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Аннотация
When a Russian bomber collides with an American fighter over the coast of Alaska, memories of anxiety and fear are resurrected and the new world order is threatened. In a plot fueled by blackmail, money and treachery, the old guard threatens a new cold war and Edwin Kiger, the President of the United States is forced to contemplate a decision not faced in a generation. Tensions have reached a breaking point. Is� this� war?
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The Bear

Alaska Air Command 13:00 h
The screen blurred as the white bar continued its unending sweep. Day in, day out. It never changed. He reached up and pinched the corners of his eyes by his nose. Two more hours, that�s all he needed, two more hours on duty. He leaned back, throwing his arms above his head, trying to stretch. He felt the kink between his shoulder blades tighten. Nothing seemed to help. The dingy white ceiling tiles above, stained from the endless leaking above showed their years of use. He adjusted himself in his seat. Why couldn�t they give them some good chairs to sit in? He hated this one; its fake leather surface was peeling like a cheap whore. He smiled at the thought. His mother wouldn�t have liked him to say something like that.
The single tone that slipped through his headset made him blink. He turned his head from side to side, a crack of the neck a welcome relief. He focused his attention on the screen and watched as the single dot began to turn into a line.
�Capt�n? We have a contact.�
�Any F/F?�
�No sir, no friend or foe info.�
�Log it and let me know.�
�Yes sir, but I think it�s a biggie. The return is too strong for a Piper or something.�
�Let me look. They really need to do something about the private aircraft up here, damn it. These locals are all over the place.�
�It�s the only way to deliver supplies to most of Alaska, sir. Can�t do much about the weather up here, and the roads suck in the winter.� The airman manning the screen had been on this tour for a couple of years. His captain was a newbie.
�I hear ya.� The sound of his boots on the hard floor echoed across the room before falling silent. Captain Will Jenner looked down at the screen and was instantly greeted with multiple returns. �Holy shit! I thought you said there was only one dot?�
Their actions were immediate, a well-practiced drill that honed their skills without a scrap of emotion. The receiver for the dedicated land-line made its connection immediately.
�Command Five, this is Diamond Command. We have multiple inbound bogeys. Scramble Charlie Six. Repeat. Scramble Charlie Six.�
�Charlie Six, roger Diamond Command. Scramble Charlie Six, came the hollow reply.�
�They really need to upgrade this equipment some day. I�ll bet this stuff was what my grandfather used back in the eighties,� the operator said with a sly grin.
�It was, airman. And it worked just fine back then too.�
The deep voice that poured into the room brought everyone but the station operators to their feet. As the smoke from his cigar swirled around his weathered face, General Nathan Dulles� presence in the command center was immediately acknowledged. After surveying the room, he bounded over to the display. He was hands-on, and everyone knew it. He came up through the ranks, earning the respect of the enlisted along the way.
�General,� Jenner said as he nodded toward his CO. Dulles nodded back as he looked to the display.
�Only the screen has been updated since my time in this unit, airman. You might be sitting in the same chair I did�
�Sir?�
�What�cha got?�
�Multiple traces inbound off the coast. Big ones, sir.�
�From Russia?�
�Looks that way, sir.�
�What have we done about it?�
�Six Raptors from Elmendorf, sir.�
�Skip the �sir�, airman.�
�Yes, sss�� The operator cleared his throat before continuing his report. The general was one not to stand on ceremony while in the command center, but it was a difficult habit to break. �They seemed to come out of nowhere. First,� he tapped the display, �this showed up followed quickly by all these others.�
�Hmm, likely a jamming bird. Wonder why they showed up all of a sudden?�
�Perhaps their jammer had a problem. Or maybe they just turned it off to get our attention,� Jenner remarked.
�Could be, Captain. The Russians have a funny way of doing things to antagonize us.� Dulles turned away from the display as a new string of traces, these with a set of numbers, showed up on the screens.
�Raptors showing on the screen.�
�How far out?�
�Fifteen minutes.�
�Damn, too slow.�
�They�ll probably just turn back, General. They usually do.�
�But not before we show �em the business side of our wings, Captain. Nothing like the thought of an AMRAAM up your tail to make someone think twice.�
Alaska 13:20 h
The clear skies, as blue as any he could remember were painted serenely above his canopy. What few clouds inhabited the heavens were no more than wispy strings of cotton stretched well past their breaking point. It was a sharp contrast to the stark white ground that passed quickly below his fighter, thirty-thousand feet below. Visibility wasn�t an issue; he could see the curvature of the earth in all its glory. Picking out small dots racing at him at over 1200 knots was another matter. Fortunately he was at the stick of the most advanced fighter on earth, and he had five friends beside him.
�Roger that. I have a vector on them.� Captain Daryl Wills, call sign Chipmunk, followed the line on his display. He was the lead Raptor in the Red Diamond sortie. The avionics in his fighter were the coolest he�d ever seen, one of the reasons he wanted a chance to fly them, even if it meant relocating to Alaska. He�d come a long way just to be in this position, in the action. Within five minutes, the challenge was made.
�Unknown rider, unknown rider, you have violated United States airspace. You are ordered to turn away.� The crackle over his headset was the only answer he received.
�Perhaps you should speak Russian to them.�
�Can the chatter, Sweeper,� Wills said, shooting his rebuke toward his team. We�ve got work to do.� He flipped the mike again. �Neizvestnyi vsadnik, neizvestnyi vsadnik, vy narushali vozdushnoe prostranstvo Soedinennykh Shatov. Prikazyvaiu vam povernut'sia� He was left again with nothing but static.
�Holy crap! I didn�t know you spoke Russian.�
�Okay boys. Seems like they want to play hardball today. Just like we practiced, okay?�
The Raptors broke formation just as four of the bogeys split off from their own. The number of blips on Chipmunk�s display increased by a third.
�We�ve got trouble. There�s more than we thought.� Chipmunk looked at his display and quickly evaluated his options. �Execute Tango-Sierra.�
The Raptors widened their formation as the bogeys bore down on their unchanging path. Captain Wills and his wingman flew headlong into the oncoming aircraft, nearly sideswiping four, large Tu-160 Blackjack bombers. The Raptors banked left, pulling up hard and coming in behind the bombers on their six.
�Where are the other planes?�
�Holy shit. They damn near took my tail off.�
�What did?�
�A Mig-29. Damn, the other�s right up behind us.�
�Same over here. How�d they get there?�
�Get �em off your tale, Sweeper.�
�Roger that.� He pulled hard banking away from the bomber�s flightpath.
Captain Wills closed in above the Blackjacks hoping to draw the Migs off his fighters, staying above the bombers to avoid the turbulent vortex from their wingtips.

�Put the audio on speaker and turn it up,� Dulles ordered.
�Yes sir.�
The airman jabbed his finger on a button, reached to the slide and eased it upward. The crackle jumped into the command center as well as multiple frantic conversations.
�Who�s in command?�
�Captain Daryl Wills,� Captain Jenner replied. �I�ve known him for a couple years. Good pilot.�
�He better be a damn good one right now,� Dulles replied.
All other actions in the command center came to a halt as everyone listened, and focused on the display. The chatter blaring over the speaker heated up.
�Break right! Break right!�
�He�s still there. Gonna roll!�
�What the�. Shit man. Shit!�
�Someone took a shot!�
�Who? Where�s it at?�
�Just flying off to nowhere. Damn it.�
�Damn it, who shot it?�
�Not us. Someone from behind me. Didn�t even come close. I didn�t hear a tone. Might be a drone shot to get us off guard, try to get us to shoot.�
�I�m lighting up the bomber. Let �em hear this in their headset. I�ll bet it sounds the same in Russian.� Captain Daryl Wills engaged his targeting radar and it easily locked on the slower planes. Although they were supersonic bombers, they weren�t a match for his Raptor�s maneuverability. To his surprise, they didn�t even flinch.
�We got escorts on our tale, Chipmunk.�
�We do? Let�s just see how close we can get to this bomber. That�ll back �em off.�

�What�s he going to do?� Dulles was suddenly on edge.
�I�m not sure, General.�
�He�d better not fire or I�ll have his ass.�

�That MIG�s lighting us up, Chipmunk.�
�He won�t fire. He�ll hit his own planes. Even a dumb Ivan knows he can�t splash a pretty new bomber. I�m going in close, stay with me.�
�Roger Chipmunk. On your six. What�re you gonna do?�
�I�m just going to give him a little nudge.�
Captain Wills swallowed hard and brought his streaking fighter directly above the last bomber in the formation. He could see the silhouette of the Russian pilot painted against the window. He knew he had to be careful; one blast of turbulence and it could all be over. He eased his fighter around the tip of the bomber�s wing, bringing himself below before sliding his own wing underneath.

�How long before they make the coast?�
�They�ll be within fifty miles before I end this sentence, General. Less than ten minutes to the coast, if they don�t turn back.�
�Get me the line to Elmendorf, airman.�
�Yes sir.�
General Dulles sneered again at the �sir� comment, but said nothing. In times of stress, fall back on your training. That�s what you do. He had an operator on the other end in seconds.
�This is General Dulles. Get me General Foxx.� The other end of the line had another voice seconds later.
�Allan? Nate. We have Blackjacks and Migs on the coast. They�re not turning back.�
�What�s in the air, Nate?�
�Six Raptors are with them.�
�Want to send up more?�
�Naw, too many in the mix might make it worse.�
�What do you want from me?�
�You just need to be on higher alert in case something else happens. Maybe it�s nothing.�
�You need an E-3?�
�Not a bad idea. Won�t help me here, but we might need it north.�
�I�ll send one up over the pole to make sure no one is sneaking in behind Santa Clause.�
�Thanks Al.� The phone hit the console as Dulles returned to the display just in time to hear�
�Aw shit!�
�What the hell happened?�
�Chipmunk�s going down! Chipmunk�s going down! So is the bear. They must�ve clipped wings somehow!�
�Red Diamond. Red Diamond. Pull back. Pull back.�
�Who�s order?�
�Diamond Command, General Dulles. Clear the area, Red Diamond. That�s an order.�
�Sir, the Raptors are peeling off.�
�What are the Russians doing?�
�Nothing yet.�
�Damn. Jenner, get rescue in the air, pronto. No one can survive out there this time of year.�
�Yes sir.� Jenner turned to the console on his right, lifted the phone and gave the order to launch helos out from the coast. �Sir?�
�Yes?�
�There�s a Navy exercise��
�Do it!�
Jenner nodded as the airman dialed in the number.
�General, the Russians are veering off, turning away.�
�Bout damn time. Keep me posted, Captain.� Dulles� words faded as he stormed out of the command center, his cigar smoke training behind.
The White House 14:30 h
Mary Higgins lifted the phone and gave her standard answer.
�White House Chief of Staff�s office. How may I help you?�
�Mary? This is General Scott from DOD. Is Marty in? It�s really important.�
�Yes General. He just returned from a luncheon. I�ll get him for you.� She punched a single button, putting the line on hold. �It�s always important�, she thought to herself. �Wonder what would happen if it was really, really important�. Another button connected her to the president�s chief of staff�s desk. �Mr. Powell? General Scott is on line four.�
�General Scott. What can I do for you today?�
�Big trouble, Martin.�
�Really!� The words made Martin Powell sit up straight in his chair. Fitzroy Scott was not one to mince words. Trouble meant real trouble. �What�s happening?�
�One of our fighters tangled with a Russian bomber over our airspace. Both went down.�
�What the�� The chief of staff cleared his throat, nearly choking on the news. �You don�t mince words, General. Where did it happen?�
�Over Alaska. They were directly over the coastline when they tangled up.�
�How the hell does one of our pilots hit a Backfire bomber?� Marty Powell leaned forward on his desk, his forehead coming to rest in his palm. �Those things should have been put out of their misery years ago. Do you mean they actually hit each other?�
�Not exactly, sir. It was a Blackjack bomber. We�re still investigating exactly what happened.�
�Holy crap. That�s the newer one. That means they weren�t just playing around.�
�I�m afraid not, at least that�s the same thing I�m thinking. I don�t have all the answers yet.�
�Let me know as soon as you do, General.� He leaned back into his padded office chair again, rubbing his closed eyes. �I can�t put this off. Facts or not, I have to tell the president.�
�I understand, sir. I�ll keep you in the loop.�
�Damn. How the hell does this happen?� Marty said to himself as he slowly lowered the phone. Martin Powell, a straight-talking southerner, almost a throwback to the Johnson era, crossed his arms and leaned back into his chair. He let his head fall back as he looked at the white drop ceiling in his office. �Why now?� He hit yet another button on his phone. �Mary? Where is the president?�
�Just a moment, let me see.� Mary Higgins, a longtime government worker leafed through her appointment book. She had a section specifically for the president. She resisted keeping it on her computer, a security issue as far as she was concerned. Systems could be hacked. It would take an army to pry that appointment book away from her. It was safer than a still in the backwoods of Kentucky. In reality it took only seconds for her to find his itinerary, but it seemed forever to the chief of staff. �He�s in a meeting with Treasury right now. They should be done in fifteen minutes.�
�Thank you,� he said, and the line went dead.
�Hmm, it must have actually been important,� she said to herself.
The door to Martin Powell�s office opened seconds later. Her boss just stood there looking at her. She spun in her chair and faced him.
�Where is that meeting?�
�Here in the White House, Cabinet Room.�
�Thanks.�
�Something wrong? You don�t look so good.�
His silence was all the answer she needed. He went back to his desk and pulled his suit coat off the back of his chair and held it up. He just looked at it.
�Put it on.� He spun at the sound of Mary�s voice. �You always wear one. If you leave it off and go running through the building, people will think something is wrong and you�ll have lots of chatter bouncing off the walls. Nobody needs to know anything yet.� She walked up to him as he slid his arms through the sleeves. She reached up and straightened his tie, just a bit. �There. You don�t want it too straight. It might look like you�re taking the day off.� She gently patted him on his chest, feeling the rich wool beneath her fingertips.
�I�ll be back.� He was out the door in a flash.
�Wouldn�t have thought an old coot like that could move so well,� she wondered aloud as she leaned against the mahogany credenza.
Navy Seahawk SAR 15:00 h
�There�s no way we�re gonna find him in this!� The spotter shouted as loud as he could. Likely the pilot didn�t hear him. He hated using the on-board mic. He wasn�t sure why. He was a tech guy after all. He pushed the mic up to his mouth. �Hear that?�
�Yea, Pits, I hear ya,� the shout came back.
�Even if we did, he�s not gonna be alive.� Pits trained his glasses back on the dark surface of the Arctic water. The Bering Sea was nowhere to be lost in the middle of winter. He could see the whitecaps as they surged across the otherwise, featureless terrain. A sudden jolt nearly sent him flying out the door of the Seahawk. He tugged on the strap that was holding him in, making sure it was secure. �Two hours is too long out here,� he shouted.
�Leave it to the Navy to have to help out the fly boys,� the co-pilot yelled.
�Wait!� Pits leaned forward again thinking it might give him a better look as he trained the binoculars down. �Deb�� Pits flipped the mic back up to his mouth. �Debris, three �o clock.�
The HH-60 banked right and began circling several scattered pieces of debris. Bits and pieces were strewn in a line leading away from the coast. Most smaller pieces would have sunk and would never be recovered. Only the larger, flat surfaces that could lay across the water�s surface remained afloat. And in these conditions, that wouldn�t be a very long time. The Arctic waters had a cruel heart.
�There!�
�What Pits?�
�Someone hanging on to a wing.�
�You sure?�
�Yeah, but it�s not one of ours,� Pits shouted. �Big red star.�
The Seahawk closed, hovering above the wreckage. The SAR crew began what they do best, what they trained relentlessly for; rescue from the sea, no matter who it was. It was the code of those who wore the uniform, never let the sea take a life, friend or foe. It was their way. Pits readied the hoist as his crew-mate Frankie Miles, a thin young black man with a winning smile from New York, strapped himself into the harness. Pits flipped the switch on the lift, guiding him down to the rolling surface. It required everyone to play their part; the pilot to keep it steady while Pits controlled the hoist. Too fast and he plunged Frankie into the water. He engaged the hoist after he got the �thumbs up� from Frankie. The trick he knew, was to keep it from swaying. Though most of that was controlled by the pilot, how he managed the vertical aspect played a big part. The harness hovered above the wing as Frankie unbuckled and dropped to the bomber�s wing. The Russian was barely conscious, almost dead weight. Though the waters were tipped with whitecaps, the winds were relatively calm for this time of year, and within an hour of finding the wreck, a Russian airman was safely on board a United States Navy Seahawk helicopter.
The White House
The knock on the door to the Cabinet Room was anything but subtle. A hard bang and the door swung open as all heads turned towards the president�s chief of staff, whose eyes immediately found his boss. Martin Powell ran his fingers through his white hair, a signal that something was wrong.
�We�ll be done here in a minute, Martin.�
�Hello Mr. Secretary.�
�I�ll be right back, gentlemen.� The president immediately rose from his chair, dead center of the long conference table, the others following suite, but he waved them back down in place. A hand to the shoulder of Secretary Stanton with a noticeable squeeze, told the secretary his meeting with this group was likely over.
�Mr. President, we�ll just continue another time. We�re almost done anyway.�
�Thank you Simon,� the president replied with a nod. �We�ll see everybody real soon,� he said with a smile. �Martin?�
�Mr. President.�
The chief of staff turned as the president walked past him and out the door. They were down the hall and around the corner before President Kiger stopped and looked out the windows onto the White House lawn. He turned to address his chief of staff but was waved off.
�In your office, sir.�
�That bad, huh?�
�It ain�t good, Mr. President,� he replied. �It ain�t good a t�all.�

�Holy hell, Martin.� President Edwin Kiger simply fell back into his chair. �There�s going to be hell to pay for this. The Russians are going to be pissed.�
�Better question is sir, what were they doin� so close to our coast?�
�Yeah, I know.� POTUS rubbed his forehead as he looked down at his desk. �I really didn�t need this right now. Not this close to an election. Any word on recovery?�
�Nothin� yet, sir. I�ve only had this for ten minutes.�
�Alright,� POTUS sighed. �Get me everything you can as soon as you can. This will get out quickly, and we�ve got to put a lid on it.�
�I wonder what the Russians are saying �bout now?�
�I�m sure I�ll hear shortly.�
�Perhaps we should call them first demanding to know what they�re doing?�
�Put them on the defensive?�
�Couldn�t hurt, sir.� Martin turned away from the desk as he pulled his thoughts together. �Perhaps President Novichkov isn�t aware of this yet. I wonder if a quick call might put him in a bad position?� He turned back again. �Does that �red phone� still work?� he said with a grin. �We�ll teach that sum-bitch he can�t push his weight round over here.�
�If he doesn�t know about it though, Martin, perhaps a back-channel approach might be a better option here.�
�If you think that�s wise, sir.� He grinned again. �Could have been fun.�
�Get me what you can, quickly. If I have to make a call, I need to know what in the hell the truth really is.�
The president�s chief of staff looked down at the carpet in the Oval Office. He liked this one better than the last; a field of blue ringed with gold trim. It had the feeling of power, understated power, in an office that exuded power. Make no mistake, he worked for the most powerful man in the world, no matter what others thought. Money brought influence and economic say-so to an extent, but to control the fate of the world with a single phone call; that was real power, power most would never understand.
�Yes Mr. President.�
The Kremlin 15:45 h
President Yuri Novichkov set the black handset back down onto its base. He stared at it as the smoke from his cigarette swirled away from his desk. He felt the chill of the office surround him. No matter what, it was still an old building, and it was winter in Moscow. He sat silent as his cup of tea grew cold.
This was not the same as in the times of the Soviet Union. In those days, he could have covered nearly anything up. Those who made mistakes were simply never heard from again. Some were sent to the gulags, while others just disappeared. Siberia was always a good hiding ground. He wished he had that option now. The knock at his door brought him out of his trance.
�You have heard.� The look on the president�s face was obvious.
�Da.� He looked up as his aide walked into the room. �Any deaths?�
�We don�t know yet. All we know is a plane went down off the American coast.�
�What were they doing there? Alaska?�
�It is part of our renewed reach to show the West we are not so impotent as they might believe, that we still have the backbone to be a world, military power.�
�But to be so close. It is a provocative move, Andrey. We need to tread carefully here.� The president leaned back, feeling the plushness of his oxen-leather chair. �Is that all you came to tell me?�
�Unfortunately no.� Andrey Volkov straightened as he delivered the news. �The American ambassador made a call within the past few minutes. I put him off. He was not happy.�
�I would think not,� he smiled back. �What did you tell him?�
�That you were in a meeting with the Minister of Agriculture.�
�But you always tell him that,� Yuri laughed. �He must think that�s the only thing I ever think about.�
�Well, they are always trying to make a deal on wheat. He must think we�re starving over here. He wanted a meeting within the hour. I told him that wasn�t possible.�
�Let me know what you find out as soon as you find it.�
�Yes sir.�
�And Andrey, I need to know who ordered this foolishness.�
Andrey nodded as he turned and left the room. The Russian president leaned back into his heavy, leather chair. He knew it would be more difficult to find who ordered such a mission. In the Soviet times, his aide would have been an active general, not a retired one, and finding that information would have been so much easier. But he knew he lived in a different era, a different time. It was obviously better in many ways, not only for his people, but his country as well. The hammer that was the Soviet regime was effective at keeping the populace under control, but it did little to advance Mother Russia. He lifted the black phone again.�
�Call the American ambassador for a meeting.�

Andrey turned down the hall and then around a corner, his office not far from the president�s. He picked up the phone on his own desk, but quickly laid it back down. He looked around his office, rather spartan compared to most of the others in the building. But it was his. How could something like this happen to him? He knew why. It was his own fault. He pulled a single key from his pocket and slipped it into the lock on his drawer. Some things never change, even here. The drawer contained only a single notebook that was filled with a list of names, key people who knew how to get things done. And a pistol, in case anything went horribly wrong.
�Operator. Yes Mr. Volkov.�
�Get me General Goraya in Petropavlovsk. Call me when the connection is complete.�
Alaska 17:15 h
�How�s our friend, doc?�
�Not good right now, General, but he�ll make it. His injuries aren�t all the bad considering what he�s been through, but he�s got a bad case of hypothermia.�
�Let me know when he can talk to someone.�
�I will, General.� The doctor turned to reenter the room before stopping. �Sir? Do we really need a guard at the door?�
�Protocol Doctor Finch. Protocol.�
The doctor nodded as General Allan Foxx turned and made his way down the all-white corridor and around the nurse�s station. He was out of sight within seconds. Though he had been in the military most of his adult life, Steven Finch never quite understood the military mind. He believed most of them were stringent, limited in their thinking by the rules that they clung too. His was a different world. His was a world of �on the fly� decisions that didn�t always conform to tight rules. Those decisions saved lives. He was always amused that the medical field was considered an �art� field by the educational world instead of a science. But compared to the military, he understood. He looked up at the MP standing at the door and shook his head. �Crazy�, he thought, �just crazy�.
Alaska Command
General Allan Foxx, Alaskan Theater commander was back at his office trying to make sure everything had settled down. Nothing else had shown up across the Bering Sea, nor had any traces come over the poles. He had two E-3 Sentry aircraft, each with a pair of F-16C Falcons patrolling north of Barrow and Point Hope, watching the Santa routes. What else, he thought? What else? He leaned back, folding his arms across his chest as he looked at the giant map of the northern hemisphere that covered the wall opposite his desk. He followed the coast, tracing along the nautical boundary claimed by the United States. Some aspects were in dispute, as were many boundaries around the world, but most were generally respected. Maybe this was just one of those tests.
But it didn�t feel that way. What was he missing? A deep exhale allowed his eye to fall to the bottom of the map. That was it! He was only seeing part of the picture; his part. There was an entire world he was missing and his vision stopped at the State of Washington. This could only be the tip of the iceberg, as it were. His hand immediately went to his phone as he punched up a number directly to the DOD, Air Force Chief of Staff.
�General Richter�s office.�
�This is General Foxx, Alaska command. I need to speak to General Richter.�
�Yes sir. It�s kind of hectic around here, General.�
�I could have guessed that. That�s why I�m calling.�
�I�ll put you right through, General. He�s in the command room.�
�General Richter? You have a call.�
�Richter.� The command center was a beehive of activity. The Air Force Chief of Staff stuck a finger in his ear to help block out the noise.
�General Richter? Alan Foxx.�
�So this is all your fault, Foxx.�
�Afraid so, sir.� Foxx swallowed hard. He wasn�t high on the list of Richter�s favorite people, having clashed early in their careers. �I can barely hear you sir.�
�Not surprised. This place is a beehive. There�s more brass here than at an antique dealer.�
�Sir, I know the trouble started up here with the Russian incursion, but is anything happening anywhere else?�
�What�s on your mind, Foxx?�
�Sir, I was wondering if this is just a diversion; if something else was going on that I can�t see.�
�That�s what we�re looking into, Foxx. Just keep your end covered up there.�
The line went dead, and the theater commander just looked at the receiver. He should have known better. DOD. was probably looking at the same questions he had. But he needed his own answers, and he needed them quick. What did he have at his disposal to find them? There�s a broader picture here somewhere. But where?
�Yes General?� The aide turned in his chair as Foxx came out of his office.
The General looked out over the room like he was searching for something. He stepped to the large table pushed up against the far wall and summarily shoved everything on it to the floor. The sounds of lamps, plants and bric-a-brac hitting the tile stopped everyone in their place.
�General?�
�Get me maps. Lots of maps.�
�Maps to what, sir?�
�Everything. I want maps of every place you can find.� He turned to the aide sitting at the desk, placed his hands on his hips and just stared him down.�
�Uhm, yes sir. Right away sir.�
Within the hour, the table was covered with every type of map anyone could find, maps that spanned the surface of the globe were taped together forming a hodge-podge earth. Someone even brought a map of the near side of the moon. Hey, orders were orders. The commander of the Alaskan theater pulled the table away from the wall into the center of the room. Then, he began to circle. He walked in silence for several minutes before someone summoned the nerve to ask what he was doing.
�Give me a marker, Lieutenant.� A nod from his junior officer was quickly supplemented with a large, black Sharpie. �What�s your name?�
�Lieutenant Tonney sir.�
�Lieutenant, you a smart cookie?�
�Top of my class, sir. I�d like to think so.�
�Well, mister top of my class, you�ve got a new job to do.�
�Sir?�
�Tonney, you�re about to get access to some very important information.� General Foxx leaned over and put a big, black X on the coast where the bomber went down. �I want you to co-ordinate all the incidents of Russian incursion over the last six months.
�That shouldn�t be too hard sir. There can�t be too many of them in Alaska.�
�I�m not just talking Alaska, son,� Foxx said as he leaned in over the table. �I�m talking, everywhere in the world.�
Washington 18:00 h
�Good evening, Mr. President.� Nikolay Muratov extended his arm, but felt the cool reception. He nodded as he sat down in the couch across from Edwin Kiger.
�Ambassador, we have a situation.�
�We do?�
�I would hope your government would not have left one so important as you in the dark, Mr. Ambassador,� Martin Powell replied.
�Nikolay, are you not aware of what has happened in Alaska?�
�I am not, Mr. President.� The Russian ambassador pushed against the arm of the couch as he squirmed into his seat. �My government must not think it is important.�
�Mr. Ambassador, the downing of an American fighter over the coast of Alaska by Russian warplanes is hardly a non-event.�
�Easy, Martin,� POTUS replied as he held up his hand. The president uncrossed his legs and leaned forward, placing his elbows on his knees. �Nikolay, if I were you, I�d get hold of someone really quickly. I am, outraged that your country is so flippant that they would have failed to inform you of this.�
�I am sorry, Mr. President. I know not, flippant.�
�I�ll get you a dictionary, Mr. Ambass�� Martin stopped at POTUS� raised hand. He was getting heated.
�Nikolay, I want to make this very clear. I will not stand for any, and I mean any, incursion into United States airspace.�
�Yes, Mr. President.�
�Let me finish,� POTUS replied as he sat back into the seat. �Any violation of this will result in the most dire of consequences.�
�Mr. President, I will certainly pass along your words to my government. I certainly hope this will not have an adverse effect on the upcoming state function in a number of days. My country has always wished to respect international boundaries.�
�Like in the Ukraine?� Martin responded. That drew a wince from the ambassador.
�Please do so, Nikolay,� POTUS replied. �Good day.�
The Russian ambassador was escorted from the Oval Office by a Marine guard. A thoughtful touch arranged by the chief of staff.
�Well, I think that put him on the defensive, Martin.�
�I would say so, sir. It would be difficult to believe he knew nothing about it.�
�Oh, I�m sure he knows Martin, or at least he knows something.�
�Perhaps it was an oversight to leave him off the list of people to call.�
�Not in this world, or any other, Martin.� POTUS turned as he looked at his aide. �You don�t really believe that, do you?�
�No sir,� Martin replied. �Not really. It was just a thought.�
The Kremlin 18:30 h
�General Goraya is on the line.�
�General, it is good that you called me.�
�Da, Andrey. Things did not go well on this mission. The American pilots are back to their cowboy ways.�
�It is unfortunate yes, but we live in a world of unfortunate events. We must make the most of them.� Andrey leaned forward as his elbows dug into his desk.� President Novichkov is furious with the American�s reaction.�
�I would think so. What does he propose?�
�The Americans should see that we will not back down, that we will stand up to them. He wants to show them we operate from a position of strength, that we should show them we will not be cowed, that we have just as much right to the skies as they do, or any nation of the world.�
�Da. Our president sees the world as it should be. It is, unfortunately, not always so. What does he propose?�
DAY THREE
Alaska Command
Lieutenant Donny T., as he was generally referred to, spent the next several days pouring over military dispatches, satellite data, intel analysis, raw computer data and nearly anything else General Foxx could get his hands on, through proper channels or not. He was even able to �acquire� Navy records from the Seventh Fleet out of Yokosuka, Japan. Though he always thought himself a quick study, he was taken aback by the sheer flood of data he was dealing with. Most he was able to sift through, knowing it was garbage, but he kept it around. Trends, he was looking for trends.
�What do you have, Tonney?� General Foxx scanned the pile of scotch tape and markers as he strolled around the table. He looked up as another pile of papers was summarily dropped onto a metal desk against the wall with a resounding thud. Lieutenant Tonney rolled his eyes at the sound. �I thought you were tough, Tonney.�
�Sir. I just need a bit of sleep, sir.�
�You�ll have plenty of that when this is all done. Anything new?�
Tonney didn�t answer right away, he went straight to the map and started scribbling with a red marker.
�I thought you just used a black marker, son?�
�There are too many things to keep track of, General.� Donny T. straightened, bending slightly backward, his hands on the back of his hips. �Black is for those operations that seem historically normal, or at least not out of the ordinary as far as Russian ops go. Red is for operations that seem to appear outside of their historical scope.�
�There�s a lot of writing on this map.�
�Yes sir.� Tonney crossed his arms as he looked over his view of the world. �Once you see it all written out, there sure are a ton of operations going on around the world.�
�Always has been, son. It�s what we do.�
�Sir, why didn�t we do this in the tactical center?�
�Easy answer, Tonney.� Foxx pulled on his cigar and rolled the smoke around his mouth before letting it slip into the purified air. �Tactical doesn�t give us the full picture since it only shows our theater of operations. Besides, they won�t let me smoke in there.�
Tonney nearly laughed before he realized General Foxx was serious. He began circling the table as well, taking in the whole picture. He knew this really didn�t matter. He could see the same thing from any angle, but it at least felt like it helped. He reached the bottom of the world and stood beside his commander.
�I see some patterns, General.� Tonney pointed to the red areas in the Alaskan command theater. �Outside of the incursion into Alaska, there are others that stand out.�
�Such as.�
�A month ago, three Russian planes, an airborne sentry and two Su-35 fighters came over the pole, right to the edge of U.S. airspace. They turned away at the last moment.�
�What�s so unusual about that?�
�General, in the last six weeks more and more of the planes sortieing close to our borders have been some of their newest versions. Before that, their sorties had been mostly older craft.�
�Could be just an upgrade to the fleet.�
�Could be sir. Perhaps they are testing the newer technology, but historically, they do that in low-key situations. Would you put a brand new untested F-35 up against a veteran Russian pilot in such a mission?�
�Probably not.�
�And I wouldn�t think they would either.�
�Where else? You said there were some patterns.�
�Well, other than the use of equipment, look at all these sorties. They have been creeping closer and closer to our airspace with each successive week.� He pointed down the map to the Russo-Chinese border. �Even here, tensions have been raised. Chinese fighters intercepted Russian patrols twice in two months.�
�Anything else?�
�Yes sir. Most of the increasing action has been in the east, but almost all of it has involved the air force.�
�Almost?�
�Yes sir. Almost.� Tonney pointed to the coast along the Barents Sea. �Last month, they launched a new sub class out of Severomorsk, a Yesin-class. We have no info on it at all. We believe it traversed the GIU gap between Iceland and the U.K., but we can�t confirm that. If it�s so quiet it can slip by the SOSUS nets��
�That�s a problem,� Foxx replied.
�Yes sir. Ever since the cold war ended, those have not been kept up. They�re almost a non-functioning barrier.�
�How does an Air Force puke know that, Lieutenant?�
�My brother wears a dolphin on his collar, sir.�
�Good man then.� Foxx pointed to the other red marks scattered about the map. �What about all this other stuff?�
�Too soon to tell, General. Perhaps another set of eyes might help.�
�I want to keep this low-key. You�re the brains of this right now Lieutenant.�
�What do you think is going on, General?�
�I�m not sure, but I just don�t think this is an isolated incident. The crash is, but not the incursion.�
�I�ll keep looking sir.�
�You do that Tonney. You do that.�
DAY FOUR
Alaska Command
�So we never found any trace of Captain Wills?�
�No sir. No trace of the Raptor was even seen. The Navy is still looking, but the odds aren�t good this time of year.�
�Thank you.� The airman snapped off a salute and was quickly out the door. General Foxx leaned back on the edge of his desk. For his age, he was fit as a fiddle, a sure sign of working to keep up with his junior officers. He�d seen many a commander get the middle-aged spread, and he was determined that wouldn�t happen to him. A knock on his door brought him to a standing position.
�Captain Will Jenner reporting, sir.�
�Thank you Captain.� Foxx waved to the chair across from his desk as he returned to his own seat. �What can you tell me about what�s happened?�
�Probably not much more than you already know, General.�
�Why did Dulles send you over? What are you going to bring to the table?�
�Well sir, I was there when this all went down. I�ve also come up through intelligence. Had a posting there for a few years. I have a minor in Russian studies as well.�
�You might be the guy then.�
�For what, General?�
�We�re running an analysis of Russian movements over the past six months. Trying to keep this in-house. My young hot shot lieutenant hasn�t come up with anything in three days. He�s good, but he doesn�t have the experience. General Dulles said you were good.�
�What�s your theory, General?�
�I don�t know that I have one yet, Captain.�
�Sir?�
�Something just doesn�t feel right about this. There�s no reason for the Russians to start putting pressure at the top of the world, or anywhere else, for that matter. Now, all of a sudden within a few weeks, things are happening. Things that aren�t so big that a whole lot of people would notice.�
�But you noticed, General.�
�I�m supposed to notice things, Captain. It�s my job.�
�Where do I check in, sir?�
�You�ll have two places you�ll be working right off.� Foxx leaned back into his chair as his left hand reached to his drawer. Out popped a thick cigar, the wrap tinged with a hint of green. He lifted it towards Jenner who politely nodded �no�. Foxx slid it back into his drawer.
�I had enough of those when I worked on the farm, General. Gave them up years ago.�
�Farm?�
�I did some summers working on a tobacco farm in high school.� Captain Jenner leaned back slightly in his chair, a slight smile awash across his face. �Those make me sicker than a dog, sir.�
�You just had the wrong smoke, son.� Foxx slid the roll beneath his nose before slipping it back into the drawer. �Several from Costa Rica come close to rivaling the Cubans.�
Will Jenner nodded again.
�You�ll work in tactical to try and pick up as much intel as you possibly can and help my young Lieutenant assemble it right outside my office. We call it the �map room�. You�ll see every piece of intel I can get my hands on. Where that info comes from, I don�t really give a damn.�
�Do we have a time frame on this, General?�
�As quick as can be, Captain. I don�t want to be caught off guard if something happens.�

The next two days passed much too quickly for Captain Jenner, but he had to give Tonney credit. He�d done a remarkable job in beginning to see patterns in Russian movements, especially for someone who hadn�t been trained in what to look for. A damn fine job. He�d laid the groundwork, but sometimes, you just had to see the intel with your own eyes. Will Jenner poured over every detail Tonney had eyes on, retraced his steps and his thoughts. But something was missing. That was what he was here for; uncover the last details.
Jenner ran his fingers through his hair as another pile of intel and intercepts was plopped on the table. He rocked back in his chair, pressing his head against his interlocked hands. He was tired. More, he was nearly exhausted. He was now on day three and knew nothing was coming together the way he wanted. But he also knew it didn�t work that way. Intelligence was more than being smart, the joke went. It was about working to an end. It was putting together a puzzle that didn�t have any edge pieces. All you had were middle pieces and you had to make sense of it all without a picture. And after three days, the picture wasn�t forming. It was time to get some sleep.

He awoke with a start, his eyes searching in the darkness. That was it! That was the key. Jenner threw off the covers and ran to the door of his room. Good thing he hadn�t bothered to undress. He hit the hall running at a full clip and was standing at the map in ten minutes. Then the papers began to fly. Pile after pile began to circle around the map as he sorted. Other papers began to hit the floor, discarded like yesterday�s scraps. A single page then caught his attention, a red circle around the word Brezhnev. That was it.
Jenner began sorting all the papers with �Brezhnev� against those without. And he began to smile.
�What�re you doing?� Jenner spun at the sound of the deep voice behind him, and the tell-tale smell of the cigar. �I thought you went to get some sleep?�
�I did, General. But, I couldn�t. Something was nagging at me and I think I�ve figured it out.�
�Uh huh.� General Foxx stepped up to the map, walking on top of the papers now strewn on the floor. �I assume you don�t need any of those?�
�Probably not, General.�
�Well, whad�a ya have?�
�This.� Jenner handed Foxx the paper that had started this sort.
�What is this?�
�The word circled at the top, sir. Brezhnev.�
�The former Soviet leader? Is it code?�
�Not quite, sir. Although spelled the same, it is a different person.� Jenner leaned down on the map with his palms flush against the table. �All these piles on this side have Brezhnev�s stamp of approval on them. These on the left side, do not.�
�And that is important, why?�
�None of these on the left were authorized by the Russian Air Force command directly, specifically General Anton Brezhnev.�
�Someone�s playing cowboy.�
�Looks to be that way, sir.�
�Shit.� General Foxx turned away. �I�ve got a call to make.�
DAY SEVEN
The White House
The ravages of winter had cemented its grip on the nation�s capital. A blanket of white, pristine and smooth covered not only the political sins of the city, but the grounds of the White House as well. Tensions were running high. The incident with the Russians had cast a pall over the preparations for a formal, state dinner that had been in the planning for months. It was intended to smooth over relations that had simmered just beneath a boil, ever since the Russian intervention in Ukraine the previous year. If it was up to the president�s chief of staff, he�d have canceled it all. Protocol be damned.
�They�ll be gathering in an hour, sir.�
�Thank you, Mary.� He turned and looked at his secretary, a term he probably shouldn�t use in these days of political correctness. She was his assistant, but that term just didn�t sit well with him. They had been together for many years, and she understood him. After his wife was killed in a car accident, she was the only woman�s voice in his life.
�How do I look?� Martin Powell was more than just a throwback in words. Politics was a dirty game and he did everything he could to keep it clean in this White House. He ceased being a politician the day he accepted his current role. She walked over to him and slid her fingers beneath his lapels.
�You did just fine. I couldn�t have picked a better suit myself.�
�It�s the only tux I own. It wasn�t really hard.�
�You�re expected in the Oval Office in fifteen minutes.�
The chief of staff nodded and grabbed her hand, squeezing it softly as he walked by and out of his office. He took his time as he strolled down the hall to what he considered the most important room in the world. This part of the White House, even on a night where there was an official gathering, would be rather quiet. There were a few more bodies walking about, several of those included extra security, both visible military, and undercover Secret Service. There would be nothing that would go wrong this night. He nodded as he passed the Marine guard as he stepped into the Oval Office.
�Evening, Marty.�
�Mr. President,� he replied, another nod as he made his way to one of the two white couches near the center of the room.
Arrayed about the room were various cabinet members and ranking members of Congress. The discussion was light-hearted until the meeting hour, then things began to get serious.
�Gentlemen,� POTUS began, �tonight we have a chance to smooth over some things that have been festering. President Novichkov and I will have some serious discussions as time permits. He must be made to understand the intervention in Ukraine is unacceptable to the United States and, although he knows this, I intend to reaffirm our position.�
�What would you like us to do, Mr. President?�
�Thank you, Simon, that was my next speech.� POTUS smiled, knowing full well not everyone in the room was on his side. But tonight, it wasn�t his side, it was the side of the United States. �I know several of you wouldn�t care if I was in this office tomorrow or not, but this isn�t about me. This is about the future of our national security and our NATO partners. What we achieve here tonight could help stabilize the situation in Europe.� He scanned the room for reaction. There was none, at least none he could read. �Tonight, we offer help.�
�Offer help how?� Wallace Chambers, the senior senator from Florida chimed in.
�With whatever we can. If you�re asked about trade, talk trade. Look to make minor concessions.� POTUS straightened in his seat. �I know we can�t promise the world, but we can at least look like we want to engage in a positive manner.�
�What if they don�t bite, Mr. President?�
�Well Simon, then all we can say is we tried. Even if it doesn�t bring results immediately, it might open up some channels we haven�t looked at before. We can always look at contacts down the line.�
�But Mr. President, the people of my state��
�Are not the issue here tonight, Senator Chambers,� POTUS interjected. The look in the president�s eye was steadfast. �This is a foreign policy initiative, not some gerrymandering function of a local party hack.� POTUS stood, then buttoned the top button on his jacket. �Thank you gentlemen. Uh, Martin, could you stay a second?�
�Yes sir,� Martin said as he sat back down on the couch.
�Marty,� POTUS said as the door closed behind the last visitor. �I�ve got something for you to look into as well.�
�I suspected as such.�
�President Novichkov�s chief of staff will also be here tonight. I�d like you to cozy up to him some. You know, sort of the same two guys doing the same job for a bastard of a boss sort of thing.�
�Should I use that phrasing, Mr. President?� Martin smiled.�
�If you need to, yes. See if you can gain any insight on the Alaskan situation.�
�Yes sir.�
�Let�s do this, Martin.� POTUS pushed through the door and into the hallway, his chief of staff just steps behind.

The state room was brimming with conversation, mostly between sub-level dignitaries of nations. Although several European countries were represented, the highlight was Russian president Yuri Novichkov. It was to be the first time the American president and his rival had met during either�s tenure. The situation in the Ukraine had heightened tensions between the powers, but what happened in Alaska put a severe damper on the visit. Edwin Kiger looked over the room quickly as he stepped to the door and the announcement was made.
�Ladies and gentlemen, honored guests and dignitaries, the President of the United States.�
There was a polite smattering of applause as President and Mrs. Kiger entered the room. Both smiled nonchalantly with a nod and a brief wave of the hand. President Kiger was not fond of formal announcements of himself, except into the halls of Congress. There, it was an invocation of his office. Here, it was personally uncomfortable. He wanted it over as quickly as possible. He was a tall and handsome man of mid-fifties, looking every part a presidential man. Susan Kiger was his perfect match; professional, intelligent, his confidant, and drop-dead gorgeous. She was more than the perfect political wife. She was a political asset, born to be the First Lady. But she did love the spotlight a little more than he preferred.
After a polite smattering of applause, POTUS began a reserved mingling within the crowd as the groups and parties quickly returned to their own conversations. He just had to give it some time and let the alcohol begin to flow. POTUS was not a stranger to dealing and deal-making. Though he was a principled man, he, like others in the war of politics, knew how to dig for information and dirt. Booze was always an ally. Edwin Kiger looked up, nodding as he caught the eye of his chief of staff. Things would heat up soon.
Martin Powell waved off the server with the sterling silver tray filled with champagne flutes. It simply wasn�t his preference, and certainly not tonight. Bubbles gave him a headache. Along the wall was a full-service bar for those who preferred something harder, and his target just happened to be standing there. It was time to get the show on the road.
�Bourbon, neat.�
�Yes sir,� came the bartender�s reply.
�American liquor, eh?� Andrey Volkov straightened as he turned towards his counterpart. �You should try a nice Russian vodka.�
�Andrey,� Marty said as he extended his hand, �pleased to meet you.�
�Da. It is for me as well.� The Russian chief of staff wrapped his thick hand around Martin�s.
�Doesn�t sit well with me.�
�One day, you will come to my country. I will serve you the best vodka you have ever tasted.�
The American chief lifted his crystal glass, the caramel-colored fluid rocking slowly against the sides.
�One day I hope to take you up on that, Andrey.�
The two glasses met giving the distinctive clink that only expensive crystal could make. Each took a sip as they eyed each other, silently sizing up his counterpart. Martin rested his glass on the bar as Andrey craned an inquisitive eye on his. It only took a second before the Russian drained it, a satisfying look upon his face.
�Das good. Better than I would expect.�
�It likely did come from your country,� Martin noted.
�Kaliningrad, specifically,� the bartender said.
�Really?� That raised the heavy eyebrows of the former Russian general.
�Why is that important?� Marty asked.
�Many vodkas are made for export. Some stay in our country. Those made in Kaliningrad are not for export.� Andrey turned to the bartender. �How would you know of this?�
�Sir, I have worked in the White House for many years.�
�So, you are a CIA spy?� Andrey smiled as he shot a glance towards Marty. �Clever. A bartender always has the ear of his customer.�
�Would that it would be so simple,� Marty laughed in reply. �Andrey, I hope you and I have a chance to speak later tonight.�
�We shall make a point of it.� The two men shook hands again as they parted, each with his own duties to perform as the night went on, but the American�s focus was single-minded.

The head table was placed near the center of the dining section of the hall and not at the end of the room, as POTUS distinctly disliked others staring at him while he ate. The circular table was arrayed with dignitaries and their wives, specifically the Russian president and Johann Sorenson, the Prime Minister of Denmark. Edwin Kiger and Yuri Novichkov sat opposite each other. It was a test of nerves as to who would look away when eye contact was made. The Prime Minister of Denmark was to POTUS�s right. The President of the United States cleared his throat and the table fell silent.
�I would like to thank each of you for this visit tonight. Here�s to smooth sailing.� POTUS lifted his glass, the champagne bubbles filling the crystal flute. Each in turn lifted their own in acknowledgment.
�Mr. Prime Minister, I did not know you would be attending until a few days ago,� Yuri remarked casually.
�I was giving a speech at the United Nations, and President Kiger was gracious enough to extend the invitation.� He extended his arm with a raised glass. �Again, I thank you.� His salute was returned with a raised glass from the president.
�Gentlemen, I would offer a solution to our dialog this evening.�
�Mr. President,� Yuri remarked, �I do not think it wise to discuss too many world events with our guests present.
�I would agree, though I simply meant, it will become laborious if we continue to use each other�s titles as we go forward. I would propose, for tonight, a first name basis should be the norm.�
�I think that is wise, Edwin,� Johann replied with a smile.
�Da, it will be good to be less formal for a time.�
�Then it is settled,� Edwin smiled, �by a vote of three to zero, first names all around.�
The conversation settled in on the mundane workings of their respective homes and how the leaders of the world still answered to their wives. It brought everyone into the conversation, the women often shooting hard stares at their respective husbands. But it made the mood much lighter than POTUS envisioned, and he was glad for it. He knew any hard talks would come at a level lower than chief of state.

Martin Powell�s eye rarely left his counterpart. He watched as Andrey Volkov worked his way about the room. Odd, he thought that the chief of staff would be the one beating the carpet. But how different would that be if the shoe were on the other foot? In a foreign country with few other ranking diplomats, he would likely be doing the same thing. He lifted the glass to his lips and let the bourbon slip into his mouth. He felt the twang as it washed across his tongue. �Damn, that was good�, he thought. He watched as Andrey finished his latest conversation and slipped into an anteroom. Martin set his drink on the table beside him and started in that direction.
He followed Andrey from conversation to conversation. It was always prodding toward the same context, the situation in Alaska. What was he trying to find out? What had happened? Surely this was a task for diplomats, not an administrative hack, like himself. Then the thought struck him. �An administrative hack who used to be a general in the Russian Air Force. Someone who had influence; knowledge of how to get things done. Someone who was� involved.�
The light went off in Martin�s brain like an explosion.

��I mean it does get awfully cold up there, especially this time of year.� President Novichkov bristled at the turn the conversation had taken. He had tried to keep the attention away from that part of the world. The ladies hadn�t intended it, he was sure, but there it was. The tension level immediately ratcheted up.
�When things happen in cold weather, they can easily get out of hand quickly if one is not careful,� Johann stated matter-of-factly.
�Well, there it is. We might as well get it out in the open,� POTUS sighed. �Yuri, what the hell were your planes doing so damned close our coast?�
�Truly, Edwin,� he replied. �I have no idea. There is no official, or unofficial orders from my office to intrude on American airspace.�
�I can only hope not,� Johann remarked. �The world has become unstable. Many things are happening; unrest in the Middle East, Ukraine, and now Alaska.�
�I only hope so, Yuri. If the situation escalates, either in Ukraine or at the top of the world, I will not be able to sit quietly on my hands.�
�Is that a threat, Mr. President?�
�I do not threaten, Mr. President,� POTUS replied. �Nor does the government of the United States.� POTUS began to rise from his chair, his hands flat on the table.
�Gentlemen,� Johann, interjected. �We have had such a nice evening up to this point. Let us not ruin this by a volley of words we wish we had never said.� Johann slid his hand over, resting it on POTUS�s arm.
�Agreed.� POTUS eased himself back into his seat and raised his glass one last time. �Gentlemen, in the spirit of d�tente, let us leave this conversation for another night.� His gesture was returned by the others, the smiles no more than a cardboard facade. The damage was done.

�I told you never to call me on this phone. Yes, yes, but I cannot speak here. There are others about.�
�Andrey? Is something wrong?� Martin pushed the door open slightly and stepped into the small room. Andrey snapped his phone shut and slid it into his pocket. �Is there anything I can help you with?�
�No, no. I just needed to take a call.�
�Well, I hope everything is alright.� Martin could see the beads of sweat suddenly glistening on Andrey�s forehead.
�Fine, fine.�
�You don�t have the look of someone who is �fine�.� Martin walked toward Andrey with his hands slightly extended to his side. �I can help you, Andrey.�
Martin could feel the apprehension radiating from his counterpart. Andrey�s hands began to shake, his breathing rapid. The man of military bearing tried to stand tall, calling on his training to get him through. But it was failing him. He was now, just an old man.
�I have nothing to hide.�
�You forget where you are, Andrey. This is a secure building.� Martin kept his distance, a few feet away from the Russian. �I can have the NSA work to unravel a transcript of your phone conversation.�
�My phone is encrypted.�
�Do you really think that will be a problem? We have some of the best people in the world.� Martin took a single step forward, keeping his hands visible. �You can tell me, Andrey, or I can find out shortly.�
�I have diplomatic immunity. You can do nothing to me.�
�Why would you claim such a thing? You do not face arrest.� Martin took another step forward, pausing when Andrey stepped back. �You are in trouble, Andrey. Let me help you.�
�I am a General of Russia. I do not need anyone�s help,� he shouted.
�A former general Andrey. No need to shout. You are upset.�
�I am not.�
�I know, Andrey. I know what�s happened.�
�How could you know? You know nothing.�
�I know what happened. I don�t know why. There is always a why, Andrey.� Martin took another step forward. �You can tell me, or I can find out another way.�
�You will find out nothing.�
�Perhaps, perhaps not.� Martin took another step forward. �Andrey, if you�re in trouble, maybe I can help.�
The Russian general slumped, stepping backward and collapsing on a couch, shaking as his head landed in the palms of his hands.

