look of a man holding a royal flush in a poker game. “It’s not about knowing what the man does, it’s about knowing who the man is. And I know who you are.
After leaving our headquarters and dodging our surveillance team, you felt no need to risk increased exposure. You called Fyodor on one of your disposable cellphones to provide you an exit point. But you did not calculate on Max’s meeting you at Gorki Park.” Derzhavin motioned toward Max with his right hand, a firm, confident gesture.
Justin looked at Max, who gave a small shrug.
“No other calls came from your cellphone or the other cellphones in the possession of your team. We checked,” Max said.
“But you have no way of knowing if those were the only phones we ever had or used, right?” Justin said in a dubious voice.
Derzhavin shot him back a wild grin. “Excellent try, but we both know this — this is all a bluff.”
Justin shook his head. “If you think so.”
“I do, and bluffs don’t intimidate me.”
Justin decided to change tactics. “How is Carrie doing?” he asked in a quiet voice.
“Your partner? She wounded two of my men as they entered the safe house. She’s not faring that well at the moment.”
Justin rattled his handcuffs and gave his body a strong jolt. His flexed his chest muscles and rumbled like a trapped beast. The handcuffs remained in place, scraping deeper into his skin. Justin felt a trickle of blood running down the fingers of his right hand. “You will pay for any harm you’ve done to her, you little—”
“You’re in no position to make threats, Mr. Hall,” said Derzhavin. “And if you keep up this defiance, I might just decide to kill her right away.”
“You’ll do no such thing—”
Derzhavin pulled a pistol from a holster on his left side. He racked back the slide, chambering a round, then shoved the muzzle against Justin’s forehead. “Because you will stop me, right?”
Derzhavin cocked his gun.
Justin stared deep into his eyes. He could not tell if Derzhavin was bluffing. The Russian’s black eyes were narrow and his face was full of hate and rage.
This may be the end, Justin thought.
He drew in what he felt was going to be his last breath.
A tense few moments felt like an eternity, then Derzhavin flicked the safety switch back into place.
“I hate to say this,” he said with true disappointment, “but you may prove to be useful, at least to my superiors.” He drew back his gun and holstered it. “However, if you attempt to escape, Oleg here will have no choice but to shoot you.” He nodded toward the thug who was standing and smirking to Justin’s left. “You understand that?”
Justin decided to cooperate and perhaps learn something useful for his escape. “Why would you do it?”
“Why would I do what?” Derzhavin asked.
“Why would Max betray Becca? Why would he kill her?”
“I did not kill her. It was an accident. A terrible accident which would have not happened if you had listened when I told you not to move.”
“Why did you betray Becca?”
Max shook his head. “You don’t get it, do you? She thought I could be bought. She thought I could become a traitor, betray my Russian motherland for a fistful of dollars. The nerve of that woman and the CIA. They always think all people are things that can be bought and sold at a price. Well, she picked the wrong man.”
“I’m not really convinced that’s the whole truth.”
“It doesn’t matter what you think,” Max said and spread his arms in a sign of dismissal. “Spies like you come to Moscow and think you can slap us around and order us to fulfil your every wish. You come here with a proud swagger, expecting everyone to bend backwards for you. You forget Russia is still a superpower, now even more powerful when the ‘great’ United States of America is crippled by trillions of dollars of debt to China and torn apart because of racial hate and division. We will remind you we’re still as mighty and as strong as the days of the Cold War.”
Justin grinned. “Wonderful speech for your supporters at a political rally. But I don’t care about politics. I want the list of names and the e-mail accounts that Bashir began to give us when you broke into the safe house.”
Derzhavin shrugged. “I may or may not get you that information. Now, I have some important issues to attend to, something about terrorists plotting to blow up our airports. Just wanted to leave you with the thought that whatever you were planning, it blew up in your face and landed you here.” He tapped the side of the bed. “You’d be smart to stay here until I’m finished, and then we’ll speak again.” Derzhavin headed towards the door.
“No, wait, I can help you. We can find and fight—”
“You’ve ‘helped’ enough. Do svidaniya.” Derzhavin waved his goodbye.
Max followed him without as much as a last glance at Justin.
Oleg made an I-am-keeping-an-eye-on-you sign by raising his left hand to his eyes, then pointed his hand at Justin and pulled the imaginary trigger.
Justin dropped his head back to his bed and closed his eyes. He took a deep breath and tried to think positive thoughts. Keep calm and carry on. The worst is over. Make a plan and get out of this hellhole.

Chapter Twenty-two

Moscow, Russia
December 4, 8:55 p.m.
Carrie was trained in surviving captivity situations. At least a dozen scenarios had been imprinted in her brain, ready to be used in moments like these. While each individual situation had its own specifics, there were certain general elements common throughout the ordeal. Handcuffs or other ways of restraining her movements. A single guard or a horde watching over her. A beating or other kinds of torture carried out to deter any escape plans and break her willpower to overcome. No matter the circumstances, she was trained to use any and all tools to get herself and her partners to safety.
Carrie’s plan of escape was simple: overpower the guard, discover her location, and find Justin and Becca.
When the FSB agents stormed the safe house, Carrie wrestled the MP-443 pistol from Ilia’s hands. Her first shot nailed to the wall the first man who dared to set foot inside the apartment. Her second shot pierced the shoulder of the second man, then Ilia attacked her from the back. She almost removed him from this world, but two other men pried him away from her deadly grip. One of the men managed to get in a heavy blow to the back of her head, and she remembered nothing else after that moment.
Now the first thing she saw after opening her eyes was the rugged beard of a big man in a green camouflage uniform. He called someone on his cellphone and another man entered the small room. He told Carrie in broken English that she was in FSB custody and would remain there until he received new orders. She had no idea of Justin’s whereabouts or if he was even alive. The men went out.
They had handcuffed her left hand to an old water heater bolted to the wall. That was their first mistake: leaving one of her hands free. Their second mistake was leaving her alone. Perhaps they were underestimating her because she was a woman, wounded and handcuffed. Or perhaps they were overestimating their own abilities, since they outnumbered and outgunned her. They had made mistakes. And they were going to pay for them.
Carrie rummaged through her pockets with her free hand. The guards must have searched her, and had removed everything. She looked around the room for anything she could use to break out of her handcuffs. There were a couple of couches, a coffee table with a glass top, a lamp on the corner, a bookcase next to it, and other living room furniture, but nothing was within her reach. She stretched her leg and tried to pull the corner of the area carpet toward her with the heel of her boot. The carpet had an intricate motif of crosses and squares and bright red, blue, and green colors; it was spread underneath the coffee table. If Carrie could drag the coffee table close to her, perhaps she could find something useful in one of its drawers.
She tried again, but the heel of her boot slipped on the laminate floor. Her next attempt was more successful as the heel caught on the carpet’s rich texture. She pulled gently without making any noise. The carpet and the coffee table moved maybe an inch. She still needed to drag the carpet at least two more feet. But she was an inch closer to freedom.
Before repeating her motions, she stayed still and listened. Muted voices came from beyond the door leading to what she assumed was the rest of the apartment or of the house. Then she heard footsteps pacing away. A guard is probably stationed just outside. She leaned in that direction, stretching her body and straining her ears to pick up any sounds or words. She thought she heard faint music but she was not sure if it came from outside the barred window above her head or from behind the door. Be careful, Carrie, and very quiet.
She reached again with the heel of her boot and pulled the carpet another two inches. The room was silent but for the slight sound of the carpet brushing against the floor. Carrie took another deep breath and repeated her motions. This time she pulled a little bit harder and the carpet moved faster. The sound grew louder, just a notch, but she thought it echoed like a thunder. She listened again for a few seconds to an almost complete silence broken by a loud car horn. Slow down, Carrie. You can do this.
Five minutes later, her free hand touched the edge of the coffee table. She turned it around and pulled open the first drawer. It was empty but for a few chocolate wrappers and a couple of pencils. Carrie shook her head and pulled open the only other drawer. Bingo! She pulled out an old Swiss Army knife and ignored the lighter and the pack of cigarettes in the drawer. She began to search the knife for the plastic toothpick as a tool to open the handcuffs. Then she heard keys rattling outside the door and a moment later the lock turned.
It took the guard who entered the room a split second to understand Carrie’s actions. He shouted a loud curse and stomped toward her. He readied his right leg for a hard kick, but Carrie swung her body upwards and with a swift stab she buried the three-inch blade of the Swiss Army knife into his leg right above the knee. The guard shrieked in pain as blood began to flow out of the wound, and collapsed to the floor on his back a foot away from Carrie.
She dove for the pistol still in the guard’s holster at his left side. The guard anticipated her move and blocked her hand with his right arm while grabbing and pulling her toward him with his left hand. Carrie ignored the handcuffs tearing at the skin of her left hand and the man’s strong hold around her waist and made a last-ditch attempt. She landed a hard blow to the guard’s stomach, followed by another to his crotch. He cried in agony and his body went limp.
Before Carrie’s hand had gripped the pistol, another guard barged into the room. He had his AK drawn but hesitated for a moment at the scene unfolding in front of his eyes. Perhaps he was worried he was going to shoot his friend instead of the detainee on top of him. Whatever it was, it ended up being a grave mistake. Carrie pulled the pistol, aimed at the guard, and shot him in the head. He was dead before he fell to the floor.
She shoved the pistol in the first guard’s throat. “The keys,” she said in a calm voice in his ear and rattled her handcuffs.
The guard may have not understood her words, but her gestures clarified her intention. He looked at the dead guard’s face right behind him, then moved his right hand toward his waist.
“Slowly,” Carrie said, her pistol still pressed against the guard’s Adam’s apple.
The guard fished the handcuffs’ keys out of his front pants pocket.
“Drop them to the floor.” Carrie motioned with her head. “Next to you.”
The guard placed the keys about a foot away.
“Move back,” Carrie said and lifted the barrel of her pistol an inch to indicate the direction.
The guard understood and shuffled back. He kept his hands at his sides, but not spread out as much as Carrie would have liked.
“Arms out,” Carrie said. “Back away with your arms out.”
The guard slid toward the door another few feet. His eyes were flicking between Carrie’s pistol and his arms.
“Don’t even think about it,” Carrie said. “Roll over, face down.”
The guard did not move.
“I said roll over.” She began to make the gesture with her right hand holding the pistol.
As the barrel of the pistol faced away from the guard, he lurched forward toward Carrie. He grabbed her wrist with his right hand, and he threw a blow with his left fist. Carrie jerked her head and the guard’s fist struck her shoulder. She leaned back toward the wall, putting enough distance between her and the guard for a swift kick. Her boot slammed against the guard’s right arm. His hand lost its tight grip.
Carrie spun her hand quickly toward the guard’s face. The pistol whipped across his face. He fell back for a moment, then his bloody face popped up again as both his arms went for Carrie’s throat. She rammed her pistol into his chest and pulled the trigger. A single bullet pierced his lungs and the guard’s body collapsed backwards, blood gurgling out of his mouth.
Carrie pointed her pistol toward the door, expecting footsteps and more guards arriving at any second. A minute or so went by and there was no sound, not even faint police sirens or car honks from outside.
She found the handcuffs’ keys and freed her left arm. The skin around the wrist was slashed and she was bleeding from two deep wounds. She closed the door, then looked around for anything to stop the bleeding. She wrapped the white tablecloth around her wrist. Her blood turned it crimson in seconds but she kept her hand tight over her wrist.
Carrie checked on the guards. They were both dead, as she had expected, but her training required her to make sure they were no longer a threat. She stripped them of their cellphones and their wallets, finding credit cards, rubles, and a few euros, as well as two sets of car keys. She took the money and a pistol, but left behind their bulky newer model AKs. She felt a hint of sadness leaving behind two perfectly good assault rifles, since she knew they would come in handy, but not while she was slithering through the streets of Moscow looking for Justin.
She opened the door carefully and took a quick peek from behind her pistol sight. The hall was empty. She tiptoed to the next room, which turned out to be a kitchen, and it was also empty. She checked the bathroom and the next two rooms, staying away from the windows at all times. There were no other guards.
Carrie killed all the lights in the small house. She reached the barred kitchen window overlooking a tree-filled front yard covered in deep snow. It was dark but she was able to make out the flickering light of a building resembling a warehouse about half a mile away. She looked to the left, and through the trees noticed moving lights, perhaps a mile or so away, drifting through the thin haze. A highway. A highway to where? Her eyes found a white Mercedes-Benz van with no windows parked further away to the right. They probably carried me in there. But for how long?
She walked to the other rooms and observed her surroundings. The house was at the edge of a field, its backyard butting up against a small forest. The silhouettes of a couple of other houses stood in semi-darkness a few blocks away. There was no movement along that side of the house, in the backyard, or at the edge of the forest.
Carrie returned to the kitchen, flicked on the lights, and cleaned her wounds in the sink. The water was cold and trickled slowly from the rusty fixture. Carrie wondered if she was going to get an infection simply by using the water. She found a clean towel and wrapped it tight over her wrist and forearm to stop the blood flow.
She took a knife from one of kitchen cabinet drawers and cut two long strips from the white tablecloth of the kitchen table, and then another large piece. She placed the makeshift gauze over her wound and fastened it in place by tying it with the strips. Finally, she sliced away the blood-soaked sleeve of her black sweater.
Carrie glanced at one of the cellphones. It was a newer model iPhone. The menus were in Russian but the icons were the usual ones and it was not very difficult to navigate through the settings. She found a GPS application and with a few taps she learned her location. The small house was near the Moscow Ring Road, in the northeast part of the city. She studied the map for a few moments and determined the best route to reach the CIS’s safe house that had been set up for worst-case scenarios. It was an apartment on the other side of town, by Yugo-Zapadnaya metro station — the last station on the Sokolnicheskaya line — in a run-of-the-mill complex. Carrie had memorized its exact address and the key combination to access the building and the apartment unit.
She scrolled through the numbers stored in the iPhone and in the other cellphone and memorized two she thought might be important — two numbers the guards had called many times in the last few hours and from which they had also received a dozen or so calls. Then she picked up her pistol but left the phones behind. They might have tracking hardware or software, and Carrie had neither the tools nor the time to clean them up. She had gathered enough intelligence from the cellphones. She gave the kitchen a last sweeping glance and stepped outside into the Russian winter.
The wind assaulted her face and Carrie shivered while tightening her coat around her waist. She had not thought to take a pair of gloves from the guards. They would be too bulky, and she needed her right-hand fingers to keep a firm grip around the pistol and allow her to squeeze the small trigger.
She glanced at the van. It had to be empty, since anyone waiting inside would have rushed to the house at the first sound of a gunshot and she had not seen anyone lying in wait. But with her survival on the line she could not afford to be careless.
Carrie did a quick sweep of the van but found no one inside or around it. She searched the glove compartment and found another pistol, the same MP-443 model as the ones she had pried from the dead guard’s hands. Carrie pocketed the pistol’s magazine, then turned around. She left the van behind and started to march through the snow-packed road. She could have driven the van at least a part of her way, but she was not sure if there were any GPS trackers hidden somewhere in the vehicle. Carrie was going to use public transportation — buses or the metro — to reach the safe house.

Chapter Twenty-three

Moscow, Russia
December 4, 9:05 p.m.
At about the same time that Carrie was getting rid of her guards, Justin was still handcuffed to his bed. His body was incapacitated for all intents and purposes but his mind was working as if the circumstances around him were completely normal; in fact even better, given the urgency of his situation. Justin had long ago found out he worked much better under pressure, the adrenaline pumping through his body, energizing his mind and setting it in overdrive. The plan he was devising relied more on the reactions of the guards than on his actions.
“Guards, hey, guards,” Justin called in a loud voice.
No one replied.
The room was empty — he had seen both guards leave and close the door — but he assumed at least one of them was stationed outside.
“Guards, Oleg, I need the washroom,” Justin shouted even louder than the first time.
No answer.
He wondered if both guards were warming up inside a car or a truck. Justin was shivering and his teeth were chattering because of the cold. His arms were covered with goose bumps and he was still shirtless.
“Hey, guards, guards, guar—”
The door was thrown open and Oleg stepped inside. A half-smoked cigarette hung from the left corner of his mouth. “What is it, loser?” he asked in English.
“I… I need to take a leak,” Justin asked in a pleading voice, trying to appear as weak and as beaten as possible. If Oleg considered him a small threat he would be more likely to remove his handcuffs and escort him to the bathroom.
“Huh?”
“I need the washroom.”
“Why? You piss yourself here.”
Justin looked away from Oleg and feigned embarrassment. “Please, leave me some dignity.”
Oleg spat on the ground. “Phuu, dignity. Americans have no dignity,” he said with a groan.
“You’ve already won. All I’m asking is for an act of kindness.”
Oleg shook his head. “No, you’re looking for an opportunity to escape.”
Justin rolled his eyes. “Escape? How? You’ve got the big gun.” He nodded toward the AK hanging across Oleg’s chest. “And I’m locked.” He rattled his handcuffs.
Oleg grinned, but did not say anything.
“You’re afraid I’m going to overpower you, that’s what it is.”
Oleg’s jaw tightened. He drew near Justin’s bed. “I’m a Russian and I’m afraid of nothing.”
“But you are — afraid like a little boy.”
Oleg’s left fist slammed against the side of Justin’s head.
“You even hit like a little boy,” Justin said.
The next blow hit him on the jaw. Justin felt blood in his throat.
“Not very chatty now, are you?” Oleg said, his arms ready for another onslaught.
Justin took in a deep breath and swallowed his blood. “Right, but you’re still scared shitless.”
Oleg raised his fist for the third blow. Justin swung his head to the other side, bracing for the impact. But halfway through, Oleg stopped. “I’ll show you who’s the one scared,” he sputtered the word in a fit of rage. “I’ll show you who the loser is.”
Justin said nothing but his eyes were carefully following Oleg’s every move.
“I’ll prove you that you nothing but a loser.” Oleg’s English was getting worse the angrier he became.
He walked to the end of the bed and took out a key from a pocket on his uniform’s vest. He uncuffed Justin’s left leg and proceeded to do the same with the right leg. Justin remained still, feeling he was getting closer and closer to his goal.
Oleg circled Justin’s bed. “You stupid, very stupid for thinking I afraid of a piece of shit like you,” Oleg scoffed as he placed the key in Justin’s left handcuffs and turned it while grumbling through his teeth.
Justin kept his arm in place. A few seconds and I’ll shut you up for good.
Oleg struggled with the other handcuffs but finally he snapped them open. He took a step back and began to pull his pistol out of his holster. “Now you get up and do what I tell you or I—”
Justin’s sharp left kick caught Oleg at the throat and cut off his words. The pistol flew out of his hands before he could squeeze off a round and it landed a few feet away. He threw a punch to Justin’s stomach. Justin gasped for air as he struggled to his feet. Oleg’s second blow caught Justin’s left shoulder and he fell to his right knee.
Oleg came from the side with a fast kick. Justin blocked it with his right arm and threw his body hard against Oleg, attempting to throw him to the ground. Justin locked his arms around Oleg’s legs and lifted him up in the air for a moment before slamming him backwards onto the hardwood floor of the cabin. Justin ignored the volley of blows against his shoulders and his head. He slid his hands upwards and wrapped them tight around Oleg’s throat.
Oleg stopped his attack and tried to wedge his fingers under Justin’s hands. Justin redoubled his efforts, encouraged by Oleg’s painful gurgling and low breathing. Oleg reeled violently to throw Justin off like a wild horse trying to get rid of his rider. The tactic almost worked, but Justin was able to hold on. Oleg’s reeling began to wind down as Justin tightened his grip around the dying man’s throat. A few moments later, Justin let go. Oleg’s head fell backwards and his empty eyes glanced upwards at the ceiling.
Justin lost no time stripping Oleg of his shirt, jacket, and pants. Then he retrieved the pistol and the AK rifle. He hoped to overpower the second guard and pry some intelligence from him about the whereabouts of Carrie, Becca, and Bashir.
He threw the AK across the chest in the same way as Oleg used to carry it and stepped outside. A quick glance told him the other guard was in the passenger seat of an off-road Lada painted in a camouflage pattern. It was parked about fifty feet away from the door, at the end of a small driveway leading up to the cabin. The area was dark but the snow reflected the dim glow of the moon. Justin turned his head away from the guard and began to walk along the side of the cabin, looking left and right and upwards as if inspecting it. He hoped his movements would draw the guard out of the Lada and make him an easier target. He could not afford to have the guard speed away and disappear.
Justin stopped and crouched on the ground as if observing something at one of the corners of the cabin.
“Oleg, what’s going on?” came the guard’s voice from behind him.
He’s still inside the car.
Justin began to dig in the snow, pushing it to the sides in a very noticeable way. Then he drew out his pistol from his waist and held it tight in his right hand.
The Lada’s door opened and closed behind him with a loud thud.
“Oleg, tell me, what’s wrong?”
Justin spun around and pointed his pistol at the guard. But the guard was not caught by surprise. His hands were holding an AK aimed at Justin and the guard fired off a couple of rounds. Justin pulled the trigger of his pistol as he rolled on the snow and slipped behind the corner of the cabin. He heard the AK explode at full automatic and bullets began to pierce the cabin’s wooden walls. A storm of slivers surrounded him and he raised his hands to his face to protect his eyes. Then he ran away from the cabin toward the edge of the forest about twenty feet away.
He had taken five or six steps when the AK thunder behind him ceased. He looked back and fired a shot even though the target was still around the corner and beyond his line of sight. Justin zigzagged as he reached the edge of the forest and fell behind a thick pine.
The guard walked carefully and began to trace Justin’s footsteps in the snow.
Justin took a deep breath, then sprang forward from his position. His pistol was pointed at the guard’s head around forty feet away. At that distance, it was a safe shot.
“Drop it,” Justin shouted. “Drop your rifle.”
The guard’s AK was aimlessly hanging in his hands. He slowly lifted it upwards and began to turn it toward Justin.
“Don’t do it,” Justin shouted. “Drop it to the ground.”
The guard stopped his movement.
“Put it down,” Justin called at him.
A loud car engine rumble and bright headlights swinging around the Lada caught Justin’s attention. A black sedan stopped at the end of the driveway and a man stepped outside.
Reinforcements.
The guard decided to make his move. He swung his AK in Justin’s direction and let out a series of short, calculated bursts.
Justin dove for cover among the trees. Bullets zipped past his head, striking branches and carving up large chunks of bark. He lay down flat on the ground, burying himself in the two-foot-deep snow. He slithered backwards and away from the kill zone.
Bullets continued to strike around him but they were less concentrated, stitching a large, irregular pattern. Justin waited for a pause in the volley so he could observe his target as he advanced with a low crawl toward the left, trying to come out around the Lada and surprise the guard and his reinforcements.
A few moments went by without anyone firing shots. Justin took a quick peek from behind the trunk of a spruce tree. The guard was walking toward a man, pointing and gesturing toward the forest.
Justin recognized the man talking to the guard.
That son of a bitch is Max.
Max was nodding and observing the edge of the forest. He patted the guard on the back, then gestured for him to move forward exactly toward where Justin was hiding.
He can see me? But how?
Justin raised his pistol and aimed it at the guard. Before he could pull the trigger, he heard a single shot. The guard plunged forward and fell face first into the snow. Behind him, Max lowered his AK rifle, walked a few steps toward the Lada, then shouted in English, “Justin, come out and let us talk.”
Justin fell back behind the spruce. Max killed the guard and now wants to talk to me. What’s going on? Is this a trap?
“Justin, I don’t have all night,” Max called at him. “I’m not going to shoot you.”
Justin struggled with his thoughts. Perhaps Max was luring him out of his hiding spot. But Max had shot the guard in the back. Well, guards were expendable, at least in Max’s mind. It was a cheap price to pay for recapturing Justin, and Max could easily blame Justin for that kill. What does he want? Why did he come back?
Justin crawled to the other tree and then to the next one. He readied his AK and stepped out slowly from the forest, keeping the AK pointed at Max, who was standing next to his Mercedes-Benz sedan. He had crossed his arms over his chest and there were no weapons in his hands.
“Max, you bastard.” Justin stormed toward him.
“Easy, take it easy.” Max lifted up his empty palms. “I’m unarmed. I got rid of the guard, so you know I’m not here to kill you.”
“I could have handled it,” Justin blurted as he stopped a few feet away from Max. Justin’s AK was still pointed at Max’s chest. “And I’m here to kill you.”
Max’s face formed a small grin. “You’re not going to shoot a defenseless man who came to your rescue. And you want the information I have about Carrie, Bashir, and his list.”
“Carrie? How is she? Where is she?”
“She’s well. She escaped a few minutes ago, leaving behind two dead guards. I… the FSB have no idea about her current location.”
If you’re telling the truth, she’s headed toward the safe house. I’ve got to check and confirm your story.
“You’re not lying to me?” Justin said.
“No, I’m not.”
Justin cocked his head to the left. “OK, but don’t talk to me about being defenseless. Was Becca defenseless when you shot her?”
“Hey, that was your fault.” Max stabbed the air with his index finger in Justin’s direction and took a couple of steps toward him. “I was just pretending to arrest you to hide my connection to the CIA.”
“Yeah, good one. I know you’re a double agent and you’re playing for the other team.” Justin lifted his rifle toward Max’s face.
“You’re wrong. I truly work for the CIA but I had no way of revealing it after you were caught. Derzhavin already suspects there is a mole in the FSB, and many agents are under constant surveillance.”
“But you’re not,” Justin said, his voice dripping with sarcasm.
“No, not yet. And you’re not listening to me. I know where Bashir is and I’m here to take you there.” He made a hand gesture toward the sedan.
“I don’t trust you.”
“You will have to trust me. Your other option is to try to find Bashir on your own. Eventually you’ll find him, I’ll give you that. But it will take you time and it’s not a safe bet. Not with the FSB and local police closing in. You’ll have to watch your back at every moment.”
“I’m used to that.”
Max sighed, then shrugged. “Listen, Justin. I’m trying to make things right. I can’t do anything about Becca, but I can do something about saving other innocent people. Bashir’s intelligence can help save them all.”
Justin hesitated for a moment. Max was saying the right words and conveying the right emotions. Does he truly mean to help me?
“Where’s Bashir?”
“Held in a detention center with other Chechen terrorists, about eight of them. I’ve got the address in my pocket.” Max lightly tapped the left front side of his black suit.
“Security?”
“About fifteen guards or so.”
“And you’ll get me in. How?”
“As a prisoner. You’ll be in the same cell as Bashir. You’ll collect the intel and the next morning you’ll be out.”
Justin shook his head. “Uh-uh. I’m not getting locked up again. Not if I can help it. See, Max, the FSB now has even more reason to hold me, because I’ve killed the guards, two FSB agents.”
“Wrong again, Justin, the FSB will not—”
His words were cut off by a low thud and a spatter of blood bursting out of Max’s chest. Max reached out toward Justin as if to take hold of him, then Max’s knees betrayed him and he toppled down to his left side.
Justin noticed a large bullet wound on Max’s back and knew he was already dead. But Justin was still out in the open, with no idea about the location of the sniper who had taken the silent, deadly shot. Justin dove to his right, rolled on the snow, and scrambled for cover behind the sedan. Expecting another shot, he stayed put, pondering his options. He could make a run for the forest and risk being shot by the marksman. He could fire back but he was unsure about the sniper’s hiding place. A third option was to retrieve the keys of the sedan from Max’s body and attempt a getaway in the car. He would still be exposed, at least for a few moments, but the likelihood of the sniper hitting him inside the fast-moving car was smaller than if he darted away on foot.
Justin glanced at Max’s body and tried to calculate the location of the sniper from the trajectory of the slug. It was difficult since Max was down, Justin had moved further away, and by now the sniper would have secured another firing position to frustrate any counter-sniper efforts. Justin tried to remember the landscape around him from the point of view of when he was standing face-to-face with Max. The sedan was parked at an almost ninety-degree angle to the narrow pathway snaking around the cabin. The pathway connected to the road to the left. The small, tree-covered hill further ahead was in a direct line of sight and at a vantage point, a perfect location for a sniper’s hiding place. So the sniper is probably to my left at ten or eleven o’clock. The Merc’s covering me, otherwise the sniper would have already taken another shot. Unless he’s not here to kill me.
The last thought gave him a spark of hope, but the hope was short-lived. Justin dismissed it as wishful thinking, certain that Carrie would not have had enough time to prepare the hit, set up position, then execute the perfect shot at that particular moment in the dimly-lit backyard. But if it’s not Carrie, then who’s the shooter?