The President of the United States was quickly ushered into the room as the formal state dinner concluded. He had made the obligatory �good nights� to the most high ranking of the guests, including members of Congress, the Prime Minister of Denmark, and the Russian president. The First Lady had worked diligently to smooth things over as the evening wore on, and by the time she shook hands with President Novichkov�s wife, it seemed she had been successful. POTUS looked at those gathered in the anteroom and the expression on his face, changed dramatically.
�What�s going on?� POTUS took a direct bead on his chief of staff. �Martin?�
�Something has come up in regards to the Alaskan situation.�
�Alaska?�
�More than just Alaska, sir.� Martin turned away from the window and faced his boss. �There are things in play that we may not be able to control from the outside.�
�Outside?� POTUS had a sudden scowl on his face. �You mean like from outside of Russia?�
�Mr. President, we need some serious thought on this one.�
�How so, Stephen?� POTUS looked at the Director of the CIA with a raised brow. �Something seriously must be up if they dragged you over here so close to a state function, Stephan.� The president turned back to his chief of staff. �Martin, this must be something big.�
�I think you need to sit down for this, Mr. President.�
�Just give it to me straight, Martin. What are we talking about here?�
�Sir, what would you say if we chose to intervene inside of a foreign power?� The director stepped toward the president, his hands folded behind his back.
�Stephen, this government routinely over the years intervenes in the affairs of other nations. Most, I know nothing about. Why is this different?�
�Mr. President, most do not involve a world superpower.�
�You�re kidding!�
�Afraid not sir,� Martin replied. �Sir, I think in most cases, plausible deniability would be the most sure course of action with something like this.�
�Why is this different, Martin?� POTUS sat down into an overstuffed white chair, crossed his legs and rested his hands on his lap. �Tell me.�
Martin and the Director of the CIA exchanged glances, the president�s chief of staff nodding.
�Sir, we�ve come up with a plan to deal with the Russian situation,� Martin said.
�Sir, the CIA does not have the assets within the Russian Federation to contribute, nor men trained to do so.�
�Hold on, gentlemen.� POTUS straightened in his chair, his look now serious. �What are we talking about here?�
�Mr. President, we need to get the DOD. involved in this.�
�I can�t condone that, Stephen. I won�t send troops into Russia. If it involves a military strike, I�m not interested.�
�Then we risk sending Russia spiraling into chaos and possible war,� Martin said.
�How? Why? Where did this information come from?�
�From the highest possible source, sir.�
�Damn it, I was just having dinner with the highest possible source in the whole damned country!�
�But not with his chief of staff.� Martin took the seat opposite the president, leaned forward and put his elbows on his knees. �What happened in Alaska was not an official act of the government. It was an act orchestrated by one man outside of those bounds.�
�And why should we be so concerned about this one act?�
�Because it is more than just one act.�
�Stephen?�
�Sir, within the last few hours, we have word from inside the DOD. that they have picked up on several Russian incursions that seem to be showing a pattern.�
�Do they have anything to do with the situation in the Ukraine?�
�We believe they are unrelated,� Stephen replied, �at least at this time. Further inspection may shed new light on matters, however.�
POTUS sat back in his chair, sinking into the soft cushions, a look of serious contemplation across his face.
�There�s more, sir.�
�Oh God, Martin. How could it be any worse? And how is Mr. Volkov involved in this? Or do I want to know?�
�It�s best you do sir,� Stephen Thorn replied. �He is the source of the incursions.�
�What?� POTUS was stunned. �How is that possible? I know he has President Novichkov�s ear, but then, you have mine, Martin.�
�Sir, he had been orchestrating the movements. Under pressure.�
�Pressure? What kind of pressure?�
�From the Russian mafia.�
�Oh my lord,� POTUS replied.
�Mr. Volkov has been under serious pressure to, ramp up, shall we say, military actions around the world.�
�To what end, Stephen?�
�Sir, apparently this faction of the mafia has some serious financial interests in companies that build military hardware. Specifically, Air Force hardware.�
�And they�ve been strong-arming him, how?�
�Sir, his family has been targeted.�
�Targeted? Is he not himself a former general?� POTUS leaned forward, letting his forehead fall into his hand. Then he looked up. �How does one with that level of connection get compromised?�
�His ties are with the Russian Air Force, hence��
�Hence the know-how and ability to implement tactical situations involving their aircraft,� POTUS said finishing Martin�s sentence.
�And he is routinely shown photos of his family as they are followed, or had tapes of their phone conversations sent to him. He felt he had no choice but to �help� as it were.�
�And he thought it would be just a few, informal strings to pull?�
�Yes, Mr. President. And then things escalated.�
�What�s the end game?�
�At first, it was just to see if the command infrastructure of the Russian military would allow him to get away with manipulating missions. As he succeeded, each successive move was then progressively more provocative.�
�Up until the crash over Alaska,� POTUS replied.
�Yes sir. The game is to bring the U.S. into a confrontation with them, thus making sure the Russians ramp up production of aircraft.�
�Lining their pockets with Rubles,� POTUS replied. �But doesn�t that risk devaluing the currency their economy rests on? The Ruble needs propped up. Their economy isn�t what they tout it to be to the outside world.�
�In the long run, maybe. But they may not think of things along those lines,� Stephen replied. �My experience in dealing with crime bosses is that they don�t look that far ahead. They don�t play chess, sir. They play checkers.�
�Come again, Stephen?�
�Sir in the game of checkers, you can usually only plan a move or two in advance. In chess, it�s a long term strategy to win.�
POTUS sat up straight and took in a deep breath, then exhaled slowly. He stood and began to pace. He was better on his feet. He couldn�t concentrate sitting down. He never understood how one could formulate ideas while idle. He did his best work while pacing. He learned that long ago in his stint at Georgetown. Though not a fully tenured professor, he quickly learned it was publish or perish in that game, a game he deemed himself not suitable for. He couldn�t sit. It was foreign to his nature.
�So,� POTUS said as he turned and leaned against the wall. �What do we do about it?�
�He wants out, sir.�
�Why can�t he just go to their Internal Security Service?�
�Sir, Russian Internal Security hasn�t always been on the best terms with the military, or former military personnel. It goes back to the struggles between the KGB and Soviet military forces. And many of those same people reside in the current structure.�
�And old grudges die hard, Stephen?�
�Yes Mr. President. Very hard.�
�So, what do we do about it?�
�We�re working on that sir,� Martin replied. �We�re working on it.�
DAY EIGHT
The White House
�So, what do we do now?�
�I wish I had an idea, Martin.� Andrey sat back in the chair across from the American chief of staff�s desk. �You have a warm office. It is not like mine in the Kremlin.�
�I would have thought you had a beautiful office in one of the many buildings there. The Kremlin is, if nothing else, a place of historic cultural value to the world.�
�Ah, but the buildings are old and drafty,� Andrey weakly smiled. �It is bad for my arthritis. In my many years of serving in the military, those things did not bother me. But, I was younger and much more fit in those days.�
�Sitting around in an office is quite different from an active military career, Andrey,� Martin replied.
�Much of a general�s later career involves sitting behind a desk, sir.�
�That brings us back to the reason we�re here, Andrey. What do we do about this?�
�Since our dinner last night, I have worried much about this. I am at a loss.� The Russian straightened in his seat, placing his hands on his lap. Martin noticed not a single wrinkle in the Italian wool suit he wore.
�Where does your president think you are now?�
�Simply meeting with my American counterpart. Nothing more.�
�You are scheduled to return to Russia in three days, correct?�
�Da. I am surprised that President Novichkov did not want to cut the visit short. He was very uncomfortable during the state dinner. But, I suppose scheduled official functions take precedence.�
�That leaves us very little time to come up with a solution, Andrey.�
�More than that, a believable solution.�
�Is there simply a way to not get more involved?�
�Nyet. I am in too deep. I can not take a step back without the most severe of consequences, both to my country and to my family.� The former Russian general lowered his eyes, his stare focused on the carpet beneath his black shoes. �I have nowhere else to turn.�
�There is nothing else you can tell me that might help?�
�I have told you everything.�
�Let me get with my folks and we�ll see what we might be able to do.� Martin leaned back into his leather chair and laced his fingers across his stomach. �To tell you the truth, Andrey, I�m not sure there is much we can do. I just hope this doesn�t lead to a dramatic flare-up in global tensions. Things could go from bad to worse.�
The two men sat there, the weight of the situation becoming a wall between them. Andrey raised his head and stared at the big desk, his eyes vacant. He blinked at the knock on the door behind.
�Come.� The American chief of staff looked up as Mary poked her head through the door.
�Mr. Thorn to see you sir.�
Martin waved his hand and stood, the Russian standing as he turned toward the door. The Director of the CIA stepped quickly into Martin�s office, nodding as he looked at Andrey. He extended his hand cordially. Andrey accepted the gesture as he looked down, then back up to the tall American.
�I wish it could be under better circumstances, Mr. Thorn.�
�Maybe there is something we can do about that, Mr. Volkov.�
�You have an idea, Stephen?�
�With a little bit of help, yes.� Martin gestured toward the chair beside the Russian. �We do not have adequate resources within the CIA to perform any type of operation inside your country.�
�What once could have been done��
�Is no longer in the cards, as it were,� Stephen replied. �Those days are gone, the money and the assets. It�s a brave new world.�
�Who does?�
�We need people trained in urban warfare.� Stephen sat back and let the words sink in. �We need an insurgency force from the military.�
�Military?� Andrey�s eyes went wide. �You mean like one of your Seal teams?�
�Something like that, Mr. Volkov. It would be tricky putting together such a team.�
�Don�t we already have forces that could do this?� Martin asked.
�Under ordinary situations, I would say yes. But this is a little different. We�re talking about interjecting a covert team into the middle of a large city where everyone speaks a foreign language. This isn�t choppering a group of Rangers into Syria under cover of night. That would be child�s play compared to this.�
�How would we even get them in there?� Martin leaned forward putting his elbows on the desk. He was becoming intrigued.
The Director placed his hands on his lap and took a deep breath. He looked toward the Russian chief of staff and stared, trying to gauge his intentions. All that was returned was a blank stare.
�Anything we speak of here Mr. Volkov, can go no further. And I mean you can�t so much as tell your mother what the hell I�m about to suggest.�
�Why would my mother be interested in this?�
Stephen Thorn burst out laughing.
DAY NINE
The Pentagon
�General Scott�s office,� the aide answered. He was clearly bored, thankful things had settled down now that there had been over a week since the accident in Alaska.
�I need to speak to General Scott.�
�Who shall I say is calling?�
�Stephen Thorn.�
�Uh, Director Thorn?�
�That�s me son. I need to speak to the general, and fast.�
�I�m sorry sir. General Scott is not in his office now.� The aide squirmed in his seat. He didn�t expect this one.
�Son, you need to find him, and find him now.� The voice on the other end of the phone was as commanding as any he�d heard in his military career.
�Yes sir.� The aide nearly stood at attention in his seat, but just as he looked up, General Fitzroy Scott walked into his office. �Sir, the general just came in.� The relief on the aide�s face was apparent. �General? Stephen Thorn is on the line for you.�
�Thorn? Really?� The CIA director�s name caught him by surprise. �Tell him I�ll take it in my office in a second.�
�Yes sir.�
General Fitzroy Scott took his time getting into his office. He�d had a busy day in the Pentagon, but things had begun to calm down a bit, and he was grateful for it. Odd, he thought though to have the Director of the CIA calling him. It was well known through the services that the DOD and CIA were not always on the best of terms. Scott was always of the opinion they routinely stuck their nose into places they didn�t belong. And their information was usually suspect. Scott slipped behind his desk, picking up his phone a few seconds later.
�Scott.�
�General? Stephen Thorn.�
�Yes sir. What can I do for you?�
�We have a situation. It is a direct consequence of what happened in Alaska.�
�Really?� That got the general�s attention. He leaned back with a new outlook on the call. �What can I do for you?�
�General, we�re in a crunch and I need a team for a mission.�
�How soon are we talking?�
�Within a day or two.�
�What kind of team are we talking about? We talking assault? What?�
�General, I need five people who are fluent in Russian, have a significant knowledge of Russian culture, and can work in an urban environment. At least one should be a pilot.�
�That�s kind of a specialized list, Mr. Thorn. It might take a few days to get that together.�
�We don�t have a couple days, General. Let me just say this comes from the highest authority.�
�The highest authority?� That unexpected statement caused a raised brow.
�THE highest authority, General Scott.� Thorn�s voice had begun to rise. He was getting irritated. He swallowed hard, trying to calm himself. �General, I know we don�t know each other very well, but it�s time to put partisanship behind us. We each have our own turf, but this is something bigger. I need a team, a military team, and I need it fast.�
�Let me get on it,� Scott sighed. �You�ll have it in a couple hours.�
�Thank you General,� Thorn answered. �Thank you.�
General Fitzroy Scott let the phone slip back to its base. He simply stared at it. �That was quite a request�, he thought. The CIA and the DOD had not been on good terms for years, a tension sparked by poor intelligence leading into the last gulf war. It cost the lives of a lot of soldiers. His soldiers. It was a resentment that still lingered, a bitter pill for many in the military. But he committed. He had a job to do and he lifted the phone, punching a two-digit number. The line connected immediately.
�Bureau of Personnel, Colonel Williams.�
�Charlie? Fitz Scott.�
�Well hello, General. To what do I owe the pleasure? It�s been a long time.�
�It has, Charlie. It has.� Scott straightened in his chair. It made the request feel more formal somehow. �I need a list put together, and quickly.�
�Sure General. Just a second while I get a notepad.� A quick flip of the page he had been looking at and Williams replied, �shoot, sir.�
�I don�t know what you�ll come up with, but I need it quickly. And by quickly, I mean yesterday.�
�Sure thing sir.�
Williams scribbled a note or two before laying his pen down.
�That�s all the criteria you have? It�s not much to go on, sir.�
�I know, but it is important. BUPERS hasn�t let me down before, and neither have you, Charlie. I know its short notice, but I�m in a hurry.�
�I�ll have it to you as quickly as I can, sir.�
�Take personal charge of this one. It�s that important.�
Charlie Williams looked at the receiver as it went dead before slowly putting his handset back down. He looked at the short list he had scribbled, his face scrunching in thought. He wasn�t sure if there were ten people in the armed forces that met these criteria, or a thousand. For as long as he had been in this bureau, he never ceased to be amazed at the requests that came down the pipe. Most requests were often obvious, promotions, transfers and the like, but others were quite the puzzle. This, was an odd list no matter how you gauged it. He pushed away from his desk and was out the door in seconds.
The fourth corner he turned brought him to the main computer terminal where data entry personnel dutifully went about the job of keeping and organizing all the military personnel records. It was a never-ending job. He slipped in behind an attendant and dropped his noted in front.
�I need this routed to my terminal as soon as you can find anything.�
A simple nod was his only reply.
�This has top priority.�
�Yes sir.�
�That�s better,� the Williams replied.
Colonel Williams returned to his desk and waited for the results. The time dragged by. He tried to busy himself with his routine functions, but he kept coming back to the same question: what was this list for? It was simple actually. Perhaps he was digging too deep. Keep it simple. Russian speaking. What did that mean? That meant they knew some of the culture. Urban warfare trained. An assault in a Russian city? His eyes widened. No way! A pilot? Someone to get them in, or maybe out. He leaned back into his chair with only one thought. This was part of a covert mission in� where?
The terminal chimed meaning a new file had been delivered to him. He looked at his watch. Two hours. Not bad. Not bad at all. He grabbed the mouse and opened the file as twenty names stared back at him. It took a half hour to read through what he wanted to find. Three women, two Army and one Navy, the rest all men, one Air Force, three Navy and the rest Army. All indeed had dossiers that said they spoke Russian. The sole Air Force representative was a pilot, though not actively in that duty. This was what he needed and he was immediately on the phone.
�General Scott�s office.�
�This is Colonel Williams. I am returning General Scott�s call.�
�I�ll put you through.�
�Scott.�
�General? Charlie Williams. I have the information you requested.�
�So soon? I appreciate that, Colonel. What do you have for me?�
�I can send it over if you want.�
�Just tell me what you found.�
�Well sir, there are only twenty names that fit the criteria you asked for. Three are women and the rest men. They are spread out across three of the services.�
�Any bad news?�
�Well sir, they are spread out a bit and not all are currently stateside. One woman is in the hospital and is unavailable for duty. The other two are available, one Navy, one Army. Of the men, one is in Alaska and is an Air Force pilot, though not currently in that role. Several are deployed in the Middle East, one is stationed here in Washington and one is at Bragg.�
�That�s not many to choose from.� Scott leaned back, a frown on his face. It did narrow down the choices he would have to make. �Charlie, send the names over to me. You still have my email address?�
�I�m sure I do sir. I�ll send it right away.�
�Thanks.� Scott leaned forward, his elbows landing on the wooden desk as he stared at the computer screen. God how he hated these things. As intelligent as he was, nearly a Rhodes scholar, he was sure computers actually made for more work instead of more efficient work. The red dot on the screen with the white numeral embedded, increased by one. That was it. He grabbed the mouse and clicked on the dot. From Bureau of Personnel, BUPERS, as it was generally referred to�� he clicked on the email and the message filled his screen.
He scanned the services quickly. Army, Army, Air Force, Navy. All were represented. No Marines. He thought that odd. Likely none knew Russian. That was his first guess. His next qualifier was duty station. If he had to put a team together in only two days, they had to be stateside, or at least close enough he could pull them in quickly. That search narrowed them down to eight. Three women and five men. It was the same as Williams had said. One woman out, leaving two. Two men were close. The pilot was in Alaska. All the others were too far away. He picked up the phone and looked at the number he had jotted down on his scratch pad.
�Director Thorn, please. This is General Scott of the DOD.�
�I�ll put you right through, general.�
�Thorn.�
�Director? Fitz Scott. I�ve got a team.�
�Thank you General. That was fast. How soon can we get them?�
�Well, let me rephrase that. I have a list of names that we can pull together. It�ll take the better part of the day to get them all in place. And, well, how fast they can come together and work as a team, that�s just anybody�s guess. A military team takes time to gel, Director. They need to work together to become a unit.�
�I understand, General. We don�t have too much time for that. They leave in two days for this mission.�
�You know what you�re asking?� Scott replied. �You�re asking for a failed mission. And I�m guessing a mission in a foreign country, and I think I know which one.� The bitterness in his voice was beginning to show. You don�t send untrained teams into the field on a whim.
�I know the risks, General. I�ve commanded teams in the field. I�ve had them go bad. I still have nights that those failures rob me of sleep.�
�Then you understand.�
�I do. I�ve sent men to die, and I�ve almost died myself. I don�t want to do that again. These people have to be the best, General. They have to be able to think on their feet, and pull a trigger.� The conversation went quiet for a few seconds before the director asked the last question. �How soon can you get them here?�
�Noon tomorrow.�
�Thanks General. I�ll be in touch.�
Alaska
�I have to go where?� Captain Will Jenner just stood before General Foxx with his mouth nearly hanging open.
�You are being ordered to Washington,� Foxx replied. �I think it has something to do with your work here. I just got the orders a few minutes ago.�
�Why me?�
�This came down from General Fitzroy Scott of DOD. I�m not his favorite person, so this is about you, or something you bring to the table.�
�For what?�
�I have no idea Captain,� Foxx answered. �But you leave within the hour. There�s an F-16 fueling now. You�re to be on it.�
�A Falcon? I�m riding down in a Falcon?�
�Actually, you�ll be the pilot. How rusty are your skills?�
�I�ll be honest, sir. It�s been a while.�
�That�s why you�re driving. It�s a two-seater, so you�ll have a rider.� Foxx turned and looked at the map taped together. �Any new insights on this?�
�Nothing sir. I think I�ve gone as far as I can go with the intel we can get up here.�
�I appreciate the effort you put into this. I hope what we passed on made a difference.�
�General, I appreciate being brought on board for this. I just wish I could have done more.�
�Captain, I think I just had a hare-brained idea.�
�I think it had merit, General. No one else thought to look into things like this.�
�Well, no one we know of anyway,� Foxx replied. The general extended his hand. �Captain, if there�s anything I can do for you, you just let me know. Now get going.�
Captain Jenner met his commander�s hand, then snapped off a smart salute. He took a final look at the map that had been hodge-podged together, his duty station for the past week. He turned, his mind immediately focusing on his next task; an F-16 Fighting Falcon. He slipped his left hand into his trouser pocket to keep it from shaking.
San Diego Naval Station
�Commander Lewis reporting as ordered, ma�am. � Lt. Commander Jennifer Lewis pulled up a smart salute before sitting down across the desk from her commanding officer. �What gives? I�m not in trouble again. I�ve been a good girl.�
�This month, Commander.�
�What�s this about, Admiral?�
�I have rush orders for you. You are to report to Washington for special assignment.�
�As in the state of?�
�DC.�
�Any idea what this is about?�
�None.� Rear Admiral Danielle Howard tossed the papers on her desk. �The Navy doesn�t tell me everything, Commander. Sometimes I just pass along the paperwork.�
�How much time do I have?�
�None. You leave in two hours.�
�Two hours? I won�t have time to pack.�
�Then don�t. Grab a bag of necessities. I�ve put a call into my counterpart at Edwards. You�ll hop a Hornet up to Edwards where an F-15 is taking you directly there.�
�Why don�t I just ride a Hornet all the way?�
�With the Vinson deployed, I can�t spare the fighter. You�ll have to ride with the Air Force.� Admiral Howard leaned back as she assessed her commander. �Jen, this has the feel of something big. I don�t know why, it just feels that way.� She straightened and locked her fingers as she put her forearms on the desk. �You have top-notch credentials, Commander, but you�ve always fallen short of your ability. You need to nail this one, and I mean nail it hard.�
�No matter what it is?�
�No matter what. Shove off, Commander.�
�Yes ma�am.� Jennifer Lewis saluted crisply, turned in order and was out the door. �What the hell am I going to do in Washington?�

The Falcon slipped in below the KC-135, the boom steady as it hung in the rushing winds. Captain Will Jenner swallowed hard. He hadn�t done this in a very long time. He gripped the stick tightly with his right hand, and wrapped his left around the thrust control as much out of nervousness as it was to keep it from shaking. The voice in his headset helped to steady his nerves.
�That�s it. Just keep �er steady Captain. You�re doing great. Just a little closer.�
�Why am I doing this? Why aren�t you piloting this thing?�
�Those are my orders, Captain. You are to fly, and we�re too far away from DC to make it without refueling.�
�Even with the extra tanks?�
�Even with tanks.� The voice in his helmet went quiet for a second. �You know that.� Silence filled the cockpit again. �Almost there Captain.�
This is the part Jenner hated the most. Some fighters slipped up behind the fuel cone and pushed their nozzle in. They controlled it all. Falcons were different. The boom operator controlled the hookup because it was behind the cockpit and out of sight. Jenner watched as the winged boom eased over his cockpit. Five seconds later he heard the clunk of metal on metal and his panel told him the connection was made.
His flight screens took their agonizing time registering the added fuel. In-flight refueling was a dangerous but required procedure. Every pilot was rattled in his first attempt, and although he had done this many times, this felt like his first. The rush of fuel at last stopped and the boom disengaged. Jenner dropped a few feet before backing away. He looked up as the boom retracted into the massive plane, the Stratotanker�s shape silhouetted against bright sky. He breathed a sigh of relief as he flexed his hand, his palm now wet.
�Nicely done, Captain. How long has it been?�
�Two years. Two, long, damn, years.�
DAY TEN
The White House
�Just go in there and sit down, Lieutenant.�
�Yes ma�am.�
�You�re a tall one, Lieutenant. Just how big are you?�
�I�m six-foot seven, ma�am.�
The assistant nodded and motioned him into the room. Kyle Anthony smiled as she winked at him and turned away. He was used to it. His freakish height often drew stares in the army. He stood out in a crowd, literally head and shoulders above everyone in the room, no matter what room he was in. The joke was they would send him over the hill first so he could see what was going on.
�I�m in the White House. The freakin� White House�, he thought to himself. �What the hell am I doing here?� he said aloud.
�You�re to be part of a very special mission, Lieutenant.�
Kyle spun at the unexpected voice behind him. He stood tall, coming to attention though not offering a salute.
�Lieutenant Kyle Anthony reporting sir.�
�At ease, Lieutenant.� Martin Powell waved toward the settee. �Sit, Lieutenant. Sit.�
�Yes sir.� Lieutenant Anthony tucked his hat firmly beneath his arm and seated himself. He ran his hand over the fabric. It was as plush as anything he had ever felt.
�Lieutenant, do you know who I am?�
�I think so sir.�
�Good, then you know, or I hope you know, I�m not a bull-shitter.�
�I wouldn�t think so, Mr. Powell.� Kyle laid his cap on his lap and folded his hands. �Sir, what�s going on?�
Martin began to pace, rubbing his temples as he walked. He made his way over to the window and looked out across the lawn. The white blanket still held the city tightly within its grasp. The president�s chief of staff turned, placing his hands behind his back.
�Lieutenant, I ask that you make yourself comfortable for an hour or so. I can get you something from the kitchen if you like.�
�No thank you, sir. I ate just before my drive up here.�
�You�re the one from Bragg?�
�Yes sir. I just arrived in the city.� The one from Bragg. �That meant there were going to be others,� he thought
�Son, I won�t say anything for now. I�ll need to wait. There are others who will be here.�
�When will they be arriving?� Kyle Anthony stood immediately and snapped off the perfect salute. �At ease, Lieutenant.�
�Yes sir.�
�General, I�m not sure exactly, but I know it will be soon. One is coming from Alaska and��
�I know,� Scott replied. �From San Diego.� He motioned to the lieutenant to take his seat again. �They are both inside the beltway. They should be arriving within the hour.�
�And the other two?�
�Already here. I�m having them shuttled over from the Pentagon.
Lt. Anthony fidgeted for the next hour. He wasn�t used to being in such company. He suffered through other officers, but being forced to sit around a Lt. General, not to mention the president�s chief of staff, was more than a little uncomfortable. He took a huge breath and sighed as two other officers, both army, walked in. He was relieved.
�Major Francis Brown.� The major stepped forward and saluted General Scott. Kyle stood in front of the couch behind the general, ramrod straight, saluting the major when he turned.
�Captain Ruth Garrison.�
�Before we get down to business,� Martin began, �could ya�ll military types do me a favor and forget all the salutin�? It gives me a headache.�
�Consider it done,� Scott replied. �It�s the order of the day.�
Just as they sat down, the final two members of the team were escorted into the room where the round of salutes and introductions began again. It was all Martin could do, not to roll his eyes. He wasn�t a military man. Far from it. It was as foreign to him as was grits to a Yankee. He just didn�t get it. It wasn�t his world. But he understood the loyalty; he understood the command. Just as they again readied to sit, they rose in unison as President Edwin Kiger walked into the room. The junior officers were nearly in shock.
�Please forgo all the formalities, gentlemen. Sorry. Ladies as well.�
A chorus of �yes Mr. President� followed. POTUS waved them all down into their seats. It was a casual affair as the furniture felt like they were sitting in someone�s family room, albeit a luxurious family room. The six officers were grouped three to a couch directly across from each other. Martin sat in an over-stuffed arm chair at the end between them. POTUS walked to the wall and pulled a white, shaker chair to the end opposite Martin. He leaned forward resting his elbows on his knees. They now formed a rough circle and all eyes were on their Commander-In-Chief.
�I know this is a little strange,� POTUS began, �but I wanted to do this myself.� POTUS looked up and measured their initial reactions. There were none forthcoming. �You five have a certain skill-set that lends you to a specific task. Although what you are about to hear is important, I want you all to know, this is a voluntary mission.� POTUS straightened, sitting up and resting his hands on his knees. He paused before continuing. �However, if any of you feel you can not in good conscience operate within the parameters of the mission framework, I will be forced to scrub this mission. You five are all we have. There are no other personnel available in the time frame we have to accomplish this mission.� POTUS extended his hand toward his chief of staff. �Martin.�
For the next forty-five minutes, Martin Powell laid out the circumstances and the mission parameters. His audience sat in near-stunned silence. When he was finished, he returned to his seat, sat down and folded his arms across his chest. President Kiger took the floor for the final time.
�That�s it. Because of the short time frame, some of the details will need to work themselves out as you go. We�ll have to hope in timing and a little bit of luck.� POTUS paused, letting his words sink in. �Anyone who feels they can�t fulfill the duties of this mission needs to speak up now. Your military records will show nothing of this mission should you succeed or not.�
�We�re in, sir.�
�You can�t speak for everyone, Major,� General Scott said.
�He speaks for me,� Commander Lewis replied.
�And me.�
�And me.�
Lieutenant Anthony was the last to speak, partly in fact that he was the most junior officer of the bunch. He sank back, into the soft couch, his eyes downcast.
�Sir, I don�t have the experience of these officers,� he said as he raised his head, �but I will not be the weak link in this chain. I�m in.�
President Kiger sighed with a half-smile. He knew he had just committed to something from which he could not turn away. Come hell or high water, the die was cast.
Washington-Dulles International Airport
The Sukhoi SuperJet-100 sat quietly on the tarmac awaiting its passengers. The first of a new generation of Russian built passenger airliners had only been in service for a couple years and almost none had ever visited the United States. They had been used primarily in Europe and the Far East. It was all they needed to hear to put the plan into effect. The CIA officer posing as an FAA official addressed the pilot, who was not taking the news well.
�We have been ordered to have a complete inspection of this aircraft, Captain.�
�But it is a good plane. Nothing is wrong with it!� The pilot was furious, but he knew the Americans would make him wait longer if he continued to protest.
�I understand, but this is not my decision,� he answered with a slight smile. He tossed his hands up in the air for effect. �I�m sorry Captain. It shouldn�t take very long, just an hour or two.�
The pilot huffed but knew he could do nothing about it. It was politics and he was sure the Americans were interfering just because they were Russian. It probably had something to do with the accident over Alaska. He turned and stomped his way back down the gangway and into the cabin where he delivered the news to the passengers, a ballet troupe that had been performing in the states. They would be forced to disembark, and wait. The news was greeted with a collective groan. The troupe was off and lounging around the terminal within ten minutes. The pilot was the last to walk back down the ramp where he was again, promptly greeted by another official.
�Captain? I�m agent Holmes from Homeland Security.�
�What do you want now? I have done nothing.�
�Sir, this isn�t about you.� The agent removed a slip of paper from the breast pocket of his suit and handed it to the captain.
�What is this?�
�Sir, I need to have these people questioned by my department. Can you provide them to us?�
�These are Russian citizens.� His voice peaked, drawing the attention of his passengers. �I will not hand over anyone to you.�
�Then we�ll have to take them, Captain. I know you don�t want it to get ugly.� Four other agents flanked out, cutting off the exit to the rest of the terminal. �I just need them for questioning.�
The captain�s face turned beet-red, the color more noticeable due to his thick, white hair. But he knew he could do nothing. He had little experience with international customs other than baggage claims, and he had no contact information for the Russian embassy. They would be the only ones who could stop this madness. He�d been in the United States several time before and never needed it. He thrust the paper back toward agent Holmes and turned to his co-pilot.
�Drako,� he said in Russian, �show these, gentlemen,� he said with disgust, �who they wish to speak to.� A nod was his only reply. �I assure you Agent Holmes, we will make the strongest protest to our embassy.�
�That is your right, Captain. I�m only the messenger. I�m just doing my job.�
Five members of the troupe were escorted from the terminal, two women and three men, and the others could only watch hoping no one would come back for them. The last of the inspectors disembarked within the hour.
�Captain, she�s all yours,� he said. �I apologize for the delay.�
�Where are my passengers?� he yelled.
�Sir, I only inspect aircraft,� he replied as he began his walk down the long row of windows. �Someone will be back to speak to you.�
The Russian captain was furious, and his passengers were scared. He began pacing. All he could do was wait for whomever was to contact him next, another imbecile, he was sure.
�Captain?� Agent Holmes announced as he walked into the terminal. �Good news,� he smiled. �You�re cleared to take off.�
�What about my other passengers?�
�Unfortunately, they will have to remain with us,� Holmes replied as he closed the distance. �But everyone else is free to go.� Holmes extended his hand, but the Russian let it hang in the air. �I�m sure it�s nothing, Captain. I�m sure it�s nothing.�
The captain turned abruptly and waved his passengers toward the plane. They flooded toward the gangway, filling the opening with bodies. Agent Holmes could understand nothing as the captain shouted instructions in Russian. The terminal was cleared within minutes as Holmes grinned, pulling his phone from his pocket as he turned.
�Director Thorn? They have re-boarded. Everything went as you hoped.� He slid his finger across the screen, ending the call. Now it was back to the agency to debrief. He heard the engines cycle up as the Sukhoi SuperJet was pushed away from its berth.
Russian Embassy�� Washington
�Yes. And tomorrow morning we leave for home.� Andrey Volkov fidgeted in his seat. He hadn�t expected this call. He was hoping this trip to America would give him a respite. �I can do nothing from here. My contacts must be approached in the proper manner.� He dipped his head and rubbed his forehead. �I understand. But you must know it is difficult to do this half a world away.� Andrey gripped the arm of the chair to steady himself. He was slowly losing control, and it infuriated him. All his training, all his experience was slipping away, and he could do nothing to stop it. �Da. Do svidaniya.�
The former Russian general let his phone slip from his hand and hit the carpet. He looked ahead, his gaze a blank, empty stare, the room around him nothing more than a desert. His life, a glorious accomplishment had dissolved into an old man trying to hold onto the past, trying to protect the only thing he had left, his family. Andrey took a deep breath and let it out slowly. He straightened and put his hands on his knees. He could feel them shaking. He closed his eyes as a single tear rolled down his cheek. He was at the bottom. There was nothing left. There was only one way to protect his family, his daughter, his granddaughter.
The Russian chief of staff eased himself off the chair and reached down, pressing his palms against the creases of his pants. He could not have his trousers wrinkled. He had standards. He passed through the door into his bedroom, making his way to the small closet. and had his suitcase open on the bed a minute later. He reached in, his hand finding the familiar handle. He slid it out, feeling its heft. It was a friend, perhaps the only true friend he ever had in this world. He studied the shape of the handle and the line of the barrel. He had always liked the Makarov. It just seemed to fit his hand. He�d carried it since the day he received his first commission. He slid his finger onto the trigger, knowing the next few seconds would end his agony, and his family would be safe. He sat down on the edge of the bed, the white blanket smooth across the queen-sized mattress. He struggled to take in another breath as his hand began to shake. The barrel lay against his chin as the tears began to fall. He could feel the tempo of his heartbeat. He could feel it in his temples. His chest was ready to explode.
�General?�
As he heard the knock on the outer door to his room, he slipped the pistol into the open suitcase and closed the lid. He took single deep breath to steady himself, and he was at the door seconds later.
�Just a moment,� he said as he choked back his tears. He slipped the lock on the door and let it open under its own weight as he stepped back. �Yes?�
�Dinner is being served. Would you care to join us?�
�No, thank you, Pavel. I have some work that still needs attention.� He nodded and took a step back toward the door. �Have a car brought around.�
His aide nodded, reached down and closed the door from the outside. Andrey could hear his footsteps as they retreated down the hall. He made his way back to the bedroom, closed his suitcase and placed it back where is belonged. A wipe of his face and a pull on his jacket made it feel like everything was back in place. But it wasn�t a good place to be. As he turned, he felt the vibration of his phone in his breast pocket. He pulled it out to see an unfamiliar number with a text: �meet at Freer Gallery, one hour.� It could be one of two scenarios, and only one of them was good. At least he had a real destination for his driver to go now. His car pulled away ten minutes later, the headlights plunging into the dark Washington night.

He wrapped his wool coat tightly around himself. Still, he could feel the cold metal of the park bench pressing against his legs. His driver protested at being ordered to stay behind, but he could do nothing about it. Retired General Andrey Volkov disappeared into the night as he walked away from the headlights of his town car. Now he sat, and waited. The flurries swirled as a light breeze blew down the mall. He flipped his collar up to keep it off his neck. And waited.
�General?�
�Yes?�
�We are in a hurry.� Andrey turned toward the voice as the man sat down beside him. �General, we�ve come up with a way to help you out of this predicament.�
�How did you get my phone number?�
�You used your phone inside the White House. It wasn�t really that difficult.� The Director leaned forward resting his elbows on his knees and locking his gloved hands together.
�What do you propose, Mr. Thorn?�
�There is a ballet troupe that has been touring here for a month. They were to return to your country this morning, but five members, how shall we say, missed the flight.�
�And you want me to do what?�
�Give them a ride back to Russia. That is all.� Thorn leaned back against the back of the bench and rested his hands on his lap. The light breeze had ceased and their breath hung in the air like the mists above a waterfall.
�And what will these �ballet dancers� do when they get back home?� Andrey asked.
�If you can get them on your plane leaving tomorrow morning, they will take care of your problem, General.�
�So, five American soldiers are just going to board my plane with me? No questions asked?�
�I hope you give us a little more credit than that, General.� Thorn hesitated before continuing. �Sir, we have a vested interest in your situation. It�s been a long time since serious tensions between our two countries boiled over into the world at large. I�d like to keep it that way.�
�Is it not uncommon for the director to personally get involved in such a situation?�
�To be honest, this is not a normal situation, and you are not just an ordinary dignitary.�
�And if this was Venezuela?�
�As I said, General. You are not an ordinary dignitary. It things go awry, the buck stops here.�
�And not above you?�
�I don�t know what you�re talking about, sir,� Thorn replied.
The White House
�You want me to what?� The President of the United States abruptly stood from behind his desk in his secondary office. Not all meetings were held in the famous Oval Office. In fact, few actually were. �I can�t sanction kidnapping on top of whatever else you�re planning. This is getting out of hand.�
�Mr. President, we aren�t going to kidnap anyone, but I can tell you, this isn�t going to be easy.� Martin looked over to Stephen Thorn before looking back. �We�re just going to briefly detain a few people.�
�I understand that, Martin. But sneaking a hit team into Russia is, well hell, I don�t know what the hell that is. How are you planning to do that anyway?�
�Sir, I think those details are just more than you really want to know.�
�So you want me to just approve the operation without actually knowing what�s going on?�
�Something like that, sir.�
�That�s a hard pill for me to swallow, Stephen.� POTUS sat back down into his chair and bowed his head. The room was silent for a few moments before he looked up. �We�re trying to prevent a war here. There is nothing I want less than an armed confrontation with the Russians. And that�s what we�re potentially setting ourselves up for.�
�If this succeeds sir,� Martin replied, �we�ll be avoiding a larger conflict, one that could involve not only us but NATO as well.�
�NATO?�
�Yes, Mr. President. If Russia begins to arm, that stirs the pot. Then, so does NATO.�
�And the cycle of East versus West begins again,� POTUS sighed.
�But there are new pieces in play. This isn�t the 1970�s any longer. There are new insurgents on the RISK board.�
�The Chinese?�
�I think he�s referring to the Middle East, Martin,� POTUS said. �That could give any terrorist group or their parent states unfettered opportunities to take liberties against us or our allies.�
�And not Russia?�
�Possibly. But there has been little interest in insurgency in that part of the globe for many years,� Stephen answered. �Not since we had an agent deep inside the Soviet Union.�
�Deep?� POTUS asked. �How deep?�
�About as deep as can be, Mr. President.�
�Chief of staff deep?�
�Uh, something like that, sir.�
�It would be nice to have that again, wouldn�t it?�
�Sir?�
�Stephen, just how sure are we of this story we�ve been fed? I mean, what is the risk if this is all just a big hoax? What happens if this is just a whopping, monster of a lie?�
The Director laid his arms across his chest and dipped his head. It was something he had not considered. Things were happening so fast. Too fast. Even in the intelligence game, things needed to be verified. Nothing went unchecked. Nothing. The intelligence services could not afford to cowboy their way through missions. That was television. That happened in the movies. Not in real life. He lifted his head as POTUS�s voice caught his ear.
�How do we verify this?�
�I don�t know that we can, sir.�
�It�s a hell of a pickle we�re about to put ourselves in.�
�About?� POTUS looked to his chief of staff. �Martin, this isn�t your decision.�
�I believe him sir.�
�Is that enough? Do we gamble war on the solitary word of our one-time opponent?�
�There is no rationale otherwise. If this were truly a movement by the Russian government, he would be standing behind it. He would be flying the colors in support. It is protection of sovereignty, the rise of nationalism throughout his country. Even President Novichkov would be pumping his chest over Russia flexing its muscles in the world again. None of that is happening.�
�That�s a thin line to go on, Martin.�
�Yes sir.�
President Kiger leaned back and stared at his subordinates. These were two of the most powerful men in the world and they worked for him. They were learned, not only from years of study, but from life. Life in the real world where events cast massive shadows over everything they touched. These were the men who worked through them, and worked through them with integrity. He needed to trust them when he didn�t have all the facts himself. It�s what presidents did since the beginning of the republic. The president�s chief of staff and the Director of the CIA were out the door seconds later.
Russian Embassy�� Washington
�It is a highly unusual request, Andrey.�
�I understand, Mr. President, but they are in need of our help. They do not wish to stay in America.�
�Are there no other arrangements they can make?�
�They were delayed and could not make their flight. Their company does not have the money to pay for their return.�
President Novichkov remained seated in a large armchair before a roaring fire. He had begun to realize that cold was cold, no matter if it was in Russia, or elsewhere. Washington DC was as cold as anywhere. The warmth of the fire felt good against his bones. He waved his chief of staff down into the leather chair beside him.
�There are only five of them. We can make sure they stay toward the back of the cabin.�
�How did they come to ask this of you? It is quite the request.�
�They contacted the consulate and the request was passed on to me.� Andrey crossed his legs as he stared into the fire. �Who knows how long they would have to wait otherwise?�
�Very well. Tell them they may join us.� President Novichkov rose, sliding his hands into his pockets. �You are getting soft in your old age, Andrey,� he smiled. �I wouldn�t have thought it of you.�
�Even an old general must at some point, face the orders of father time. Thank you, I shall pass along the approval.� Andrey stood, facing the fire. He let the warmth penetrate to his bones. �It will be good for some votes when the next election comes up.�
DAY ELEVEN
Washington-Dulles International Airport
The sendoff to the Russian delegation was low-key. The tension was still palpable with the incident in the upper half of the world. As they stood in the shadow of the presidential Ilyushin II-96, the American Secretary of State was the senior delegate to see them off in the secluded area of Dulles International Airport. The American chief of staff stood beside his counterpart as the elected officials said their official goodbyes. President Novichkov was cool to the sendoff. He felt slighted, but he understood the underlying meaning.
�I wish you well, Andrey.�
�Thank you Martin. I hope things work out for the best.�
�I hear you have a few extra passengers. Are they safely on board?�
�Da.� Andrey shook his head slightly. �Yes, I mean. It is a hard habit to break. Sometimes my native tongue sounds too informal.� He looked to the back of the plane and gestured. �They boarded before the official party. This is a large plane, and they will be no problem.�
�It is a long flight. I wish you well.� Martin extended his hand and Andrey nodded as he accepted the note passed to him. He withdrew his hand and slipped it into his wool overcoat.
�It is colder here than I thought.� Andrey looked to the darkening sky as flurries swirled overhead. �I have traveled many places in the world, but I always thought Moscow was the coldest place I ever spent a winter.�
President Novichkov was the first to ascend the stairs, his chief of staff the last. The general took a last look around before ducking inside. The last person seen was the steward who closed the door, making the seal tight. The American delegation scattered quickly as the Il-96 ramped up her engines and was rolling down the runway minutes later, and was joined by two F-16C escorts out of Andrews who would be with them until they cleared American airspace.
After their plane arrived at altitude, Andrey slipped off his coat, giving it to the steward and took his place across from the president�s desk. His time in the Air Force seemed so long ago. Though a pilot through much of his service, he didn�t seem to have the legs for it any longer. He slipped into the white leather chair, wrapping his thick hands over the arm�s stitching.
�It will be good to get home,� Yuri sighed. �We�ve been away too long. I don�t like travel much at my age.�
�I would agree. I long for the comfort of home, and my own bed.�
�At least you have someone to share it with, my friend.�
�You are not so much of a lone wolf as you would have some of us believe,� Andrey smiled.
�Me?� Yuri raised his eyebrows and playfully gasped. �But I am just an old fool.�
�Da,� Andrey replied. �A very important, and a very rich old fool.�
�What did you think of the Americans?�
�Their chief of staff was nothing more than a lackey for his president. All he could speak of was Russian military involvement around the globe. It was very tiring. I reminded him that we have just as much right to extend our reach as any other country, including them.�
�Perhaps it is time we do a little more extending.� The president leaned back in his chair, resting his hands on his stomach. �I shall give it some thought. Perhaps our commanders might have some insight. We will see. Thank you Andrey. Go get some sleep. We�ve a long flight ahead of us.�
Andrey nodded before taking his leave. He made his way down the side of the aircraft to a small lounging area. It was the perfect on-board getaway, one cabin in front of his new guests. He slid into a reclining seat and pulled the slip of paper from his pocket. It contained a phone number and the words, four days; nothing else. He put the paper back into his pocket and pulled down the shade. Sleep was the only savior of international flight, unfortunately, he was wide awake. He heard the muffled voices of the ballet troupe waft up the last corridor. How deep had he gotten himself? Surely he could not turn back. He risked his own life and the lives of his family if the situation did not change. And a world in conflict.
He fought the urge to go back and see the Americans. He was curious. Who were these brave men that would go on such a mission? They didn�t do it for him. They didn�t know him. Were they patriots? Surely they were as dedicated as any Russian soldier. His military side needed to see his soldiers, needed to pass his own judgment on them. His practical side just wanted to thank them for, for saving his family. He could fight the urge no longer. Andrey pushed himself off his seat and turned, facing the passage to the rear cabin. In his best military fashion, he adjusted his suit coat, a sharp snap from the bottom, and strode ahead. As he entered the cabin, the conversation came to a halt.
�Good afternoon.� Andrey was puzzled when they just looked at him in silence.
�Hallo,� came a hesitant reply from the closest woman.
Andrey�s eyes went wide. He had spoken in English and they pretended not to fully understand. He surveyed the group quickly; two women and three men. He reverted to his native language.
�I�m sorry. I have been in America too long,� he smiled. The group smiled back and the conversation exploded.
�Good afternoon,� said the woman he first addressed. She rose and extended her hand. �My name is Polina.�
�It is my pleasure,� Andrey replied. He was stunned. Her Russian was nearly flawless. �And you?� He extended his hand to the man seated behind her.
�My name is Ivan.� Lt. Anthony rose and extended his arm. His imposing form loomed above Polina. �It is a pleasure to meet you sir.�
�My my. Are you a basketball player?� Andrey shook his hand. It was enormous. He�d never had someone engulf is entire hand before.
�No sir. I do some of the technical work for the troupe,� he answered with a smile. �I am far too clumsy to dance on my toes.�
�Are any of you dancers? You, young lady?�
�I am, of sort,� Captain Ruth Garrison answered. �I am more of an understudy.� She rose and greeted him with a smile. �My name is Anya.�
They chatted for several minutes before Andrey excused himself, leaving his guests alone for the long flight �home�. He returned to his seat, breathing a sigh of relief. They were good, these Americans. The women surprised him at first, but their cover as a ballet troupe made perfect sense. The ballet was deeply rooted in Russian heritage. It would be difficult for anyone to refuse them.
Their use of the Russian language was almost perfect for daily use. He knew those who studied foreign languages learned the proper uses, the proper grammar and diction. But each one of these could walk the streets of a large Russian city and blend in seamlessly. Each had a slightly different accent, but one that could be accounted for. He still had his ear. Throughout his career he played a game with himself; try to determine from where in Russia his subordinate officers came from. Before he was a senior officer, he played the same game with his commanding officers. It never led to anything, but it was a fun study.
Andrey leaned back, extending the seat as far as it would go. He reached up and pulled the shade, letting himself slip into darkness. He was asleep within minutes.
Moscow
The Ilyushin Il-96 touched down half a world away with darkness long since taking hold of Moscow�s winter night. The lights of the dark cabins were brought up slowly as they neared, the plane fully lit as the final approach commenced. The troupe slid up the shades, taking in the lights of the capitol. As with all the others, they had tried to sleep most of the way, but with their situation, sleep was difficult at best. As they rolled along the tarmac, the president�s chief of staff made his way down the final corridor to the last cabin, stopping at the opening.
�I am glad you made it back home. I hope everyone had a restful trip.� He felt the need to at least say goodbye. It was a nagging curiosity that pulled him to them. They were soldiers, much like he had been many years before. Whether from another country or not, they shared a bond of sorts, and these five�
�We are glad to finally be back on the ground,� Anya replied. �A bit hungry, but nothing more.�
�Hungry?� Andrey looked puzzled.
�Yes sir,� Danil replied.
�Did not the steward check on you?�
�We have not seen anyone since you left the cabin,� Ivan answered.
�I am very sorry for that. We do not often have guests this far back in the plane. I�m sure it was an oversight.� Andrey crossed his arms and lowered his head. �I will see each of you are properly fed.� Andrey held up his hands as they began to protest, but he would have none of it. He would at least send them off to their duty with a full belly.
DAY TWELVE
USS Columbus SSN 762
�Sir, flash message on ELF.�
�Bring her up to surface depth. Let�s get the full story.�
�Con, come to periscope depth.�
�Periscope depth. Con aye.�
The USS Columbus took the next five minutes to come to communications depth. A Los Angeles class 688 boat, the Columbus was one of the newer of the old girls. Try as they might, there still wasn�t a better attack boat in the world. It had depth and range and an array of weapons nearly unmatched in the silent world of darkness. She was an updated 688 with vertical launch tubes, making her capable of firing Tomahawk cruise missiles. But even with those, these boats were showing their age. Many had been retired with an eye on the new Virginia class boats in production. But they were still the workhorse of the fleet.
Sliding down the narrow corridor, the seaman knocked gently on the captain�s door.
�Come.�
�Sir, heading to the surface to receive a message.�
�Very well. Have Commander Tull brief me when done.�
�Aye sir.� Seaman first class Nathan Ricks closed the door quietly and slipped back to his station in the control room as the Columbus reached its depth.
�Con makes periscope depth, sir.�
�Raise the mast.�
The hum of the motor throughout the control room lasted just seconds as the UHF antenna pushed its way through the ocean�s surface from the sail. The array of communications gear on the boat was staggering. They could communicate from anywhere around the world, including beneath the arctic world encased in ice. The UHF antenna was the best method to quickly receive both voice and data messages. The encrypted file was received within seconds and the mast immediately dropped.
�Let me know when you have it decoded, Flip.�
�Aye sir.�
Ensign Philip �Flip� Morse took the message and keyed it into his cypher controls. Everything was electronic. He�d read about the old days when communications officers used code books to decipher messages. It took several minutes or longer to break down each one. Now, he had it in seconds. He made a note in the margin and turned to hand it off but the XO was already gone. He was quickly out of his seat and down the corridor to the captain�s cabin. He�d be there.