Chapter Twenty-four

Moscow, Russia
December 4, 9:15 p.m.
Justin was still considering his options when two strong headlights flooded the area around the sedan. The engine roar sounded like a large vehicle, perhaps an SUV or a truck. He edged to the front of the sedan, his body flat to the ground, his AK aimed at the nearing target.
The SUV was of dark color, recent BMW model. Justin leveled his rifle with the windshield and followed the BMW as it parked about fifty feet away, next to the Lada.
The front passenger door opened and a silhouette jumped outside. It moved casually toward him at a fast pace, without trying to secure a position. Judging by the shape and the size it looked like a woman or a thin man, but Justin could not make out the face. The silhouette held a long-barreled rifle over its shoulder in a relaxed position.
“Justin Hall, a pleasure to meet you again,” a calm, soft woman’s voice greeted him in English with a slight Russian accent.
Justin recognized her voice and her face, as the woman stopped a dozen or so feet away from the Mercedes-Benz. She was wearing dark blue camouflage pants and jacket.
“Yulia Markov. You’re the last person I expected to see tonight,” Justin replied. He breathed easier, but did not drop his guard, staying well behind the hood of the sedan.
“You should have looked me up. We could have gotten together for a drink and met somewhere nice instead of this mudhole.” She gestured toward the cabin and the forest.
“I thought about it. What are you doing here?”
“It’s a long story. I’ll tell you all about it in the car.” Yuliya nodded toward the BMW.
Justin hesitated for a split second.
“Justin, you know you can trust me.” Yuliya’s voice rang with a hint of impatience and disappointment.
“Yes, I trust you, but I’ve had way too many Russians stab me in the back tonight.” Justin kept his AK in his hands but with the barrel slightly dropped to the left.
“I’m not one of them and will never be, Justin.”
He nodded and walked slowly toward her. She fell into his arms for a tight embrace, warming his cold body with affection and care. He felt good leaning on a friend. Yuliya was a member of the FSB Spetsnaz forces, the Alpha Group, which specialized in counter-terrorism. But she had proven herself to be a trusted partner and an excellent fighter during their recent joint raid on a terrorist camp in northern Yemen.
Yuliya held on a few more seconds and Justin winced and sighed as her strong hands rubbed against his wounds.
“You look terrible,” Yuliya said, breaking their embrace. She ran her hands over his chest and arms. “You should see a medic.”
Justin shook his head. “Not now. No time for that. I’ve got somewhere else to be. Give me a second.”
He ran to Max’s body and searched his jacket. Justin came up with a folded piece of paper.
“What’s that?” Yuliya asked when he returned.
Justin held her hazel eyes for a moment. “An address. I’ve got to meet someone there.”
“You care to show me?”
“Will you take me there?”
Yuliya grinned slyly. “It depends on where it is and what business you have there.” She put the emphasis on the word “business” as if she knew exactly the address and Justin’s reason for visiting that place.
Justin nodded. “Fair enough. I’ll level with you if you tell me why you killed Max.”
“I thought you’d never ask.” Yuliya smiled, then smoothed her short, light-brown hair, cut in a messy bob. “Let’s get out of here. I’ll tell you in the car.”
She walked with Justin following two steps behind.
“That’s a nice rifle,” Justin said.
“You like it?”
“I do.”
“VSK-94. Subsonic cartridges, 9x39mm. Great silencer and suppressor. Can’t hear a sound or see the muzzle flash even if you know what to expect. Effective range is over 400 yards.” She handed the sniper rifle to Justin.
He turned it over and inspected the sight and the trigger. He nodded with satisfaction. “Piece of work. Love the grip and the light weight. Makes your life easier.” He handed the rifle back to Yuliya.
“Yes, it’s wonderful. Anything useful in the dacha?”
“No, just a dead guard.”
“What about the Lada?”
“I haven’t searched it yet.”
Justin went through the Lada’s glove compartment and trunk but found nothing helpful to his mission.
“It’s clear,” he said to Yuliya, who was putting away her rifle in the BMW’s trunk.
She nodded, then slid into the front passenger seat.
Justin took the back seat right behind the driver, a man in his early thirties, with a strong jaw and a cold stare frozen on his rectangular face.
“Justin, this is Bronislav. Bronislav, this is Justin.”
Bronislav gave Justin a barely perceptible nod. “Where to?” he asked Yuliya.
“Back to the city for now. Then I might have other directions.”
The BMW glided smoothly and almost silently away.
Justin ran his hand over the beige leather seats while looking for the seat belt. “The FSB is treating you pretty well,” he said, admiring the interior of the new car. It had plenty of legroom, and for the first time during this entire evening Justin sat on a comfortable, warm seat.
“We use these when following rich pricks so we can blend in,” Yuliya said. “Our day-to-day rides are older and cheaper.”
“So, Max? Why was he your target?” Justin asked, then looked up at Yuliya. She had turned in her seat in order to face him.
Before she could answer, Justin nodded slightly toward the driver.
Yuliya said, “Oh, Bronislav is good. He knows when not to speak and when not to listen.”
“That’s good.”
“Max was not my target. He was Romanov’s target.”
“Romanov’s?” Justin blinked in surprise.
Romanov was one of the richest men in Russia, an oil tycoon who had made a fortune after the fall of Communism and the dubious privatization of the state companies for a fraction of their true value. Justin had saved the tycoon’s life during an assassination attempt in France a little while ago and the Russian had owed him a favor, which Justin cashed in afterwards. This past summer, Romanov had asked for Justin’s assistance in a sensitive matter and more favors had been exchanged. Justin now owed one to Romanov and he had the feeling that Yuliya was here to collect.
“What’s Romanov’s reason for wanting an FSB agent dead?” Justin asked quietly.
“It’s pretty important, as you may guess. Max is very close to Derzhavin, who uses Max as his fixer, to clean up messes and fix other people’s mistakes. Derzhavin has been eying the Director’s position of the FSB’s Special Purpose Center for quite some time, but has been passed over twice for men with less experience but better connections.”
Justin nodded. “Derzhavin has had enough of this situation?”
“Exactly. He despises the new aristocracy of Moscow, claiming they pillaged the country and its riches. So he began to show initiative, to attract the attention of the President, who at times has shared the same feeling, especially when businessmen have failed to fall in line according to his orders.”
The BMW rounded a couple of curves. They were still in a forested area, with tall walls of pines and cedars on both sides of the road. Up ahead the city lights began to glisten behind a thin veil of fog.
Yuliya continued, “Derzhavin began to scrutinize the activities of some of the most prominent businessmen of Moscow. At the same time, he dispatched agents to infiltrate the ranks of Chechen terrorist organizations and foreign intelligence agencies. He was showing he had both the will and the ways to move up the ladder, no matter who fell at the bottom of his feet. He was proving to the President he could achieve good results.”
Justin shook his head. “Max was trying to convince me he worked for the CIA until the bitter end.”
Yuliya cocked her head and gave him a sideways glance. “I hope you didn’t believe it. Max wasn’t a traitor, just someone who was doing his job well. Perhaps too well.”
Justin fell back in his seat. “I see how Romanov would be furious. Has Derzhavin started to mingle in Romanov’s affairs?”
“No, he hasn’t. But you know Romanov; he likes to react proactively, and with good reasons. He wasn’t going to wait until Derzhavin came knocking. I’m sure you’ve heard about Trofim Golubov.”
“Probably, but I can’t remember it at the moment.”
“Golubov, the mining mogul, was found dead in Beijing a few weeks ago. The authorities ruled his death was a traffic accident.” Yuliya spread out her hands in a clear gesture of despair and her voice clearly expressed her doubts.
“Derzhavin killed him.”
“We can’t prove that, but Golubov never drove. Never. The man owned twenty cars and his fortune was worth three billion dollars. He always travelled with a heavy escort of bodyguards and aides. But he was found alone, at midnight, his Aston Martin run over by a cement truck.”
Justin nodded. “Max.”
“Max arrived in Shanghai three days before the accident and left two days after the local police closed their investigation. And we found out that Derzhavin and Golubov had met a few times. The last of their meetings did not end very well, and Golubov refused to have any further contact with Derzhavin.”
“OK, but I don’t get it: why eliminate Max today?”
Yuliya held Justin’s eyes for a moment. “I know what you’re thinking and you’re partly right. It has to do with you. But Max’s fate had been sealed a long time ago. Your arrival and your capture just sped up the plan already in motion.”
“How’s that?”
“Derzhavin’s strategy focused on embarrassing publicly the foreign secret services operating in Moscow, to prove his and the FSB’s supremacy. First it was the MI6, when the FSB uncovered two of their operations and turned them into a big media show, splashed across newspapers and TV channels. Then it was the CIA’s turn. And he was planning on doing the same to you and Carrie and Becca. He used Max to lure Becca to the safe house and he had you all.”
Justin began to shake his head, intending to set the record straight, but Yuliya did not let him even start. “I saw you had everything under control and did not need my help. But I had orders and I followed them. We intercepted some phone calls among FSB agents and learned they had detained you and Carrie. Romanov heard the news and dispatched me right away. My understanding is you still owe him a debt, and Romanov hates losing his investment.” She grinned.
Justin frowned. Yes, to him I’m little more than an investment that must yield a return.
Yuliya said, “Now back to my story. After the Defense Minister’s assassination, the Chechen terrorism threat came to the forefront and so did Derzhavin. That’s why he’s keeping his cards close to his chest and not sharing intelligence even with other FSB departments, let alone foreign services like the CIA.”
“And that’s why he lied to us about Bashir.”
Yuliya shifted in her seat to find a more comfortable position. “Who’s Bashir? Start from the beginning and tell me everything.”
Justin told her about his meeting with Derzhavin, the FSB chase, and the safe house raid. He left out the details about the black site in Lithuania, but gave Yuliya the address where the FSB was holding Bashir.
She frowned as she read Max’s handwriting.
“Problems?” Justin asked.
Yuliya did not answer, and he glanced out the window. They had entered Moscow a couple of minutes ago. The traffic had become thicker, and Justin noticed several expensive imported cars. Loud shouts came from a group of people lined up outside a sleazy-looking bar as the BMW rounded a tight corner.
Yuliya reached over and whispered into Bronislav’s ear a few words in rapid Russian that Justin was not able to catch. He stared at her, puzzled, while Yuliya nodded with a frown. Bronislav returned a frown of his own and sighed, then took a left turn, driving into a back alley.
“This address you gave me, it’s a detention center. A real fortress. How are you getting in?”
“You will help me.”
“Really?” Yuliya gave him a look of concern. “Help you get yourself killed?”
“Max said there’s light security. Fifteen guards.”
“Max also said he was a CIA agent and we both know it’s not true.”
Justin nodded. “Even if he lied to me about the number of guards, we’ve stormed a terrorist camp by ourselves, just you and me.”
Yuliya smiled. “Nice try. You’re forgetting the Mossad choppers providing air support. And those were different circumstances. It was Yemen, not Moscow, and those were terrorists, not fellow FSB members.”
Justin was tempted to point out that Yuliya had no qualms about shooting an FSB agent and not caring about the other two dead guards at the cabin. But he kept his mouth shut. Yuliya had been following orders on that mission. This one called for her to go rogue and fight against all odds.
Bronislav took another turn and then stopped at a traffic light. They were still in a shady area of Moscow, with boarded-up stores and garbage littering the sidewalk. A couple of clubs were on the left side in a decrepit-looking two-story building and some young males were loitering in front of them. Loud music boomed from the clubs.
“What are you thinking about?” Yuliya asked.
“Is there a cellphone shop around here?”
“There’s one a few blocks away,” Yuliya replied. “A disposable phone to call Carrie?”
Justin nodded.
“I still think it’s a bad idea. With or without Carrie, your chances are close to nil.” Yuliya’s voice came out with a low, somber tone. “You’re determined to go through with it?”
Justin did not miss a beat. “Bashir has the list. I need that intel.”
“Suit yourself.” Yuliya sat back in her seat. “Electronics store,” she ordered Bronislav, then looked straight ahead.
Justin shrugged and let out a deep sigh. Yuliya was telling the truth. Instead of going into hiding and preparing to exit Russia, he was playing a dangerous game by not only stepping near the bear’s den, but planning to storm it with just his partner. But the stakes were very high. Bashir’s list would allow Justin and Carrie to discover the Chechen connections in the United States and thwart the terrorists’ plot. Justin would have no other chance to get his hands on that list unless Derzhavin handed it over. After their last conversation, Justin had no illusions the man would change his mind on his own. And if Yuliya received the order to eliminate her next target, Derzhavin’s days on this earth were going to be over.

Chapter Twenty-five

Moscow, Russia
December 4, 9:35 p.m.
The BMW took a few turns and stopped in front of a store selling electronic supplies. The neighborhood seemed safe and young people in expensive-looking coats were walking on the sidewalks, which were clear of snow and well-lit by streetlights. Justin noticed a sportswear store across the street and decided to head there for a change of clothes. He was still in the dead guard’s camouflage outfit coated with blood, mud, and snow.
“Here, you may want to use this.” Yuliya handed him a rag she found in the glove compartment. “So the clerk doesn’t call the police.”
“Do I look that bad?” asked Justin.
“Yeah, your face is banged up pretty good. And you look like a rogue soldier.”
Justin shifted in his seat so he could catch a glimpse of his face in the rearview mirror. Bronislav adjusted the mirror, then gave Justin a grin.
“Thanks,” Justin said.
He checked his face. It was bruised and swollen in places and blood had coagulated at the right corner of his lips and just underneath his left ear. He spat on the rag and cleaned off some of the mud and blood, feeling the bumps on his head and tapping gently around the bruises.
“I’ll be out in five,” he said. “Then I’ll hit the cell store.”
Yuliya nodded.
“Thanks,” Justin said again and jumped outside.
The store clerk — a young man barely in his twenties — looked up from his laptop as Justin entered the store and flinched when he noticed the wounds. Justin had already pulled out a few one-hundred-euro banknotes and he placed them on the counter before the clerk had a chance to back away.
“I need some clothes,” Justin said in Russian. “Here’s a good tip if you’re helpful.” He showed the clerk another fifty-euro banknote before slapping it down next to the others.
The young man looked at the cash. Justin could tell he was making some quick calculations in his mind. “What do you need, sir?” he asked.
Three minutes later, Justin came out of the dressing room feeling like a different man. He wore a red windbreaker with the logo and the name of FC Spartak Moscow soccer club embroidered on the front and a black ski jacket and ski pants. He kept his combat boots, but wiped them with his old clothes. He also bought a pair of leather gloves and a baseball cap.
Justin stood by the counter wearing his new clothes as the clerk scanned their barcodes and removed their security tags. Then Justin hurried to the electronics store.
This stop took ten minutes, and when Justin stepped out of the store he was armed with two disposable phones. He placed a call to the safe house’s phone number and was relieved to hear Carrie pick up at the first ring. Carrie assured him she was fine and Justin gave her the detention center’s address. He asked her to bring along any heavy weapons she could find at the safe house.
“You look ready to hit the slopes.” Yuliya smiled as Justin returned to his seat.
“This seemed to be the best selection,” he replied.
“Still going ahead with your plan to attack the detention center?” asked Yuliya.
“I have reinforcements.”
“You have one more person: Carrie.”
“It is enough. She’ll distract them, while I make my move.”
“Simple enough,” Yuliya said.
“Exactly.”
She nodded to Bronislav and he started up the car. He made a U-turn and they headed once again toward Moscow’s outskirts.
They drove for about fifteen minutes in silence. Justin was looking out the window as the landscape changed from low-rise apartments to open fields with small patches of forests. They were travelling on narrow, two-lane roads, with very little traffic.
Yuliya said, “This detention center used to be a warehouse. It’s a two-story building, surrounded by chain-link fence crowned with barbwire. If I were you, I would sneak in from the back, slice the throats of the guards, and make my way inside.”
Justin nodded. “Good plan. I’m having Carrie blow up the main entrance. The guards will return fire, and hopefully they’ll pay little attention to the back.”
Yuliya shrugged. “Not sure how far inside you’ll make it but your mind is set.” Her eyes lingered on Justin’s face.
“Yes, I’m going through with it.”
Yuliya let out a deep sigh.
They came to an intersection and Bronislav turned right. Up ahead, Justin noticed the bright lights that lit up the entrance to the detention center. It was about two hundred yards away from the main road and a guard shack was to the left of the solid steel, almost ten-foot-high gate.
“Have you ever been inside?” Justin asked.
“No, but there should be a long wing of cells and a parking garage in the front.”
Justin peered and saw five or six cars parked to the left side of the entrance and by the red brick walls. Faint lights cast an eerie glow around the area and he thought he spotted a couple of silhouettes huddled in a corner. Perhaps they’re guards out for a smoke.
He looked straight ahead and saw the headlights of a car just as it turned in the direction of the center. He noticed it was a sleek black sedan, perhaps a Mercedes-Benz or an Audi.
“Someone’s arriving,” Bronislav said.
“Who is it?” asked Justin.
“I can’t see the driver and I don’t recognize the car,” said Yuliya. “But it looks official. I’m tempted to say it’s FSB.”
“Slow down,” Justin said.
“I can’t. They’ll make us out and there goes your surprise.”
The sedan stopped in front of the gate. The driver rolled down the window and a guard came out of the shack. A moment later, the driver got out and began to talk to the guard in a very animated way. They were too far away, and Bronislav was driving too fast for Justin to be able to follow and understand their hand gestures. As the BMW passed behind the sedan — a Mercedes-Benz — the front passenger opened his door. As he stepped out and straightened himself, Justin recognized him. It was Derzhavin.
“Stop the car, stop. Now!” Justin shouted at Bronislav and Yuliya.
Bronislav kept going.
“Why? What’s happening?” Yuliya asked.
Justin had no time to explain. “Derzhavin’s here.” He pointed toward the gate.
“Where? I don’t see him,” Yuliya replied.
Justin shook his head and made a quick decision. He grabbed the AK lying on the seat next to him and reached for the door handle. He pulled it, then pushed the door open with his shoulder.
“Hey, what are you—”
Justin jumped out of the BMW going at about thirty miles per hour. He aimed away from the spinning wheels and the solid asphalt surface of the road. He landed on his left shoulder in a snow-covered, grassy patch and rolled away.
The BMW screeched to an abrupt halt a few feet away.
Justin turned onto his stomach, ignored the pain in his shoulder, elbows, and knees, and looked up at the gate. It was still closed but the BMW had attracted the attention of the guard and of the Mercedes-Benz driver. They looked in that direction while Derzhavin seemed to be arguing with the guard, waving his arms high in the air. A moment later, the heavy steel gate began to roll open and Derzhavin began to walk back to the car.
“Justin, what was that?” Yuliya asked.
Justin aimed his AK and squeezed a quick burst. His bullets shattered the windows of the Mercedes-Benz, sending Derzhavin and the driver to the ground. The guard went for his sidearm, but Justin fired a couple more rounds and the guard fell on his back.
“Derzhavin’s out there,” Justin said to Yuliya, who now lay flat next to him on the snow. “I’m going to get him.”
“Alone?”
Justin looked at the gate just as a rocket-propelled grenade cut through the cold night air, leaving a thin trail of gray smoke behind. It smashed into the guard shack and exploded, sending a hail of glass and metal shrapnel all over the Mercedes-Benz.
“That’s Carrie,” Justin said. “She likes to make an entrance.”
Yuliya nodded. “Doorknockers,” she said.
Justin raced forward through the grass, letting off quick two- and three-round bursts. There had been no return fire so far and he was determined to make use of this advantage. He had advanced about fifty feet when another rocket-propelled grenade flew over the Mercedes-Benz and slammed into the steel gate, tearing it to shreds.
A long barrage sent him diving for cover on the ground. Someone was shooting from inside the detention center. Muzzle flashes came from two different locations, one from a window on the second floor, and the other by the fence next to the entrance.
Justin took aim and focused his firepower at the closest target. His first few shots missed. Then the shooter made the mistake of popping up for a split second and Justin knocked him down with a bullet to the head.
Two bullets zipped past Justin’s head and he lowered it, burrowing deep into the snow for an inch or so of cover. A single shot came from behind him, then another one, and the return fire stopped. He looked back at Yuliya, about twenty feet away.
“Thanks,” he said.
She nodded. “You’re welcome.”
Other quick-fire bursts came from behind, calm and calculated, the unmistakable staccato of the AK in the trained hands of Bronislav.
A small car appeared on the road coming from the direction of the rocket-propelled grenades. It was travelling in stealth mode, without any headlights, guided by the faint moonlight glow. That has to be Carrie.
Justin climbed to his feet and began to run bent at the waist toward the entrance.
Derzhavin appeared by the front of the sedan and fired two short bursts.
Justin felt a stabbing pain in his left arm. A bullet grazed his forearm, tearing through his skin. He rolled on the ground as more bullets danced around him, hitting dangerously close.
A shout and a curse came from behind. He turned his head to see Yuliya on her back on the ground. She was holding her right leg.
Justin crawled to her and looked at her wound. The bullet had hit the outer part of her right thigh. Blood was already seeping through her ripped-up pants.
“How bad is it?” she asked between gasps.
“You’re lucky. The slug went in and out. But you’re not going anywhere.”
Bronislav dropped next to them and began to inspect the wound.
“You know what to do,” Justin said to him.
Bronislav nodded.
“Wait,” Yuliya said. “What about you?”
The loud, rhythmical rattle of a light machine gun exploded to their left. Muzzle flashes appeared next to the small car stopped in a direct line of sight to the broken-down entrance.
“I’m in good company,” Justin said, gesturing toward the car. “That’s like music to my ears.”
Yuliya let out a weak cough.
“You’ll be fine,” Justin said. “I’ll come back and get you to a hospital.”
Yuliya nodded and gave him a small smile.
“Take good care of her,” Justin told Bronislav, then turned around.
He reloaded his AK with difficulty, as his left hand wound was starting to affect his fingers. Then he aimed at the last place he had seen Derzhavin and fired three shots. Justin began to low crawl forward, then changed direction to his right. A few bullets kicked up snow around him. That was a few feet away to the left, so Justin kept crawling forward and to the right, keeping his body flat against the ground and dragging the AK next to him, making sure the muzzle was off the ground.
More gunfire outbursts came from the entrance. Justin stopped and raised his head about an inch over the snow. Three shooters were taking aim at Carrie’s position. Justin heard a single gunshot from behind him and one of the muzzle flashes died down. He assumed Bronislav had taken the kill shot.
More bullets hit the snow all around him. Justin stayed put for a few moments until the enemy fire subsided. He spotted a solitary spruce tree about twenty feet up ahead, and he decided to go for it.
He got up quickly and sprinted toward his new position. His rush did not draw any fire and he fell next to the tree a few seconds later. The tree was young and barely five feet tall, but it still provided Justin with some much-needed cover in an otherwise barren field.
Justin aimed his AK at the Mercedes-Benz and waited. A shooter’s body came up and Justin let out a couple of rounds. The shooter fell down and did not come up again. Another man began to run toward the Mercedes-Benz from the detention center and Justin stopped him with three slugs to his chest.
Carrie’s small car began to move toward the gate. It was going slowly and a long barrage was coming from a machine gun firing through the space that had once held a windshield.
Derzhavin emerged a couple of steps away from the Mercedes-Benz. He was shooting at the small car with his AK from a kneeling position. Justin aimed his AK and squeezed the trigger. His bullets hit the rear of the sedan but missed the target. Derzhavin was still blasting away at Carrie’s car, protected by the car which partially covered him.
Justin heard the dry click of the empty rifle. That was his last AK magazine. He tossed the rifle aside and pulled the pistol from his waist. The Russian-made MP-443 packed seventeen rounds and he had an extra magazine in one of his pockets.
He slid to his left and got into a high crawl, moving fast on his elbows and knees. He gained about eight or so feet and raised his pistol.
Derzhavin had noticed his movements and turned his AK at Justin. Two bullets ricocheted inches away from his head and a third singed his hair. Justin fired once. The slug slammed into Derzhavin’s left arm, causing him to drop his rifle. Justin’s second bullet found Derzhavin’s right shoulder. The man collapsed backwards, his head hitting the back of the sedan, and did not make any more moves.
Carrie was still laying down a striking amount of suppressive firepower. Justin jumped to his feet and reached the gate without firing a single shot. He checked on a few bodies strewn about the area. Three guards and Derzhavin’s driver were dead. Another guard was barely alive and in need of some serious medical attention.
Justin walked alongside the sedan with his pistol clutched in his right hand as he scanned the rest of the scene. He found Derzhavin lying against one of the back wheels of the Mercedes-Benz. Blood had trickled from his mouth down his chin and the side of his neck, staining the collar of his crisp white shirt.
Justin crouched down for a closer look at Derzhavin’s wounds. The man writhed in pain and tried to wriggle away.
“I’m not going to kill you, so stop moving,” Justin said.
Derzhavin took in a shallow breath and let out a wheeze mixed with drops of blood. He lay still but his eyes went to the AK a couple of feet away.
“Don’t try it,” Justin said and kicked the rifle away.
He leaned over Derzhavin and studied the wound. Shoulders were tricky places to get shot at because of the hub of the network of arteries and nerves feeding and controlling the powerful arm muscles. Judging by the amount of blood staining Derzhavin’s coat, Justin concluded that the pistol’s slug had not severed the subclavian artery that fed the main arm artery. But most likely it had hit the nerves and the bones forming the top of the rib cage. Derzhavin was going to survive, and a skillful surgeon could repair the damaged blood vessels and reconstruct the shattered bones. But until then, Derzhavin would be in pain, which would only grow if he did not cooperate with Justin.
“You’ll make it, and doctors can save your arm,” Justin said. He shifted his weight to his other knee and looked at Derzhavin’s wary face.
“But there’s a price to pay,” Derzhavin said, then let out a pain-filled groan. He tried to lift his left arm to his chest and unbutton his coat.
“Yes, but you can afford it. After all, your life is at stake.” Justin helped him, and Derzhavin seemed to be able to breathe easier.
The small car — a white Lada — came to a jarring stop next to Justin. Carrie gave him a worried look as Justin stood up.
“I’m doing well, how about you?” Justin asked.
“Low on ammo but enjoying my freedom,” Carrie replied with a big smile.
“Glad to see you.”
“Same here.”
Gunshots erupted from the windows of the detention center. Justin ducked behind the sedan and next to Derzhavin. He reached for the AK and fired back a couple of blind shots.
“Their stray bullets will kill you,” Justin said to Derzhavin during a break in the gunfire exchange.
Derzhavin gave him a small nod.
“Ready to talk?” Justin asked. “It will save your life and their lives. If you give me Bashir’s intel, we won’t have to continue this attack.”
Carrie’s machine gun thundered as she let go a short burst, as if to emphasize Justin’s words.
Derzhavin’s face froze in a stoic grin. “I’d rather die than betray my country.”
“What betrayal?” Justin almost shouted. “You’re saving innocent lives and putting terrorists behind bars. Terrorists who killed here, in your country, and who could come back and slaughter even more Russians.”
Derzhavin shook his head. “But I’m giving in, surrendering to the great United States of America and their puppets like—”
“You know that’s bullshit even as you say it. I know you don’t care about the US but you’re using them as ammo in your private war with Russia’s billionaires, a war you’ll lose.”
Derzhavin opened his mouth just as a couple of rounds banged against the Mercedes-Benz. Another one shattered one of the mirrors, sending sharp slivers over their heads.
“I’m out,” Carrie shouted.
Justin handed her his AK. Carrie fired a few quick rounds.
“Consider it an extreme intel exchange,” Justin said to Derzhavin. “We give you the location of the closest hospital and transport you there, while you give us the intel from the Chechen detainee.”
Derzhavin tried to smile but all he could muster was a distorted grin. “You have a terrible sense of humor,” he said in a weak voice.
“That means you accept?”
The dull thud of a slug rang against the battered sedan. Another bullet hit one of the tires and a blast of air came out with a distinct whoosh.
“You’re leaving me no choice, you son of a bitch,” Derzhavin said and gave Justin a menacing glare.
“Happy doing business with you, sir,” Justin replied in mock politeness. “Carrie, come out and help me get Derzhavin inside the Lada,” he shouted at her.
Carrie nodded. She backed up the car, driving as close as she could to the sedan. The metal back bumper scraped the sedan’s back door and then she stopped.
Justin and Carrie placed Derzhavin in the back seat. As they were propping him up against the seat and one of the doors, Justin went through his pockets and gave him a thorough pat-down. He found no weapons but retrieved two cellphones and a wallet.
“Isn’t it a bit too late for that?” Derzhavin asked with a hint of sarcasm.
“I had you under guard at all times out there, but in the car I’ll have to turn my back to you. I’m taking no chances. And these cellphones of yours will give away our location. We don’t need more complications.” Justin tossed a BlackBerry and an iPhone outside.
Derzhavin bit his lip and looked away.
“I’m not handcuffing you but if you attempt to escape, you’re as good as dead,” Justin said.
Derzhavin shrugged and looked at his bleeding shoulder. “I think you’re overestimating my capacities.”
Justin shook his head as he sat in the front passenger seat. “I never underestimate a man’s basic instinct of survival, especially if the man is Russian.”
Derzhavin produced a genuine smile and a small nod.
Carrie gunned the engine and the Lada roared into life. It jerked forward as Carrie turned the wheel. Faint gunshots came from a distance but no bullets hammered their car.
“Turn left,” Justin said as they neared the main road. “We’ve got to meet someone.”