Lt. Commander Hector Tull stood across from his captain who was seated on his bunk. He scanned the decoded message before looking up.
�Well? Do we go home or what?�
�It�s an �or what� sir,� he said with a grin. �We�ve been ordered to disengage from the training exercise.�
�And do what?� Captain Cleve Dawson leaned back, unhappy at the news.
�We�ve been ordered to precede to coordinates 57 North, 8 East.�
�Where the hell is that?�
�It�s the North Sea, sir.�
�Where?�
�Denmark.�
�Go on,� Captain Dawson replied.
�You are hereby ordered to coordinates Fifty Seven Zero Zero North Lattitude by Zero Eight Zero Zero East Longitude. Await further orders. CINCUSATLFLT�
�From the big boss himself.� Dawson�s eyes widened. �I wonder why us? We don�t even belong to this group.� Dawson raised himself from his bunk and stepped to the dresser. He looked in the tiny mirror and ran his hands over his face. He was tired, but more so, he was sick. The flu-like bug he had picked up was beginning to get to him. He�d tried to keep himself away from most of the men, but that was a difficult task on board a submarine.
�We are the northern-most boat in this exercise. Perhaps it�s the luck of the draw.�
�But we�re a Pacific Fleet boat. If is wasn�t for this joint exercise, we�d be sitting pretty in Pearl right about now.� Dawson ran his fingers through his dark hair and spun, resting his elbows on the dresser. �Besides, if the shoe was on the other foot, wouldn�t CINCPAC want to give the credit to their own boat?�
�It must be pretty important if they�re giving this to us.�
�Well, maybe it�s just common sense.�
�Sir?�
�We�re still the best boat in this exercise, Commander. There�s a reason they brought us all the way over here from the warm Pacific. Gotta help these poor Atlantic bastards out.� Captain Dawson reached out and took the paper from his exec�s hands and briefly scanned the order. �Let�s get underway, Commander.�
�Aye sir.�
The White House
Martin Powell walked across the carpet of the Oval Office and dropped a paper on the president�s desk. His face was covered with a deep scowl.
�Sir? Satellites report a large movement along the Ukraine border.�
�The Russians, or the Ukrainians?�
�The Russians, sir.�
�What the hell are they doing now?� President Kiger leaned back and sighed. He could almost feel winter�s chill through the windows, the snow still blanketing the White House lawn. �Tanks?�
�It appears so.�
�How long has it been since our group landed back in Russia?�
�Only a few hours. They would have landed about 2 a.m. our time.�
�Well, that didn�t take long.�
�This may not have anything to do with the current op. It could be something that was already planned.� Martin slipped into a chair in front of the historic desk. His gaze fell to the polished woodgrain. �How many world-changing events had come from behind this desk?� he wondered. �There aren�t any movements reported involving their Air Force.�
�Preplanned?�
�Perhaps,� Martin answered. �Field commanders may have a slight bit of autonomy in the matter.�
�That would be very un-Soviet of them.�
�As you are often to remind me, this isn�t the old days, Mr. President. But I�m sure the hold over the military isn�t much different than it used to be. President Novichkov needs to have a firm hand. He�s not as adept in foreign policy as his predecessor. And with the state of their economy, things could get dicey.�
�Dicey or not, there is no threat of a military coupe. Their forces are too vast, too spread out for anything like that.�
�It happened before, sir. Yeltsin.�
�The circumstances were much different then, Martin. You know that.� POTUS stood and walked around the desk, his hands resting in his pants pockets. �The Soviet system had collapsed. There was nothing left. Yeltsin stepped into a vacuum. The military was all that they had, the only structure anyone could remotely count on. They could do nothing else.�
�So what do we do? You know DOD is going to have their input into this.�
The door to the Oval Office opened, the guard closing it behind Martin�s assistant. POTUS stopped and smiled in her direction.
�So, to what do we owe the pleasure of this visit, Mary?�
�Mr. President,� she said as she smiled. �General Scott is on the line for you,� she said as she looked at Martin. �He says it�s important.�
�Go ahead and see what he has to say, Martin.�
�Yes sir.� The chief of staff was out the door seconds later.
Moscow
It was as cold as any of them had ever been. The winds whipped through the streets of Moscow with ferocity, flurries carried on the winds like darts. The five pulled their parkas around them tightly and began their journey in an unfamiliar homeland.
�It would have been nice if they�d have offered us a ride from the airport.�
�In Russian,� Captain Jenner replied. �From here on out, only Russian. We can�t afford anyone to think we�re not who we say we are. Otherwise, this mission is over.�
�Yes sir,� Lt. Anthony replied.
�And no mention of rank, of any sort,� Major Francis Brown answered in his best street Russian. �As commander of this group, we have to act like we have no formal hierarchy. We can�t stick out. We can�t act military, anywhere.�
�Besides, that cab ride was good enough.�
�I almost tossed my cookies in there,� Commander Jen Lewis replied. �Did you smell that thing? A girl can�t function like that.�
�How far are we away from our destination?�
�Not too much farther,� Brown replied. �Just keep your eyes focused. We need to make sure no one knows anything.�
They wound their way through the next four streets, at last turning into the back alley behind an old theater. A fitting place for a ballet troupe, most thought. Francis Brown pulled on the wooden door. Stuck. He tugged again. Nothing. Then he heard a clunk on the other side, a latch falling away.
�Who�s there?�
�Sasha, from the ballet troupe.� He looked behind him at the others shivering in the cold. Another clunk from behind the door echoed before it creaked open.
�In, in. Hurry,� the raspy voice said.
They scurried in as quickly as they could, like rats escaping a flooding ship. The winds whipped snowflakes into the cool room, fading away as did the troupe from the night, no longer available to prying eyes. They entered a small room, walled with concrete and a single opening. The door closed behind them, the locks turning shut again.
�You are?�
�As I said, I am Sasha. We were left behind by the troupe.� He removed his hood as the remaining flakes began turning to water.
�Major Brown,� he replied as he extended his hand, �I�m Donald Freeze. Welcome.�
�Thank you. Not very secluded for a safe house.�
�You watch too many movies,� he chuckled. �This is not really a safe house, but where better to meet members of a ballet company than in a theater?�
�I see your point.� He turned, presenting the others. �Captain Jenner, Lt. Commander Lewis, Lt. Anthony and Captain Garrison.� He turned back to Donald with his next question. �Now what?�
�Now, we get you ready.�
�How much time do we have?�
�That�s a good question, Major. I wish I had an answer.� Donald extended his arm, directing them out of the room. �We have a training camp set up,� he said as they walked out, �and a few other scenarios we can play through.� They stopped as they moved into the main auditorium. �You�re army, correct?�
�I am.�
�It�s a good thing you�re leading this mission then. If you�re going to start shooting people, you have to have had experience. What�s your background?�
�Went through special forces training. Spent a year in Afghanistan before blowing out my knee.�
�So you�ve got experience in house to house?�
�I do.�
�It might come in handy.�
�Wow. This place was beautiful!� Ruth stepped away from the others and peered over the edge of the balcony. �We�re so high up.�
The others followed and looked into the massive auditorium. It was old, very old, but it still held the ornate style of times long past. The red leather seats were cracked and faded and the gold trim worn and tarnished, left abandoned through the long years of neglect. The semi-circular bowl arced toward a wooden stage, the platform broad and wide.
�This place is grand,� Ruth exclaimed.
�It was indeed.� Donald looked out into the lower half as he rested his hands on the rail, its fabric too, long since eroded to near nothingness. �It�s time we begin using only your Russian names. Even here. It needs to become habit. It is your name from here on out.�
�What is your background, Donald?�
�CIA, of course.� He turned and leaned against the rail. �I�ve been here for a very long time. I suppose you could call me the deepest operative since the Soviet Union fell.�
�So I�m assuming your real name isn�t Donald.�
He did not reply to Captain Jenner�s question. It was simply understood. Theirs was an unusual mission. Few in history have been directly, and personally authorized by the president. It was rare someone with as deep a cover as Donald inside a foreign power was opened up to outsiders, be they from the same country or not. Such was the value of a deep asset. Important missions were left to fail rather than compromise a deep source.
�Well, let�s get this show underway.� Sasha said as he turned to face his unit. �It�s time we get training and earn our keep.�

�It is good to be home again, Andrey.�
�It is, Mr. President.� Andrey sat across from President Novichkov�s desk as the morning light filled the room. They�d had little sleep, but that was the nature of governing. He looked up at the ornate and intricate woodwork that decorated the president�s personal office. It spoke of the long history of his country.
�The American president was nearly confrontational in his accusations. Perhaps it is time we give him something to be confrontational about.�
�What do you have in mind?� Andrey suddenly got very nervous. Though his president was not a military man, he understood it well; understood the military mind.
�We should beef up the border by Ukraine.�
�But we already have many troops there. They have been supplemented with tanks from the 10th division.�
�I know that was already a planned move. The patriots fighting to unite with us need to see our support.� The president leaned back in his chair. �I was thinking of Air Force flyovers.�
�I do not think having them in the fight would garner us any friends on the outside.�
�But if we just use them for show; fighters simply observing what is happening in the Crimea. Yes, yes. That would be a direct answer to their president and a show of solidarity to the freedom fighters.� Yuri leaned forward. �Contact General Brezhnev and make it so, Andrey. But be very specific, they are not to engage.�
�I will be very explicit, Mr. President.�
Andrey nodded as he rose from the chair, taking his leave of the president. �A hand in an official mission. A novel thought�, he told himself. He grinned as he pushed through the heavy mahogany door.

Andrey arrived back in his office and took an immediate seat behind his desk. He was tired. Sleeping on a plane was not sleeping. It wasn�t when he commanded in the Air Force, and it certainly wasn�t now, not at his age. He picked up his phone, contacting the operator.
�Place a call to General Anton Brezhnev, please. Thank you.�
He laid the phone back in its cradle, leaving his hand on it for a moment. This wasn�t his choice. This wasn�t his decision. No one could put the burden on his shoulders if something went awry. Perhaps it was a blessing in disguise. Troops were moving, and it wasn�t his doing. He kept repeating that to himself. It wasn�t his doing. The phone rang back two minutes later and President Novichkov�s plan was relayed. As he hung up, his cell phone vibrated in his suit coat pocket. He looked at the number with disdain.
�Yes?�
�Hello Andrey,� the voice said. It was the same. Always the same. �Welcome back to your homeland. I trust you had a good time in America.�
�What do you want?�
�You have been away, much too long.�
�I cannot control that.�
�We have a request.�
�Your last request resulted in an international incident.� Andrey began to raise his voice. The situation was becoming more difficult to deal with. The stress could give him a heart attack; at least it felt that way. Each time his cell phone rang, he could feel his blood pressure rise.
�I cannot be held responsible for the actions of a reckless American pilot.� The voice went silent for a moment. �Have you checked on your family today? No? Do not be concerned. They are well. So far, you have done what we�ve asked.�
�What more do you want?�
�Not much more.�
�If I am suspected in any of this, it will go badly for me, and who will you use then? Who? You have no one else.�
�Most assuredly, we have an alternative. It would be just so much more, well. This is so much more appealing.�
�What do you want?�
DAY THIRTEEN
Alaska
The E-3 Sentry continued its track at the top of the world. One had remained airborne since the original incident over the Alaskan coast. It was a drain on the 3rd Wing as only two were currently stationed in Alaska. Keeping one airborne along with two F-22 escorts and a tanker to keep the fighters aloft was beginning to become taxing on the crews. General Nathan Dulles had requested a third, but it had yet to arrive. AWACS could look down over the top of the world. Radar stations in Alaska and Canada were subject to the curvature of the earth. They could not see over it, and the satellite in geosynchronous orbit was older, and failing. It was unreliable. It should have been replaced ten years ago.
�We need another one, Al. I�ve got maintenance crews going over every inch of the one on the ground, but it needs done properly. Two E-3s just aren�t enough if you want one up at all times.�
�I know, Nate. I�ve got one coming up from the coast. It�ll be there in a day.�
�It can�t come fast enough.� General Nathan Dulles slumped into his chair, slamming his cigar out in the ashtray. �And the crews too, Al. They need to stand down.�
�It�s coming, Nate. Anything else on the table?�
�Nothing so far. It�s been quiet up here. Almost too quiet.�
�Thanks. Keep me posted. You�ll have the E-3 in a day.�
General Dulles thumbed the off button and plopped the receiver back down into its base. He picked up the cigar stub and shoved it in his mouth. He was tired too. He looked up as an airman knocked on his door.
�Sir, Lookdown shows a huge sortie coming over the pole.�
�How many?�
�We don�t have an exact count yet sir, but it�s more than just a few.�
Dulles picked up the phone again and punched two numbers.
�This is Diamond Command. Launch both interceptor flights. Put them on the E-3 on the pole.� Dulles listened for a second before exploding. �I don�t give a damn if they just got back. Put �em back up again!� Dulles tossed the phone back onto his desk. He hated cordless phones. You couldn�t slam them down onto a receiver. He was out of his chair and blew past the airman still standing there, storming into the command center within minutes.
�What the hell is going on now?� Dulles nearly screamed.
�Large sortie coming over the pole. E-3 is sending back its intel, plus what we can see.� The airman remembered his rebuke from earlier and dropped the �sir�.
�Airman, how come every time I come in here there�s bad news when you�re around?�
�Sorry General.�
Dulles walked up behind him and rested his hand on the airman�s shoulder.
�Thanks for the new chair, General.�
�You�re welcome,� Dulles said as he looked over the array of screens. �Let�s see what�s going on here.�
�This is what the Sentry sees right now, General.� The airman pointed to the screen on his left. �This is what we see.�
�When will they sync?�
�They might not, at least with the Sentry that far away.�
�He�s got two escorts?�
�F-22�s,� the airman said as he nodded.
�Pull them back. They can�t be the only thing in the way.� Dulles looked at the blips moving north on the other screen. �We need them up there but not too close. He�s our best eye on things. How long before they get there?�
�Less than twenty.�
�Damn.� Dulles turned, pushing himself off the airman�s chair. �Too long.�
�How close are they?�
�Close, for coming over the pole, General. They usually don�t get that far in unless they�re coming from the west.�
�That�s because it�s too far. It eats up fuel.�
�Couldn�t they just refuel, General?�
�Son,� Dulles said as he turned back to the display, �what you need to remember up here at the top of the world is, cold makes everything more difficult. Everything breaks faster. Nothing works like it�s supposed to.�
�Then why send them over the pole in the first place?�
�Just to show us they can.� Dulles crossed his arms and waited. It was all he could do. The room was so quiet he could hear the quartz movement of his watch. �Let�s get busy people.� Dulles turned, announcing his displeasure. Everyone was just standing around doing the same thing he was; waiting.
�Can they see what�s coming at them?�
�Likely not yet, General, unless they have an AWACs of their own.�
�Do we know that?�
�Not as yet, sir.� The airman held his breath at the slip of the tongue. �They�re almost within range.�
�Can you tie me into them from here?�
�Go General,� the airman said as he toggled the correct switches.
�Flight Leader, this is Diamond Command.�
�Roger Diamond Command. This is Flight Leader.�
�You are not authorized to shoot without my direct order. Do you understand?�
�Roger Diamond Command. Weapons are not free.�

�Damn, what happens if they start shooting?�
�Can the chatter. We�ve got work to do.� Colonel Mike Jarrod scanned his screen. The E-3 was within distance to take tactical command. �Lookdown this it Diamond Crush. Turning over tactical to you.�
�Roger Diamond Crush.�
�Keep the formations tight. We go where we�re told now,� Jarrod announced.
Diamond Crush had Lookdown in visual range. The flights streaked by on either side as the F-22 escorts pulled back with the Sentry. They were on the last hour of their patrol when the Russian sortie came over the top. They were ready to come home. The extended stay was taxing their fuel stores. They�d have to meet up with a tanker before heading home.
�Diamond Command, this is Lookdown. If we have to stay here much longer we�re going to need some gas. The tanker�s already gone.�

General Dulles turned and located the command duty officer. His order was short and to the point.
�Get on it.� He again patted the airman�s shoulder. �Let �em know it�s coming.�

The two flights of Raptors roared past the E-3. The blue sky above in sharp contrast to the white world below. There was no dark sea as the arctic expanse was at its furthest extent. Colonel Jarrod pinned his eye on the curvature of the earth. He had an idea as to where they might be. They were closing at a rate of 1200 knots. Once he saw them, they�d be on top of them quickly.
�Lookdown do we have any signatures on these birds yet?�
�They look to be a mix of Bear bombers and 29�s. Older, but there are a lot of them.�

�Hmm. Not quite the party crashers we had last time.�
�General?� the airman asked.
�Not the same mix.� Dulles put his hands on his hips and stared at the screens. �I�m thinking they�re going to turn back at the first sign of us buzzing them.� Tell them to do a fly-by and see what happens.�
�Yes sir, uh, General.�
�It�s okay son. It�s habit.�

Colonel Jarrod took note and acknowledged the order. The two flights spread out with Jarrod�s group increasing their altitude.
�Let�s go high and low on �em boys. Then turn off and follow on their six. Let�s see if Ivan likes that or not.�
The Raptors closed rapidly as the Russian sortie held formation. It was the largest gathering of planes Jarrod had ever seen in this part of the world, planes that weren�t his own. As they closed, the sheer size of the Bear bombers became evident. They were huge. As they rocketed above, he couldn�t help but look back at the old bomber. His group banked right and pulled up behind the formation. The Migs stayed in place. Not a wiggle.
�Well, what now?� Jarrod didn�t just want to follow them into North American airspace. �Light �em up boys,� Jarrod ordered. The Raptors engaged their targeting systems knowing they would be immediately recognized by the Russians. It would be like shooting ducks in a barrel at this range. It was now his challenge to give.
�Unknown rider, unknown rider. You are within the territorial airspace of The United States. You are ordered to turn away.�

The command center in Diamond Command again fell silent. Dulles stared at the screen ready to give an order he didn�t want to give.
�General, we have new in-bounds.�
�From where?�
�Damn, looks like they�re coming from Canada.�
�Well I�ll be,� Dulles said with raised eyebrows. �They�re supposed to be coordinating with us.� He leaned in close over the airman�s shoulder. �F-16s maybe. Vector them to the E-3.�
�Diamond Crush has initiated targeting systems,� the airman said.

Jarrod listened to the chatter as the Canadians zeroed in to their position. His flight kept their place behind and slightly above the Russians. He was getting itchy. No formation coming over the pole had ever been this close, at least as far as he knew. They were sitting in silence. He had to break it.
�Keep to your positions.�
Just as the words slipped into the stratosphere, the Migs broke formation, falling away from the bombers. Within seconds, the massive cold war era planes began their slow turn away from their projected course and Jarrod let out a sigh of relief.

�They�re turning away.� Dulles lifted his fist and emphatically pumped it once in the air. �Yeah baby!� The command center felt the combined exhale of everyone who had been holding their breath. �Pull them home,� Dulles said as he continued his smile. �Pull them home.�
Moscow
The sullen sky blanketed winter�s grip on the outskirts of Moscow. The closing night gave them just enough cover to slip out of the big city and into the surrounding farmlands, which from the sheer size of the Russian capitol, was no easy feat. Moscow was one of the largest cities in the world. Getting out just wasn�t that simple.
�How long is this going to take?�
�We�re almost where we need to be, Sasha,� Donald replied. �Just another thirty minutes.�
�And we�ll be where?� Anya asked.
�Where you�ll train for a few days.� Donald turned at the next intersection, the others noticing the lights were becoming fewer and fewer. �This is also an escape route for you.�
�This is so far away, how the hell can it be an escape route?� Danil growled.
�Because it has a gravel runway for a plane.� Donald looked in the mirror at Danil. �You�re the pilot, correct?�
�I am,� he answered immediately.
�You�ll have to take time to familiarize yourself with a plane we have. It�s stashed away for emergencies. And I�d call this, well�� Donald fell silent.
�What kind of plane?�
�A small twin engine plane. Seats six.�
�That�s not much room to spare,� Ivan replied.
�You�ll just have to squeeze yourself in, Ivan. I�m almost surprised they let someone as tall as you into the services. Machines aren�t built for people like you.�
�Why are we heading west?�
�There is no easy way to get out of Russia from here. The quickest way is to fly, and heading west is the closest border.�
�Which is why I�m in this group,� Danil replied.
�That�s likely one scenario. But there�s no guarantee this route would be available. It�s our last option.�
�What�s the first?�
�We�ll cover that later.�
The drive continued and the world that now surrounded them was as dark as it would become. Even still, the glow from the city lingered in the background, the night never fully taking hold in that direction. The lights of Moscow were just too overpowering. Donald turned off to a gravel lane, the rocks making themselves known on the underside of the SUV. The headlights grasped shacks and outbuildings that were lost in night�s fold, slipping back into darkness as they passed. Another hundred yards and the vehicle pulled up to a large house. Donald cut the engine and turned off the lights.
�We�re here.�
�We�re where?�
�Your training grounds, Polina.� Donald opened the door and stood, trying to shake the stiffness from his legs. �But first it�s a good night�s sleep for everyone. We begin in the morning.�
�Doing what?�
�Major, if I am correct, none of you have done anything like this in a long while, or at all. It�s weapons and room to room fieldwork.� He turned away from the building as the last ones piled out of the SUV. �You�ve got three days to begin to develop teamwork.�
�Three days?� Anya exclaimed.
�Three days. Nothing more.�
�That�s not much time,� Ivan replied.
�What did you think was going to happen over here? This is an in and out mission. Sadly, I don�t know what you�re going to get yourselves into. But I need to prepare you for a firefight.� Donald turned and began walking toward the building, his boots kicking loose gravel. �Time to bunk down.�
The White House
�Is he in?�
�Yes sir. He�s expecting you. Go right in.�
Martin Powell stepped into the private office of the president. The room wasn�t as ornately decorated as most of the other rooms of the White House. President Kiger liked it that way. Though he liked the nature of the power of his office and what went with it, he was not one to lavish himself with luxury. Though he grew up with a bit of money, he never celebrated it. POTUS looked up from his desk as his chief of staff walked in.
�They�re on their way.�
�You still think this is a good idea?� POTUS replied.
�We need an asset in the area for recovery if things go wrong.�
�That part of the world is sensitive to submerged ships within their waters.� POTUS leaned back and tossed his pen on the desk. �All the Scandinavian countries seem to have the same hang-up on that.�
�Likely due to the Soviets.�
�They�re not Soviets anymore.�
�But they were, and the memories of their abuses run deep.�
�Very well.� President Kiger crossed his arms across his suit coat, tilting his head down slightly. �Get me Prime Minister Sorenson on the line. I want his permission to be in Danish waters.�
�We might need a little bit more than that.�
�We�ll worry about that if the time comes,� POTUS replied.
DAY FOURTEEN
Moscow
The cold Russian morning crawled in like all the rest. The world outside their windows was pale white, and bleak. Anya looked out over the fields behind the house, her breath clouding the pane. �How the hell did I get here�? she thought.
�It is a cold world in these parts.�
�It seems to be,� Anya answered. She turned to see Donald standing behind her, sipping a cup of tea. �Got any more of that?�
�It isn�t coffee.�
�It isn�t?�
�There are some things one must get used to outside of America.� He set his cup on the table, the stoneware clinking in the quiet morning. �Tea is the norm. I�ve sort of gotten used to it.�
�I guess it will have to do.�
The mission team began to stir as the sun began to create shadows as it crept above the landscape. It was the same everywhere. Danil stumbled into the kitchen, wiping the sleep from his eyes. It looked like the same one he grew up in; a farm kitchen was a farm kitchen, even though this one was half a world away from Iowa. He smiled at the thought.
�What�cha thinking about, Danil?� Polina asked.
�Oh, nothing.�
�I know that kind of smile. That�s not a nothing smile.�
�Well,� he grinned as he looked to her sitting at the table, �I entered the Air Force to get away from life on a farm. And here I am, still stuck in a farm kitchen.�
�Well you won�t be here long,� Donald said. �Get something to eat. You have a half hour.�
�Then what?� Ivan asked.
�Then we start training.�

�This thing rocks!� Ivan exclaimed as he pulled the rifle down. �Man!� Lt. Anthony flipped the gun over from side to side admiring its form.
�Why aren�t we using weapons we�re familiar with?� Sasha asked.
�Simple. You don�t want evidence left behind. If something goes wrong, we don�t want an American signature. We use the weapons that are normally found here.�
�That way it can�t be traced back to us, or anyone else,� Sasha replied. �Good point.�
�Exactly.� Donald lifted his own weapon, letting go a short burst that obliterated the target. �Remember your basic training. It doesn�t matter what the weapon is. Short bursts. They�re controllable. They don�t waste ammo, and there�s less chance of your gun jamming.� He lowered the PP-2000 submachine gun, letting it fall to his side.
�I just figured we�d be using AK-47s,� Ivan said.
�Nope. Too bulky,� Donald replied. �This is a close-quarters weapon. It�s what some special forces and riot police use. Donald snapped the stock down, then pulled it right back. �A folding stock also helps conceal it. You can�t do that with a full-sized assault rifle.�
�So now what?� Anya asked.
�We learn these weapons until lunch.� He pulled a pistol from his belt and held it up. �This is a Grach. Standard police issue. No one would think anything about finding one.� Donald lowered the weapon and popped off five rounds, each one near dead-center on the target.
�That�s some good shooting.� Anya walked up and extended her hand. �May I?�
Donald handed the 9mm over. She took it with a nod, checked that the mag was properly seated, then pulled it up and drew off four shots, each one taking a corner off the square target.
�The middle was already gone,� she said as she lowered the pistol. �Pulls to the right a bit.� She handed it back to Donald, then walked away.