Chapter Twenty-six

Moscow, Russia
December 4, 10:10 p.m.
Yuliya was in lying in the back seat of the BMW and Bronislav was working on her leg wound. He had placed a tourniquet about three inches from the edge of the wound and was tying it in a tight knot. The wound had already been patched up with clean gauze.
“How is she doing?” Justin asked.
Bronislav grunted. “Good. She’ll live.”
Yuliya smiled but her face looked ashen in the weak interior roof light of the BMW.
“I’ll be okay. You got Derzhavin?”
“He’s in the Lada and, yes, he’s willing to talk.”
Yuliya blinked in surprise. “How did you manage that?”
“A couple of bullets are good persuasion tools.”
Bronislav nodded. “We’ll take him.”
Justin shook his head. “I have a deal with him. He’ll give me intel and I’ll take him to a hospital.”
“A bad deal.” Bronislav finished with the tourniquet and stood up. “We’ll amend it.”
“No. I gave him my word.”
“He shot Yuliya,” Bronislav said.
“And me.” Justin showed Bronislav his wounded left arm. “But I’m not taking it personally.”
A burst of gunshots came from the main gate of the detention center.
Carrie returned fire from her AK. She was behind the Lada, parked three feet away from the BMW.
Justin and Bronislav crouched down behind the BMW.
“Things cannot go on as if this never happened,” Yuliya said in a slow, frail voice. “We attacked an FSB facility. Derzhavin’s going to come after us.”
Justin processed Yuliya’s words for a moment while gunshots rang in the distance. They were at the edge of the battlefield, still within the effective range of AKs. A bullet hit a few feet away from the BMW’s front bumper, boring a small hole in a snow bank.
“Even if I hand him over, you’ll need Romanov’s authorization before you can kill him,” Justin said in a hesitant voice.
“That can be arranged,” Yuliya said. “Romanov doesn’t need much of a reason, and the prick almost killed me.”
“Give me some time to think about it,” Justin said. “How far to the nearest hospital?”
Bronislav looked around, then reached for his iPhone in one of his jacket pockets. He tapped the keys, produced a map, made a few quick calculations in his mind, then showed the phone to Justin. “Fifteen minutes in that direction.” He pointed to their left, beyond the detention center.
Justin took the iPhone. “Follow us to the hospital. Carrie will patch up Derzhavin as we drive. I’ll make a decision before we get there.”
“I’ll get on the phone with Romanov and seek instructions,” Yuliya said.
“Great.” Justin picked up the first aid kit lying next to Yuliya. “I’ll be back in a moment.”
He walked to the Lada bent at the waist and gave Carrie the first aid kit. Then he returned to the BMW.
“I’ll call you on this phone.” Justin handed Bronislav one of the disposable phones he had bought at the store about half an hour ago. “In ten minutes at the most.”
Bronislav nodded.
“I hope you make the right decision, Justin. I’d hate to have to hunt him again,” said Yuliya. She moved her leg, then winced at the pain.
“I’ll let you know,” Justin said.
Inside the Lada, Carrie had cut open Derzhavin’s jacket and shirt and was soaking up the blood. She had placed her hands on the wound and was applying pressure to control the bleeding. Justin’s eyes met Carrie’s and she nodded at him. Justin belted himself into the driver’s seat.
“Will he die?” Justin asked as he turned the Lada around and drove next to the BMW and away from the center. He thought he heard a bullet thump against the side of the car but could not be sure because of the engine roar and the tires crackling on the gravel road.
“No, not any time soon, anyway,” Carrie replied. “How far is the hospital?”
“Fifteen.”
“I can’t stop the blood flow but he hasn’t gone into shock. I checked and there’s no exit wound. The bullet is lodged somewhere in the shoulder, but I can’t be sure. Let’s hope it didn’t break and no fragments are floating elsewhere in his blood.”
Derzhavin’s face was pale and his breathing was shallow. He looked up at Justin then asked, “Who are those people?”
“FSB agents. And they’re pissed off at their own boss shooting and wounding them.”
Derzhavin studied Justin’s face for a moment. “They were shooting at me, which means they’re working with you. They’re traitors.”
Justin shook his head. “No, they’re patriots. They love their country too much to let its security be threatened by men like you, blinded by pride.”
“Words, meaningless words.” Derzhavin waved a dismissive hand.
“Make the call and ask them to text me the intel you received from Bashir. The list.” Justin handed over his disposable phone to Carrie.
He looked at his left side mirror. The BMW was following closely behind.
“What’s the number?” Carrie asked Derzhavin.
He told her the number and she dialed it. A moment later, she placed the phone next to Derzhavin’s ear. He spoke for a few moments, gave the man the order, followed by a curse, then nodded to Carrie that the call was over.
“What did he say?” Carrie asked Justin as she gave back the phone to him.
“Enough to convince them to do their job.”
Derzhavin’s left eye was twitching and his lips had formed a thin line. “Enough for me to be considered a traitor.”
“Don’t flatter yourself,” Justin replied. “Your bosses will understand you were wounded and under the gun. You had no way out.”
They drove without exchanging words for a few minutes. Carrie threw a gray blanket she had found in the car over Derzhavin. The cold night wind was blasting through the missing windshield. Justin was keeping a steady speed of thirty miles per hour and the Lada was handling the dips and the bumps of the road quite well.
“Where did you find the RPGs?” Justin asked Carrie.
“The safe house was stacked with heavy guns. I figured the machine gun and the doorknocker would come in handy.”
Justin could not see the grin on her face because the cabin was dark, but Carrie’s voice told him she had enjoyed the action in the battlefield.
“You updated the boss?” he asked.
“I did.”
Justin wanted to ask about McClain’s reaction to the turn of events, but not with Derzhavin in the back seat listening to their every word.
Justin’s disposable phone chirped. He glanced at the screen. “Text message,” he said and passed the phone to Carrie, while he negotiated an abrupt curve of the road.
He heard tapping and beeping of the cellphone keys and Carrie said, “We’ve got seven names and e-mail addresses.”
“Is that all?” Justin’s eyes fixed on Derzhavin.
“Of course it is. You said you wanted the entire list, right? I’m a man of my word.” Derzhavin seemed offended by the question and its implication.
Justin nodded. “You are, and I appreciate that,” he said in a flat voice.
“So what is the problem?” Derzhavin asked.
“The FSB is the problem.” Justin hitched his thumb back toward the BMW. “They’re not happy with you making waves and upsetting the status quo of some very rich people with powerful friends. You know what I’m talking about.”
“Yes, I do, but I wonder if you do. These people have been pillaging Russia, my country, for decades, Mr. Hall. They feast on champagne and caviar while millions of workers have nothing to eat. Do you know that ten Russian businessmen hold in their bloody hands over one hundred and fifty billion dollars? Think how many hospitals and schools that money can build. Think how many poor people that money can help.”
Justin shook his head. “I’m not an economist, Derzhavin, and I’m not good at math. But I know those two FSB agents want your head.”
Derzhavin did not blink and seemed unfazed by the news Justin had just given him. Maybe he didn’t hear me or he doesn’t think I’ll hand him over. No one can remain that calm in the face of certain death.
“Of course they do. They’re in the pockets of those oil barons who believe they can buy everything. Do you know how they got rich in the first place? Because our politicians sold Russia’s national resources, factories, plants, mining rights, for ridiculous prices in exchange for support during elections, voting fraud, and media manipulation. One evening these people could not afford toilet paper to wipe their asses and the next morning they woke up as billionaires, with their private jets and yachts and palaces. These friends of yours, Mr. Hall, they’re gangsters. But I’m not scared of them. Their tactics don’t scare me.”
Justin wanted to say “words, meaningless words,” but felt it would sound like a cliché. And Derzhavin was telling the truth, but Justin could not do much to reverse bad politics of a failed state during the last three decades.
He thought about Derzhavin’s words, then looked at the rearview mirror. The reflection of the BMW’s headlights fell on his eyes, blinding him for a split second. He blinked to clear his vision then looked at Derzhavin. The man’s face looked like he had lost a pint of blood in a few seconds. He’s saying tough words, but he’s cracking on the inside.
“I’ll tell you what: you and I are cutting a new deal. You’ll have to give me something important so that I can keep you away from the two FSB agents.”
Derzhavin grinned and shook his head. “I just finished talking about gangsters and their terrorizing tactics and you’re trying extortion?”
“You’re smart enough to understand what I’m doing even if I may not,” Justin said softly, unsure of the words he was saying and the actions he was planning. “I need to have a reason to keep you alive. You need to come up with that reason, a reason to save your own life. And fast.”
Justin cast a glance at the Lada’s dashboard. It had already been ten minutes since they had started to drive toward the hospital. He needed to call Yuliya back with an answer. But he did not have an answer yet.
He looked at Derzhavin, who was scratching his head. A moment later he sighed, then said, “I’ll give you the CIA agent — well, her body — and bury this entire affair, the safe house shooting and the attack on the detention center. And your informant, Fyodor, we’ll release him as well.”
Justin had not forgotten about Fyodor, but had chosen not to mention his name or indicate any association with him. One of the first rules of the CIS was to never reveal any connections, names, locations, or information that could compromise other agents. Fyodor was detained, if he was truly detained, in an entirely separate place and Justin was going to deny any links between them.
“I’m starting to have the feeling you don’t value your life much, Derzhavin,” Justin said. “I’m giving you a way out so you can live, and all you’re offering me in return is a dead agent of no value to you.”
Derzhavin shrugged. “And the chance to leave Russia unharmed and never have to look behind your back.”
“You know I have ways and means to disappear within this great country or leave it altogether, and the FSB will never find me. And I’ve gotten accustomed to checking over my shoulder. You’d be amazed how many things one can see.”
“Enough with games. What else do you want from me? I gave you the list, so you can find and hunt these terrorists in the US. Now you can choose to fly away back to the States and leave us to handle our Chechen problems on our own.”
Justin turned his head to look at Derzhavin. “It doesn’t have to be that way.”
“What way?”
“The Chechen terrorism is not just your problem; it’s a global problem, since terrorists bring their wars to other nations, including the US. And we’re just fighting the consequences, not the cause.”
Carrie’s eyes lit up, while Derzhavin’s face was still blank.
Justin checked the road ahead, then found Derzhavin’s face in the rearview mirror. Here’s our new deal: You will help me get to Sultan Kaziyev, the IDM’s leader exporting terror to the US, and in return you get your life back.”
“You’re crazy,” Derzhavin said.
“Old news,” Carrie said. “You’re willing to do it?”
“You’re serious?” Derzhavin arched his eyebrows.
“Yes, very. I’ll need a team of your best and most trusted agents to storm Kaziyev’s stronghold,” Justin said.
“Along with everything else you offered us before,” Carrie said.
Derzhavin thought about the deal for a few long moments. Justin could tell he was struggling as he weighed the options.
Derzhavin asked, “Will your gangster friends accept that?”
Justin nodded. “I’ll make them accept it. Of course, you’ll also have to lay off their affairs, at least for the time being. If I know my friend well, he’ll even help you go after other businessmen who have broken the laws.”
Derzhavin snorted. “Oh, great. Become their pawn so they can maneuver me as they wish and destroy their competition.”
“You wouldn’t have to take part in their fight. But you said earlier you wanted to get to the people who’ve been pillaging Russia, your country, for decades. You can do that for at least some of them.”
Derzhavin went silent.
Justin glanced at the dashboard, then straight ahead. The bright lights of a large complex were shining in the distance, perhaps three miles away. The hospital.
“So?” Justin asked.
“All right, all right, we have an arrangement,” Derzhavin said.
His cold voice left no doubt in Justin’s mind that he was utterly unhappy about the terms of the arrangement. It remained to be seen if Derzhavin was going to follow through with his promise. Justin hated it, but at this point, he would have to trust that the Russian was going to keep his word.

Chapter Twenty-seven

Moscow, Russia
December 4, 10:30 p.m.
Justin parked the Lada across from the hospital emergency entrance behind a white van, somewhat shielded from the eyes of a couple of patients huddled for a smoke a few feet away from the doors. He waited until Bronislav’s BMW came to a stop in front of the Lada, then got out of the car. He had chosen to break the bad news to Yuliya in person.
Instead of a fury of protests and objections, he was met by her calm and composed manner. “Fine, the bastard can live. For now,” she said in a cold voice that did not hide her disappointment.
Justin nodded, but he knew the real reason for her displeasure: it had to be Romanov. “He didn’t authorize his elimination, did he?”
Bronislav gave Justin a harsh look, as if his words had opened up old wounds.
Yuliya grinned. “Romanov seemed to have had a change of heart, or perhaps I had misread the clues. He believes Derzhavin is more valuable to him alive than dead.”
Justin wanted to say that Romanov was probably right, but he knew it was not the time to gloat.
“What kind of deal did you cut with him?” Yuliya asked as she ran her tongue over her parched lips.
“A deal that has room for amendments, once Romanov decides to use it. For now, Derzhavin has agreed to stop harassing the rich businessmen who are Romanov’s friends. And if Romanov wants him to target someone, Derzhavin is open to considering it.”
Bronislav did not hide his surprise. “You’re a good negotiator.”
Yuliya nodded and smiled. “The best.”
“Hardly so,” Justin said. “At gunpoint one can get a man to submit to anything.”
“True,” said Yuliya, “but not a man like the deputy. What did you get for yourself?”
“He’ll provide a team and we’ll go after Kaziyev.”
Yuliya’s frown showed her disapproval of Justin’s plan. “I see you still have a death wish.”
Justin shrugged. “You said that before we hit the detention center.”
“You got lucky there because of Carrie. That may not happen again.”
“You’re right, but it’s worth a shot.”
Bronislav grinned. “A lot of shots. Kaziyev is very, very well protected. And I’ve heard he has disappeared somewhere in deep Dagestan. It’s a harsh land of harsh people.”
“I’m sure we’ll have a chance to discuss this further, but let’s get Yuliya in and all fixed up.”
He helped Yuliya slide out of her seat. She placed her arm around his shoulder, wavering on her good leg. Bronislav took hold of her other arm and they almost carried her all the way to the hospital entrance. Yuliya groaned as her foot dragged on the uneven sidewalk.
Carrie and Derzhavin were just getting out of the Lada. Yuliya gave Derzhavin such a stern, fiery gaze that Justin thought she might decide to break away from their grip and assault her Deputy Director right there and then as payback for his shooting her.
“Are you going to play nice if I leave you alone with him?” Justin asked Yuliya.
“No promises,” she replied with a wince. “He looks in pretty bad shape, and those shoulder wounds are so unpredictable.”
Justin grinned at Yuliya’s thinly veiled threat. His arm ached and he stared at the blood which had caked over the sleeve of his windbreaker.
“I’ll behave,” Yuliya said, “don’t worry about it. And I’ll make sure I give you some good men for your team, since I won’t be able to be there myself.”
She dropped her eyes to her leg, then shifted her weight to the good foot. Bronislav’s arm stayed around her and he gestured toward a couple of people in lab coats inside the hospital. Paramedics.
“Bronislav would be excellent,” Yuliya said. “And Daniel would certainly be a great help. I’ll think of a few other good people,” she said in a pain-filled voice.
Two paramedics from inside the hospital hurried through the entrance pushing a gurney.
“It’s time you rest,” Justin said, stepping back and allowing the strong men to take over. “I’ll check on you tomorrow.”
“Are you going to be okay?” Yuliya asked.
“Oh, yeah, this is just a scratch. I’ll spend the night at our safe house. You get better now.”
Carrie and Derzhavin had stopped just outside the entrance. Bronislav looked at Yuliya being whisked away by the paramedics, then said. “You should have let us have our way with Derzhavin.”
“Killing the cow cuts off the milk,” Justin replied.
Bronislav’s left lip curled up in a smirk. “What are you, a bloody farmer?”
“No, I just like metaphors, and I like Derzhavin alive. You’ll get your revenge soon enough, but until then, you and I will take on the Chechens.”
Bronislav nodded. “It’s going to be messy,” he said with a frown.
He looked again at the entrance but Derzhavin was out of sight.
“You ready?” Justin asked.
Bronislav’s frown disappeared and he gave Justin a big, toothy grin. “Absolutely. Let’s get dirty.”

Chapter Twenty-eight

Moscow, Russia
December 5, 8:35 a.m.
Justin and Carrie were supposed to take turns standing guard to protect their safe house from any security breech. They had reached a fragile truce with Derzhavin, but Justin was not going to put more trust in the Russian than he had to. Other FSB agents might be looking to settle scores, so they took their usual precautions when operating in enemy territory.
Justin took the first shift but “forgot” to wake Carrie up until it was almost morning. She gave him a good scolding when she woke up at a quarter after six, and Justin agreed to doze off for a few minutes. He ended up having a deep, dreamless sleep for almost two full hours and felt unusually refreshed and relaxed.
After a ten-minute shower and a five-minute shave, he joined Carrie for breakfast and a briefing with McClain around the rectangular table in the small kitchen of their apartment. Carrie had contacted her boss when she had first reached the safe house the evening before and had given him the essence of their day, their capture, and their escape. Then, last night, Justin had given McClain an update on their raid on the detention center, the intelligence he had secured from Bashir, and the deal he had reached with Derzhavin.
McClain’s initial reaction had been cool and restrained. He wanted to hear and understand all the facts before making a decision that could have devastating consequences in Russia and abroad. This debrief was supposed to give McClain a chance to gather at least some of these facts straight from Justin and Carrie.
“Do you think he’ll authorize the op?” Carrie asked and bit into the corner of a slice of toast.
She had set the toaster to the maximum and the bread was dried, almost burned. Thankfully, there was some butter in the fridge and Carrie had made some coffee. Justin had slathered his bread with butter and was dipping it into his coffee.
“I’m not sure. If Derzhavin comes through, why not? We’re already fighting a global war on terrorism. Why wait until terrorists come to strike us in our lands? We can go and give their nest a powerful kick.”
Carrie considered his words while sipping her tea. Her fingers were wrapped around the porcelain cup, and she sat cross-legged on her seat. “Something about numbers and circumstances. Kaziyev is on the defensive, expecting to be hunted down, so he has made his stand by gathering a large horde of fighters around him. And this is just the idea of an op, but we have to figure out the details of a successful plan.”
One of their disposable phones set on the table between them rang before Justin had a chance to reply. He consulted the small screen, then tapped a couple of buttons. “Good evening, sir,” he said in an upbeat voice as he leaned closer to the phone. “How are things going?”
“Well, very well, Justin. How are you doing? How’s Carrie?” McClain’s voice came through the airwaves tired and throaty, as if he was fighting a cold.
Justin nodded at Carrie.
“We’re doing well, sir. It was a quiet night.”
“Good to hear that. After so many close calls yesterday, you deserved at least a night of peace.”
Justin noticed a hint of restraint in his boss’s tone. McClain was pondering his words a bit longer than necessary and speaking those words quite carefully, as if worried he would say the wrong things or give the wrong message. He’s not alone in his office and he’s not at liberty to tell us who is sitting in with him.
Justin looked up to Carrie and motioned to her that he needed a pen and paper. Carrie pointed to a small table by the window. Justin found a notebook in the top drawer and returned to the table.
Carrie reached over for her teacup and took a quick sip. “Sir, what are our orders?”
McClain did not respond immediately. “We’re still, hmmm, the Minister’s office is still assessing the situation. Any new details to help our friends make a prompt call and the right one?”
Justin grinned as he passed his scribbled note to Carrie. He realized McClain was talking to the mysterious, uninvited guest in his office. McClain’s relationship with the Minister’s advisors was that of a respectful distance. He did not mind sharing information and briefing advisors on the latest intelligence about global and national security and terrorist threats. But he hated it when they dragged their feet and wasted precious time discussing potential political impacts on their careers before intervening to save the lives of McClain’s field operatives.
Carrie read the note and nodded. She did not seem surprised, and Justin figured she had come to the same conclusion before he even wrote it down for her.
“Justin, are you still there?” McClain said.
Carrie mouthed two words to Justin: good news.
Justin nodded. McClain was looking for good news to motivate the Minister and Justin was going to stack the cards and focus only on the positive. He said, “Fyodor was released late last night. He’s in good spirits and eager to return to the field.”
The truth was slightly different. Yes, Fyodor had been released, but after being roughed up, with cracked ribs and a broken arm. It would take him at least a couple of months before he could be of any actual use to a field operation and his cover was most likely blown. Fyodor’s days serving with the CIS in Russia were most likely over.
“Rebekah too is coming home, sir,” Justin said with some hesitation.
Carrie gave him a sideways glance.
Justin nodded with a soft sigh. This time he was bending the truth so hard he could almost hear it snap. The CIA agent was killed in action and her body was going to be flown back stateside in a few days, after the US Embassy had made all the necessary notifications and arrangements. Justin was hoping the advisor, or whoever was leaning heavily on McClain, would not be privy to that information and would not pry for more specifics.
There were a couple of moments of tense silence and Justin thought he heard a scraping noise as of someone hastily writing notes. Justin ran his hands through his still wet hair then reached for his coffee mug.
“Any further intel on Kaziyev’s whereabouts?” McClain asked.
Justin was still sipping his coffee, so Carrie replied, “Negative, sir. All we know is that he’s somewhere in Dagestan. The FSB has a few contacts on the ground and they’re working on gathering more intel. We’re told they’ll share it with us as soon as it becomes available.”
Justin noticed a bit of suspicion in Carrie’s last words so he hurried up to remove any doubts. “Derzhavin is committed to assist us in our operation, sir. The Russians are as motivated as we are to strike hard against the terrorist network.”
“Hmmm, about the operation, we’re still awaiting the Minister’s authorization. He’s personally engaged at this stage and should come through with his decision at any time. Now, why don’t we go over the details and the facts we have so far from our Moscow op?”
Justin ran him through yesterday’s events, paying special attention to his conversation with Derzhavin, the list he had obtained, and the intelligence about the terrorist plot in the works in the US. McClain asked a few questions, ones to which Justin was sure he or Carrie had already given answers. He suspected those questions were solely for the benefit of the Minister’s advisor.
Carrie also provided her point of view, especially on those episodes in which she was the only protagonist. She stressed the urgency of moving against Kaziyev as soon as more concrete intelligence was at hand. McClain agreed that time was of the essence and promised to advise the Minister about taking prompt action before Kaziyev disappeared.
“I’ve got two more things, Justin,” McClain said when the briefing seemed to be wrapping up.
He paused for a second, and Justin wondered if McClain was considering whether to even bother asking the question that the advisor had probably slipped him.
“Based on your explosive… oh, eh, I mean expertise, what are the chances of success if we launch an operation against Kaziyev at this moment?”
Justin smiled. McClain had misread the advisor’s writing, his most obvious action along with the reluctance in his voice. Justin replied, “Kaziyev wouldn’t be expecting a surgical attack at the heart of his hideout. He withdrew to Dagestan because he believes it is beyond anyone’s reach. We have the Russians’ support and we can make full use of their knowledge of the terrain, logistics, and intelligence. It’s the best moment to strike.”
Carrie nodded. “I agree with Justin’s assessment,” she said. “We could be very efficient especially if the attack is well-coordinated, but only if we go in without delay.”
“I concur,” McClain said. “What are your thoughts on the CIA’s involvement in this op?”
Justin rubbed his chin and stretched back in his seat. “I’m a bit worried about expanding the circle of people with knowledge about this op, sir. If it is to be a swift, covert strike, then the fewer people who know about it, the better it is.”
“Unless the CIA has a great contact on the ground we can use for infil or exfil, the Russians can provide us logistics,” said Carrie.
“All right, then. Stay safe, and I’ll be in touch as soon as I have a decision. As far as I’m concerned, I’m in favor of a small, surgical intervention, as Justin worded it. But, ultimately, it will be up to the Minister.”
“Thank you, sir,” Justin said.
“Anything else?” McClain asked.
“Yes,” Carrie said. “Anything from those e-mail accounts?”
“Nothing useful yet,” McClain said. “One or two seem to have been bogus accounts, another one or two haven’t been accessed in the last few weeks. We’re monitoring the last two and have asked for the NSA’s assistance. They’ve been more than eager to lend a hand, since we’re talking about their homeland.”
“Thanks. That’s all from me,” Carrie said.
“Justin?” McClain said.
“Nothing here, sir. Keep us informed.”
“Will do. Enjoy Moscow for a little while.”
Justin grunted. “We got a big dump of snow overnight, sir, and the temperature is around minus fifteen degrees. I think I’ll enjoy the view from the window and some strong coffee.”
“All right, take care, both of you.”
Justin ended the call and looked across the table at Carrie.
“Now what?” she asked.
Justin reached for his mug. He found it empty and waved it in the air as he stood up. “I’m going to make more coffee.”

Chapter Twenty-nine

Moscow, Russia
December 5, 9:05 a.m.
McClain called again to explain what Justin and Carrie had already figured out: a senior security advisor from the Minister’s office had insisted on being present during the call. McClain had refused at first, considering the request a sign of distrust, then had relented because he was seeking the Minister’s authorization for the Dagestan operation, and he wanted the advisor in his camp. The advisor had left McClain’s office convinced that the Minister should approve the covert operation. At least, that is what he had told McClain.
Justin wanted to visit Yuliya at the hospital, then meet with Fyodor, and Carrie decided to go with him. They could no longer use the bullet-ridden Lada, which they had ditched last night a few blocks away from their apartment. Justin had thought about stealing a car but he wanted to keep a low profile. They had a deal with Derzhavin that kept them beyond the FSB’s reach. Justin was not about to jeopardize their situation by provoking other incidents.
They called a taxi to take them to the Yugo-Zapadnaya metro station. It was not rush hour but traffic was still crawling at a snail’s pace. Large snowplows were tackling the snow and tow trucks, ambulances, firemen, and the police were called to the scene of a horrific incident right off Vernadskogo Prospect: a cement truck had turned over, splattering a couple of Ladas and a Fiat as if they were toy cars. A large section of the road had been cordoned off and the traffic was bottlenecked in one lane.
Half an hour later, Justin and Carrie got into the train to Sokolniki station, and from there they got into another taxi. The northern part of Moscow seemed to have received less snow, or perhaps by now the snowplows had completed most of their job. The traffic was flowing fast but for the occasional erratic driver, an ever-present sign of Moscow’s roads.
The taxicab left them outside the hospital’s main entrance and they found Yuliya resting in a private room on the second floor. She was in a somewhat foul mood, mainly because of the doctor’s orders. The surgery had gone well, but she was to adhere to a strict bed regime for the next week and then use crutches for four to six weeks.
“This is going to kill me,” she said with a sigh and a sad headshake. “Two months away from field ops. I’ll get so rusty.”
Justin nodded. He was sitting on a small stool on the right side of Yuliya’s bed, opposite Carrie. He reached over and held her hand. “I understand,” he said. “It sucks. But think of it as an opportunity to do something else, different, something you’ve always wanted to do.”
Yuliya groaned. “What? Baking? Knitting?”
“No, I was thinking more of learning Chinese. They’re getting much more involved in global politics and also battling their own demons. Soon enough there may be some work for us in the dragon’s lair.”
Someone knocked and the door opened. It was Bronislav. He nodded at Justin and Carrie, then disappeared back into the hall. He returned a moment later pulling a chair behind him. He sat near the end of the bed.
“Good to see you,” Yuliya said to Bronislav. “What’s new with the bastard?”
Justin knew she was referring to Derzhavin.
Bronislav said, “He’s on the third floor surrounded by heavy security. The surgeon was able to save his arm.”
It sounded like the surgeon had committed a crime against humanity, considering the somber, low tone of Bronislav’s voice.
Yuliya shrugged. “He’ll pay sooner or later. I prefer sooner, but in this case I will have to settle for later.”
“When do we head out?” Bronislav asked Justin.
Justin sat back on his stool and stretched his neck. “I’m not sure,” he replied. “I’m still waiting for authorization from my boss and intelligence from Der… from the FSB.”
Bronislav’s face began to turn dark. He opened his mouth, but Yuliya was faster. She said, “I made a few calls this morning and started to assemble a team. I’m assuming the two of you are it from the CIS?”
Justin nodded. “Yes, as far as I know. My boss may have a different opinion.”
Yuliya waved her hand. She pressed a couple of buttons on the side of her bed to adjust it. “So, you and Carrie, Bronislav and Daniel.” She held her fingers up. “I’m thinking ten, twelve people. Large enough for a successful outcome but small enough so it would go unnoticed in terrorist territory.”
“I have a couple of people in mind too,” Bronislav said slowly.
Justin’s cellphone vibrated in one of his coat pockets. He knew it was McClain before he checked the caller ID, since he was the only one who had this number. Well, Carrie had it too, but she was in the same room and had not made the call.
“I’ve got to step out for a moment,” Justin said.
He waited until he was beyond the glass window of Yuliya’s recovery room, then answered his phone. “This is Justin.”
“He… llo, Jus… tin,” McClain said in a crackling voice. “I can bare… ly hear you.”
Justin quickened his pace down the hall. He stood by a window overlooking a parking lot and a small park across the street. Gray clouds hung menacingly low, ready to start a new snowstorm at a moment’s notice.
“How about now?” Justin said. “Can you hear me now?”
“Oh, yes, much better.” McClain’s voice was steady, but still throaty, and he sounded even more worn out than on the previous call earlier that morning. “I’ve got some bad news. Is Carrie there with you?”
“No. We’re at the hospital, checking in on our… friends.” Justin omitted Yuliya’s name or that of her employee, since a woman in a lab coat was wheeling a patient in a wheelchair a few feet away. “I followed your advice and decided to enjoy Moscow.”
“Well, I hope you’ve had your fun, because the Minister has authorized the Dagestan op. You’re good to go.”
Justin flinched. “I thought you said bad news. This is excellent news.”
McClain hesitated for a moment, then said, “Justin, you’re going a… lone.”
The crackle returned and Justin turned around and walked to the next window. “Repeat your last, sir.”
McClain’s sigh came clear over the line. “The Minister’s authorizing the op but limiting our involvement to one agent, for ‘advisory purposes only.’” McClain’s voice took a mocking tone as he tried to imitate the Minister’s thick, deep voice. “Carrie will be dispatched to the States to follow up on the terrorist plot in California.”
Justin shook his head and tightened his grip around the cellphone. He felt like smashing it against the wall, imagining he was punching the smirking face of the ignorant Minister. His gaze fell outside the window, the clouds gathering fast, ready for their vicious pounding like the one Justin knew was headed his way.
“Still with me, Justin?”
“Yeah, still here.” Justin tried to contain the anger in his voice but he was sure McClain had noticed its gruffness.
“And mad as hell, I see.”
Justin took a deep breath and steadied his trembling hand. “This is not standard procedure, sir. With all due respect, it’s hamstringing me and compromising the success of this mission.”
“I know, and I made my strong objections known to the Minister. I was on the phone with him just ten minutes ago.”
Justin waited.
McClain said, “The Minister’s aware of the risk involved but is worried about unnecessary exposure, especially if things go to hell.”
“Things will go to hell if this is not a well-devised plan. Carrie is an irreplaceable agent, my right hand, someone I trust to watch my back. The rest of my teammates will be FSB agents.”
“I hear you, Justin, and I wished the Minister did as well. But with the Moscow incidents and the threats against the States, our political masters want to play this safe.”
“They don’t think I can pull this through, do they?” Justin’s voice rose almost to a shout as another wave of anger overtook him, this time because of the bitter feeling of doubt from the Minister.
“They did not put it in those terms, but yes, there is very little hope your team will find and eliminate Kaziyev.”
“They’re setting me up to fail, is this what they’re doing?”
“No, that’s not the case. The Minister’s office was excited about the intel exchange with the FSB in Moscow, as it would raise our profile and strengthen our leverage with both Russia and the US. And it was, for the most part, safe, although I know you beg to differ.
“This mission, on the other hand, is taking place in a volatile, remote region, and the outcome is, well, to put it mildly, insignificant, at least from the strict and narrow political point of view.”
Justin opened his mouth to object, but realized McClain would have expressed his thoughts about the importance of striking terrorists, especially where they felt they had the strongest and the safest havens.
“You still have the option of aborting this mission, Justin.” McClain voice had a warning edge and a pleading tinge.
“And disobey a direct order?”
“It was your proposal that introduced the idea for this mission. The order is not for you to embark on a suicide operation. You can still pull the plug, but if you decide to go ahead, those are the terms.”
Justin took a moment to weigh McClain’s words. He wanted to get that son of a bitch Kaziyev, but he realized the challenges of such an operation. Without Carrie by his side, things had become much harder. A little over two months ago, he had attacked a terrorist training camp in northern Yemen without Carrie, but things had been different at that time. There had been two Israeli Apaches pounding the camps and Yuliya and Daniel had been fellow combatants. Now he could count on no such air strike, and Yuliya was lying in a hospital bed. Justin knew he could rely on Daniel and, to a certain extent, on Bronislav.
He shook his head and tried to shake along with it the hunch that was forming in the pit of his stomach that he should just abort the mission, collect Carrie, and get the hell out of Russia while they still could. Instead, he said, “I need to think this over. Consider the pros and cons and talk it over with Carrie and Derzhavin. It will largely depend on what sort of support he’s able to provide. Can I call you in an hour?”
“Sure, Justin. You can take longer if you need to, since the Minister will not hear about your decision until tomorrow — well, today in the morning.”
“Yes, the time difference. I’ll call you as soon as I’ve made a decision.”
“Just remember that no one will think less of you regardless of your decision,” McClain said in a warm, soft tone. “You don’t have to prove anything to anyone. I know what you have done for your country, and the people who matter, they know it too.”
Justin nodded. “Thanks. It means a lot.”
“Anytime, son, anytime,” McClain said in a fatherly voice.
“I’ll keep you informed,” Justin said and ended the call.

Chapter Thirty

Moscow, Russia
December 5, 10:45 a.m.
Carrie listened calmly to Justin delivering the bad news but reserved her judgment until they had talked to Derzhavin. She said her opinion would depend on the level of assistance the FSB Deputy Director was in fact providing this mission. He had made a promise, but like many things promised under grave threats, the truth was seldom exactly as described by people forced to make pledges in those circumstances.
Derzhavin’s security detail had been ordered to let them in, so Justin and Carrie proceeded to his private recovery quarters. Unlike Yuliya’s small room, this was a large suite. Derzhavin was half-sitting, half-lying in a hospital bed, talking on a landline phone. His face still looked pale and his eyes were bloodshot but someone had done a decent job cleaning him up. His hair was scruffy and his hospital gown was rumpled. Derzhavin was hooked to an IV machine through his right arm. His left arm had been put into a cast from his shoulder to his elbow.
“I have to go but I will call you later. Yes, yes, of course,” Derzhavin said curtly but respectfully in Russian as Justin and Carrie stepped inside the suite and stood by the door. He placed the handset on the receiver, struggling to get his fingers free from the curly cord, then tried to fix his hair by running his hand from the front to the back. It worked for only half of his hair, leaving the back side with many stubborn hair strands sticking up in many different directions.
Derzhavin winced. The motions had probably caused him pain in his shoulder, or perhaps the medications were wearing off. He tried to readjust his pillow but failed and knocked the pillow down to the floor. He cursed the mother of the pillow’s maker.
“You should relax, Derzhavin, or you’ll have a heart attack,” Justin said as he and Carrie walked toward Derzhavin’s bed, set next to a large window. He picked up the pillow and placed it behind Derzhavin’s back.
“Thank you,” he said in English and leaned back. He sighed then said, “You came at the right time. I just received an intelligence update about our friend in Dagestan.”
“Good or bad?” Justin asked as he sank into one of the comfortable armchairs by the head of the bed. Carrie sat in an identical armchair next to Justin.
“It depends on how you see it,” Derzhavin said. “Our trusted contacts on the ground confirmed Kaziyev’s exact location. Well, the neighborhood and a block of houses where he’s most likely hiding as of last night. That’s the good news.”
“Where is he?” Justin asked.
“Buinovsky. A small town in northern Dagestan, just over the border with Chechnya.”
“Terrorist heartland,” Carrie said.
Justin nodded.
“That’s the bad news,” Derzhavin said in a weak voice. “Kaziyev has the protection of his own men and other insurgents from an Islamic group that controls the area.”
“What support are you providing us?” Justin’s words came out as a demand rather than a simple question.
“My people are assembling a package with all the details about the location, aerial photos, other shots of known and suspected terrorists, detailed topographical maps, all the intelligence we have so far and as it pours in.”
Justin nodded. A good start.
“We’ll need that intel right away, so we can start planning our operation,” Justin said. “What about manpower?”
Derzhavin flinched then rubbed his chin. “I can’t provide a large force at short notice, especially since it will be under a foreign command. Plus Kaziyev is on the defensive, expecting a fierce strike. A large force would be very difficult to hide and result in many casualties.”
“I agree,” Justin said. “I already have about half a dozen people ready for their orders. If you can secure a safe insertion into Buinosky, transport, weapons, a guide or two, and six, seven men, that should be sufficient for a blitz.”
Derzhavin nodded and drew in a breath of relief. “The transport, weapons, and men are not a problem. Safe insertion is not guaranteed.”
“Of course not. I’m not asking for guarantees, but I’m looking for capable men who know their way around the area, where the checkpoints are located, and the safest trails to sneak into the country. I don’t want my team to fall into an ambush before we even enter Dagestan.”
“You’ll have a guide, and my contact on the ground will provide support,” said Derzhavin.
“OK. I’d like to leave as soon as we can, preferably today,” said Justin.
“Yes, we’ll make it happen. I don’t want to give Kaziyev time to resettle to another stronghold.”
Justin looked over at Carrie. She was giving him a worried look.
“How long before I get the intel package?” Justin said.
“I’ll have someone bring over what we already have and schedule for updates every two hours,” Derzhavin said.
“That will work. Carrie, any questions?”
Carrie leaned forward. “Yes, exfil plans.”
Derzhavin thought about the answer for a few moments. “There’s a strong military outpost in Gurlar — about a hundred miles south of Buinosky — that has a few Mi-24 choppers. One will be on standby to retrieve the team.”
Justin nodded. It was not the greatest of scenarios but he had been in worse situations. The outlines of a rough plan were taking shape in his mind. “All right. I’ll be downstairs visiting a friend.” He stared deep into Derzhavin’s eyes as he said those words.
Derzhavin began to shrug, but caught himself and his face showed faint concern. “How is she?” he asked quietly.
“Recovering, but she’ll be out of commission for quite some time. She’s pissed off.”
Derzhavin searched Justin’s eyes for an explanation but Justin simply stared back. A moment later, Derzhavin asked, “And her business contacts?”
“They’re not impressed either, but for the time being you’re safe. The future will depend on what you do or mostly what you do not do.”
Derzhavin nodded.
Justin said, “Send your man to me with the files. And I want to meet the full team at 3:00 p.m.”
“Where?” Derzhavin asked.
Justin thought about it for a moment. It had to be a safe place, but he did not want to give away the location of their safe house to FSB members faithful to Derzhavin. He decided the location of this meeting provided a good opportunity to test Derzhavin’s loyalty. “Your headquarters, the safest place in Moscow,” he said with a small smirk.
Derzhavin did not hide his disapproving look. “You’re testing the limits of my patience. I don’t like it.”
Justin stood up. “I want a token of your commitment to our joint operation, Derzhavin. That’s all.”
He waited for a moment but Derzhavin did not say a word. The look of his face expressed more clearly than any words his anger and his resentment. Then he cleared his throat, pointed a finger at Justin, and said, “You know, other men, better men, have threatened me, crossed me, and in many other ways tried to outplay me. They’re long gone and forgotten, Mr. Hall, but I’m still here.”
Justin cocked his head to the left. Derzhavin’s warning had surprised him only because it came so early in their game. It had barely been twelve hours since he had saved the man’s life and this is what he got in return: a warning. This positive thinking is not working well for me, not when I’m surrounded by this kind of man.
He locked eyes with Derzhavin and gave him a pleasant smile. “There’s always a first time, Derzhavin. Consider this your first time, and you have my word that if you try to backstab me, it will be your last.”
He headed toward the door.
Carrie followed him but before stepping outside into the hall she turned her head and gave Derzhavin a menacing gaze. “I’m not very good with words,” she said coldly but evenly. “And I don’t make threats or warnings. I make promises and I keep them. At the first sign of betrayal, I’m promising you that I will kill you.”
Derzhavin tried to keep his gaze stoic but the corner of his lips gave an involuntary twitch and his arm began to tremble. He flinched as if Carrie’s words had crossed the room and slapped him across the face. He looked away at the cream-colored wall of the hospital room.

Chapter Thirty-one

Moscow, Russia
December 5, 10:55 a.m.
“You really want to go back into the viper’s nest?” Carrie asked Justin as she joined him in the hall.
“Yes. I need a place where I can think, analyze, and come up with a working plan.”
“The safe house.”
“No. No need to reveal it to the FSB, and besides, it’s too small. I need everyone around a table, to see who they are, what I can do with them, what we know and what we don’t.”
She stepped closer to him and her worried eyes fell on his face. “I can’t come with you to Daggerstan, but I’ll be in the meeting.”
“Thank you. And you’re right, that is a place of daggers. I just hope none will go through my heart.”
“This is not to be misunderstood as lack of confidence in your abilities, but have you considered all the odds against you?” she asked in a gentle voice. “I will not be there and Yuliya is also out of action. Derzhavin just threatened you, and putting your trust in his men… I’m not sure it’s the right thing to do.”
Justin sighed and ran his hands through his hair. “I’ve thought about just going home, but this war, Kaziyev, he won’t stop if we leave. His men are plotting massacres in the States, and Canada could be next. This team, my team, will have to do.”
He took a couple of steps and turned around. He shrugged and put his hands in his pants pockets. “I have to use what I’ve got. Let’s review the intel, the pictures, and the maps. And let’s run a couple of scenarios. We’ll go with the one that gives the minimum of intel to the men appointed by Derzhavin.”
Carrie nodded. A spark glinted in her eyes. “Need-to-know basis and low-level tasks. I like it. Will take some work, but it is doable.”
“Yes, an operation where half the team is not aware of the exact moves of the operation. Hard to pull through but better than trusting the wrong people.”
Justin let out another sigh.
Carrie said, “Let’s go talk to Yuliya, then check on Fyodor. Once we have the intel in our hands, we’ll have a better idea.”