Sasha was the last one into the kitchen. The others had finished their shooting a few minutes before and were sitting around the old, wooden table. It bore the scars of time and use.
�What�s for lunch?� Sasha asked.
�Nothing, if you don�t hurry up.� Polina looked over at Ivan who was shoveling food into his mouth at breakneck speed. �I�ve never seen anyone eat so much.�
�He�s a growing boy,� Danil replied.
�If he grows any taller,� Sasha said, �he won�t fit into the room.�
That drew an eye from Ivan, who nonetheless, never stopped eating. Sasha chuckled while filling his own plate from the stove, an old propane-fired throwback with cast grates. They were as charred as the plates he just tossed the sausages on. He piled on some potatoes and slid in next to Ivan on the wooden bench.
�Watch out for the elbows. They�re pointy.� Sasha scooted away a bit, taking Polina�s advice.
�Finish up,� Donald announced as he entered the room. �We go room to room this afternoon.�

Ivan bent over at the waist, his eyes staring into the floorboards of the old building. He kicked at the broken wood with his boot.
�You�re dead because you didn�t see what was in the room,� Donald yelled. �You have to see what is there, not what you think might be there.�
�But��
�But what? I was there the last time you looked in?� Donald walked past the tall lieutenant with a scowl. �That�s why you�re dead now.� The agent turned, looking up. �There�s a reason we�re not using ammo. You�ve got to think on your feet. You�ve got to be prepared for the unexpected and not what you think you�re going to see.
�We�ve been at this for hours, Donald,� Sasha said as he walked into the room. �We need a break.�
�No!� He spun, turning to face the mission commander. �You need to do this while you�re tired. Exhausted. If you get into a fight, you�ll already be tired.� Donald raised his voice for the second time. �You won�t be doing this fresh from a damn bed. You�ll be tired and hungry. If you can�t do it now, you can�t do it then. You�ve only got three days to learn this.� Donald looked back to Sasha. �You can do this now, or you can die later. Up to you.�
�Let�s take it from the top people,� Sasha yelled out. �Let�s get this right. We take everyone home upright with this one.� Sasha let his weapon fall to his side as the remaining members of the team filed in. �We keep going tonight until we can�t go any longer. Clear?�
USS Columbus
�How long before we get to the coordinates, Commander?� Captain Dawson stood in the entrance to the command center, watching his crew go about their business. His XO looked up from the waterfall display.
�Another day, sir. And no further communications on our mission, as yet anyway.�
�I�ll be back for my shift in an hour.� The captain turned away and began making his way to the mess. He might as well get something to eat before duty called. Not that he was ever off duty. That was the role of a boat�s captain. Always on. �What the hell is going on?� he wondered. His last thought was punctuated by the overhead speaker.
�Captain to the conn.�
Dawson laid down the tray he had just taken from the stack, and sighed. He always seemed to be missing a meal. At least it felt that way. And from fighting off his cold, or whatever it was, skipping meals wasn�t helping. He left the mess and quickly made his way down the corridor and into the command center. He stood behind the XO seconds later.
�What�s up?�
�We have a mechanical noise off the port side.�
�How far away?�
�A thousand yards.�
�That�s pretty close. Conn, make your speed dead slow. Let�s see if we can get a hard fix on whatever it is.�
�Dead slow aye,� came the reply.
The next few minutes threw a pall over the command center with each seaman paying careful attention to their station. Dawson ducked his head inside the sonar room in front of the conn, watching as the sonar-man listened intently on his headphones. A tap on the shoulder brought a negative shake of the head. Just as he was about to step out, the seaman entered a sequence of commands into his computer station. His screen returned an �unknown� display.
�Sir?� Dawson ducked his head back in as the seaman typed the contact as �Sierra 1�. �Contact is unknown in the system, sir.�
�Thanks Jason.� Dawson stepped back into the command center and relayed the news to the XO. �Do we have anything else on the contact?�
�Transient is moving northeast to southwest.�
�Very well. Let�s get a plot line started.�
�Do we follow? It�s a chance to get a make on a new sub, possibly.�
�Well,� Dawson said as he leaned against the bulkhead frame, �if this was your boat, are you hanging around a bit to get a trace, or are you following your orders and proceeding to your destination?�
�We�ll continue on our course, sir.�
�Why?�
�Our orders seem a bit out of the ordinary,� Tull said without hesitating. �This isn�t our part of the world. Something is up, and we�re on point to find out what.�
�What if this contact is what we�re supposed to be on point about?� Dawson smiled as he asked the question. Tull was a good officer, but he was young, completely lacking real-world tactical experience.
�But we don�t know that.� Tull looked down at the display, his mind churning. He hated when Dawson did this to him, but he knew it was necessary. �It would be a missed opportunity if this was why we were here and didn�t capitalize on it. All we can do is gather what intel we can as we proceed.�
�I�ll be back after I have something to eat,� Dawson said as he left the conn, his voice trailing off into the corridor.
Moscow
�Oh my God I�m tired,� Ivan said as he threw himself onto the bed.
�You�re the youngest one here. I�m the one who should feel dead,� Danil replied. �I haven�t done anything like that in, well, longer than I care to remember.� Captain Jenner simply fell onto the bed and was asleep in seconds, his clothes still on. Sasha stumbled in behind and plopped down in the wing-backed, upholstered chair. It wasn�t bed, but it was almost too comfortable to move from. He stretched his legs, sinking down as far as he could go.
�Danil.� Sasha kicked out, hitting Danil�s foot with his. �Wake up.� He kicked again. �Danil.�
�What?�
�You need to get some sleep.�
�That�s what I�m trying to do.�
�After the training tomorrow, you�ve got to check out the plane.�
Danil�s only reply was the sound of his snoring. But, Sasha wouldn�t have heard the answer anyway. He was fast asleep, slumped down into the chair.
DAY FIFTEEN
The Kremlin
The wind whistled about the ancient walls; the weather blowing in from the top of the world pushed against the tarnished glass, panes that had been in place for over a century. Andrey felt winter�s grip tighten about him in his office. He shivered, pulling his cloak around his shoulders. His eye caught the bars that decorated his wool, military overcoat. It was still the warmest coat he owned. At least the USSR did something right. He kept it close in his office, but never venturing out with it. It was a keepsake, a reminder of where he�d come from, the hardships he had overcome on his march up the ranks.
He stared across his desk to the opposite wall, taking note of the dark paneling framing the single painting hanging in the stillness. It was a nice work, a painting by Akimov, an eighteenth century classical artist. But it wasn�t quite his style. He�d often wondered how it arrived here, long before his time. He was sure it was the handiwork of Soviet imperialists. He preferred a more modern style.
He slipped his hand into his pant pocket as he continued to stare, his fingertips feeling the crease of the paper folded within. He hadn�t looked at it since he boarded the plane to come home. He knew what it said; a number and �four days�. Today was the fourth day. He began to remove his hand, but the temptation was too strong. His fingers continued their dance before he could no longer fight the urge. His hand slipped from his pocket and up to the desk drawer on his left. His cell phone was in his palm seconds later. He didn�t need the paper. His thumb ran across the numbers as if he had dialed it a hundred times. In his mind, he had done so; 8-495-262-7626. Perhaps a thousand times. Two rings.
�Hello?� Andrey asked as the ringing stopped.
�Helikon Opera Theater. 48 hours.�
Andrey looked at his phone as the line went dead. That was it. It was over.
The North Sea
�All ahead slow.�
�All ahead slow aye.�
�Bring her to periscope depth.�
The USS Columbus, a boat used to the touch of warm Pacific waters, within minutes slipped to its ordered depth below the dark waves just below the Arctic Circle.
�Up scope.�
The hydraulics pushed the periscope silently above the surface of the North Sea. The only trace of their presence was a light foam, lost in a turbulent night as the mast cut through the black water. Captain Dawson watched the monitors as the scope made its sweep. Long gone were the days of flipping down handles and peering with a backwards cap into a mirrored tube. Such was the stuff of movies. He could still do that if he wanted, but he could see better this way.
The communications mast was raised and retreated back into the boat in less than a minute. The captain of the boat leaned against the rail as he waited for the decoding. It would take less than two minutes for the equipment on board one of the most sophisticated warships in the world to decipher the message. Dawson picked up the mike, bringing it to his lips.
�XO to the conn.� He slipped the mike back down into its cradle as the communications officer turned in his seat.
�Sir.�
�Thanks.� Dawson took the paper just as Tull stepped into the conn and held it up. �Just came in.�
�What�s it say?�
The captain was quiet for a moment as he scanned the sheet. He looked up and extended his arm toward his XO. Tull nodded as he reached for the orders.
�Are they serious? Inside Danish territorial waters?�
�They do get mighty touchy about boats in their space,� Dawson said as he turned to give the coordinates to the dive officer. �Best speed Chums.�
�Aye sir.� Ensign Charlie �Chums� Rose began the plot, entering the coordinates into the nav computers.
�You thought I was going to make you do this one on paper, didn�t you Chums?�
�No sir. Not this one. This isn�t just an exercise. This one�s important.�
�They�re all important, Chums.�
Moscow
�You sure cook up a mean breakfast, Jen.�
�Polina. My name is Polina.� She turned from the stove, leaning against the greasy oven handle. �And why are you speaking English? Russian. Only Russian.� She crossed her arms with a black spatula clasped in her hand.
�I just needed to.� Ivan leaned back in the wooden chair as he pushed his empty plate away. �Speaking Russian all the time was fun at first, but it�s getting old.�
�It�s only been a few days.� She turned away, tossing the spatula back into the pan.
�It feels like an eternity.�
�Where do you come from, Ivan? Why does a boy like you learn to speak Russian anyway?�
�Well,� he replied, as he locked his hands behind his head, �I just wanted a challenge. We needed to take a language course in school and I heard it was hard.� Ivan flashed his big smile as he looked at the Navy commander. �I was right. It was a bitch. But I got through it.�
�So you�re a smart boy.�
�Not smart so much as I just don�t quit. What about you? What�s a fine-lookin� woman like you doing in the middle of Moscow in the winter?�
Lt. Commander Jen Lewis bristled at the compliment. It wasn�t something she was comfortable with. She considered herself more of a firebrand. Staying out of trouble in the Navy was becoming a full time job in itself. She was the one who usually started trouble, but she could also finish it, if need be. She wasn�t the type most tried to pick up in a bar, though she was more than comfortable in nearly any joint. Most of those guys shied away from her. They wanted someone easy, girlie. That wasn�t her, although she could rock a little black dress with the best of them.
�Sorry Lieutenant, I�m a little old for you.�
�Not what I meant, Commander. I mean, uhm.� Ivan swallowed hard, slightly embarrassed. �What I meant was, how did you come to be here?�
�I�m just here, Ivan.�
�Not just anyone does what we can do,� Ivan said as he leaned back. �We�re a small group. A very small, handpicked group. There are only a few of us that fit the profile. Soooo,� he grinned as he leaned forward again, �what�s your story?�
Polina sighed as she pushed herself away from the stove and pulled up a seat across from the young lieutenant. She propped her elbows up on the table, locking her fingers together, then place her chin on her hands. Ivan began to stare into her big, blue eyes, eyes he knew he could lose himself in. Her voice interrupted the thought he was beginning to form.
�I was quite the wild child. My momma was my best friend, but also my enemy. She did what she could trying to raise me, but there was always conflict. My father, whoever the hell he was, left when I was one. I never saw him. Never wanted to. I was in and out of trouble as a teen, the source of conflict, you understand.� Polina leaned back, crossing her arms below her chest. Ivan took notice, but pulled his eyes back up. �The final straw for my momma was when she got word one night of where I was. So, she comes storming into Lito�s Bar, a dive joint near the town where we lived, and there I was, jumping up and down on a pole in my underwear. The boys were hootin� and hollerin� and that was the end of the line for me. The next day, she dragged me to the Navy recruiter�s office the next town over.� She leaned forward again, laying her arms flat on the table as she flirtively stared into Ivan�s eyes. He was being drawn into her story. And, she was more than just cute.
�What a bunch of horse shit.�
Polina turned in her chair at the sound of Sasha�s voice. He entered the kitchen, making his way to the stove. She cocked her head back toward Ivan and grinned.
�Don�t believe everything you hear, Lieutenant.�
�And just how would you know that, Sasha?� Polina replied.
�As mission commander, I have a bit of info on all of you.� Sasha finished pouring his tea and faced the table. Ivan sat wide-eyed with his mouth slightly open. He was crushed.
�Damn,� Ivan replied as he let his forehead come down to touch the table.
�I�ll have another cup of tea,� Polina said as she stood, grinning slyly at the young lieutenant.
�You suck, Commander!� Ivan said with a big smile. He leaned his head back and just stared at the ceiling. �Man��

The unofficial car pulled into the parking space, and of the few people that coursed across the openness of the boulevard that held the Helikon theater, none took notice. The retired general ordered his driver not to park in a reserved space. He wanted his driver to think there was nothing out of the ordinary, but he also didn�t want to call attention to himself. The sun was failing, the sky darkening as it dipped below the skyline letting winter�s last shadows slip into night.
Andrey closed the door to the unremarkable sedan and flipped up his collar. He�d decided to leave his official car parked at his residence. He wanted no acknowledgment of his presence, by anyone. The night was brisk, but even here, winter wouldn�t last forever. Another month he thought, was all that separated this world-class city from the thawing spring. He pulled his fedora down slightly on his forehead and began his walk toward the theater. To everyone around, he was nothing more than an old man walking on the streets. His driver was furious to be left behind.
�Keep walking.� The voice from behind startled him, but the old soldier didn�t break stride. �There�s a bench just ahead. Please, have a seat.�
Andrey shuffled along, his steps not as bold or steady as they once were. Nearly gone was the bearing of an Air Force general, replaced by the gait of a frail man, nearly bent from the whims of politics and the dangers of life in post-Soviet Russia. The small flakes swirled around him as he slid into the bench across the square from the theater.
�Do you have your phone, sir?�
Andrey fumbled around in his pocket before pulling out his cell. He handed it over with a gloved hand without ever looking at his guest.
�What will you do with it?�
�By attaching this device to the back, we�ll be able to track any calls.�
�You will be able to trace it?� Andrey looked at the tall man beside him for the first time. �How can that be?�
�No sir, not actively.� He turned to Andrey and placed the phone back in his hand. �When you�re called again, we�ll have something to go on. Then we�ll meet again so I can retrieve this and we�ll know where to begin.�
�You have been in Moscow for some time, I would presume.�
�Yes sir. Part of the game.�
�A game it is to you?�
�It has always been a game, General.� Donald spun on the bench and faced Andrey. �It is the only thing that keeps me sane. We are not so different. We are just in different places on the chess board. You�re a bishop, I�m a knight.�
�I�m getting too old for this.� Andrey looked around the square as the lights of the city began to take hold of the night. �This is the second time I have now been sitting on a bench in the middle of winter. It is not something I am fond of, you understand.�
�I understand, General.� Donald slid his hands back into his coat to ward off the cold. �When they call again, dial the number. We�ll find a place to meet.� He stood, letting his long wool coat fall to its full length.
�Once this is over, you�ll not be able to stay in my country.�
�That is a possibility, General.� Donald looked down as the wind whipped across the plaza. �This is a young man�s job. Perhaps I have outlived my usefulness here.� Donald braced his shoulders against the cold and looked into the night sky, the flakes becoming visible only as they fell below the street lights. His footsteps were soon lost in winter�s gathering night.
The Great Belt
�Wow.�
�Not very deep, is it?�
�Not at all.� Captain Cleve Dawson studied the charts of the Baltic Sea as it traversed the �resund Straits, the Great Belt, to be exact. �The sea itself is deeper, still not great for a sub. The straits, not so much.�
�How do we get through?� Commander Tull stood and folded his arms across his chest. �We could go through at the surface?�
�Not exactly the best plan. We want to go unnoticed.�
�That�ll be difficult. Perhaps as night?�
�Probably, but still not the best choice. Running without nav lights at night on a dark channel is reckless.�
�We could go just below the surface.� Tull leaned forward again as he placed his hands on the table. �Still� �
�What about a screen, sir?�
�A screen, Flip?� The captain turned toward the com station where ensign Flip was stationed. �What do you mean?�
�What if we had another ship screening us from sight? It could work.�
The captain and his XO just looked at each other for a moment, stunned with the simplicity of the idea. Use a ship at night to screen another vessel on the surface. They each knew it wouldn�t be that simple to put in place. But it was worth a shot.
�Who the hell can we call about this one, sir?�
�We might have to try this on our own.� Dawson leaned against the metal rail, folding his arms across his chest. �We need a big one.�
�Two would be better,� Flip commented. �One on either side of us.�
�It�s kind of hard to just find two big ships running down the middle of the channel at night, just when we need them.�
�Why do we have to go through here? Why not this smaller channel?� Tull asked.
�It is even shallower. The Great Belt is wider, and although it has heavier traffic, it�s probably our best shot. It�s too easy to be seen from the coasts if we attempt the �resund channel.� Dawson leaned in, tilting his head down toward the table. �The currents would likely be trickier since they�re funneled into the smaller space. Hard to drive a boat in that.�
�So this Great Belt seems to be our best bet?�
�I�d say so.� The captain ran his fingers through his hair as he straightened. �We�ve got a couple hours till it�s fully dark outside, and probably another one or two till shipping comes to a stop for the night.�
�You seem to know a great deal about this area, sir.�
�Not a great deal, Mr. Tull. Most shipping lanes work that way. These channels are part of the Kattegat. The waters of the Baltic drain through the channels before moving out to the larger ocean.�
�I thought you said you didn�t know much about this area.�
�Basic seamanship, Mr. Tull. Basic seamanship.� Captain Dawson turned and began making his way out of the control room. Call me in two hours. I�ll take the conn when we begin passage.�
�Aye sir.� The XO turned as the captain left the conn, �basic seamanship my ass.�

�Captain to the conn.� Tull placed the mic on the hook just as his commander walked back into the station. �About that time, sir.�
�Any traffic about?�
�You were right about traffic slowing down. There�s almost nothing running.�
�Well, let�s get underway.� Dawson turned, giving the order. �Bring us up to scope depth, all ahead slow.�
�Slow sir?�
�We need to see what�s up there first, and we don�t want wake, even a small trail from that could become luminescent. You churn the waters at night, you disturb its life forms. It�s mostly carriers that people know about, but I don�t want to take any chances.�
�All ahead slow, aye.�
The constant hum of machinery faded into the background, the sub deathly quiet as the USS Columbus began her passage into the Great Belt. The black hull slipped easily through the dark waters as the overcast sky painted a bleak picture upon the northern world. The rush of current from the Baltic pushed past, doing everything it could to keep the intruder away from her shoals. The shallow bottom of the Belt was not the featureless abyss that was the cruising plain of the open ocean. Here, the ancient geology of the Kattegat islands and narrow passages, and sunken vessels from times long forgotten all conspired to swirl the brackish waters along the hull like thunder in the face of the intruder.
�It�s okay to talk, people.�
The collective exhale eased the tension, slightly. The boat rocked ever so slightly as she fought her way against the turmoil. Dawson looked down at the screens that displayed from the scope. He saw nothing but blackness.
�Surface contact dead astern.� The sonarman pushed the phones against his ears and closed his eyes. �It�s a big one, sir.�
�Maybe we just got lucky.� The XO directed the scope astern, searching for the contact. �Starboard green. She�s coming this way.�
�Range?�
�Hard to pinpoint sir. Two miles maybe.�
�Dead slow, conn.�
�Dead slow aye.�
�Let�s let them catch up to us. Maintain forward momentum against the current and glide right along beside them.�
�Glide, sir?�
�It�ll be a bit bumpy,� Dawson replied. �Riding along side a ship it going to make it interesting. Any idea what it is yet?�
�No sir, but it�s what you wanted, something really big.� The seaman keyed several commands into his station before offering an opinion. �My guess is it�s a tanker.�
�Why do you say that?�
�Just a hunch, but the signature just seems to fit the data.�
�If you say so.�
�It�s what you pay me for, sir.�
�It is at that, son. It is at that.�
The Columbus was nearly drifting within the pulsing currents as the captain let the surface contact catch up to them. Though she was nearly completely submerged, having a screen would help them pass unnoticed. The currents buffeted the boat as they slipped in beside the tanker, the flat hull of the massive ship made for shallow channels chunked through the dark water making travel beside it tricky. Dawson used the scope to make certain they stayed close to the tanker, but not so close that they could collide. It was a tricky maneuver in the shallow channel of the Great Belt, but one the captain knew his team could handle.
�Half way through, sir,� Tull announced. �The bridge is just ahead. I hope no one is looking down from it.�
�I hope not,� Dawson replied.
The buffeting currents against the hull caused those standing in the control room to waver.
�Keep her steady, conn.� The tension in the compartment was mounting. �Sounding?�
�One hundred feet below the keel.�
�What�s the distance to the tanker?�
�Three hundred feet, sir.�
�Move us to within two hundred feet forward amidships.�
�That�s cutting it close if they want to turn sir,� Tull commented.
�I�m aware of that. It�s not much of a margin, but it�ll make a smoother ride. The outer waves from the tanker will pass over the bow and not hit the side of the boat. Most of the chop will be behind us.� Dawson folded his arms and leaned against the rail that surrounded the scope. He needed to appear calm. He was the captain. He was the veteran. �If he has an idea of turning, I don�t know where he�d be going.�
Dawson watched the display as his boat inched slowly toward the dark tanker. Its hull took up the entire screen giving him no visual reference to distance on a dark night. He reached down and pushed a single button to update the range. The laser measured the distance at two-hundred fifty feet.
�Get us a little closer.�
Tull wiped his forehead with his sleeve. He was sweating. He could feel the drops rolling down his temples. He�d never been this close to a ship submerged in a live scenario. The XO looked around the conn trying to gauge the reaction of his men. He could feel the moisture on his tee shirt beneath his uniform. Surely he wasn�t the only one feeling like this. His captain looked as calm as a nun at Sunday Mass. Except for the dull hum of machinery that resonated through the boat, the conn was utterly silent.
�He�s turning sir.�
�Starboard rudder. All ahead slow.�
�Starboard rudder. All ahead slow, aye.�
�Depth?�
�Depth is one-thirty feet below the keel, sir.�
�Ease away from her. We�re coming up on Lolland. That�s where the channel turns. It�ll get narrower from here on out.�
�Keep her at scope depth, no matter what son, unless we�re ready to hit the bottom.�
�Aye sir.� The young seaman swallowed hard as he poured his attention on the screens in front of him. He had his orders.
�I hope this channel isn�t too narrow,� Tull remarked.
�Nothing we can do about it now,� Dawson replied.
�Depth now ninety feet, sir.�
�That was fast,� Tull announced. �I sure wish we knew what the hell we�re doing here.�
�I�m sure they�ll tell us soon.� Dawson studied the workings of the conn. Everyone was doing their job; they were focused. It was training. That�s why they were a top-notch boat. �I�ve never been to the Baltic Sea before. Maybe it�s just for a Sunday visit.�
�Eighty feet.�
�Keep her steady. We�ve got room below. How close are we to the tanker?�
�Three-hundred fifty feet,� Tull replied after he took his finger off the scope�s range finder.
�That�s too far. Bring us back to two hundred. We can�t get too far away in this channel.� Dawson leaned over the chart, placing his hands on the table. �Sure don�t want to hit something we don�t know is there.� His remark echoed silently through the boat. No one answered, but they all had the same thought. For all they knew, a hundred Viking longboats waited beneath the waves to extract their revenge against those still living. and plowing the waters of their homeland.
�New surface contact dead ahead.�
�Shit!� Dawson rotated the scope, pointing it forward of the bow. �Damn. Big bastard. Probably another tanker. Bow lights say it�s coming this way.� The captain looked up at the waterfall display, the chart showing where they were as another seaman marked the new contact. �Depth?�
�Depth still eighty feet, sir.�
�Distance to new contact?�
�Fifteen hundred yards, sir.�
�That�s not very far. How�d we not see them?�
�Might have come out from behind the island,� Tull replied. �How close to each other will they pass?�
�In a channel this narrow, they�ll give each other as wide a berth as possible,� Dawson answered, �at least without worrying about running into a shoal. They�ve probably got better maps of what�s here than we do.� The captain scanned the control room before making his decision. �We�re going to be squeezing between two large ships. I need everyone on their toes, boys. Move us to within one-hundred fifty feet of our escort.� Dawson moved over to the station and placed a hand on the seaman�s shoulder. �Be ready to come to a dead stop. If things go bad, we might need to bottom out quickly.�
�Aye sir.� The seaman squirmed in his seat and focused on his controls. �One-hundred fifty feet, sir. I used to throw a football a lot farther than that, captain.�
�Where was that? College?�
�No sir. Jackson High School in Montana, sir.�
�What happened?�
�Fell into a crevasse on a hike in the mountains. Caught my foot on something beneath the snow, tumbled down into an opening and ripped damned near every muscle in my shoulder.�
�Still got it in you?�
�No sir. I couldn�t throw a Nerf ball across the control room. Nothing left.�
�How far?� Dawson could almost feel the tension in the young seaman. He gave him a pat on the shoulder before stepping away.
�Bow contact is about on top of us,� Tull answered. �They�ve moved off starboard. It�ll be close.�
�How close?�
�Two hundred yards,� Tull replied. �Maybe.�
�Depth?�
�Seventy-five feet.�
�Damn,� Dawson said under his breath. �Keep her steady, conn.�
�Conn aye. Steady as she goes.�
The tension that coursed through the sub seemed thick enough to reach out and grab. The captain began to feel the slight shudder of the 688 boat as the wake from their escort began to mix with the bow wake from the second tanker as it was pushed along by the outflow from the Baltic Sea. The currents buffeted the six thousand ton boat as she held course.
�Starboard rudder, conn,� Dawson said as the wake of the second tanker flattened out just as they came to the last leg of the Great Belt. �Move us away from our friend.�
�Starboard rudder, aye,� came the reply.
�Well done, son. Well done. Give our friend some space and let him get ahead of us.�
�Depth one hundred feet and falling off, sir.�
�We�re coming out of the channel and into the Baltic proper.� Dawson looked up at his XO. �Make new heading zero nine zero degrees. Make your way to the designated co-ordinates.�
�Aye skipper,� Tull replied. �Conn, set new heading, zero nine zero degrees. All ahead slow.�
�New heading, zero nine zero degrees. All ahead slow, aye.�
Moscow
�So, what do you think?�
�I think I haven�t flown anything like this, in a long, long time.� Captain Will �Danil� Jenner grabbed the yoke with both hands and felt the grain of the worn leather against his fingers. It was raw, cold in the dead of a Russian winter.
�How does a Cessna come to be in Russia?�
�Simple really,� Donald replied. �All sorts of things flooded into the country when the Soviet Union fell. It was a rush toward everything anyone could ever have dreamed of. And as money slowly began to get into people�s hands, things like this started to become more common.� Donald shifted in the co-pilot�s seat, turning toward Danil. �Since this is a bit of an older plane, it doesn�t draw attention. It�s the perfect plane of need, if something were to happen. And now, it seems it is in need.�
�I could almost fly this with my eyes closed.� Danil looked over the controls, familiarizing himself with everything. He started with the most crucial first; thrust levers, the array of gauges in front of him and finally rudder and aileron controls. Donald watched as Danil closed his eyes and let his hands drift over the controls. It was like watching him fly blindfolded. He went through a series of steps in his mind. He seemed to be readying for takeoff, then, gently pulling the wheel back as he lifted the plane into the air with his mind. As he turned the wheel left, his hand began to tremble, and he pulled it away to his lap as he opened his eyes.
�You okay?�
�Fine.� Danil�s reply was low-key.
�Look, if there�s something you�re not telling me��
�I just piloted an F-16 from Alaska to DC,� Danil replied, �I think I can handle a twin engine Cessna.�
�There could be a lot riding on your ability to handle a plane, Danil.� Donald lowered his voice, his tone firm. �I don�t have the authority to cancel this mission, but I sure as hell won�t let things go bad if I think any one of you people can�t handle the job you�re here to do.�
�You have no idea how big this is.� Danil sighed as the words left his lips. �I�ll be fine.�
�You better be, Danil. You better be.�
�I appreciate everything you�ve done for us, Donald. You�ve risked your own position, one I�m sure you�ve worked hard to keep secret over the years. But, this is more than just a solitary mission. I�ve been on many of those. No, this has consequences far beyond anything I�ve ever been involved in.�
�Welcome to the club, Danil.� Donald flipped open the door and slid off the cracked leather seat to the ground, his boots landing in the muddied snow. �It�s been my life�s work.� He turned, holding open the door as the wind whipped into the cabin. �You�re just seeing things from my point of view for the first time.� Donald lowered his head as if he were talking to the seat. �Every day here is a mission to maintain the balance of power. The Soviet Union never really fell, Danil. It just changed its name.� Donald straightened as he took a step back. �If you want to take her up, go ahead. You don�t really need a flight plan in these parts.�
The door flopped shut, leaving Danil alone in the cold light. He placed his right hand on the levers resting in the center of the cockpit. He felt the cold metal against his dry skin as he scanned the array of gauges whose glass had clouded from forty years of service. This was his moment. This was why he was here.

�You still out here?�
�Yes sir.�
�Don�t sir me.� Major Francis �Sasha� Brown let the wooden barn door close quickly behind him. He still wasn�t used to Moscow�s biting cold. �How long are you gonna stay out here?�
�I�ve got nothing better to do.� Captain Ruth �Anya� Garrison slapped a new clip into the Makarov, took her stance as she pointed it down range and squeezed off three shots. She pulled it back and laid it on the board in front of her.
�I don�t think you can get any better. That�s near perfect.�
�Near yes,� Anya said. �But I lost a tournament last year to a snot-nosed lieutenant. First one in three years. I can get better.�
�He was probably just lucky.�
�She,� Anya replied, �was dead on. I�m just about done anyway.� She turned as she leaned on wood rail. She felt like the decrepit barn was ready to fall down. �What do you have in mind?�
�We haven�t talked much, and we�re both Army. Ivan is too, but he�s so young.�
�You�re saying I�m old?� Anya cracked a smile with the remark. It was something she had done little of to this point. �What�s up?�
�You know as well as I do that you can train and train and train, but find yourself in a situation that has nothing to do with your training.�
�It happens.�
�That�s what I�m afraid of.� Sasha slid his hands into his pockets as he looked down the firing line she had been using. �We really have no idea what we�re going up against. We�re training in house to house combat techniques that may not apply to anything that happens. Hell, this could break out in the middle of a street, or a park, or a zoo, or damned near anywhere.�
�Sometimes, you just have to hope for the best. You have to train for the most likely scenarios.�
�I know that. I just can�t help but feel, well, I don�t know what I feel.� He folded his arms and stared into the straw-filled dirt.
�You�re wondering why I shoot so much?�
�The thought had crossed my mind. You�ve been out here more than anyone. And you�re far and away the best shot of any of us.�
�That�s because I practice.�
�You do that.�
�Years ago, when I was just a kid, my dad who was a cop, took me to the firing range. I was probably just ten or so. Not very old, and scared to death of guns.� Anya stepped back and plopped herself down onto a straw bale. She could feel the jagged stems against her legs and the ice that had accumulated on its surface melted into her pants from her body heat. �Anyway, he got me shooting. We lived in a rough neighborhood outside of L.A. But everyone knew dad was a cop, so nobody bothered us, much anyway. So, I practiced. I practiced with pistols, then rifles, and back to pistols again. In my mind, I ran through every scenario I could imagine. I was a cop, I was a cowgirl, I was a bus driver or a teacher. I thought of everything, but I never stepped outside of that range with a loaded gun.� She ducked her head and ran her hands through her short, dark hair. �Then, one night when I was up in my room, there was a loud bang downstairs. I heard shouting and then, a pop pop pop of bullets. I froze. I sat there and peed myself on the bed.�
�How old were you?�
�Twelve.� She looked up and smiled. �Anyway, I heard my mother scream. Dad was at work. At least I thought. Something told me to grab my gun. To this day I don�t know why I did it, but I loaded a clip into the handle, stuck in out in front of me and started down the hall. The shouting had stopped and all I could hear was my mother whimpering. Then, another voice boomed up the stairs. A man, someone I didn�t recognize was shouting at my dad. He had come home from work for lunch and a punk who he�d once locked up followed him home.�
�Shit.�
�Shit is right. I was petrified, but in that instant, I knew what I had to do. I�d already practiced everything I could think of, but not this. I looked around the corner as this guy stood over my dad who lay on the floor with a bullet in his leg. My mom was crying on the couch, her hand smeared red. This guy starts laughing, holding his gun in the air. Then he pointed it at my mom. That was all it took. I stepped around the corner, took my stance and put three bullets in his back. My dad crawled out from under him a moment later.�
�Wow.�
�No, training. We train for what we think might happen, where we think we will be when we need it. But we can�t practice for everything, so we practice for anything. It�s more important to train to trust each other, to know how each of us will react under stress. That�s why we train.�
Sasha sat wide-eyed against the post.
�You hungry?� she asked? �I�m starved. Let�s go get something to eat.�

The sun was beginning to set as they approached the farmhouse, and even though the biting wind helped to push them along, the lingering light told them that spring was on the way. Though they had only been in Moscow a few days, it was obvious the days were getting longer. Not by much, but longer. Sasha pulled open the door as the light from the mudroom leading to the kitchen splashed out into the muddy snow.
�I figured you all would be fork-deep in dinner about now.�
�Oh, it�s cooking,� Polina replied. �We�re just looking over some maps of Moscow.�
�Escape routes.� Donald looked up from his seated position. The others were standing around him hovering over the table.
�Escape from where? Isn�t it hard to plan exit routes if you don�t know where you�ll be?�
�To some extent, Anya. However, in a city, there are certain ways around that.� Donald pointed to an area above the Kremlin, then east. �What you have to do is to find common arterial routes that you can make for. You divide the city into quadrants. First, find your way out of the quadrant to the arterial route. Then, you can slide off to anywhere you want to go.�
�I see,� Ivan said. �So, if we were here, we can simply jump on to this thoroughfare and take it as far as we needed before getting off to the farmhouse.�
�Yes, if the farmhouse is where you�re going.�
�Why wouldn�t we be coming back here? We have a plane.� Ivan suddenly looked confused.�
�The farmhouse is the last place you�ll want to come. The plane is a last-ditch effort. You all have passports and travel documents. It�s easier to leave on your own than in a group. Groups get noticed. Another reason why all of you speak Russian. You can blend in.� Donald looked up to Ivan as he towered above the others. �Well, almost all of you. You�re kind of hard to miss, Lieutenant. You would have been my last choice for such a mission simply for that reason.�
Ivan nodded at the remark. It made sense.
�Being covert means being covert in every sense of the word. You stick out like a sore thumb.�
�So, let�s see what we�ve got,� Sasha said as he stepped up to the table.
The Kremlin
�You look tired, Andrey.� President Novichkov leaned forward placing his elbows on his desk, the fabric of his sleeves digging into the leather pad atop the polished wood.
�I am fine,� he replied as he sat nervously across from the desk.
�Perhaps this job is catching up to you? It is a stressful place to work, my friend. Don�t be ashamed if it is becoming too much. We are not the vibrant young men of days long gone.�
�Perhaps a few days off would be in order.� Andrey felt the vibration of his phone in his pocket. There was only one number set to vibrate. He felt his face go pale.
�That would be a good thing. Even generals need some time off, from time to time.� Yuri folded his hands together as he studied his chief of staff. �I have a dacha, a beautiful place in the Crimea. And, it is far enough away from the troubles in that little rouge state,� he said with a smile. �You should take a few days and go down there. It will do you good, my friend.�
�A dacha?� Andrey looked up, his face almost completely white. He let his hand slide across his chest where his phone rested, the vibration feeling as if it was burnt into his flesh. His hand began to tremble.
�Yes Andrey.� Yuri was deeply concerned. �When was the last time you had a doctor look you over? We�re not getting any younger, and this business with the Americans isn�t helping you any.�
�I haven�t had any contact with any Americans.� Andrey�s eyes went wide. He immediately felt vulnerable, naked to the open world. He could feel his heart racing.
�It is the stress, Andrey,� Yuri replied. �You try and do too much yourself. You need to learn to delegate more.�
�It is the nature of the job,� Andrey noted. �Perhaps I will take the rest of the afternoon off.� Andrey put his hand up to his pocket again where the cell phone rested. Just the shape of it against his hand made him nervous. Maybe this was the day he could finally begin to turn the tables. He knew he had a call to make. �Good day, Mr. President.�

The meeting place was the same as before. Andrey sat on the bench in the square before the Helikon theater, but today, the sun was shining and the slight breeze was coming up from the south. The square was bustling with people going about their day. A few passersby shot glances his way, recognizing him for who he was, or at least who they thought he might be. He just felt like an old man sitting on a park bench. Nothing more.
�Good day,� came the greeting from behind. Donald slid down beside Andrey as he extended his hand. �Let�s see what you have.�
�We are taking a big risk being seen out here on such a beautiful day,� Andrey said as he handed over his phone. �Do you think that is wise?�
�Sometimes it is easier to be unseen in plain sight.�
�Yes, but even here in Russia, everyone has a phone with a camera.�
�That is true, my friend. The world is a very different place.� Donald slipped the device off the phone and placed it in his pocket. �When we both started in this business, we could never have imagined a scenario where the two of us would be sitting on this bench together.�
�Those are bygone days,� Andrey said with a chuckle. �Of course, in my wildest dreams, I could never have imagined this scenario either.� Andrey tilted his head back and let the sun warm his face. �My world was only that of planes and soldiers who did their job for the revolution.� Andrey turned his head toward his guest. �Your Russian is remarkable. I could never tell you did not belong here. You have been here a very long time.�
�A passage of time we have both witnessed, sir.� Donald stood as he slid his hands into his pockets. �I�ll be in touch.�
Andrey watched as his new acquaintance walked away into the afternoon light amid the crowded square as life around him went on. He only hoped his would as well.

The room was quiet as Donald inserted the cable into the device he had retrieved from Andrey�s phone and plugged it into the computer. A click on the corner of the screen made the computer go dark.
�What happened?�
�Just wait.�
The time seemed interminable before a square box became visible in the center of the screen. Donald keyed in a sequence and the screen went blank again.
�This program is weird,� Ivan whispered.
�It is supposed to be,� Donald replied. �If you plug this into any old computer, nothing will happen except the data would be destroyed if the program doesn�t open it within a given time frame. You need the right program to see what�s there. If someone were to randomly plug this into their machine, they�d see nothing. Most won�t wait that long before believing there is nothing of value on it.�
�Simple,� Ivan said. �But effective.�
�Exactly. Someone searching for it without the right program would leave it plugged in. The device knows that and would corrupt itself.� The screen came to life and Donald hit a few keys. �Now, let�s see what we�ve got here.�
�A map of the city.�
�With cell towers, Sasha.� He clicked where two icons displayed and the map expanded, dropping off outer areas of Moscow. �These are the towers the call bounced off.� He keyed a new command and color-coded lines appeared. �This is where the call went to, when our host received it.�
�He�s inside the Kremlin.�
�Right again, Sasha.� Donald pointed to the display and traced the lines with his fingers. �This is the routing the call took. We trace it backwards and, voila, this is where it originated.�
�I didn�t think that was possible,� Ivan noted.
�A couple years ago, it wasn�t. NSA has been working on a program like this for some time. These guys aren�t working very hard to cover their tracks with this phone either.�
�Probably using a burner. I assume they have those in Russia?�
�Oh believe me, they do. The black market is ripe with them. But since this guy keeps using the same one, I�m assuming he�ll toss it before too long. He knows he has our host in a corner and each time he sees the number, his anxiety climbs a little higher. It�s a psychological ploy.�
�So he keeps the pressure on simply by Andrey knowing the number.�
�Exactly, Ivan. Exactly. Who knows what is really being said, only the two on the phone. This device doesn�t pick up the conversation. It just tracks the path.�
�Now what?�
�Well, now we need to get into the city to get a track on the number.�
�How�s that done?� Anya asked.
�This device will pick up the number if we�re near the towers it is bouncing off.� Donald exited the map and shut down the computer. �But we can�t do it from here.�
�So we go to Moscow.�
�We go to Moscow, Sasha. And we have to develop a plan. This farmhouse has done its job. It�s time for us to move to the city.� Donald unplugged the device and slid it into his pocket. �We begin hunting tomorrow.�
DAY SIXTEEN
Moscow
The car pulled onto the thoroughfare that ran parallel to the track of the cell towers. Sasha and Donald pulled to the side, bringing the nondescript vehicle to a stop. The day was nearly half gone when they exited and began to walk up the street. The wind that had punished the area at dawn�s light, had finally relented. Under other circumstances, it would have been a beautiful day for a stroll.
�Quite the area.�
�It�s an up and coming business district. I�m sure it�s no different than all the ones back home.� Donald was careful not to talk specifically about America, never using the words that could link him to the US. �Years ago, this place was nothing but a run-down slum.�
�You couldn�t tell it now.�
�New money has a way of doing that, freedoms that the Russian mafia has more than taken advantage of.� Donald pulled his coat tight around his chest as a gust funneled down the street.
�So, what do we do now, just wait for the phone to ring?�
�In a manner of speaking, yes.� Donald looked up at the neon signs advertising nearly everything the young and growing middle class of Russia could want. It was bars and cars and young people testing their limits on a nightly basis.
�It�s kind of like a young Atlantic City, without all the fun stuff, like an ocean and beach. But the younger crowd is flush with money and they�re drawn here. The mafia likely runs or owns most of this.�
�So how does someone of your background know so much about mafia connections?�
�When you keep your ear to the street for political reasons, you�d be surprised what you pick up on. Corruption loomed large in the early days after the Soviet government fell. Politics and greed rolled hand in hand.� Donald stopped and looked up and down the street. �I figured we�d take a look at some of the buildings and get a feel for what they�re like.�
�Such as room size, large room and small room venues.�
�Exactly,� Donald replied. �If it does come down to a firefight in an area like this, the training you�ve done will come in handy.�
�And if it�s somewhere else?�
�Then you rely on your military training, and we improvise.�
�We?�
�You never know sir. I may be along for the ride,� Donald said. �You just never know.�
They pulled open the door next to where they stood as three young ladies approached. Sasha nodded as they giggled and stepped inside. He shrugged his shoulders with a slight grin and extended his arm, pointing the way in.
�When in Rome,� he said with a smile.
The club was dingy, the burning neon filtered by the smoke that hung in the stale air. Sasha thought it was just like any other dive bar he had ever been in. Change the language to English, and young people were just that all over the world, young people looking to hook up with other young people. They slid up to the bar and ordered a beer.
�Not quite what I�m used to,� Sasha said.
�You get used to it.�
�How long do you think we�ll have to wait?�
�Hard to say, actually. I suppose it depends on how impatient they really are.�
�Greed begets greed, I suppose,� Sasha replied. �If what�s really happening is happening, that�s big money. The faster things ramp up, the faster the money lines the pockets. But at some point, someone has to realize that money won�t just gush in. It has to be rolled.�
�And that�s what organized crime does. They roll money. They bury money where no one else can find it.�
�Just like the cop shows?�
�Just like them, Sasha. Art imitates life.�
The Baltic Sea
�Commander, flash traffic on ELF.�
�Take her up slowly, Flip. Let�s see what the message is.�
�Aye sir.�
�Captain to the conn.� The boat�s XO placed the mic back in its clip. He knew the captain would be in shortly. �Flip, let me know when we have it.�
The USS Columbus rose slowly in the dark waters of the Baltic Sea. The hum of the communications mast was barely audible within the conn as the shaft broke the surface of the water. They were up and down in less than five minutes, the boat riding near the surface in the relatively shallow sea. The captain of the boat walked into the conn as Ensign �Flip� Morse handed the communication to the XO.
�What�s it say, Tull?�
�Good evening sir.� The XO looked up as the captain made the scope. �I guess we know why we�re here now,� Tull said as he handed the message over. �We�re to move up the coast, standby and prepare for support of an ongoing mission within Russia. And we�re to stay covert.�
�No shit,� Captain Dawson replied. �I wonder what the hell is going on?� He looked at the waterfall display to see their position. He�d been asleep for a couple hours. He felt slightly better, but this cold was still hanging on. �We�re not all that far from the Polish coast,� Dawson wondered aloud. �I wonder if we�re to get as close to Russia as possible? That would mean near the Gulf of Riga.� Dawson looked down at the message again before handing it to his XO. �Make these coordinates, Commander.�
�Aye sir.� Tull turned to issue the order. �Conn, make your heading zero two zero.� Tull looked at the sounding below the hull. It was deeper here than anywhere they had been coming through the Belt. �Make your depth one hundred feet. All ahead one-third. Let�s not hit anything on the bottom if we don�t have to.�
�New heading zero two zero, dive planes down five degrees, come to depth one hundred feet, conn aye.�
Dawson nodded, giving Tull a quick �thumbs up�. His young XO had the boat for another two hours. He would take the conn at the headwaters of the gulf. He turned and headed back out the opening. Time for something to eat.
DAY EIGHTEEN
Moscow
Two days passed, the time dragging as the mission team had little to occupy their time outside of the farm. With only one device that could track the cell number, there wasn�t much for them to do. Ivan sat on a dingy couch in a safe house, flipping cards towards a bowl. He sighed as he missed for the sixth consecutive time.
�You just gonna sit there and do that all night?� Commander Jen �Polina� Lewis asked. She looked around the room. It was as spartan as any she could remember. �God I wish I had something to do.�
�Why don�t we go out and just check out the neighborhood?�
�We have our orders, Anya.�
�Our orders didn�t include dying from boredom.�
�It�s part of what happens in covert situations,� Donald replied as he entered the room. �I�m not immune to your situation. I�ve spent many a night just sitting, doing nothing. It�s also not good for the body. I don�t know how long it will be before we get another hit from the cell, so all of you need to get out for a bit.�
�Where to?�
�Since Sasha and I have been hanging around the bar locale, we thought it might be a good idea to get your eyes on it too.�
�Why,� Anya asked.
�We�ll get to know the area better, the buildings, the setting.�
�That�s a lot to ask in just a couple hours.�
�True, but it�s better than just sitting here letting your mind vegetate.�
�I�m up for it,� Ivan exclaimed.
�That�s cause you suck as throwing cards,� Polina smirked.
�Let�s get to it then.� Donald turned, but stopped short of walking out of the room. �I want everyone to get their gear and strap it on.�
�Why? What good will that do?� Sasha seemed genuinely puzzled. �I didn�t agree to that.�
�You didn�t, but it will do them good to feel what it�s like to walk around with concealed weapons. If you�re not used to it, it doesn�t feel natural. You need to be able to walk down the street, to sit in a restaurant like nothing is wrong.�
�And if someone drops a gun?�
�It happens all the time in Russia,� Donald chuckled. �The majority of people wouldn�t think anything of it.�
�Let�s go then. Everyone get loaded up.� Sasha looked at his team as they stood in the center of the safe house. �Let�s just call it a dry run.�
�Mission practice,� Ivan yelled. �Let�s suit up everybody.�

\�Man, back home I�d call this place a dump.�
�Careful about back home references, Ivan.� Polina rolled the glass of dark ale in her hands, letting its base slide around the counter. She looked behind the bar as she lifted the glass to her lips. She sipped slowly, not allowing the taste to show on her face. It really wasn�t her drink of choice, but she couldn�t let strong alcohol go to her head. She wasn�t a good drunk.
�They really think this is a fun joint? Tell me you think this place is hopping?� Ivan looked around at the small crowd. Perhaps it was just an off night. �I wonder if there are better nights to come here? This place is kinda boring.�
�I�m not a good judge of most places. Remember,� she smiled, �I grew up in a small town with nothing else to compare things too.�
�Not much where I came from either, but they were better than this.� Ivan spun on the seat, propping his elbows on the bar behind. He felt the small assault rifle hidden beneath his coat shift. It was everything he could do not to reach down and grab it. He took notice of Donald, Anya and Sasha sitting at a table in the corner. They didn�t look too thrilled either. �Wonder what they think about this place?�
�Probably discussing the mission,� Polina replied. �I don�t see smiles on their faces.
Ivan watched as Donald placed his hand against his chest. He reached in, pulling a small object from his pocket. He looked down with a raised brow and turned the device toward Sasha. Donald motioned toward Ivan. The young lieutenant sat upright on the stool as he looked through the smoky haze. He nudged Polina with his elbow. Ivan raised his hand as if he were greeting a friend he hadn�t seen in some time from across the room. He was at the table seconds later.
�Nice to see you again, my friend,� Ivan said as he slid in next to Donald. They shook hands with smiles plastered across their faces.
�Seems we just got lucky.�
�How so?�
�The number we have been waiting for just showed up again.�
�That�s great, but how do we trace it?� Ivan watched as Donald slipped the device back into his pocket. �Unless there�s something you haven�t told us about that box yet.�
�Maybe we just get lucky.� Donald trained his eye on a group sitting across the club in a darkened corner. To the younger crowd, they seemed out of place; not that he and his group were any different. He probably looked like an old man to most of these kids. A sure sign he was losing touch with yet another generation. He pulled his phone out of his pocket and dialed the number the device had shown. It rang for just two rings before someone answered.
�Hello?�
�Well I�ll be.� Donald�s eyes narrowed and he shut his phone down immediately as he stared across the room.
�What?� Sasha was quickly interested as the agent slid his phone from sight and turned away.
�I know who answered.�
�How the hell,� Ivan blurted out loudly before lowering his voice. �How the hell do you know that?�
�I just saw the guy over there answer his phone.�
�It could just be a coincidence.�
�I don�t think so, Sasha. I heard the same music. The timing was too perfect.�
�What the hell are the odds of that happening? We simply call and just happen to see the one person we wanted to answer the call, answer the call.�
�In this business, Sasha, stranger things have happened.� Donald propped his elbow up on the table and looked away. �Do you have a camera on your phone?�
�I didn�t bring a phone.�
�Damn. Here. Take a picture of Anya and me but point it across the room and try and get a picture of that table.
Sasha nodded as Donald slid to the other side of the table. They made a show of getting together as Sasha snapped several photos. As he handed it back to Donald a new crowd pushed through the door. It seemed a mix of young girls ready to hit the town hard and a group of young men who drifted immediately over to the table they were watching.
�Maybe we better get out of here,� Donald said. �We have our target.�
�But we could finish this now.�
�Not in the middle of a crowded club, Ivan. We pick our time. Let�s go.�
Ivan made his way back to the bar and sat down next to Polina as the others made a quiet exit. They finished their drinks and tossed their money on the bar. Ivan slipped his arm around Polina as they made their way to the door. They looked like a couple; nothing out of the ordinary.

Winter once again reached from its lair above the Arctic Circle and dragged its frigid claw across the heart of Russia�s largest city. The safe house was just a few miles from the club, but unlike the renaissance the district was undergoing, the housing around it was still drab and porous. What heat the furnaces generated quickly evaporated through the uninsulated walls. Ivan and Polina sat huddled together on the couch, a blanket wrapped around themselves. The others sat casually around the room trying to ward off the cold as they made plans for the final part of their mission. Plans still had to be made.
�So we know who, at least we think. But we don�t know where.�
�We might, Danil.� Donald paced as he began to reason out a solution. �We just need to verify a few things.�
�Like what?� Ivan asked as his teeth chattered away. �Like how the hell do we get heat in this place?�
�We just need to see if my hunch is right.� Donald ignored Ivan�s remark. �We need to see if our target frequents that place regularly. My guess is, if he does and his friends are there as well, that might actually be their base of operations.�
�And how the hell do we do that?�
�To put it in your words Anya, recon.�

The next three days the mission team was reduced to recon activities. They split up and visited the club and nearby buildings several times during the day and night. Pinning down the correct place would make all the difference. They didn�t want to have an open gun fight in public. For all intents and purposes, it was a �hit�. Ivan and Polina toured as a couple. They were the youngest of the five and seemed to fit nicely together and the outside world would view them as such. Donald sometimes went alone as did Sasha, although Anya would join them and they would arrive together. The snap of cold weather also seemed to help narrow the field of possibilities since it limited the range of most people in the city. No one wanted to venture further than they needed to. It was just too cold.
On the fourth day, the skies above Moscow brightened and a virtual heat wave of not freezing blew into the city. It was what they were looking for. They had narrowed their choice to two buildings, the upper floors of the club and a small warehouse situated behind that building separated by a narrow service alley.
�They might even use both buildings for their operation.� Danil looked around the dingy safe house, wishing his time in this god-awful place would come to an end. At least it was a bit warmer.
�That�s true, Danil,� Donald replied. �It would make sense. One for a public showing and another building for stashing whatever goods they deem profitable at the time. Typical mafia scams.�
�So now what do we do?�
�Now Sasha, we get ready to go. We get ready to take them out.�
�But we still don�t know the layouts of the two buildings other than what we�ve seen in the club.�
�True, but I�m sure in your world as in mine, you never really know all the aspects of what you�re up against. At some point, we just have to rely on ourselves to make the best decisions we can.�
�So, what do we know about this guy? Who is he?�
�His name is Boris Vetrov,� Donald replied. �I�ve been doing a little digging on him the last day or so, trying to find a few things out. He started out about ten years ago as a small-time hit man for the local mafia. He was a real bad-ass and slowly moved up the ranks. Then, a couple years ago, he made a big play. He knocked off the second in command of a certain family and was able to point the finger at someone else. He took advantage of that by killing the person he blamed. He quickly became the voice to listen to. He has power and is aggressive. He isn�t afraid of anyone or anything.�
�And that�s his downfall,� Ivan blurted out.
�Not necessarily, Ivan. Remember those other four guys sitting at the table with him? They�re his infantry, and they don�t back down. Not from the Russian police, not from other gangs. He�s sitting pretty in this section of the city. And he�s got money rolling in. That means he can bribe whoever he needs to look the other way. Although it�s changing, Russia is still a wide open place to make a buck, or lots of them.�
�Let�s see what we�ve got,� Sasha answered.
The rest of the night was spent going over various contingencies, attacks and escape plans. Once the mission was completed, they would split up and go their separate ways to leave the country. Ivan and Polina would leave as a couple, as would Sasha and Anya. Danil would trail Sasha and Anya discreetly, pretending not to be with them in any way. With passports and papers they would travel west and make their escape into Europe. And no one would ever know they were there. Tomorrow night, after the club closed, the mission was a go.
DAY TWENTY-TWO
The White House
President Edwin Kiger stood looking out over the lawn of the White House from the Oval Office. He watched as crowds passed by on the streets outside the fenced grounds. One small group had a sign about the actions in the Ukraine. How fitting he thought. The door to the official office of the President of the United States opened and his chief of staff walked in accompanied by the Director of the CIA.
�Good afternoon, gentlemen.�
�Good afternoon, Mr. President,� they said in unison.
�Please, have a seat,� the president said as he extended his arm toward the chairs before the famous desk. �I think you can guess as to why I�ve asked you both here.�
�I can hazard a guess,� Stephen replied.
�Do we have any word on what is happening with our team in Russia?�
�So far, we have heard nothing, sir. I can only think that is a positive sign.�
�I don�t know that I would totally agree with that, Stephen.� President Kiger pulled out his chair and sat down behind his desk. �I don�t always believe that no news is good news. Surely there has to be something, something someone has picked up.�
�Not at this time, sir.� The director looked toward the president�s chief of staff before turning his attention back to the president. �I think if anything had been uncovered in a negative way, we would have heard something back-channel by now.�
�And if it went off without a hitch?� Martin asked.
�Then likely hearing nothing is a positive sign. That would mean the mission was a success and everyone is on their way back without discovery.�
POTUS sat back in his chair and crossed his arms as he sighed. He was hoping for better news, hoping for some news, any news. There just wasn�t going to be any today.
�And we have recovery assets in place?�
�As close as we are able. Ground support is impossible.�
�I understand. Thank you. Keep me posted. I want to hear the minute you get any, and I mean any intel on this.�
�Yes Mr. President,� they replied in unison once again.
DAY TWENTY-THREE
Moscow
The sun melted into the western sky, its remnant nothing more than an orange glow blistered across the darkening heavens. Night would settle in over the Russian capital within the hour. He lifted the glass to his lips as the clear liquid filled his mouth. He felt its soft burn against his tongue. It warmed him; something he needed in the midst of this drafty safe house. But he knew it wouldn�t be much longer and this situation would be over. He swirled the drink around the glass before draining it completely. Tonight would end it all.