Chapter Thirty-two

Federal Security Service Headquarters, Moscow, Russia
December 5, 2:55 p.m.
The coffee was strong, hot, and bitter, the way Justin liked it. The woman who rolled in the food cart with two large stainless steel carafes called it “the KGB blend.” She was in her late forties or even early fifties, with curly blonde hair, an hourglass-shaped body, and long legs that stole glances just like when she was eighteen.
“Our interrogators preferred it for staying awake during the long nights,” she whispered as she brushed past Justin and strutted out of the large conference room.
They were on the fifth floor of the FSB headquarters’ east wing. Justin was sitting at the head of the long rectangular table holding a laser pointer in his hands. Carrie was on his right, fiddling with a laptop, and Bronislav was in the seat to his left. Around the table there were eight other men and a woman. Justin knew only Daniel, and Yuliya had introduced him to Marcus and the woman, Svetlana. The two were at the other end of the table, whispering to each other. The rest of his team were people assigned by Derzhavin. Yuliya had inquired about their backgrounds and previous missions and Justin had sent the names to McClain for a thorough search. Nothing suspicious had come up so far, and Justin doubted Derzhavin was going to offer him less than capable men for such a dangerous operation. But he had to remember that these agents’ loyalty rested with Derzhavin, and him alone.
The door opened and a young man with a timid look hurried in carrying a small white folder. “The most recent information from our man in Dagestan,” he muttered to Justin before handing him the folders.
“Thank you,” Justin said and dismissed the man with a head gesture.
He opened the folder and skimmed through the first page, then flipped through the rest of the documents. The folder contained copies of the same three-page report.
“Can you please pass this around?” Justin asked Carrie as he took two copies, one for himself and one for her.
“Let us get started, shall we?” Justin said in a strong, loud voice over the team members’ chatter. “This is the latest intel we’ve received from our local contact in D-stan. I’ll give everyone a chance to review it, but the essence is that our target is still in a well-protected house south of Buinosky. Our contact confirmed his location as of 1:00 p.m. today. He’ll update us if the target is on the move. Carrie, first slide.”
Carrie tapped the keyboard and used the remote control of a projector fastened to the ceiling. The faint hum of the projector filled the room as the blue, bright light blinded Justin. He stood up and moved to the left, next to a wooden stand. A moment later an aerial shot of the neighborhood where Kaziyev was holed up filled the entire screen.
“This is a satellite photo taken earlier this morning,” Justin said. He used the laser pointer to show a large house in the middle of the photograph. “It’s a three-story house with eight-foot-high walls, barbwire, and an electrical gate.” Justin continued as Carrie switched to another slide that showed the house painted in white and blue. “The houses next to it belong to ardent supporters or members of the IDM.” The red dot moved to the two houses to the left and the right.
There were some head nods around the table. The photographs were part of the package Derzhavin and Justin had provided to all the team members. Everyone had had a few hours to analyze the contents and brainstorm options for their operation.
“How many militants are protecting Kaziyev?” asked a large bearded man sitting across from Bronislav.
“The intel does not provide a specific number,” Justin replied. “Our best estimate given by the pictures, the location, the number of cars and trucks in the area, and previous clashes with the IDM is between fifty and a hundred. There could be more, of course, if we consider the wider area.”
Carrie switched to a wide-angle photograph of the neighborhood covering about eight blocks. There were about thirty houses and a mosque in the area, as well as two long buildings and an empty area next to them.
“What is that structure next to the mosque?” asked Svetlana. She flicked her raven hair over her shoulder and leaned over the table.
“It’s not very clear,” replied Justin, looking at her and then at Carrie. “I don’t think we have close-ups or other pictures of that, do we?” he asked Carrie.
“No, we don’t, but I was looking at other pictures from the package, of other parts of the city, and this seems to be an elementary school. That would be my best guess.”
Justin said, “As we have only twelve people, our sources are very, very limited. Sufficient for a well-coordinated strike, hit-and-run.”
More nods from around the table.
“This is my plan, open to suggestions and modifications to fit the evolving situation: We reach D-stan and the southern edge of B-sky. We hide our vehicles, and proceed to march on foot to the target’s neighborhood and reach this point.” Justin stopped and pointed with the red dot to an area that resembled a thicket by an open field and a meandering creek. “Then we split up into three groups to penetrate the neighborhood and make our way to the target’s hole. The late hour — since this should take place around 4:00 a.m. — the cover of darkness and snow, and our stealth should allow us to reach at least the first security perimeter without being noticed or with little gunfire. Carrie, can you go back to the first slide?”
A moment later the blown-up satellite image came back on the screen.
“Once we’ve secured positions around the target’s house in the south, east, and north, we’ll start our assault.” Justin punctuated his sentence by waving his hand and pointing at the specific locations, two or three houses away from Kaziyev’s hideout. He scanned the faces around the room and was met with either nods or thoughtful gazes. “We’ll raise hell to ferret him out of his hole. His guards will get clued in soon enough that there’s no gunfire coming from the west and will try to make their escape by pushing in that direction. Right here.” The laser dot marked the empty lot by the mosque.
Justin continued, “They will be exposed for ten, fifteen seconds as they curve around the field and the school. We’ll set up explosives along the dirt path and we’ll have a sharpshooter already positioned at the top of the minaret. Any questions so far?”
A hand shot up from the back of the room, then a male voice said, “Assuming we get to this first security perimeter undetected by Kaziyev’s militants, how do we know his guards will not charge in another direction, say the north?”
Justin squinted as he looked at the man’s worried face. He was clean-shaven and had a buzz cut, which made him look younger. He probably knew the impression he gave to people and, seemingly to counteract it, he had a dragon head tattooed along the left side of his neck.
“We’re counting on their reasonable action and survival instinct. We can argue the terrorists may not have the first, but they definitely have the second. If we have strong, concentrated firepower pouring forth from all three positions, in order to preserve their lives, the target and his guards will seek an escape route through the path of least resistance.
“And we’ll be in contact at all times, so if someone notices insurgents attempting an escape through any other route, we’ll adjust our moves accordingly.”
“What if we don’t make it to the first perimeter undetected?” asked a skinny man with a pockmarked face and close-cropped reddish hair. He shrugged at the end of his question and cocked his head to the right, seemingly seeking the support of the large bearded man.
“We cut our losses and decide, on the spot, to go forward or abort the mission,” Justin replied quickly before there were others mulling over a doomed start to their operation. “Look, I know this is an extremely difficult mission. I’d like to go in with heavy artillery, combat choppers, ten times as many people, surround these bastards and kill them all. But this is all we’ve got.” Justin spread his hands, pointing slowly at the men and women in the room. “And we’ll make it work.”
“I’d like to volunteer as the sniper in the mosque,” Bronislav said in a firm voice. “You guys herd that son of a bitch my way and I’ll nail that turban into his head with one of these.” He tapped the conference table with a 9x39mm cartridge for his sniper rifle.
“And I’ll set up the explosive char… charges,” said the skinny man. He tried to make his voice sound resolved but the attempt was not quite successful.
“Great. Other questions?”
A couple of moments of tense silence, and then three or four of Derzhavin’s people were mumbling among themselves. Justin suppressed the urge to call them out and ask them to share their thoughts with the rest of the team. If it’s important enough, they’ll bring it up. No need to ruffle feathers.
“All right, then I’ll be in the north strike team with you and Svetlana,” Justin said as he pointed to the man sitting next to her, a tall, broad-shouldered fellow with long dark hair and a small goatee. “The south team will have Marcus and the three of you, under the command of Timofey.” Justin pointed at the bearded man, who accepted his charge with a barely noticeable nod and a small grin. “The east team is made up of Daniel and the last two Alpha Group members. Everyone clear to their tasks?”
A lot of nods and “yesses” came from around the table.
“Then we’re done here. Pick up your gear and show up at the meeting point at twenty-one hundred. Dismissed.”
Carrie leaned over Justin’s shoulder as people began to file out of the conference room. She waited until Bronislav had made his way to the end of the room and begun talking to Marcus. “You didn’t tell them about the creek and the bridge?” she whispered in his ear.
Justin shook his head. “They don’t need to know that part. Not at this moment. What do you think of the plan?”
Carrie smiled. “Well, since we came up with it together, I think it’s pretty solid. But then, things rarely go according to plan.”
“I know, and I’m worried about how far we can go before all hell breaks loose. Perhaps this time I’m being too stubborn, wanting to get my way.”
Carrie laughed. “You’re always stubborn and wanting to get your way. This is a good chance to get rid of Kaziyev, and you have assembled a great team. I’m confident you’ll get your man even without me holding your hand.”
Justin smiled. “When’s your flight?”
Carrie glanced at her wristwatch. “At four, so I’ve got to leave right away.”
“I’ll walk you out and hail you a cab,” Justin said and they both got up.

Chapter Thirty-three

Moscow, Russia
December 5, 9:00 p.m.
The team loaded their gear into the belly of the Ilyushin Il-76 cargo plane which would fly them to Grozny, the capital of Chechnya. They packed heavy and light machine guns, rocket launchers, assault rifles, submachine guns, grenades, and flare guns. They took their winter camouflage uniforms complete with chest rigs, communication sets, throat mikes, and GPS trackers.
Justin spent the four-hour flight poring over the latest intelligence, hashing out and rehashing the details of the plan, committing to memory many of the specifics of the layout of the neighborhood, the positions of the guards and their checkpoints, the part he had made known only to Bronislav and Svetlana. They had met earlier that morning, before the briefing of the full team, and had covered that aspect of the operation in minute detail. Justin did not like the idea of keeping his team members in the dark but in his mind he justified his tactic as a necessary evil that could save everyone’s lives. Especially if one of the people assigned by Derzhavin turned out to be working for the insurgents or was not fully committed to this mission.
Grozny gave them a bitter, cold welcome, with an icy drizzle stabbing their faces. Justin was not wearing a scarf, so he lifted up the collar of his felt coat to protect his neck. They hurried over the slippery tarmac to one of the gray terminals of the military base in the Khankala suburb west of Grozny. They would receive a final update about their mission, then board two Mi-24s for the next leg of their flight.
It was almost two-thirty in the morning when the Mi-24’s powerful rotors stopped spinning and the team jumped out onto the grounds of the Gurlar military base in Dagestan. The weather was even worse than in Grozny, with strong, freezing winds, and the icy drizzle they had left behind had been replaced by a heavy sleet pounding the ground with a vicious intensity. Justin felt the hostile welcome was only appropriate considering their objective. Even the elements of nature were protesting and mounting a fierce resistance.
The first hard blow to their operation came when Justin learned from the colonel in charge of the base — which resembled a forward operating base surrounded by barbwire, concrete walls, and two watchtowers — that their guide was missing. He had not reported at the meeting point ten miles east of the base as planned, and he was not answering any of his three encrypted satellite phones. The colonel had sent a two-man search team, but as far as he was concerned the guide had been captured or killed by insurgents.
Justin faced the tough choice of aborting the mission or carrying on without the vital support of someone familiar with the treacherous terrain. Three of his team members selected by Derzhavin had previously fought in this region of Dagestan and they were confident of a safe insertion into Buinovsky even without the guide. Justin agreed and he ordered his team to prepare for their operation.
They hit the road just fifteen minutes after their landing in two off-road Ladas and two Toyotas, common brands in Dagestan. Justin was in the back seat of the first Toyota leading the way, with Ludomir the man with the goatee — one of the three men who had battled insurgents in the area — driving, and Svetlana in the front passenger seat. The rest of the team followed at various distances, so as to not give the impression the vehicles were all part of the same convoy.
They drove for about an hour in what were considered safe areas, where terrorists’ activity had not been observed over the last two weeks. The road was mostly straight as they went through a couple of small towns and passed by a number of villages. The sleet had turned into a blizzard and pounded their vehicles with heavy snow.
Then the road meandered around a series of snow-capped hills. The blizzard had died down but the snow kept falling and a thick haze had cloaked everything around them. Justin could not see more than a few dozen feet away from him. While the haze covered their advance, it also hid any terrorist checkpoints or watch stations.
Ludomir reached for the dashboard radio. He informed the rest of their team they were going to make a sharp turn to the left and climb around a couple of hills, away from the main road leading to Buinovsky. “The terrain is quite broken and, with the snow and the ice, it will be slippery. Everyone, drive slow and be extra careful.”
“I suppose you’ve gone down this road before?” asked Justin in a voice that did not quite hide his concern.
Ludomir nodded but kept his eyes glued on the road. The windshield wipers were struggling to clear all the rain mixed with snow still hammering the Toyota. “Yes, but it was daylight and a clear day. We fell into an ambush and spent four hours getting ourselves out of that hell. I learned all the trails and the paths leading in and out. So to answer the question you didn’t ask, I know where I’m going.”
Justin’s expression remained unaffected by the reply, which did not instill much confidence. Trying to escape from an ambush was hardly the best way to learn the layout of the land.
Ludomir apparently noticed Justin’s look of concern because he said, “You worry too much. Timofey knows this area like the back of his hand. He’s been here many times on recon missions and to clear the area of terrorists. He’ll tell us if we’ve taken the wrong turn.”
He may, but it could already be too late, Justin thought. He wiped the window with his glove but a layer of snow crystals and slush spatters had formed on the outside. Everything looked blurry, with black specks of mud scattered throughout.
Justin rolled down the window. A blast of freezing air assaulted his face but he was able to see the hillside through the haze. Ludomir rounded a curve and Buinovsky appeared at the bottom of a valley. The haze was nonexistent over the small town and Justin noticed a few dim lights in the distance. They were perhaps three or four miles away.
A blast of gunfire echoed not too far to their left, coming from the hills.
“Stop,” Justin called to Ludomir.
He hit the brakes and the Toyota stopped with a screech.
They listened in silence. More gunshots followed, a long volley and shorter bursts.
“Machine guns and AKs,” Justin said. “Radio the rest and see if anyone’s taking fire.”
Ludomir picked up the radio while Justin grabbed his AK-9—a new assault rifle given him by the FSB team — and his binoculars and stepped outside. He sank knee-deep in the snow packed along the narrow path and struggled to get to the top of the hill. He hid behind a thick pine tree and observed the path in front of the Toyota.
The haze had begun to thin and the hulks of two large burned trucks appeared about a mile ahead. They were on the side of the road, by a series of boulders placed in the middle of the road and set up in a staggered way so that traffic would have to slow down and weave in between the barriers. Justin observed the surrounding area but saw no movements of anyone, although the hillside was full of strategic positions.
He climbed down and returned to the Toyota. “What’s the situation, Svetla?” He used the shortened form of Svetlana’s name.
She was pacing along the side of the road. “Those gunshots were not aimed at any of our vehicles,” she said in a low voice.
Ludomir stuck his head out of the window. “Just finished talking to Timofey. We’re good to continue.”
“Negative,” Justin said. “Change of plans. There’s a roadblock a mile up ahead and two burned trucks, evidence of an ambush. I didn’t see anyone but we can’t risk it.”
Ludomir thought about Justin’s words for a moment.
“Pop the trunk,” said Svetlana. “We’ll load up our gear and cut through the hills.”
Ludomir shook his head, but did not mutter his objection. “I’ll inform the rest of our team,” he said.
“Tell them we’ll approach the town from the south, east, and west. The three of us will proceed south, Timofey’s team will take the east, and the rest are in charge of covering the west line. They’ll report once they’re in position and I’ll give the order to open fire. All clear?”
Ludomir nodded.
Justin walked to the back of the Toyota. He was already wearing his bulletproof vest underneath his black woolen sweater and his winter camouflage fatigues. He put on his chest rig loaded with extra ammunition, a few grenades, radio and GPS device, and other tactical gear. He secured his knapsack, with more ammunition, C-4 explosives, a first aid kit, and a satellite phone, over his shoulders and slung a PP-19 Bizon 9mm submachine gun over the knapsack. He fastened his helmet with the night vision goggles mounted on top.
“Ready?” he asked Svetlana.
“Da, I mean, yes,” she replied with a smile. She finished adjusting the strap of her RPG launcher across her shoulders and picked up her AK. “I’m good to go.”
“Everyone is making preparations,” Ludomir said as he began to collect his gear. He put on his helmet, then took his knapsack and his heavy machine gun. “They’ll let us know when it’s time to raise hell.”
“Soon enough,” Justin said and nodded toward the hill. “Let’s go get the bastards.”

Chapter Thirty-four

Outskirts of Buinosky, Dagestan
December 6, 4:15 a.m.
They slithered across the hills covered by underbrush and thickets under the cover of darkness. The snow reflected some of the dim glow of the moon as it occasionally showed its gloomy face from behind a thick curtain of gray clouds. Justin led the way through knee-deep snow, followed by Svetlana about four or five steps behind him, with Ludomir at the rear. They stopped at irregular intervals to watch for anyone patrolling the road leading into the town. They saw no one but a couple of stray dogs howling and chasing each other.
Five minutes later, Justin and his team reached the first house at the southern part of Buinosky. It was a large two-story building painted a serene blue, with a high wall topped with barbwire. Justin rested his back against the wall and listened for noises from inside the house. It was all quiet.
“Team One is at the edge of town,” Justin whispered on the throat mike connected to the portable radio inside one of his chest rig pouches. “Moving northward. Over.”
He gestured to Svetlana and stepped forward with caution along the side of the wall. He took a peek around the corner and down the main road cutting through this area of town. No signs of life. He moved forward and stood next to the steel gate of the house. He glanced through the gap between the gate and the wall and noticed a Mercedes-Benz SUV parked at the side of the house. The vehicle would have helped them cover the distance in a very short time, but even if they were able to force the owner to hand over the keys without making a sound, the engine noise would wake up the sleepy town. They were to advance toward the target’s house on foot, and, because of the change of plans, there were about thirty houses to pass, or nearly a mile to cross, without being detected by someone who would sound the alarm.
Justin continued along the wall and reached the next house. This one looked like it could use a coat of paint and new windows. Long icicles were hanging along the eaves, signs of other problems with the house.
A narrow back alley appeared and Justin cast a sweeping glance over both sides. A creak came from his left and he fell back at once. He held up his arm in a tight fist to signal to Svetlana and Ludomir to stop.
“What’s the matter?” Ludomir’s voice came over his earpiece.
“Movement at nine o’clock,” Justin whispered.
He backtracked and crouched behind a wooden electricity pole. He readied his weapon, waiting for his target to appear from behind the corner.
They waited for a few long moments. There was a low grating sound followed by a shuffle, like someone shaking the snow off their shoes, and then a creak and the slam of a door.
“Are we clear?” Svetlana asked.
Justin shook his head. “Negative. Wait for confirmation.”
He pressed forward to the end of the house and took a fleeting look. A large wooden barrel was next to the back door of the house.
“We’re clear,” he said. “Someone’s getting a head start on the day.”
They reached the next house and the one after that without encountering any more residents. A couple of houses up ahead, a blue light flickered in the window, then it flashed in different shades of red and green. Justin raised his AK as he walked next to the gray wall, on the other side of which someone was watching television or playing a video game. From the low sound reaching the street, it sounded like a racing game.
A rotten stench came from a barn next to the house across the street. Justin cut to the other side to minimize the chances of being discovered by a dog guarding the animals. He thought he heard some neighing in the distance and assumed there was a stable somewhere beyond the barn.
“Team Two entering the town,” a loud, harsh voice came into Justin’s earpiece.
He rushed to adjust the volume, then said, “This is Team One, roger that. Team Three, what’s your location?”
A pause, then a low voice answered, “About a mile from the first houses.”
“Roger that,” Justin said.
He glanced at Svetlana, who gave him the thumbs-up sign.
Justin gestured toward the back alley to the right.
Svetlana nodded her understanding, then repeated the hand signal for Ludomir, who replied with the thumbs-up and a nod.
Justin entered the back alley and advanced at a quick pace. He tried to remember the outline of the town, but they had focused most of their time on the northern part and in the area around Kaziyev’s safe house. The change of plans had forced them to infiltrate the town through another direction, treading unfamiliar grounds. Justin hoped the greater distance from the terrorist mastermind meant this neighborhood was not crawling with terrorists and Kaziyev’s security guards, but with everyday people unfortunate enough to share the same town with one of the world’s most wanted men.
He had come to a small intersection when the roar of a diesel engine filled the cold night. Justin thought it was a powerful generator until he saw faint backing-up lights of a white Nissan SUV backing out of the alley to his right.
“Movement at three o’clock. Fall back, fall back,” Justin said on his mike.
He took six or seven steps back but there were not many places to hide. He tried the first gate to his left, but it was locked from inside. He rattled it for a moment, trying to make as little noise as possible, but the gate did not budge.
“Across the street and behind you, Justin. Over the fence,” Svetlana’s voice whispered in his ear.
Justin turned his head and spotted the place near the fence where the snow had been trampled. The wooden fence was about six feet high with a few boards missing in some places. Justin hurried and climbed over, and threw his body to the other side just as he saw glaring headlights cut through the night right behind him.
He rolled on the snow, burying his body next to Svetlana. She had her AK at the ready and was looking through a gap in the fence.
“Where’s Ludomir?” he asked.
“Don’t know,” she replied.
“Ludomir, come in, where are you?” Justin said over the mike.
No answer.
“Ludomir, come in,” Justin said again, this time a bit louder and with a nervous tinge in his voice.
The Nissan’s brakes screeched as the driver came to the intersection, then they heard the engine roar as the driver stepped on the gas. The SUV lunged forward and zipped past them, its tires lifting chunks of ice and clumps of mud and snow. The fence blocked most of the debris from raining upon their heads other than a couple of mud splatters that landed on Justin’s Kevlar helmet.
Justin said, “Wow, that was a close—”
Another screech of the tires interrupted his words. The Nissan stalled. Doors opened hastily, but they did not hear their closing thud. Instead, heavy boots began to pound the packed snow of the alley, the sound drawing nearer.
Justin said, “Ludomir, come in.”
A loud, angry shout came from a dozen or so steps away to their left.
“I’ve been made,” Ludomir’s voice came over the radio.
A split second later, the crackle of an AK shattered the silent night. It was a quick burst, five or six rounds, followed by a scream of agony on the other side of the fence, and another round, which put an end to it.
Ludomir said, “Nissan’s clear, we’re—”
A long barrage cut off his words, but a sigh of pain still came to Justin’s earpiece. More gunfire erupted a few houses to the right. Lights began to turn on, first in the house across the street, then all around them.
“Team One’s taking fire,” Justin said. “Advance to target as planned.”
He crawled to the fence and looked at the Nissan. Ludomir was lying on his back halfway between the rear wheels and the wall of the next house. Muzzle flashes came from the second-story window of the house further down the alley. The shooter fired a hurried burst toward Justin’s fallen teammate.
“Ah!” Ludomir groaned in a very weak voice.
Justin barely heard him but that groan told him Ludomir was alive, but not for long. Not if the shooter kept up his barrage and Ludomir lay in the alley.
Justin stretched forward, aimed his AK at the window, and fired a three-round burst. His bullets hit their target and the shooter, along with his weapon, plunged through the window and came crashing down onto the ground. Justin squeezed another two-round burst at the motionless body of the shooter for good measure.
“Cover fire, Svetlana,” Justin said and rushed along the fence through the backyard covered in snow.
A light switched on behind them. Svetlana turned her AK in that direction. Whoever had flicked the light on thought better of it and no one came outside. Svetlana stepped cautiously backward, covering all angles with her assault rifle.
Justin burst through the fence’s gate and onto the street. He swung his AK left and right, up and down, as he pressed forward toward Ludomir. A burst of gunfire came from the back and bullets kicked up ice slivers by his feet.
He turned around and fired blindly into the night, a long barrage with bullets spread around in a wide pattern. He fell to one knee by the wall of the next house. Two seconds later a man popped up behind the corner diagonally across from him. Justin fired twice and planted two bullets in the man’s head.
Svetlana was in the alley covering his back. Justin reached Ludomir and checked his vitals. The Russian had a deep wound on his right upper thigh. Another bullet had grazed his left arm.
“You’ll be all right,” Justin said to him. “Svetlana, I’m patching up Ludomir,” he added and dropped his knapsack next to him.
“Team Two under fire,” a man’s voice came on the air.
“Team Three reporting no resistance,” Bronislav said in a calm, firm voice. “Moving on target.”
A couple of slugs slammed against the Nissan’s door. Justin crouched for cover next to the SUV, then picked up Ludomir’s Kord heavy machine gun. He set it up hastily on its bipod, then aligned it with the two-story house straight ahead, from where he suspected the shooter had set up his position.
A Toyota truck fishtailed from a side street as the driver lost control over the ice. It almost crashed into a wall, but the driver was able to straighten its wheel and rush forward, coming toward Justin.
Big mistake, Justin thought.
He fired his machine gun, pouring a torrent of 12.7mm rounds toward his target. The hood of the Toyota exploded. The cover flew over the window and a couple of slugs pierced the windshield. The driver was either torn to pieces or lost control of the truck. It crashed into the cinder-block wall of a house and rolled over onto the driver’s side.
Before Justin could heave a breath of relief, Svetlana’s voice came clear in his earpiece, “RPG!”
Justin heard the RPG’s bone-chilling screech, followed by a loud explosion. The warhead smashed into the second story of the house, tearing a big hole. Broken blocks and mortar chunks hailed over Justin’s head and shoulders.
“What the hell happened?” he shouted.
He could not even hear his own voice and everything around him had sunk into a strange silence. He figured the explosion must have numbed his eardrums.
“Svetlana, I’ve lost my hearing,” he said as he crawled for safety behind the Nissan, dragging the machine gun with him.
A few bullets sprayed sparks very close to his head. Justin noticed muzzle flashes about a hundred yards in the distance. He straightened the ammunition belt of his machine gun, aimed the weapon and let off a quick burst. The muzzle flashes died down.
Justin moved the barrel about an inch higher and aimed at a couple of windows to his left, where he had spotted more muzzle flashes. He pulled the trigger and his large, powerful rounds smashed through the windows and the wall.
A grenade exploded about six feet in front of him. Ice slivers struck against the left side of his face. Justin fell back and slid underneath the Nissan. Blood began to trickle down his neck. He removed his right-hand glove and checked his wound. It was not deep, so he decided not to worry about it at the moment.
A crackle that resembled a human voice came over his earpiece. His hearing was returning, albeit slowly. The words were still muffled and distant.
Justin noticed someone stand up next to the rolled-over Toyota and fire a few rounds. They thumped against the Nissan’s body.
More bullets pounded the ground around him as Justin set up position by the front of the SUV and blasted round after round, dismantling the Toyota piece by piece. One of his bullets lifted off some sparks and the Toyota exploded into a large orange fireball. A man engulfed in flames burst out of the wreck and fell to the ground, twitching and twisting as if possessed by demons. Justin fired a single shot and ended the man’s misery.
Someone opened fire from the house where Svetlana and Justin had initially sought shelter. Their bullets shredded the fence and a few struck the Nissan’s doors.
More bursts of gunfire sprayed his position from the opposite side. Justin turned his machine gun to the new enemies and saw a man standing atop the terrace of a three-story house. Justin let off a couple of rounds, but the man kept shooting back, then dropped behind the roof’s parapet.
An RPG sliced the night sky with its amber streak. It came from behind Justin and it whooshed past the Nissan, blew through the fence and exploded a few feet away. Its shrapnel riddled the area and one or two struck the Nissan, bursting its right-side window glass.
Justin’s eyes found Svetlana stretched in a ditch on the side of the road, partly covered behind a wooden pole and a pile of rubble.
“Svetlana, punch us a hole,” Justin shouted at her.
“Yes, sir,” she replied.
Justin was glad to hear her voice loud and clear through his earpiece.
Svetlana reached for her grenade launcher.
A silhouette appeared at the window on the first floor, in Svetlana’s blind spot, with an AK in its hand. Justin pointed his machine gun at that target, but when he pulled the trigger he heard the hollow click. He stared at the ammunition belt. It had tangled as he dragged it across the mud and the snow on the ground.
“Svetla, get down,” he said on his mike.
A seemingly endless barrage drowned his words. The gunman’s bullets danced around Svetlana’s position. Justin grabbed his AK and returned fire, but the gunman kept blasting with his gun, this time toward Justin’s position.
There was a brief pause as the gunman’s magazine ran out. Justin came up to the other side of the Nissan and lay next to Ludomir. The man was no longer breathing. A couple of bullets had pierced his side and one had opened up a big wound on the side of his head.
Justin looked up at the window just as the gunman surfaced a second time. He raised his gun but before he could begin his barrage an RPG came from the ditch across the street. It smashed head-on into the gunman’s window, blowing him up along with a sizable part of the wall, leaving behind a truck-sized gap.
“Ludomir’s dead,” Justin said as he dashed toward the gap. “Clearing up the house.”
“Got you covered,” Svetlana said.
She unleashed a long volley beyond the Nissan, then turned her attention to the house behind her and fired a few more shots to her left. She reloaded her grenade launcher, shouldered the weapon, then squeezed the trigger. The warhead drilled a huge hole in the fence behind her, raced forward, then exploded somewhere inside the house.
Justin ran alongside the wall, leveling suppressing fire at the street in front of him. When he came near the gap in the wall, he pulled a couple of fragmentation grenades from his chest rig. He pulled the pin on one and held the grenade’s striker lever in place by wrapping his fingers tight around it. He counted to ten silently and tossed the grenade inside the room.
The explosion was almost instantaneous. Justin could not see it, but he knew the fragments from the explosion had showered the area inside the room with sharp metal pieces. If there were other gunmen hidden inside the room, they had been cut down by the shrapnel.
Justin waited a couple of moments, then climbed over the debris. He stepped next to the body parts of a gunman. It was probably the man Svetlana had pulverized with her RPG warhead. Another two dead bodies were sprawled a little further, buried under chunks of bricks and fragments of furniture.
He made his way into the hall and the next room, which was smaller than the first one. It was dark but for a sliver of moonlight slithering through a gap in between the drapes. Justin saw a couple of car toys next to a small bunk bed in the corner. Children. Are they still in the house?
He tiptoed back to the hall and entered the kitchen, his eyes flicking back and forth as he covered all directions so as not to be caught off guard by gunmen hiding inside the house. The kitchen was empty. No sign of other men or children.
Justin cleared the bathroom, then climbed upstairs. The two bedrooms were also empty. He studied the backyard for some time from the windows and then double-checked it when he returned to the kitchen.
“House is clear,” Justin said on his mike.
“Roger that,” Svetlana replied.
“Coming out through same route.”
Voices from the other team updated him on their status. Team Two was pinned down and was taking heavy fire. Team Three had yet to engage the enemy, but their advance had slowed down as a result of the fighting. They reported more gunmen rushing toward the location of Team One and Team Two.
“Svetla, we’re taking the Nissan as our transport,” Justin said as he stepped out into the back alley turned into a battleground. “Cover fire.”
“Yes, sir.”
Justin sprinted toward the bullet-ridden SUV. A couple of rounds hissed next to his feet, ricocheting off the walls and the ground. One bullet tore through his left leg, just underneath the knee. Justin cursed and fired against the enemies outnumbering him.
He shifted the weight to his good leg and leaned against the Nissan’s door. He fired again until he emptied his magazine, then slipped inside the car. He reloaded his AK and squeezed out almost half of the fresh magazine through the shattered rear window.
The keys were still in the ignition. Justin turned the car on and the engine roared to life. He had hardly expected the Nissan to still run after taking so many bullets.
“Svetla, time,” he said.
She fired a few more shots as she jogged backwards toward the Nissan.
Justin said, “Carrying in Ludomir.”
He got out and sprayed a long volley, providing some cover fire for Svetlana’s retreat. Then he limped to Ludomir and picked him up in a fireman’s carry over his right shoulder. As he turned around, a bullet thumped against Ludomir’s thigh. Blood spurted from the wound and a few drops landed on Justin’s face and chest. Even dead the Russian had protected him, and possibly had saved his life. That bullet could have gravely wounded Justin or even killed him if it had struck him in the head.
“Thanks, man,” Justin muttered as he laid Ludomir’s body over the back seats.
Svetlana climbed into the front passenger seat and kept shooting through the windshield.
Justin shut the back door, let out another rip of gunfire, and came around the Nissan.
“You okay?” he asked Svetlana.
Her face was bruised and bloodied, but she gave him a tired smile. “Fine, just scratches.”
Justin threw the car into reverse and gunned the engine. “Let’s get the hell out of this death trap and give Team Two a hand.”

Chapter Thirty-five

Buinosky, Dagestan
December 6, 4:35 a.m.
The back of the Nissan crashed against the burning Toyota. The force of the impact pushed it out of the way. Justin turned the wheel, changed gears, and flattened the gas pedal. The Nissan zoomed into the next back alley but they were not yet out of the kill zone.
Justin chose as the direction of their retreat the path of least resistance. But the Nissan was a larger target and the gunmen had clued in to Justin’s plan. They doubled their firepower and Justin felt the entire town had woken up to pour out their rage against the night raid.
Svetlana was doing a great job covering the front and the right side. She was alternating between short bursts and single shots.
Justin held his AK over his left arm and kept his finger on the trigger. He pulled it whenever he saw muzzle flashes up in balconies, windows, or rooftops.
The Nissan was taking round after round and Justin had no idea how long it would bear such a rate of fire. Bullets skipped over the hood of the Nissan, hitting dangerously close to their heads. A few pierced the dashboard and one or two ricocheted inside. A bullet grazed his right forearm but Justin ignored the pain and the blood oozing out of the wound. He kept driving and shooting as they crossed to another section of the neighborhood.
Just as they rounded a corner, two RPGs screamed over their heads. One pounded a small car parked in front of a one-story house and exploded into a million fiery fragments. The other zipped through the street and blew up as it came into contact with a wooden electricity pole.
Justin saw the power line come down in a sea of sparks. The electrical wires snapped and crackled through the air, as if a giant hand was waving an electrically charged whip. Justin turned the wheel hard to the right. The wires missed the Nissan, leaving behind a shiny trail of sparks.
Justin could not tell if the RPGs were aimed at the Nissan or if they were getting closer to the location of Team Two. He turned the wheel to the left and they drove by a couple of houses without taking any fire. He let out a sigh of relief.
His earpiece crackled with static.
Justin said, “This is Team One, say again.”
“Team One, this is Team Two. Was that you wearing white by the Christmas tree?” Timofey’s rough voice came into Justin’s ear.
“It’s us. Where are your men?” Justin said.
“Holed up about five, six houses to your left. When you—”
“This is Team Three, got a four-car convoy leaving the area,” Daniel interrupted him. His wavering voice sounded enthusiastic and worried. “I think Kaziyev is with them.”
“Kaziyev?” Justin said and glanced at Svetlana. “Say again.”
“Yes, I said Kaziyev.”
“Roger that. Eyes on the target?” Justin asked.
Daniel hesitated for a second. Hushed voices came over the radio waves. It seemed he was confirming with someone on his team.
“Positive. Two men confirm our target.”
“Light them up,” Justin said.
“This is Team Two,” Timofey said. “Team One, advance to the target.”
“You’re positive?” Justin said.
“Affirmative. Open up on target,” Timofey said.
“Roger that. All men, clear to engage the target,” Justin gave the order.
“Copy that,” Daniel said.
A maelstrom of gunfire burst out about ten or twelve houses to their right. Flying RPGs and a series of explosions lit up the night sky. Machine gun reports began dueling with staccato AK volleys.
“The party will be over soon,” Svetlana said with clear disappointment in her voice.
“There will still be some cake,” Justin replied.
They drove past another few quiet houses. Then the powerful explosion of a rocket or missile blew up almost the entire corner of a two-story house in front of them. Justin hit the brakes and the Nissan came to an abrupt halt in front of the tall heap of debris.
Another RPG struck the same house and another hail of bricks came down a few feet away, blocking the remaining part of the narrow alley.
Justin flung open the door. “We continue on foot,” he said to Svetlana.
He slid a new magazine into his AK, readied the weapon, and followed the gunfire sounds to the battlefield.
“All teams, friendlies arriving from the south,” he said on his mike. “Two friendlies from the south.”
Both teams acknowledged receipt of the information.
Justin made his way over the heap of debris and inside the devastated house. No bodies were strewn about in that room or in the next one. He thought the heavy weapons must have gone astray and hit the wrong house. He changed his mind once he stepped inside the kitchen, on the other side of the building.
The bloodied bodies of two young men were lying by the back door. They had wounds in their chests and heads, and AKs and an RPG launcher were by their feet. The back door, the windows, and the walls were bullet-ridden.
Justin looked behind and nodded at Svetlana. She nodded back. Justin climbed down five stairs and stepped into the backyard, sinking into the two-foot-deep blanket of snow. He trudged to the gate amidst gunfire coming from the street.
He stopped when he reached the metal-plate gate and stole a glance through the gap between the gate and the wall. A black SUV was stopped in the middle of the narrow alley about seventy yards away from him. Four or maybe five men had set up positions around it. One of them was hammering away with a heavy machine gun, while another one was preparing to fire an RPG.
These two men were going to be Justin’s first targets. He opened the gate without making much noise, then assumed a standing firing position with his feet planted firmly on the uneven ground. He leveled his AK sights with his eye and pulled the trigger once. The bullet struck the gunman in his back and he fell to the ground, next to his machine gun.
One of the other gunmen noticed the fallen gunner and looked behind. Justin nailed him with a bullet to his back and another one to his head.
Shooting the second gunman had cost Justin a fraction of a second, but it was a fraction of a second too much. The man with the RPG had also noticed Justin shooting at his friends. He had already pointed his RPG at Justin.
Justin fell to the ground just as the projectile screamed above his head and struck the wall behind him. The explosion was only a few feet away and the blast wave washed over him, covering him in small debris and dust. He rolled on the ground and fired at the man with the RPG before he could reload his weapon. Two bullets to the gunman’s chest and he dropped dead along with his RPG.
Svetlana had joined him in the street and was firing short, calculated bursts at the other two gunmen. Once she was done with them, she turned her attention to a couple of muzzle flashes coming from a rooftop to their left. A few rounds, and two men came toppling down to the ground.
“Advancing to the SUV,” Justin said as he reloaded his AK.
He rose to a high crawl and moved forward for a few yards, wincing every time his wounded left leg and arm touched the slushy ground. He saw and felt no bullets landing near him, so he got up to one knee and then rushed along the side of the house.
He checked the gunmen to make sure they were all dead. He reached the SUV — an old model Honda — and checked it. No one was hiding inside. A yellow truck was stopped in front of the Honda and more dead bodies were spread around it.
Justin began to walk toward the truck. He took measured, cautious steps, swinging his AK to cover all directions for any surprise attacker.
He was about three feet away from the truck when he heard the rumble of a diesel engine. A silver truck rolled through the street and turned into a side alley. Two RPGs smashed right behind it but missed it by a couple of yards.
“Kaziyev’s in that truck,” Daniel shouted over the radio.
Justin’s eardrums hurt but he said nothing.
“He’s getting away,” Daniel said.
“No, he’s not.” Justin climbed into the new-model Mitsubishi truck. “Pursuing him in the yellow Mitsu.”
“Two guards with him in the truck,” said Daniel.
“Roger that,” replied Justin.
He flattened the gas pedal and the truck growled to life. It jerked forward and Justin turned the wheel to avoid a huge pothole that could break the truck’s springs. He ran over the leg of a gunman — or perhaps it was just a bump on the ground. He slowed down to go around the corner, slid on the ice for a couple of feet, then took the turn.
“Justin, rolling as backup,” Timofey’s voice boomed in his earpiece.
“What’s your position?” Justin asked.
He looked left and right for Timofey’s position.
“You’re coming up to me, at four o’clock,” Timofey replied.
Justin turned his head to his right just as Timofey jumped from the second-story window of a gray-colored house. He was carrying a Kord machine gun in his hands. Timofey was a big, burly man and his body size and the powerful weapon gave him an ominous look. Justin was glad he was not fighting against this giant.
Timofey pulled the door open as Justin stopped for just a moment. He filled the entire front passenger seat and rammed the barrel of his weapon through the windshield, brushing aside the broken shards of glass with his big paw of a hand.
Justin stepped on the gas as Timofey set up the bipod of the machine gun high on the dashboard and straightened the ammunition belt.
“Which way?” Justin asked him.
“Left, they went left,” Timofey said.
“Affirmative,” Daniel’s voice came on the radio. “That’s the road out of town.”
“Faster,” Timofey shouted.
“We’ll get them,” Justin replied in a quiet, calm tone.
The Mitsubishi fishtailed around a corner as Justin twisted the steering wheel. Timofey was caught by surprise and was thrown against the door. His head banged against the window’s glass.
Timofey smiled. “Good job,” he said.
“Yeah, and a close call.”
The Mitsubishi picked up speed, leaping over the bumps on the broken road. Justin gripped the steering wheel with both hands, struggling to control the rocketing vehicle. The road began to swerve around a rocky hill and Justin stepped lightly on the brakes. The truck kept to the road, the tires gaining traction because of fresh, powdery snow that had not yet turned to ice.
“Where is that devil?” Timofey asked.
Justin shrugged. “We should see them soon.”
The road straightened and began to drop down into a low valley. Up ahead, maybe half a mile or so away, faint brake lights appeared in the midst of the thin haze. The runaway silver truck was nearing the edge of town.
“It’s them,” Justin said.
“Yeah,” Timofey said with a grunt. “Faster!”
Justin glanced at the speedometer needle moving quickly to the right. They were already doing fifty miles per hour.
“We have to get closer,” Timofey shouted.
Justin considered telling him to turn down his voice a notch, but thought better of irritating the big man. He flattened the pedal and the truck raced down the hill.
Bullets struck a dozen or so yards away from the hood of the Mitsubishi truck. The shooter or shooters were using tracers, to see where their rounds were landing and then adjust their aim. Two phosphorus rounds lifted sparks off some rocks three or four yards to the right of the truck.
Justin flicked off the car’s headlights for a moment. Everything around them turned pitch black, as the thick clouds had shut out the moon. He could struggle and drive blind, but not at this speed and trying to catch up to the gunmen.
He turned the lights back on. Timofey leaned back in his seat and pulled the trigger. The harsh rattle of the machine gun filled the car, louder than the engine roar. Empty cartridges bounced around their seats.
Timofey’s rounds included tracers every five or six shots. His aim was improving and bullets were now striking just a few feet behind the target. The distance between the two trucks was also shrinking, but that helped not only Timofey but the gunmen.
A bullet shattered their right headlight, sending sparks and slivers into their faces. Justin felt the sting of the sharp plastic fragments on his lips, but thankfully they missed his eyes.
Timofey cursed the shooters and their mothers. He readjusted his aim and let out a short burst. “Take that, you pigs,” he hollered as his bullets found the rear end of the insurgents’ truck. “You’ll die now or you’ll die later.”
He let out another long volley that missed his target. He cursed again as the truck disappeared around a sharp turn.
Justin slowed down as they came to the turn, and the truck squealed as he stepped on the brakes. Timofey squeezed off a few rounds just in case the insurgents were waiting to surprise them around the blind corner. They were not, and he stopped to link another ammunition belt to his weapon.
Their target became visible once again as they came to another straight stretch of road. Timofey resumed his shooting. His bullets once again were hitting close to the truck’s tailgate.
The insurgents responded with their own barrage. Their rounds were mostly off target but a couple whizzed dangerously close to the pursuing truck’s tires.
The road curved up ahead as it came to a truss bridge, about fifty yards long, stretching over a small creek. This was the location of Justin’s original plan. Svetlana and he were to break away from the rest of their teams. They would sneak up on Kaziyev and his guards on the other shore. Justin was going to rig the bridge with explosives and blow it up after Kaziyev’s vehicle crossed the river. This tactic was going to cut him off from the rest of his fighters. Because the insurgents had detected Ludomir, that plan was never put into action.
“New plan,” Justin shouted at Timofey over the deafening bursts of his machine gun. “Let’s blow up the bridge.” He gestured with his left hand.
Timofey took a moment to think about Justin’s suggestions. “How?”
“There’s an RPG launcher in the back seats.”
Timofey turned his head, then slid back his seat. He folded the bipod and pulled the machine gun inside the cabin. Justin hit the brakes to make it easier for Timofey to swing his body around and reach the launcher.
“I got it,” Timofey said. “Keep going.”
He pulled a warhead and a propelling charge. He screwed them together with quick, practiced moves, then loaded the assembled grenade into the front end of the launcher.
The silver truck swung around a turn as it neared the bridge.
Justin slowed down as Timofey shouldered the launcher.
He’s going to fire it from inside the truck, Justin thought. The back-blast will burn us to death with hot gases.
“I’m stopping,” Justin said and hit the brakes.
“Ah,” Timofey grunted. “Little warmth never killed anyone.”
He pushed open the door and stood about two yards away from the truck. He aimed the launcher at the bridge and looked through the optical sight. A moment later, he leveled the launcher. He flicked the safety catch and pulled the trigger.
The projectile rocketed out of the tube at about 385 feet per second. It screamed through the cold air, leaving behind a gray trail of smoke. It hit the truss bridge on the side, close to the other bank of the river.
“You got it,” Justin said.
The smoke cleared after a couple of seconds, blown away by a cold wind gust. The RPG had hacked down a couple of vertical and diagonal beams, chords, and ties, but the bridge was still standing. The truck was nearing it, increasing its distance from Justin and Timofey. A few more seconds and it was going to enter the bridge.
Timofey spat out a loud curse, then reached for another warhead.
Justin grabbed the machine gun and fired at the truck. His aim was better since he was in a static position, the machine gun resting firmly on the ground. One of his bullets lifted sparks off the truck’s cabin.
The driver lost control of the truck. It veered off the narrow road, sinking into the ditch along its side.
Justin kept his finger on the trigger. Two more bullets hit the truck, but the driver — or perhaps the front passenger — managed to get the truck back on the road.
Then the RPG’s terrific blast shook the area. The warhead crashed almost into the middle of the bridge. The beams snapped like twigs and a large portion of the deck collapsed into the river twenty feet below. A couple of the floor beams hung along the side, suspended from their chords.
Timofey cursed again, then gave Justin a proud grin. “Let’s finish them,” he said.
Justin was not sure if Kaziyev’s men would attempt to drive or escape on foot over the damaged bridge. They would most likely decide to make their last stand at the foot of the bridge. A thicket offered them some protection, but not much, because Justin and Timofey had the higher ground.
In any case, the chase was not over.

Chapter Thirty-six

Outskirts of Buinosky, Dagestan
December 6, 4:50 a.m.
An AK burst erupted from the left while Justin’s truck rounded a curve, the last one before a straight section leading to the bridge. The rounds pierced the door of the truck and one struck his bulletproof vest.
Justin felt the jackhammer punch of the bullet. The truck’s door and the vest absorbed some of the impact, but the bullet still hurt. He gasped for air and felt the copper taste of blood in his mouth.
He twisted the steering wheel and the truck slid on an ice patch. Its right rear wheel sank into the ditch just as it had happened moments ago to the other truck. But Justin was not able to regain control of the vehicle, which made a semi-circle spin.
Timofey fired his machine gun. His bullets began to tear up the thicket, stripping bark off the pine trees and cutting down branches. Still, occasional staccato AK gunfire shots came in between the machine gun bursts.
“We’re stuck,” Justin said.
He crawled out of the truck and got to the front wheel. He took a quick peek and noticed a muzzle flash near the edge of the thicket, very close to the end posts of the bridge. Justin fired a short burst and prayed the rounds hit his target.
Timofey ended his long volley and shouted, “I’m out.”
“I got you,” Justin replied.
Timofey crawled next to him and rested his back against the truck. “They’re all dead?” he asked.
“It’s quiet,” Justin whispered.
They listened for a few moments. Justin turned down the volume on his earpiece. No gunshots, no other sounds, just the river gurgling very peacefully underneath the shattered bridge.
“Grenades?” Timofey brought up a fragmentation grenade in his hand.
Justin shook his head. He kept listening. His hand went to his left side where the bullet had struck his vest. His fingers found the bullet lodged about two inches away from the strap of the bulletproof vest. Two inches higher and I could have been…
He dismissed the morbid thought with a stern headshake and handed his AK over to Timofey. He took out his PP-19 submachine gun. He double-checked the weapon to make sure nothing had gotten inside the barrel during the times he had crawled through snow, mud, and dirt. Then he unfolded its metal stock.
“I’m checking it out,” he said. “Cover me.”
Timofey got up and fired two- and three-round bursts. Justin popped out at the back of the truck, holding his gun at eye level. He took a few paces toward the truck about a hundred yards away, on the other side of the thicket.
He felt a stabbing pain in his left side. I think I’ve got a bruised rib. He coughed and felt his entire chest seize up. He took a couple of shallow breaths as he moved slowly toward the truck.
A single gunshot came from the thicket. The bullet hissed past Justin’s head just as he saw the spark from the muzzle flash. He fired a three-round burst at the target.
Timofey opened up with a long barrage. He must have also seen the shooter.
Justin reached the truck without anyone else firing at him. He inspected the cabin and found a dead insurgent with a large bullet wound in his back. A briefcase was on the floor near the back seats.
Timofey squeezed off two more quick bursts.
Justin thought they were unnecessary, since there had not been any return fire. “Truck’s clear,” he said on his mike. “Advancing to the thicket.”
“Roger that,” Timofey said.
“And cease fire.”
A sigh, then a hesitant and crackly, “Roger… roger that.”
Justin crossed the road. He brushed back the braches with his left hand and shoulder while aiming the gun with his right. The snow was thicker and it was easy to follow the gunmen’s trail left by their footsteps.
A pop came from the right. Justin turned his gun. It sounded like a branch snapping. He took a couple of steps. A large pine trunk was bullet-ridden, probably by Timofey’s barrages. There was a large blood splatter on the snow.
Justin stepped around the tree. A man was lying on his stomach with his arms stretched to his sides. He was missing a large section of his lower back. One of Timofey’s 12.7mm machine gun rounds had done more than taken him down.
The other man was in a half-sitting, half-lying position. His head was tilted to his left. He had three bullet holes in his chest in a triangular pattern. Justin recognized his signature shots and the dead man. He was Kaziyev.
Footsteps cracked behind him.
“It’s me,” Timofey said before Justin could turn his head.
“They’re all dead,” Justin said.
“Great shots.” Timofey pointed at Kaziyev’s body.
Justin shrugged. “Blind luck.”
He pulled a small Maglite from one of his chest rig pouches and searched Kaziyev’s coat pockets. He found a cellphone and a few scraps of paper with some notes. He shone the bright light and read the words scribbled on one of them.
“Oh, no,” he muttered. “I hope we’re still on time.”
“Bad news?” Timofey asked.
Justin handed him the note.
Timofey cursed a stream of obscenities. “This is extremely bad news.” His stern face had formed a deep frown as he handed the note back to Justin.
Justin nodded. “I’ve got to call Carrie right away.”

Chapter Thirty-seven

Somewhere over California, United States of America
December 5, 6:05 p.m.
Initially, Carrie had opposed the idea of flying aboard Romanov’s private jet. She hated the man she liked to call “oil thug” even to his face. Romanov had helped her considerably in her search to find the remains of her father, but Carrie knew he was driven by ulterior motives and not simple generosity. His help came with a steep price. A billionaire like Romanov could buy virtually everything he ever wanted or desired, so owing a favor to this hateful man was certainly bothering her. It meant one day he was going to demand that Carrie or her agency engage in some kind of activity that no one would otherwise dare to touch, even when lured by Romanov’s billions. But with time running out and with all other flights fully booked or taking one or more stops through Frankfurt, Munich, or Dubai, Romanov was the best of their bad options.
She had to admit, though, that it had been one of the most enjoyable airplane rides of her life. The luxury and the comfort of the Gulfstream G550 were intoxicating, especially since she was the only passenger on board and two polite flight attendants were at her complete disposal. She savored a delightful supper of beef stroganoff with smetana, sour cream, prepared in the traditional Russian style just before their departure. It was so finger-licking good that she asked for a second serving. She was offered a range of wines and liquor, but of course she turned them down, opting instead for lemon water. She wanted to keep a clear mind as she focused on the information at hand and the task ahead.
She reviewed the files on her laptop, making notes and analyzing all information for the next couple of hours. The exact nature and the location of the terrorist attack were still unclear, although they had narrowed it down to Los Angeles or San Francisco. CIA and FBI agents were on the ground checking several suspicious construction companies, while the NSA was combing through e-mails of the accounts received from Bashir, waiting for a hit. There was nothing concrete yet.
Carrie stood up to stretch her legs and walked around the cabin. One of the flight attendants — a long-legged blonde who could have been a catwalk model — offered to prepare the bed for her. She hardly believed her eyes as the flight attendant, with a few moves, transformed the sofa next to her chair into a very soft double bed, complete with feather pillows and cashmere blankets. Carrie rested her head on the pillow and fell asleep within a few moments.
She woke up after what to her seemed like an extremely long time. She looked around and noticed a set of beige drapes separating the area around her bed from the rest of the plane. It created a sort of bedroom and provided her with privacy. She sat on her bed as the plane rattled. That’s probably what woke me up.
Carrie glanced at a clock someone had placed on the table across from the bed. It was 3:15 p.m. Is that LA time? She yawned and stretched her arms. If so, it should be about 2:15 a.m. in Moscow and Dagestan. Justin’s operation should be in full force. Oh, I wish I was there with him.
She began to feel a bit guilty about Justin’s going forward with the Dagestan operation alone, even though it had not been her call. She was confident Justin could handle almost any situation, and the FSB troops were a great team, but stirring the hornets’ nest was extremely dangerous even for such battle-hardened operatives.
Carrie shrugged, trying to shake off her guilty thoughts. She stood up and walked to the spacious, full bathroom to freshen up.
She returned and sat at the table, next to her laptop. It had an almost unbreakable password encryption, so she was not worried that someone may have tried to access her files. She fired up the laptop and punched in her code.
“Ms. Baker,” one of the flight attendants called from behind the curtain in a soft voice. “Do you need anything?”
Baker was Carrie’s cover name. She had called herself Brianna Baker.
“Uh… no, well, yes. Can you get me some water and tea, please?” Carrie said.
“Right away, madam.”
Carrie shook her head. She had instructed the flight attendants to call her Brie, but they insisted on using her last name or “madam.” They always acted very respectfully and professionally.
“May I come in, madam?” the flight attendant said.
“Sure, come in.”
The curtains were drawn back and the blonde flight attendant placed a glass of water on the table. “How was your sleep?”
“Excellent.”
The other flight attendant, who was a dark-haired Asian, waltzed in with a large tray in her hands. “This is our tea selection, Ms. Baker,” she said in a soft whisper. “Which one is your preference?”
Carrie looked at the tea bags lined up in perfect rows. There were probably twenty different types of teas from all over the world. She felt embarrassed that she did not know any of the brands, but they looked quite expensive, considering the fancy packages.
Carrie said, “How about I let you choose? I need something strong, black, but also exotic. Surprise me.”
The flight attendant gave Carrie a nod and a small smile. “Right away. Do you need anything else?”
Carrie shook her head. “No, but I’ll let you know if I do.”
The flight attendant nodded again and returned to the galley.
Carrie took a sip of her water and checked her voicemail box from her Iridium satellite phone for new messages. She found none, placed the phone back on the table, and began to work on her laptop. She drafted a detailed report covering the events of the last couple of days. Then she sugarcoated the summary of the Moscow operation into a vague one-page note for public use by the Minister’s press office if any nosey journalists asked pointed questions.
She spent the next hour reexamining the intelligence reports received from the CIA and the NSA, searching for any details she may have overlooked or considered irrelevant in her previous analysis. She thought about different scenarios involving construction companies’ workers. They had access to heavy machinery and equipment, explosives, and cordoned-off areas. Los Angeles and San Francisco had airports, railroad stations, government buildings, business centers, stadiums, power plants, parks, and many other landmarks that could be targeted by terrorists. They could pose as repair or maintenance crews, enter basements or other crucial structures, and cause mayhem and massacres.
Carrie sighed as the array of terrifying situations flashed in front of her eyes. She wondered about how easily it came to her to think like the terrorists. To catch a terrorist, you need to think like one, I guess. But she was worried about the long-term effects of dealing on an almost daily basis with people who did not spare even their own children, but poisoned them with ideas of hate, calls for violence and death and resentment, and used them as fodder in what they considered “holy war.”
She sighed again and reached for her teacup. It was almost empty and the tea had grown cold. Before she could lift it up to her mouth, the blonde flight attendant appeared out of nowhere.
“Do you care for more tea, madam?” she asked with a gorgeous smile and her habitual tone of politeness.
“Sure, thanks.” Carrie smiled back.
“Something different?”
“Yes, let’s try something different, but still strong.”
“Right away.” The flight attendant collected Carrie’s cup. “Anything else where I can be of assistance?”
“No, but thank you.”
The flight attendant nodded, smiled again, then turned around.
Carrie had begun to delve again in her files, when her satellite phone beeped with a sharp sound. She glanced at the small screen, saw the initials JH, and grabbed the phone. “Hey, Justin, how are you?” she asked in a voice full of concern.
“Mostly okay,” Justin replied in an exhausted tone. “We’re out of the hot area and in a safe place.”
Carrie smiled and nodded. “How did it go?”
“We’ve got three dead and many wounded. Two gravely, but they’ll make it.”
“And you? What about you?”
“Eh, I’ve got a couple of flesh wounds and some scratches. My vest stopped a bullet that I suspect bruised a rib.”
“That’s serious.” Carrie’s voice dripped with greater concern.
“A medic will fix me up and give me something for—”
A rattling background noise muffled Justin’s last words.
“Say again,” Carrie asked. “I missed the last part.”
“Eh, a medic will give me drugs for the pain.”
A long barrage of gunfire echoed in her ear. “Is that what I think it is?” she asked, and her voice clearly showed her disappointment.
“Yes, the music of an orchestra of AKs and PKs. Oh, and the drums are RPGs. Did you hear that?”
Carrie shook her head. She heard the distant explosion. “Yes, and it’s not funny. You said something about being safe?”
“I am safe. This is just the terrorists’ send-off.”
She sighed. “Just stay safe, will you?”
“I will. Now I’ve got some news. We have learned the terrorist target. It’s in San Francisco. The Golden Gate Bridge.”
“What? You’re positive?”
“Absolutely. I got the intel from the leader, well, from his things. And I’ve got a name that may help.”
“Go ahead,” Carrie said as she leaned over her laptop.
“Adlan Aydamirov,” Justin said and spelled the name for her.
“Adlan? Why does his name sound familiar? Oh, yeah, he’s one of the people whose e-mail we got from Bashir.”
“Correct. Adlan’s mission is to blow up the bridge. He’s working with at least two other groups of terrorists.”
Carrie’s face fell into a grimace. She sighed, “Construction workers carrying explosives. The bridge is San Francisco’s most famous landmark. Its destruction will cause so many casualties, not to mention the psychological impact on the people and the cost to the economy.”
Gunfire resounded in the background. There was a short pause before Justin answered, “I couldn’t agree more. The initial plans had the explosions planned for Christmas Eve, but I suspect the terrorist cells will speed things up once they hear about our work in their HQ.”
Carrie fell back in her chair, which had lost all its previous comfort. She shifted her weight, then stood up and began to pace down the aisle, finding it impossible to sit still. “Yes, we’re running out of time. I’ll inform the CIA and the FBI and I’ll instruct the pilots to take me straight to SF. Perhaps we can still stop them.”
Justin returned a weak sigh. “I hope so, and I’m sorry I can’t be there with you.”
Carrie shrugged and said, “No worries, just get better. I can handle this situation on my own, just like you did on your side trip.”
Justin’s tired laugh came over the phone. “Yes, interesting side trip. I’ll tell you all about it when I meet you in a few days.”
“All right, stay safe, okay?”
“Will do. Unless the medic screws up, I should make a full recovery. You be safe too.”
“Will do my best,” Carrie said. “See you soon.”
“Take care,”
“Yeah, you too.”
Carrie took a deep breath. Time to put an end to this.
She walked to the galley. The blonde flight attendant was pouring water from a kettle into a white porcelain teapot. The dark-haired one was talking on the radio.
“Do you need anything?” the blonde asked with a smile.
“Yes, some privacy,” Carrie said. “I have to make an important phone call.”
“Yes, of course, madam,” the blonde replied. “I’ll shut the door and you’ll have total privacy.”
“I appreciate that.”
Carrie stepped outside the galley and the blonde closed the door in silence behind her. Returning to her seat, Carrie picked up her satellite phone again and dialed a number from memory.
A man answered the phone right after the first ring. “This is Special Agent Fox. Who is this?”
“This is Carrie O’Connor with the CIS. I’ve got an update on the Chechen terror plot.”

Chapter Thirty-eight

San Francisco International Airport, California, United States of America
December 5, 7:05 p.m.
The Gulfstream G550 glided onto the wet black tarmac of the runway and began to taxi toward the private terminal and hangar of the flight support company Signature. They were located across from the main terminals and away from most of the air traffic, right on the shore of San Francisco Bay. Carrie sat impatiently in her chair, glancing at the thin gray fog and the darkness veiling most of the airport complex.
It had started to rain just as they were descending over the runway and the visibility was reduced to just a dozen or so feet. The Russian pilots did not seem too bothered, as they landed the plane without as much as a bump. It was clear this was not their first time landing in a fog, and Carrie suspected Romanov had picked these men to fly his plane specifically because of their ability to land in such poor conditions.
She spotted two black Chevrolet Suburbans parked in front of the gray terminal building. Their bright headlights cut like thick laser beams through the hazy curtain. It was Fox and someone else from his CIA team. One of the Suburbans started to slide slowly in reverse toward an empty section of the ramp where the pilot was steering the plane. Two other airplanes were sitting on the ramp. One of them was a Gulfstream, but a smaller model, and the other one was a Learjet.
The blonde flight attendant opened the door as soon as the pilot’s voice came over the PA system. Carrie thanked her and her partner and hurried down the flight of stairs without waiting for the Suburban to pull up next to the plane.
She lifted the collar of her brown woolen coat and threw her knapsack over her shoulder. She took a few quick steps and the Suburban stopped by her. Carrie pulled open the back door behind the driver and jumped inside the vehicle.
“Welcome, O’Connor. I’m Fox and this is Special Agent Drew Conti,” said the man in the front passenger seat. He cocked his head and looked at Carrie as he spoke in a firm tone.
Carrie nodded. “Nice to meet you both, and thanks for meeting me here. And you can call me Carrie.”
“Sure thing,” Drew said and he smiled at her in the rearview mirror.
Carrie noticed his clear blue eyes, which she thought were uncommon for a man of Italian descent like Drew. Maybe he’s from northern Italy. On the other hand, Fox had short blonde hair, green eyes, and pale skin, which made her think of a Scandinavian complexion. It went well with his last name, Anderson. The CIA special agents were both dressed in black suits and felt overcoats.
Drew’s foot found the gas pedal and the Suburban roared to life. It went past the other Suburban, then it headed toward the exit on the left side of the terminal.
Fox’s eyes fell on Carrie’s knapsack, then he looked back at her face for an explanation.
“My things,” she said with a shrug. “Cellphone, laptop, an MP-443, and an AK.”
Fox’s face registered a small frown.
“Didn’t want to be a burden, so I brought my own gear,” Carrie said before Fox could voice his protest about the illegal weapons Carrie was bringing inside the United States.
Fox’s frown disappeared as quickly as it had formed and he gave her a nod. “Fine, but we’ll have to take them away at the end of this op.”
Or I can just take them with me to Canada, Carrie thought, but only nodded back.
The Suburban turned right, and someone from inside the terminal flicked a switch and the chain link gate began to roll away with a loud rumble. Drew made a left turn and they were now on North Access Road. The gray waters of the San Francisco Bay appeared on their right side. The thick haze was hanging low over the surface and the darkness had engulfed everything beyond a dozen or so yards from the shore.
“We couldn’t get a chopper as it’s too foggy for a safe flight,” Fox said.
“How long until we get to the bridge?” Carrie asked.
“About half an hour,” Fox said. “Once we’ll get on I-380, we’ll put on our flashers.”
“Is everyone in position?” Carrie asked as she unbuckled her seatbelt and shifted to the middle of the back seat, in order to look at both Drew’s and Fox’s faces.
“Yes, most of the agents. It took some time to bring them in with unmarked vehicles and in a discreet way. They’re on standby at both ends of the bridge. There are also some FBI agents and SFPD officers spread out on the bridge itself.”
“How many construction workers are on the bridge?” Carrie asked.
“We’ve gotten reports placing that number between eight and twelve. See, there are currently four different construction companies working on the bridge. The weather was much nicer during the day: clear, sunny. So we had painters on one side and ironworkers on the other, inspecting and repairing the corroding steel and rivets. And there were some problems with the electrical systems and the foghorns, so another team was fixing those problems. Finally, more workers were paving a section of the bridge. It was pretty crazy.”
“They’re always painting, fixing, or retrofitting something on that damn thing,” Drew said. “I’ve heard that the cost of painting the bridge has exceeded the cost of building it in the first place. The painters start at one end of the bridge and by the time they reach the other, the elements have eaten through the new paint. So they turn around and paint the bridge a second time. And again. And again.”
“Is that true?” Carrie asked.
Fox shrugged. “I don’t know. Drew’s the nerdy guy full of factoids.”
“It’s true,” Drew said with a nod. “The bridge is a steel structure, so you have to paint it or it will rust and fall apart. Now they make this special long-lasting coating, but it costs an arm and a leg.”
“Where are we on the cellphone jammers?” Carrie asked.
Fox hesitated for a moment before replying, “We have them in the CIA vehicles at the ends of the bridge, and some of my men are also carrying them.”
“What’s their range? Do they cover the entire bridge?”
“No, they don’t. But a couple of my men are getting closer to the cordoned-off areas where there are still workers. They should provide sufficient coverage to jam any attempt to set off bombs triggered by cellphones.”
Carrie pursed her lips. Her eyes became narrower and she threw a firm gaze at Fox. “Call your men and order them to move all jammers to the active construction areas. We need complete coverage.”
Fox reached for the dashboard radio, but did not transmit the order. “What if the bombs are placed elsewhere on the bridge, away from the construction? What if terrorists bring in a truck loaded with explosives?”
Carrie thought about Fox’s words for a moment. He was bringing up a valid point. The terrorists would be in a hurry, rushing to put their plan into action before being discovered and detained or killed by the authorities. They might decide to just put everything in a big truck and blow it up somewhere at or around the bridge.
“They’ve infiltrated construction companies for a reason and have had at least two weeks to prepare the setup for their plan. But I agree with you, let’s keep the jammers where they are. At this point, we can close off the bridge. Order your men to clear it of the vehicles already there and stop any others approaching it. And let’s have people inspect any stopped or parked vehicle and arrest anyone who refuses their orders.”
“Right away,” Fox said with a nod and began to talk to his men on the ground.
Carrie looked out the window. They were at the edge of the airport as the North Access Road looped around its northeast corner, with industrial buildings lined up on both sides. An occasional truck or van passed by now and then, and the second Suburban was trailing right behind, its headlights reflecting in the side mirror of their vehicle.
Then they reached an overpass, and before the Suburban merged with the stream of traffic, Drew pulled out a magnetic beacon and attached it to the roof of their Suburban. The rotating light immediately had its effect on nearby vehicles, as they made room for the speeding Suburbans.
A chopper would have been so much faster and better, Carrie thought. But this fog actually works to our advantage. We can’t see that far in the distance, but neither will the terrorists see us coming. And let’s hope there’s still time.

Chapter Thirty-nine

Golden Gate Bridge Toll Plaza
San Francisco, California, United States of America
December 5, 7:30 p.m.
Drew slowed down as the Suburban reached the Toll Plaza. An array of police and emergency vehicles were parked in front of the beige two-story building of the Golden Gate Bridge, Highway, and Transportation District. Two police sedans had formed a roadblock and four police officers were directing the flow of vehicles into the parking lots and the road shoulders, away from the bridge. A few people were braving the rain and had lined up on the sidewalks, throwing curious glares at the spectacle of flashing lights and the commotion. Two news vans were parked on the grass across from the parking lot.
Carrie jumped out of the car as soon as Drew parked at the curb by the District building. She scanned the area, shook her head, then climbed up the stairs leading to the main entrance of the building. A man in a gray striped power suit, in his late fifties or early sixties, with a bald, bullet-shaped head, seemed to be giving orders, as a group of five men and two women — some in police uniform and some in civilian clothes — had formed a semi-circle around him right outside the main entrance doors.
“You’re the one in charge here?” Carrie asked in a loud voice so the man could hear her over the chatter and the background hum of idling vehicles.
A couple of the men in uniform turned their heads toward Carrie. The man in the suit measured her up with a curious look, then said, “Yes, I’m Captain Fraser, Richmond Station. And you are… Oh, yes, you’re with the CIA.” He looked beyond Carrie’s shoulders.
“No, she’s not with us,” said Fox as he climbed up the stairs behind Carrie.
“I’m with the CIS, Canadian Intel Service. There’s quite a carnival here, Captain.” Carrie gestured with her hand. “Discretion was not the first thing on your mind.”
Captain Fraser’s gray eyes fixed Carrie with a harsh gaze. “It was not. The first thing on my mind was the safety of the people of my city. It’s standard procedure to involve all emergency units available in preparing for a—”
A powerful explosion broke off his words. A fireball shot up through the fog. It came from the bridge.
“That’s standard too?” Carrie pointed to the fireball. “Don’t think so.”
She rushed down the stairs, then called to one of the traffic police officers talking to a man in civilian clothes a few feet away, “Hey, throw me the keys.” She pointed at the officer’s Harley Davidson motorcycle parked by the streetlight.
The officer hesitated for a moment and looked up at Captain Fraser for orders. Carrie did not turn her head, but the captain must have nodded or made a gesture of approval, because the officer fished out the keys and tossed them to Carrie. She caught them in the air and said, “Thanks.”
She straddled the Harley, plugged in the key, and turned it. The engine rumbled with a menacing thunder. She brushed the kickstand with the heel of her boot and turned the throttle.
Fox had already gotten inside the Suburban. Carrie gestured at him to go ahead as she snaked behind the Suburban and made a sharp left-hand turn.
She went through the closest toll lane and a few seconds later entered the bridge. She knew so much about the famous landmark of the City by the Bay and had always wanted to visit it and enjoy the views of the city and the water, but not in this weather and in such circumstances. Carrie had read about the magnificent architecture and the excellent workmanship of the bridge, but hardly had time to glance at the tower and the suspension cables as she rocketed underneath them.
The police roadblock had worked well at clearing this entrance section to the bridge. All three northbound lanes were empty and Carrie sped up, reaching seventy. Traffic was still zooming from the opposite direction, and Carrie hoped the officers had closed off the other side of the bridge and no more cars were pouring in.
She blinked to clear the rain from her eyes and moved a few hair strands that had escaped from her ponytail. Then she checked the side mirrors and saw the headlights of the Suburban and a number of police cruisers following behind her.
Gunshots rang out up ahead and Carrie turned the throttle. The Harley roared and slid over the slick asphalt, lifting water sprays on both sides. Carrie squinted as she was enveloped by the dense fog. The streetlights flooding the lanes were barely sufficient to light up her path. She slowed down and followed the Harley’s headlight beam, which blazed her path for a few dozen yards before being absorbed by the eerie gray darkness.
More gunshots echoed but Carrie resisted her urge to pick up speed. That decision probably saved her life. A moment later, a yellow Jeep dashed out of the haze, barreling down her lane toward her motorbike. Carrie threw her body to the right. Her Harley almost lost traction as she inched dangerously close to the railing separating her lane from the pedestrian walkway. Carrie brought the bike back to perpendicular, slowed even more, and switched to the middle lane.
A silver van whooshed past her in the other lane, sending a shower of splatters in her direction. Carrie swung her head to the other side at the right moment. The splash spared her eyes but soaked her hair and the back of her head.
She cursed, then looked up ahead. Two barrier boards painted orange and white reflected her headlight. A large section near the mid-span area was cordoned off with traffic pylons. A blue truck was parked next to a silver SUV and a gray cement truck. A few more vehicles in traffic were shrouded in the veil of haze further to the front.
A black Chevrolet Suburban, similar to the one behind her but with FBI stenciled on the side, was parked on the furthermost southbound lane across from the construction area. A man’s head popped up from behind the hood. Carrie assumed he was an FBI agent. He fired three or four quick rounds from a small pistol at the blue truck. One broke a side window.
Two gunmen appeared in front of the cement truck. They opened up a long barrage against the FBI Suburban using automatic rifles. One of them noticed Carrie and turned his rifle in her direction.
Carrie jumped off the bike and rolled on the blacktop as bullets bounced all around her. She scraped her arms and her knees, but was able to make it to the railing and out of the way of an incoming BMW sedan.
A second later, a cube truck passed between her and the shooters. Carrie used the cover to jump over the railing. She flattened herself behind the steel plates at the railing’s base as more bullets thumped against the metal, inches above her head.
A few more cars zipped past her. Carrie pulled out her AK from her knapsack, along with her MP-443 pistol. She readied the rifle and crawled about five or six yards, toward the FBI Suburban.
Rapid bursts came from that direction. The FBI agent Carrie had seen shooting earlier fired again. Other shots came from the other side. They sounded calculated and well thought out. That’s probably Fox.
There was a pause in the gunfire and Carrie seized it. “Friendly coming from your right, at three o’clock,” she shouted at the FBI agent. Then she stole a glance over the steel plate.
Two bodies were lying on the ground by the blue truck. A gunman appeared next to the back of the silver SUV. Carrie fired her AK twice and planted two bullets in the man’s chest.
The cement truck grumbled as it began to slowly move forward, away from the silver SUV and the blue truck. Then the driver turned the steering wheel and the blinding headlights of the beast fell on the FBI Suburban. The cement truck picked up speed.
“Get out of there,” Carrie shouted and blasted away with her AK, spraying the windshield of the cement truck.
It did not stop the beast. Its front smashed into the Suburban, which folded in half as if made of tinfoil. It bent back the railings and the Suburban almost rolled over onto the pedestrian walkway.
The impact threw the FBI agent against the bridge railings. He hit his head and fell on his back.
Carrie fired at the cement truck’s tires as its driver gunned the engine. She shredded them pretty good, but the truck still came at the FBI Suburban for a second time, tossing it around as if it were a toy car. Then the driver put the truck in reverse, but lost its momentum, and without tires, it was stuck in place.
Carrie fired a couple of rounds at the cracked windshield and side window. They had been reinforced with bulletproof glass, and her rounds could not penetrate them. She fired lower at the door, hoping to find a weaker point.
Sustained gunfire erupted all around her. Carrie fell back behind the crumpled FBI Suburban and slammed a fresh magazine into her AK. She threw a glance at the FBI agent and noticed his shallow breathing. At least he’s still alive.
She came up at the back of the FBI Suburban. The cement truck driver opened the passenger door of the cabin and jumped out. Carrie dropped him with a shot to the back of his head.
She turned her attention to the blue truck. It had just started to move away from the construction area going toward the north, toward a couple of police cruisers, their flashing, rotating lights piercing through the haze.
Carrie leveled her AK and fired a long burst.
The truck exploded in a large yellow fireball.
The blast wave lifted her off her feet and slammed her against the FBI Suburban. Carrie’s back took the brunt of the crash. She gasped for air as she fell on the road. Carrie lay on the wet asphalt of the bridge. Her eyes followed her target, which had turned into a fiery hulk billowing black and gray smoke. Huge flames leaped at the truck’s frame.
Carrie tried to lift her right arm, but a stabbing pain stopped her. A fractured bone, she guessed. She reached for her pistol with her left hand and tightened her fingers around the grip.
Loud, heavy footsteps rushed behind her. She rolled onto her stomach and pointed her pistol at the incoming target. It was a tall silhouette against a Suburban’s bright headlights.
“It’s me: Fox,” the silhouette shouted. “Don’t shoot.”
Carrie sighed and brought down her weapon.
He leaned over her. “How are you, Carrie?”
“Oh… I’m okay.”
Fox looked around.
No gunshots came from anywhere, but shouting, loud sirens, and blazing lights did. People were running in both directions.
“It’s done, Carrie, it’s over,” Fox said. “You’re wounded?”
“The explosion tossed me around like a rag doll and I’ve hurt my back. I don’t think I’ve broken any bones, but I’m not sure. My right arm is pretty much useless.” Carrie nodded toward her arm then glanced at her feet. She moved them slowly and felt no pain. “Help me up.”
Fox shook his head. “No, stay put.”
An ambulance stopped next to them with a loud squeal of brakes. One paramedic dashed toward Carrie with a first aid kit in his hand. Another paramedic rolled out a gurney from the back of the ambulance.
“They’ve got you, Carrie,” Fox said. “You’re in good hands.”
Carrie nodded. “Make sure we get them all.”
“We already have. You just rest now, okay?”
Carrie placed her pistol on the asphalt. I’m glad you’re still standing, she thought of the bridge. Then she smiled at the handsome paramedic checking her condition. And I hope I’ll be standing soon as well.

Chapter Forty

St. Mary’s Medical Center
San Francisco, California, United States of America
December 6, 09:05 a.m.
Carrie spent the night at St. Mary’s Medical Center. She had suffered a small fracture on her right arm’s ulna, about an inch away from the wrist. The bone was not broken all the way through, and doctors placed it in a removable splint. Her spinal cord was not injured, but her back muscles, disks, and ligaments had been damaged by the blunt trauma. Doctors prescribed Carrie some strong painkillers and warned her against placing excessive stress on her body and over-exercising during the next few weeks.
She called McClain on her encrypted phone and briefed him on the situation. Then she placed a call to Justin and gave him a short update. Justin was still at the Gurlar military base in Dagestan, waiting for the doctors to clear him for his travel back to Grozny and then Moscow. He was planning on meeting with Derzhavin to report on the operation against Kaziyev and the plot in the US. If everything went according to plan, Justin was going to be in Ottawa in two days, three at the most, depending on his flight arrangements.
Carrie twisted and turned in her narrow bed most of the night, waking up every half an hour or so because of strange hospital noises or stabbing back pain. She wondered if she should have opted for stronger, narcotic pain relievers, but worried that it would make her appear weak. She knew no extra points were awarded for keeping a stiff upper lip, but her training kicked in and she went into mission mode. She was confined to a hospital bed but it was no reason to forget about self-restraint.
Fox came to check on her around nine o’clock in the morning. He had changed into another white shirt and black suit, but his heavy eyes told her he had not slept much either. A tray with two Starbucks Trenta cups in his hands was another sure giveaway.
“Hi, Fox, nice to see you,” Carrie said and reached for her pillow behind her back.
“Oh, let me get that.”
Fox placed the tray with his coffee cups on the nightstand by Carrie’s bed and fluffed up her pillow. “How is it?” he asked with a smile.
“Perfect.” Carrie smiled back.
She leaned slowly against the pillow and cringed as a jolt of pain shot through her back. Thankfully, Fox had turned around so he did not see Carrie cringe. She reached for the bed remote control and adjusted the lower part of her bed, then smoothed the sheet and the blanket around her body.
“This is yours.” Fox handed Carrie one of the Trenta cups.
Carrie preferred tea but she was not going to say no to a strong black coffee and to Fox’s good-mannered gesture.
“Thanks.” She took a small sip. “Mmmmh, really good.”
“I have sugar and cream here.” Fox pointed at the tray.
“Black is fine. That’s how I like it.”
Fox sat in a chair on the right side of Carrie’s bed.
“So it’s not broken, right?” He gestured toward her arm in the splint.
“No, fractured. It will take about three weeks to heal.”
Carrie took another sip. “You know this 31-ounce Trenta is bigger than your stomach’s entire capacity?”
Fox shook his head. “No, I didn’t know that. But after last night, I could use another one.”
He brought his cup to his mouth and took a long swallow.
Carrie asked, “How did it go?”
“We cleared the construction site where you were wounded and found seven dead terrorists. Adlan Aydamirov and Fayez Ahmadi, suspected leaders of two terrorist cells in the city, were among them. The second site was about halfway to the other bridge tower and we counted six bodies there. One of the terrorists was wounded and tried to blow himself up, but we saved his life. Then we made him talk.”
Fox stopped for another long swig of his coffee. “They had rigged a large part of the bridge — its mid-span mainly — with many explosives. They had wrapped them around the suspension cables and had placed huge piles underneath the bridge deck in various sections. Some were hidden inside the columns and behind newly-repaired sections.”
“The plan must have been in the works for months if not years,” Carrie said.
“Yeah, Marinov — that’s the name of the detainee — admitted that to our interrogators. He said they had penetrated five construction firms, and three of the terrorists were employees of the Bridge Division. It was an extremely sophisticated and carefully laid plot.”
“How were they going to blow up their charges?”
“Their plan called for a series of separate blasts milliseconds apart. Marinov didn’t know all the details as he claimed he was a low-level operative.”
Carrie paused for a moment, then asked, “Do you think their plan was going to work? I mean, would the explosions have brought down the bridge?”
Fox shrugged. “I think so, if they had all blown up as planned. I’m not an explosives expert, but from the amount we’ve recovered, I think it was a very likely possibility. Even if the bridge did not collapse to the water, it would have been severely damaged.”
Carrie smiled. “I’m glad we don’t have to find out.”
Fox returned the smile. “No, we don’t, and it’s thanks to you. These fanatics were scrambling to put their plan into action after they heard about an operation that killed one of their powerful leaders in Dagestan, according to Marinov. They rushed to the bridge and blew up one of their truck bombs through a cellphone. Our jammers didn’t cover the entire bridge.”
Carrie frowned. “What’s the casualty count?”
“Six dead and three wounded, one gravely. The bridge was mostly empty and the SFPD intervened in time.”
Carrie leaned forward and shifted the weight of her body. She moved her head slowly to the left and to the right to stretch her neck muscles.
Fox took a quick sip of his coffee, then stood up.
“You’re leaving already?” Carrie asked.
“I have to. The FBI and the SFPD along with a couple of my men are still examining the entire bridge for more hidden explosives. Maybe Marinov did not tell us the entire truth or maybe he did not know everything about the extremists’ plot.”
Carrie put her coffee cup on the nightstand. “I have a couple of more tests here, but I’ll come out and give you guys a hand.”
Fox gave her a stern frown. “Absolutely not. We have all the manpower we need and you have to follow doctors’ orders and get better. Plus, you’ll have a couple of important visitors later on today.”
Carrie grinned. “The mayor, I assume?”
“And the governor. He flew from Sacramento last night and stopped at the bridge around midnight. He’s attending some high-level security meetings this morning, but he’ll stop here and at San Francis Memorial to see the folks and the officers wounded in the explosion. And even the President may give you a call.”
“Wow,” Carrie said.
“Yeah, there’s talk of a medal as well.”
“There are better men and women down there who deserve a medal more than I do,” Carrie said matter-of-factly without any trace of fake modesty in her voice. “And many others who fought in Dagestan and dug up the intel about the bridge plot in the first place. Me, I did my job, just like you did, Fox.”
He nodded. “Well, that’s a rumor that was brought to my attention. And now you know about it as well.”
“Thanks, Fox, for everything.”
“No, thank you, Carrie. And get well soon.”
“I’ll try,” Carrie said with a smile.

Chapter Forty-one

Beechwood Cemetery, Ottawa, Canada
December 20, 10:15 a.m.
The cold drizzle had continued throughout the morning and was threatening to turn into snow as the temperature headed below the freezing point. The gray clouds and the haze reflected the somber mood of the funeral procession as the black limousine rounded the last curve of Hemlock Road. It turned toward the entrance to the Beechwood Cemetery, one hundred and sixty acres of the final resting place for fallen Canadian soldiers, war veterans, members of the Royal Canadian Mounted Police, police officers, common people, and statesmen.
Carrie had initially expressed her desire for a small, family funeral service for the return of her father’s remains to Canada. McClain, however, had different plans. He told Carrie her father had given his life for his country, and the least the country could do for him was to welcome him back as a hero.
McClain had pulled favors to get the necessary paperwork processed at lightning-fast speed and had made all necessary arrangements for the funeral. He had personally coordinated the return of the remains aboard a special airplane. He had also been present with Carrie, her mother, relatives, and friends at the repatriation ceremony held at Canadian Forces Base Trenton, when the flag-draped casket had been loaded into the black hearse earlier that morning. He was now in one of the vehicles behind the limousine.
Carrie stared absently at the familiar sight beyond the rain-splattered window glass. She had visited the cemetery more often than she cared to remember, and the last time it had been about two months ago, when she came to lay to rest a dear friend from her days in the military service. A roadside bomb blast in Afghanistan had ripped through her Humvee and had cut short her life at the age of twenty-four.
Carrie sighed and looked across the seat at her mother, Sarah. She had combed her long gray hair neatly to the side and two small pins were holding it in place. She seemed lost in her thoughts, her gray eyes lacking any emotion. Carrie was not sure if her mother realized where she was and what was going on around her. She had been fighting Alzheimer’s for a few years and lately the disease was winning the war.
Carrie’s eyes moved to Susan — her sister — who was sitting next to their mother. Susan was the one who had taken care of their mother before she became too ill and needed constant professional care. Carrie’s schedule allowed her to visit her mother maybe once or twice a month at most at her assisted-living facility in Toronto.
Susan returned Carrie’s gaze and gave her a sad grin. “How are you doing?” she asked.
Carrie shrugged. “This will soon be over and I’ll be okay. We’ll all be okay.”
Susan nodded, then sniffled. She found a Kleenex in her purse and dabbed her eyes.
Carrie returned her gaze to the window as the limousine slowed down as it came to the National Memorial Center, then proceeded toward section 29 of the cemetery. They passed by Catherine the Tank Memorial — an M4A2E8 Sherman Tank — placed at the edge of the Veterans Section and by The Cross of Sacrifice — a twenty-foot-high granite memorial. A few more seconds, and the limousine stopped.
Carrie straightened the collar of her black coat, rearranged the splint around her arm, and stepped outside. The driver of the limousine hurried toward her with a large umbrella. Carrie accepted the umbrella and shrugged him off with a polite smile. She helped her mother out of the limousine and then held the umbrella over her. Sarah looked around, apparently confused about her location. Carrie did not have the heart to tell her mother where they were and for what purpose. She hoped the gravesite and her father’s name on the headstone would jog her mother’s memory.
Justin, Anna, and Thomas — Carrie’s fiancé—along with McClain came out of a black Mercedes-Benz. Justin struggled with his crutches, then looked at her. He waved and Carrie nodded back. Justin and McClain headed toward a large green tent set up by the gravesite. Anna and Thomas came and stood next to her. Carrie held his hand, finding an extra ounce of comfort in his firm grip.
“I’m here with you,” Thomas said in a soft, reassuring tone.
Anna nodded at Carrie. Then they fell into each other’s arms in a tight, tearful embrace.
* * *
Carrie had promised herself she was not going to cry at her father’s funeral. But when the skirl of bagpipes played the notes of “Amazing Grace,” tears began to pour out of her eyes. The pent-up pain had finally found its release. She wished she was not underneath the tent but out in the rain, so the downpour would hide her tears and wipe away her sorrow.
She tried to pay attention to the priest’s sermon that followed the hymn, but the words rang hollow and empty. Carrie believed in God but not in the heavily regulated system of religion and its unbearable burden of rules and regulations. It was her sister’s decision to have a priest deliver the eulogy, and Carrie respected her wishes.
The priest led them in a word of prayer, then came a three-shot rifle salute, the signal that the battle could resume. The volley gave Carrie goose bumps and startled her. She was expecting the volley but not the effect it was going to have on her.
Eight men in military uniform — the same men who had carried the casket from the hearse to the stand at the gravesite — began to fold the Canadian flag that had shrouded the casket. They handed it over to Sarah, who nodded and thanked the men. She was lucid and focused and, like Carrie, had not been able to hold back her tears. Sarah shook their hands and hugged one of them, an old, gray-haired man who looked quite imposing in his crisp uniform and a chest full of ribbons and medals.
Carrie avoided looking at the faces of the men who came to shake her hand. But when the gray-haired man came to embrace her, she held the gaze of his eyes. The man was John Gray, a retired colonel and one of the few men who had tried to help Carrie find her father’s remains.
“You brought him home, Carrie,” John said in a low, quiet voice. “I’m very proud of you.”
“Thanks, John. I appreciate all your help.”
John gave her a nod and stepped away.
More men and women came to express their condolences. Carrie did not know some of them, and most of the people she recognized had not been very supportive of her efforts over the years in searching for her father’s whereabouts. They had hidden behind rules surrounding the secrecy of covert missions or had cited national security concerns when obstructing her. She could not care less now, seeing them act polite, saddened, and compassionate. It was the utmost illustration of hypocrisy.
Carrie nodded and thanked them one after the other. She was going to spare her family a public embarrassment and was not going to make a scene. A few more minutes, she kept telling herself, and everything will be over. You’ll never have to see or speak to these people again.
The majority of the people peeled off immediately at the end of the ceremony. Carrie placed her wreath near the grave and ran her fingers over the top of the granite headstone. She looked at the inscription: My Queen and Country Needed Me, I Answered the Call and felt shivers going through her body. She held back tears and gave her father a silent goodbye. She helped her mother with her wreath, then stood next to her as the few remaining relatives and friends chatted among themselves.
McClain came and gave her a big hug. He said he had to leave right away and apologized for his departure. Carrie thanked him for everything he had done and for his great understanding and support.
Justin stepped near Carrie. “Can I talk to you for a moment?” he asked in a whisper.
“Sure, what is it?”
“Not here. Follow me.”
Carrie followed him away from the gravesite and down the pathway leading to the Veterans Section of the cemetery. Justin turned in among the rows of graves.
“What are we doing here, Justin?” she asked.
“There’s someone I’d like you to meet.”
A man in a wheelchair was waiting next to a headstone. He looked feeble and his left hand was trembling even though it was fully resting on his knees. The man was perhaps in his early sixties, but his face was colorless and full of wrinkles.
“Who is he?” Carrie asked.
The man moved his power wheelchair slowly so he could face Carrie. “My name is Matthew Nicolas. I used to work for the CIS. I have some intelligence for you.” His voice was weak and low, but his black eyes were full of life. They made a striking contrast against his pale face.
“He was one of my trainers at the plant when I just started at the CIS, and my mentor,” Justin said in a voice full of confidence and admiration.
Carrie nodded. “OK, what sort of intel?”
Matthew reached slowly into one of his black coat’s pockets. “I have a flash drive with some classified documents,” he said when he pulled out his gloved hand. He extended it toward Carrie. “It’s about your father, and his operation in the Soviet Union.”
Carrie tipped her head to the side and pondered the many questions rushing through her mind. She paused for a moment, then asked, “Why? And why now?”
Matthew nodded. “Good questions. I thought you’d want to know, to get some closure.”
Carrie spread her arms out. “I just buried my father. I have closure.”
“Yes, but this is about why he was sent to Moscow and what was expected from his operation.” Matthew gestured with his outstretched hand for Carrie to come forward and pick up the flash drive. When she still did not move, he added, “Now it’s the right time… well, for me at least. By the time they find out I gave you classified intel, I will not be around to suffer the consequences.” He gestured again with his trembling hand.
Carrie stepped forward and picked up the flash drive. It barely weighed anything in her hand but she knew the crushing burden it might put on her once she accessed the files and read the reports. Perhaps I’m not ready to find the entire truth.
“Thank you for this intelligence, Mr. Nicolas,” she said in a measured tone of gratitude mixed with a certain uneasiness.
Matthew offered her a hesitant smile. “You’re welcome. If and when you read them, I’m willing to answer all your questions, to the extent that I know the answers. And if I don’t, I’ll find out as much as I can, considering that I’m retired and no longer have a carte blanche access.” He paused for a moment, let out a deep sigh, and added, “And not many friends, I’m afraid. Most of them are resting in peace here. And I shall join them soon.”
Carrie could not think of an appropriate reply to Matthew’s remarks, so she said nothing.
“I have to go back, Mr. Nicolas,” Carrie said. “Thanks again.”
She put the flash drive in one of her inside coat pockets.
“I’ll join you in a minute,” Justin said.
“All right,” Carrie said and began to walk back toward her father’s gravesite.

Epilogue

Canadian Intelligence Service Headquarters, Ottawa, Canada
December 23, 7:45 a.m.
Justin was waiting for Carrie in the large main hall by the elevators. He was sitting on one of the black leather couches reserved for visitors waiting to be escorted inside the building. His crutches were to his left, and he gave them a look full of disgust. He could not wait until he was free of them. The Russian doctors at the military base in Dagestan had done their best to treat his arm and leg wounds, but he still had to use crutches for at least another two weeks. An infection had slowed down the healing.
Justin glanced at his wristwatch. Carrie was not late, but she usually got to the HQ before eight. They were scheduled to meet with McClain at eight that morning, and he had hoped to have a few minutes to talk to Carrie before the meeting about something that was bothering him. Something Anna had told him last night.
Carrie appeared at the main entrance and showed the guards her credentials. They smiled and ran her purse and her briefcase through the X-ray scanner and asked her to walk through the metal detector. Carrie obliged but her face showed she was a bit annoyed with the time-consuming procedure.
She picked up her belonging and walked toward him. “Hey, Justin, how are you?” she said and sat next to him.
“Fine, how about yourself?”
“Great, I’m doing great.”
“I see you ditched the splint.” Justin pointed at her right arm.
“Yeah, it was getting in the way and my arm feels fine. The doctor said three weeks and it has been almost that long.”
Justin sighed and shook his head. “I wish I could get rid of my crutches. They’re slowing me down.”
“When are they coming off?”
“Don’t know. It depends on the infection.”
Carrie nodded.
Justin said, “I want to talk to you about a concern of mine.”
Carrie tried to read Justin’s face. “What is it?”
“Not here.”
Justin looked at two men in gray suits who had just gone through the metal detector and were collecting their large briefcases.
Carrie said, “I want to show you something too. Let’s go.”
They made their way to the elevators and shared the ride to the fourth floor with the two gray suits. Justin and Carrie stepped out while they continued to the next floor.
“Lawyers?” Justin asked as he limped down the hall.
“Definitely. Dressed too nice to be anything but.”
Justin smiled. He took a few more steps and found a small, empty conference room without any windows. It had a table with four chairs around it. “This will do,” he said.
Carrie closed the door behind them and sat in a chair. Justin hobbled around the rectangular table and sat across from her.
“It’s about Anna,” he said.
Carrie raised her hand in a defensive gesture. “I know where you’re going with this. I didn’t convince her. She asked me a question and I told her the truth. She had already figured it out that you’re worried sick about her. I just confirmed her suspicion.”
Justin said, “Yes, but I wish you would have told me.”
“No, it was her decision, and Anna told me she wanted to give you the news. I respected her wish and her decision.” She paused for a second. “And so should you.”
Justin smiled. “Of course I will. It’s just… I don’t know if I should be more worried now that she’s coming back to the CIS as a surveillant.”
Carrie shrugged. “She was at the agency before you met her, Justin. And she’ll be in a position to defend herself much better inside the CIS rather than outside it. That’s what you wanted, right?”
“Hmmm, I don’t know… I want her to be safe.”
“This will keep her safe. She got the same training we all did at the plant. You started as a surveillant too.”
Justin looked at Carrie’s smiling face, then away at the gray wall. She was not exactly wrong, but she was not exactly right either. A moment later, he said, “Yeah, and look where it’s got me.” He nodded toward the crutches resting against the wall behind him.
“Gunfights happen. At least Anna will be packing heat and prepared at all times. She’ll be fine.”
“I hope so,” Justin said and let out a small sigh.
“Let me cheer you up with this.” Carrie went for her briefcase lying on the floor and pulled out a laptop. “Remember our mission in Bosnia in November?”
Justin nodded. “I do. What about it?”
“A woman was killed during the firefight.” Carrie tapped a few keys on the laptop.
“Yes, Carrie. Hakim’s wife. I… I shot her.” Justin’s voice was low and gloomy. “Are there any problems? Have local authorities discovered anything linking us to that op?” His voice turned edgy and his eyes turned into narrow slits.
Carrie spun the laptop around so that it was facing Justin. “Hit play.”
A video file was ready for playback, and Justin clicked the right button. A newscaster came up, reporting on what appeared to be some sort of police operation in northern Bosnia. Justin fiddled with the volume but the newscaster was speaking a language he did not understand, though he assumed it was Bosnian.
“What is he saying?” Justin asked.
“I had it translated and the transcript is in a file on the desktop. The gist is that joint local police forces raided a village in northern Bosnia, a suspected home of Islamic extremists. They rounded up some of the residents, former mujahedeen now advocating a radical form of Sunni Islam, like in Saudi Arabia. Two of them were former associates of Hakim.”
“And?” Justin asked with an impatient frown.
“Just keep watching. You’ll see.”
The screen changed to a hospital scene. The reporter was interviewing a doctor — maybe a surgeon — in a lab coat. Then the images showed a woman lying in a hospital bed and talking to the camera. Justin recognized her face.
His eyes grew wide. “That’s… that’s Hakim’s wife. When was this recorded?”
“Last week. She survived our attack. You didn’t kill her, Justin.”
“So who was the woman reported dead by the news shortly after our ambush?” Justin asked after a sigh of relief.
“One of Hakim’s bodyguards. He used her on occasion.”
Justin sighed and nodded. “Thank you, Carrie. This lifts a heavy burden off my shoulders.”
“No worries. Any time.”
“We should make our way to McClain’s office.”
Carrie packed her laptop and they reached McClain’s office on the fourth floor.
Justin knocked on the door and McClain called to them to come in. They sat in the black leather chairs across from McClain’s desk while he finished inspecting a report. A few moments later, he closed the report and its folder and put them in a cabinet drawer behind him. Then he smiled at Justin and Carrie.
“Good morning,” McClain said in a cheerful tone. “How are you doing?”
“Great, doing great, boss,” Justin replied.
“Same here,” Carrie said.
McClain reached for a folder on the right side of his desk. He handed it to Justin. “This letter came last night from a certain Mr. Alexander Derzhavin.”
Justin glanced at the letter, shrugged, then passed it to Carrie.
“I wasn’t expecting a thank-you letter,” Justin said. “Not after everything that happened in Moscow and how Derzhavin tried his best to kill me.”
“He seemed well pleased with the operation against the Chechen rebels and with its results. He appreciates your giving the Russians the merits.”
Justin said, “They did most of the work. And I have nothing against the brave troops on the ground. But the chief got mired in politics and backstabbing and wanted to use me as fodder for his dirty games.”
McClain leaned back in his chair and put his hands behind his head. “Well, they want to bury the hatchet and so do I. It is better to have the Russians on our side, even though sometimes it’s hard to tell whose side they’re on.”
Justin nodded. “I agree, sir.”
“I don’t have anything new from the CIA. Ms. Moore thanked you both for your help and you also received a call from their President.”
“Yes, she sounded like an easy-going woman despite her position of authority.”
Carrie nodded. “And quite funny as well.”
“Now with regard to your next assignment, I would like you first to take a well-deserved break over Christmas. Relax and recover,” McClain said in a warm but firm tone, like a doctor giving medical advice. He gestured toward Carrie’s right arm and then toward Justin’s crutches. “You need to be in your best shape for this operation.”
Justin said, “We’ll do it, sir.”
Carrie said, “Absolutely.”
“Can you tell us where this operation will take us?” Justin asked.
McClain shook his head. “No, not yet. I still have to finalize some details and there’s a slight, very slight, possibility that our intervention will not be necessary. But I doubt it. In any case, all I can say for now is, Justin, grow a beard. And Carrie, buy a burka.”
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