The crowd continued to build as the evening wore on. It seemed that a Friday night was just like a Friday night anywhere else in the world. For the first time, the place they had watched for days seemed to have a life all its own. Western music filled the club as the dance floor began to come to life and the liquor began to flow. Ivan and Polina watched from a corner booth as youth overtook common sense in the world of the young.
�They sure know how to party.� Polina rolled her glass around on its base. She had a habit of doing that, Ivan noticed.
�You don�t drink much, do you?�
�Not all that much, Ivan. I put that behind me a long time ago. Too many hangovers, too many issues.�
�I hear you.� Ivan extended his legs beneath the table. His face cramped at the effort, just like the muscles in his thighs. �Why can�t they make things for tall people?�
�There�s tall,� Polina said as she looked up to Ivan and smiled, �and then there�s you.�
�Funny.� Ivan smiled back. He felt comfortable with her. �We need to try and blend in a bit more.�
�What do you have in mind?�
Ivan winked as he grabbed her hand, pulling her out of the booth as he stood up.
�No way in hell, stretch.�
But Polina was no match for his strength. One step backward and she was up on her feet. He stooped, bending at the knees as he pulled her toward him. He began to sway, the music moving him from side to side. She thought he looked like a scarecrow flailing in the wind. He smiled again as he pulled her forward. She rolled her eyes as her feet made the edges of the dance floor, and her hips caught the sway of the music.
�Damn you, I love this song.�
The music slowed and Ivan pulled her close. He could feel the shape of her handgun in the small of her back as his hand closed about her waist. She put her hand up to his chest to keep him slightly away. But just slightly.
�Don�t get any ideas.�
�I�m just trying to blend in, remember?�
They stayed on the floor for another song before the booth, and their mission called them back. Another hour passed and more young Moskovites packed the club. They could tell it would be a long night. At least it felt good to be out and around people. Ivan looked up as another couple, this one a bit older closed the door behind them. Anya and Sasha slid along the wall and up to the bar. Sasha fluffed his coat as he straddled the stool. He could feel his own weapon push against his leg. He nodded as Anya ordered their drinks.
Danil slipped into the club, unnoticed by the others. He bellied up to the end of the bar, standing next to Sasha. His eyes found their targets, sitting in the same corner in the same booth they had for the past several days. The only difference was they had smirks and smiles plastered across their faces as more and more young women rolled into the club, because those women were followed by young men and both loved to drink. The take would be a good one tonight.
�They�re drinking right along with their customers,� Danil noted. �Stupid.�
�But they�re used to it,� Sasha said in almost a whisper. �This is their world, not ours. And, they know where the walls are. We�re guessing at everything we do. All the alcohol does is shift the odds a little in our favor.�
Sasha sipped his drink slowly as he began to think about the next couple hours. He noted Ivan and Polina in the corner, then not. They were mixing and socializing. They were trying to fit in. It worked for them being closer in age to the average person jumping around on the dance floor. Sweat was mixing with booze. He realized you could plop this club down anywhere in the civilized world and you couldn�t tell where you were. Youth was full of optimism; he was almost a lost cause.

Danil looked at his watch as the last hour began to close down. He slid his empty glass into the middle of the bar, tossed his money on to the wet surface and pulled his coat tightly around himself. He nodded to the man sitting next to him and hit the exit, the cold night air pushing through the door as he left. His car was just a brief walk down the street. The nondescript auto had everything they needed.
The end of the night was coming quickly as couples and the last of the desperate, single loners looked to walk out the door with someone in the late-night hours. The men in the dark corner booth began to stir and make their way out into the club as the last of their patrons filed out the door. Anya laid her hand on Sasha�s arm, giving a tug as one of the Russians approached.
�Come on love,� she said. �It�s time to go.�
Sasha wavered as if he had drunk just a little too much liquid relaxation. He looked up as a heavy-set Russian stepped to his side.
�Time to go.� His words were not as polite as Anya�s. �Do as your little lady asked.� He reached down and laid his thick hand on Sasha�s shoulder.
�I�m going,� Sasha replied. He looked up from the stool with a gentle smile. The big Russian smirked as he helped Sasha to his feet.
Sasha waved his hand as Anya wrapped her arm around his and she guided him toward the door. Sasha slid his hands inside his pockets, pulling the flaps of his coat around to the front. It would be cold outside. He turned and smiled as Anya pushed through the door while he held it open an extra second. The next sound was as unexpected as it was distinct, and everyone in the club knew what it was.
The round slammed into the big Russian who grabbed his chest as he fell to the side, his knees buckling instantly. He was dead before he hit the floor. Ivan and Polina crashed through the doors as the Russians scattered. They dove behind the bar and beneath tables, any place to avoid the bullets. Polina rolled to the right and shot off a burst at the table. Their targets cleared like rats. The spray was enough to tear the cheap wood trim to shards as Danil rushed through the door. Sasha and Anya grabbed the assault rifles Danil left on the sidewalk and followed him in, ducking off to the left with Ivan. Danil ran straight ahead, making for a half-wall near the dance floor. They were in!
Ivan peered around a booth as the first shots were returned. He ducked as Polina returned covering fire. Danil made the bar and slid behind it, surprising the Russian hiding there. A single slug meant two down. The bar was the most solid wall to be behind, but it was open at the end. He looked up just as a large, blond Russian raised a pistol in his direction. A blistering salvo cut him down, throwing him against a column to his right, his blood a smeared streak as his body slid down the white plaster. Anya appeared in his place and waved Danil forward.
�Up the stairs!� Sasha yelled, his first words in English in over a week. He cursed himself for his stupidity. Their prime target had fled to the second story.
A few stray rounds made their way back into the bar as three of the Russians crashed through the rear doors of the kitchen and out into the alley. Sasha was sure they were headed for the warehouse behind. �Three down�, he thought.
Polina crouched at the bottom of the stairs around the corner by the kitchen. Commotion from the second floor froze her. She tucked the assault rifle close against her ribs and took a deep breath. She turned quickly as a burst came down the stairs obliterating the railing beside her. She felt a sting on her right arm and knew what it meant. Ivan slid to the floor beside her.
�You okay?�
He received a nod in reply. She pointed up the stairs and then to the ceiling. People were up there. Another burst peppered the stair treads causing them to turn away. They couldn�t sit here. Ivan leaned back and pulled Polina with him. She flinched as he grabbed her arm but said nothing. She could hear herself breathing heavily, could feel the sweat running beneath her clothing. Sasha stepped over the dead blond Russian and leaned against the blood-stained column.
�We aren�t equipped to go up a stair. We don�t know who�s up there.�
�Boris is up there,� Polina replied. �I saw him.�
�I did too. That�s where we need to focus.�
�We can�t just leave the others behind. They need to be taken out.�
Sasha nodded. It was outside of the prime mission objective, but he didn�t want to leave loose ends. He waved Anya and Danil over. No one else seemed to be left on the main floor of the club. The Russians were caught off guard and fled. Anya leaned into the wall, sighing heavily.
�Everyone okay?� Sasha looked over his team. Danil stayed behind the bar keeping his rifle trained on the door. He didn�t want any surprises from that direction. �Ivan, you, Polina and I will go after the three. If we don�t engage them in five minutes, we�ll come back here.� The mission commander looked up to Anya. �Can you and Danil get up to the second floor?�
�Piece of cake,� Anya replied. �Done it a hundred times in training exercises.�
�Let�s do it.�
Sasha nodded toward the kitchen door, hiked his rifle and rolled off the bloodied column. Ivan and Polina followed closely, keeping low between the kitchen counters. No surprises. They reached the open door and stopped, peering into the darkness. The alley was nearly as black as charcoal, the strip unlit in the early morning hours. Polina looked around the kitchen as she held her rifle against her chest. The place was a disgusting mess.
�Christ, I�m glad we didn�t order any food in this dump.�
�Clear,� Sasha whispered.
They slid silently into the alley, the light from the kitchen throwing their shadows before them like specters. The path they needed was easy to follow, the door in front of them into the warehouse, wide open. They fell against the cold exterior walls with their weapons up. Sasha cocked his head, peering inside. He stepped in and slid to the floor behind the first thing he could find. Ivan and Polina jumped to his left, coming to rest behind a backhoe. They were quickly greeted with bullets ricocheting off the thick metal. Ivan�s eyes went wide at the sound.
�Damn!�
�Is our five minutes up?� Polina asked with a smirk.
Sasha replied with a salvo directed toward the oncoming fire. The short burst echoed in the low light. The warehouse sounded nearly empty. He counted the seconds to himself. Ten, twenty. He would move on twenty-five. He stood only to be greeted with a cascade of bullets. He ducked quickly behind his shield. Polina pointed her rifle through an opening and squeezed off several rounds. Sasha jumped at the opportunity to move up the side to the next object. Their movement went on for several minutes as each laid down covering fire for the other to jump ahead. It was a classic army tactic.
They were half-way across the warehouse when Ivan slid down behind a pile of burlap sacks, next to a door. A burst from above forced him to duck as the rounds thumped into the sacks. He was breathing heavily, the sweat now rolling down his forehead. Footsteps from above were quickly silenced as Polina returned fire. The body hit the concrete floor with a dull crack, the bones splintering as the lifeless body landed awkwardly. She slid in beside him and leaned her head against the sacks.
�I don�t know what is in these bags, but I�m glad as hell they�re here.�
The sound of metal raking across metal brought their attention back to their situation. A door; an overhead door sliding along its rails echoed through the warehouse followed by running footsteps. A burst of light blazed into the darkness before being extinguished by the closing door. Twenty seconds passed without a sound.
�It�s over.� Sasha�s voice broke the silence. �They�re gone. We need to get back to the club. Let�s go.�
�You sure?�
�I�m sure, Ivan. Let�s go help the others before reinforcements arrive.�

�You want to go up first?�
�Me? You�d probably put a bullet up my butt,� Danil chuckled.
�Only if I wanted to, Danil.� Anya waved her hand toward the stairs. �I�ll lay up a burst and you need to move as fast as you can and get your ass up there. There�s a lot of steps. You�ve got to hustle.�
Danil nodded as he took a deep breath. Air Force life was nothing like this. This was Army crap. He should be cruising above the clouds in the wild blue yonder or sitting behind a desk pushing papers. He let his lungs slowly deflate, turned toward Anya and nodded. She pointed her rifle directly up and flooded the ceiling with bullets. The sound of scampering feet told her there was more than one up there. She leveled her sights and sprayed the upper platform of the stairs, the bullets ripping through the drywall until there was nothing left. Danil took his cue and sprinted up, his feet feeling like lead as he struggled to make the top. He landed on the last step falling short of the floor, tucked his rifle around the corner and shot off a burst. Anya was standing at his feet seconds later.
�Go go go,� she urged.
Danil scurried onto the floor and slammed himself into the wall. Anya followed close behind. Ahead was a closed door and an open door frame to their left. Anya pumped several bursts into the open doorway and charged inside. She was greeted by a spray of gunfire that flew out the opening, peppering the wall where Danil stood. His eyes went wide as he felt a round tear into his thigh. He dove to the floor, crossing the threshold of the opening. His leg burned like fire as it scraped across the floor. Someone on the other side of the dark room stood, extended his arms and pulled the trigger, losing everything in the clip. It was all he had left. Danil raised his rifle and cut him down in a burst.
�Anya.�
�Here.� She stood, then lowered herself to a crouch. �Check him out and see if it�s our guy. I�m going down the hall to the door.� She was out into the hall before Danil could object, or even cry in pain. Seconds later, a burst of gunfire echoed back down the hall. He felt his breath leave him again.
Several minutes passed before he felt the urge to move. His leg was throbbing. He reached down and pulled back a handful of blood, then wiped his palm across his pant leg. Danil left his rifle on the floor and crawled over to the body that was sprawled across the desk his target had been hiding behind. Danil pulled himself up to look. It was Boris. �Where was Anya?� he thought. She�s been gone too long.
�So, things have not gone exactly as I planned.�
Danil turned at the unexpected voice to see a figure silhouetted by the dim light of the hallway. He took a step in, leveling a pistol in Danil�s direction.
�It�s him. We got him.�
�And that is too bad, my friend.�
�Donald, what?� Danil was confused. He turned and leaned against the wooden desk as the blood from his leg smeared across the floor. �He�s dead.�
�Well, that is one consolation,� Donald said as he walked into the room. �I�d hoped my friends would have done a better job of killing you all off. Since there�s no one in the club downstairs, I assume you are the last one left.� Donald took a step closer and picked up the assault rifle. �Now I won�t need to work around him.�
�I don�t understand.� Danil�s head was beginning to spin. �We got the caller. We got Boris.� He leaned forward resting his head in his hands. He was dizzy. Nothing was making sense.
�You got Boris,� Donald said as he smiled. �You didn�t get the caller. He was nothing but a pawn. And a rather stupid one at that.� Donald took another step forward. �Didn�t you think finding him was rather easy?�
�But the number. They saw you call it. He answered it.�
�They saw me dial a number from nothing more than a digital display. I called a number I knew would be answered.�
�But the device��
�This?� Donald shrugged as he pulled the small black box from his pocket. �This is nothing more than a digital box I can key any number into.� The CIA agent tossed it on the floor. �It�s worthless, a child�s toy. You�ve been had.�
�What about the calls? Why are you doing this?�
�Don�t you get it? I made the calls,� Donald laughed. �I grew tired of the honorable undercover war. Everyone here was making a profit but me. I wanted, I needed some of the cash that was rolling into the country.� He took another step forward and leveled the gun at Danil�s face. �I earned it. All the years I hid in this retched place and what do I have to show for it? Not a damn thing.�
�Who is it that I just killed then?�
�Oh, he�s someone important. He�s the son of a real Russian mafia head. Unfortunately, this mafia head has no idea what�s been going on. I�ve set the wheels in motion. I�ve invested heavily in the Russian military contractors. This war will start, and I�ll get my money, and all I have to do is let the war machine do its thing.�
Danil began to shake. He was tired; exhausted. He could feel the cold beginning to settle in. This wasn�t what he thought it would be. He pulled his hand over his thigh and felt the hole in his leg. It burned, like the air that surged in and out of his lungs. He felt helpless; sick to his stomach.
�So my friend. Your time has come. I�m certain the others, whoever is left, will be hunted down once Boris� father becomes aware of what�s happened. And that won�t take very long. I�ll make sure of that.� Donald�s grin widened as he stared at Danil. �Goodbye, my friend�
Three shots rang out above the club, an empty, rundown shell caught in the grasp of a cold Russian night.
�Fucking bastard,� Anya yelled as Donald�s lifeless body collapsed to the floor.

Anya ducked into the room at the sound of footsteps frantically climbing the stairs. She took cover behind a desk and trained her weapon on the door.
�Anya!�
�Here, Sasha!� She rose from her position letting her weapon fall as Sasha led the others inside.
�We�re all fine. Did we get him?�
�We�re clear here.� Anya looked down to Danil who lay still against the desk, then up to Boris� lifeless body. �Oh damn,� she said under her breath as she quickly knelt down to Danil. �What the hell happened to you?�
�I got him,� Danil said weakly. �I got him.�
�And who got you?� Anya pulled apart the hole in his trouser to see the damage. It wasn�t pretty. �Someone give me a belt.� Anya worked feverishly on Danil to lessen the flow of blood, pulling the belt around his thigh. She could only hope the bullet hadn�t hit a major vessel.
�What the hell happened here?� Sasha turned the other body on the floor over and was shocked. �Donald?�
�It�s a rather long story,� Anya replied. �Danil? How do you feel?�
�I�m okay. At least my head isn�t spinning any longer.�
�Can you get to your feet?�
�With a little help, I think.�
Ivan bent down and hauled Danil to his feet practically by himself. Danil leaned against the desk and ran his blood-soaked hands across his face and through his hair.
�Oh, that�s a much better look,� Polina remarked.
�Anya. What the hell is going on?�
�We don�t have time to stand here and recount the whole story Sasha. We need to get to the car. I�ll tell you then.�
�Time to make our exit, folks. Ivan, get Danil down the steps. Polina, you�re our driver now.� Sasha waved his hand toward the door. �Anya, take the point. Let�s make sure there isn�t anyone hiding down there.�
Anya nodded and raised the PP-2000 to shoulder level. It was time to clear the road. She moved out the door to the stair and listened for� anything. Quiet. Ivan wrapped Danil�s arm around his neck, holding him up as Anya took her initial steps down the stairs. She froze at the first creak of the floor tread. Another step down as her team made the top of the stairs. She landed with a hop and trained her rifle around the club. It was empty. She waved them down emphatically.
�Hurry!�
Anya was at the door seconds later with Polina at her side. The doors were solid wood, nothing to see through. They looked at each other and Anya nodded, then leaned her shoulder into the door. The sliver of light from Moscow�s night slipped in. The street seemed quiet, the dirty snow a blanket to the world. She could see the car sitting in the shadows and it felt a thousand miles away. She waved them forward, Danil hopping on his good leg between Ivan and Sasha. Anya held the door as Polina slipped out into the street.
�Should we bring the car up?�
�Let�s just get to it. We can�t afford to stay here any longer. I don�t know if anyone heard the shooting, but I�m sure whoever got away is bringing someone back.�
�Someone got away?� Anya was wide-eyed in disbelief. �What the hell?�
�We followed them into the warehouse, but we couldn�t get close enough. At least one got away,� Sasha replied. �We�ve got to move, now.�
Danil and Ivan stumbled through the door and the team was out into the street, the cold from winter�s night raking across their sweaty, exposed skin. Polina sprinted toward the car. Every second counted as Ivan and Sasha dragged Danil forward. Anya reached the car second and had the doors open on the running vehicle. She stood there silently trying to drag them forward.
�Come on, come on,� Polina demanded. She could see the three silhouettes stumbling forward. At last, they made the car and Ivan nearly threw Danil into the back seat. Anya slammed the door after him and jumped into the front seat, her rifle tucked down between her legs.
Polina stomped on the accelerator, the tires squealing as rubber struggled to grab the cold asphalt. Ahead, two cars turned the corner, their tires sliding in the gray slop, stopping with their headlights pointed at the club. The doors burst open as bullets flew into the club. It was like watching a movie, one that Polina didn�t want to see the ending to. She turned abruptly left, letting the rear wheels slide around, pointing the car in the opposite direction as rounds found the rear of their vehicle.
�Go girl, go!� Anya shouted.
Sasha looked over his shoulder as Danil half-lay against him. One set of headlights from behind turned and headed toward them.
�We�ve got company.�
�I see them.� Polina put her foot down firmly on the pedal and the car hurtled down the dark street. She veered left just as another salvo bounced around them. She drove wildly, turning in and out of any street that may throw them off her trail. For the first time in her life, she wished for traffic. It would have been good cover, assuming their friends had any reservations about shooting and filling a public street with lead.
�Do you know where you�re going?�
�Not a clue, Sasha,� she yelled back.�
�What the hell happened back there?� Sasha grabbed the front seat and leaned forward. �What happened to Donald?�
Anya laid her head back on the seat recounting the story. She had left Danil not knowing he had been shot. She needed to make sure no one was in the other room. She shot the final target before sitting down on a broken chair. She needed a minute to collect herself. She put her face in her hands, letting the tears run across her fingers. She gathered herself and turned back down the hall. That�s when she heard a familiar voice, one she hadn�t expected to find on the second floor. As she relayed Donald�s words, the others were stunned.
�Fucking bastard is right,� Polina said.
Traffic began to get heavy as Polina exited onto a busier thoroughfare. The lights in the mirror had vanished but she didn�t let off.
�How�s Danil?�
�I�m okay, Anya.� Danil nearly chocked at his words. �I want to thank you for what you did back there.�
�What are we going to do now?�
�We follow the plan, Ivan.�
�How do we do that? If you hadn�t noticed, Danil isn�t in shape to get onto public transportation.�
�I�m aware of that, Lieutenant.� Sasha�s tone was curt. �You however are fine. That part of the plan is still in place. We�ll drop you and Polina at a train station. All your IDs and papers are in the trunk. That part hasn�t changed.�
�We can�t just leave you with Danil in the shape he is.�
�That�s an order, Lieutenant.�
The sound of bullets bouncing off the car caught their attention again. Ivan and Anya each leaned out their window and returned fire.
�Where did they come from? I thought we lost them!�
�They must have fallen back to track us. We need to lose them, Polina. I wouldn�t be surprised if they called for help.�
�Hang on.�
She punched the accelerator and the car�s engine surged. Another burst from Ivan and Anya and the trailing car fell back. Polina swerved from lane to lane as she began to dodge the heavier traffic. Though still dark, the city would begin to wake up in the next few hours, and this was likely just the start of it. The train station. They needed to find the nearest train station.

�You sure this is how you want us to do it?�
�I�m sure Ivan. Even when things go wrong, the best policy is to follow the plan.� Sasha extended his arm through the open window and shook the hand of his team member. �We�ll get Danil out. You two get each other out.�
Ivan resisted the urge to snap off a perfect salute to his commanding officer. It wasn�t the right place; it wasn�t the right time. Sasha watched as the young couple walked into the train station, the doors closing behind them.
�Good luck,� he said under his breath. �Anya, let�s get going.�
Ivan stood inside the terminal as he watched the sedan pull away, its tail lights lost in the gathering traffic. He hiked his pack higher on his shoulder, just another traveler in the eyes of strangers. He smiled at Polina as he turned toward the terminal and wrapped his arm around her shoulder. They were traveling as a couple. That was also part of the plan. They needed to play the part, and she didn�t seem to shy away.
The line was short and as they stepped to the counter, the agent was yawning as she asked them their destination.
�We�re headed to Warsaw,� Polina said as she laid her arms across the counter. She was beginning to get nervous. Funny, she thought, just minutes from an armed confrontation and she was sweating talking to an agent from the railroad. Maybe it was the adrenaline beginning to leave her body. Ivan stayed close as he looked down at them, his face a blank canvass.
�Best I can do is book you through Minsk. After that, you�ll have to make your own arrangements when you get there.�
�Oh,� Polina said with a raised eye. �Why is that? You can�t book us all the way through?�
�No. Russian Railways has no agreements with them west of the city. Here, we share tracks.� The agent looked up, her smile fading the closer it came to quitting time. Morning was just around the corner and her long shift was nearly over.
Polina looked up to Ivan as he squeezed her shoulder. His eyes were focused in another direction. She resisted the urge to follow his stare. Her job was to get the tickets. She laid Ivan�s identification on the counter as she fumbled for her own. She pulled her ID from her pocket laying it atop his. The agent typed in the information before handing their papers back with the tickets. Polina nodded with a tired smile as she turned and wrapped her arm around Ivan�s waist.
�Time for our journey to begin, love,� she said as she followed Ivan�s stare. She knew instantly his concern as she caught sight of two Russian policemen standing near a corner, their eyes fixed on Ivan. She pulled him around and faced the other direction. �We don�t have anything to fear,� she whispered as she leaned in close. �They know nothing about us.� She reached up and stroked his cheek. It was wet with perspiration. �They probably have never seen anyone as tall as you,� she said with a smile only a girlfriend could manage.
They made the far end of the building easily, watching the crowds begin to gather. Moscow was waking up and travel seemed to be the order of the day. Still thirty minutes before they needed to board, they plopped themselves on a bench and leaned close, Ivan�s arm making its way back around her shoulders. Polina laid her hand on his leg. He was still nervous.
�Stop bouncing your leg.�
�Sorry. Nervous habit. I get that way when I have to sit.�
�We�ll only be a few minutes.�
�More police,� he said as he tilted his head to the right.
�We�re just an ordinary couple. Nothing more.�
�We know that, but do they know that? Who knows what was passed along to whom? A gunfight in the middle of the city and no one reports it to the police? I�d rather be suspicious.�
�Point taken,� she replied.
The train pulled in, its doors letting go of a flood of passengers. This was their ticket out, their first stop on the way home. Ivan stood as another pair of police walked to the doors and stood beside the train. They weren�t paying attention to those getting off the train.
�It�s show-time, girlfriend.�
Ivan stood, hoisting his pack again on his shoulder. Polina stood and placed her arm around his waist again. She tugged on his coat sleeve and he bent down to be rewarded with a quick kiss on the lips.
�Got to play the part, right?�
Ivan grabbed her hand and pulled her forward. Her show gave him a new sense of security. They were just a young couple out for an adventure, out to see the world. They waited until a few moved in front and tried to blend in with the crowd, as much as a six foot seven inch man can do in public. As they made the door, Ivan ducked as he nodded toward the policeman, who simply stared at him, then looked away.

The train station faded into the background as Anya accelerated into the growing traffic. The lights of the city only foreshadowed the coming morning. As Anya looked into her mirror, the tell-tale embers of mornings first light were tapping the horizon. She swerved abruptly as another vehicle cut her off.
�Ohhh. Can you stay in one lane?�
�Sorry Danil. Just trying to get used to Russian drivers.�
�How you feeling?� Sasha asked.
�Not too bad, considering. Although I really don�t know how I should feel after being shot.�
�The bleeding seems to have stopped. You did a good job on that, Anya.�
�I had some training, Sasha. Best I could do under the circumstances.� She looked up into the mirror again and tried to find Sasha�s face. �What do we do now?�
�We can�t leave on public transportation like we hoped. Not like this, anyway.� He looked over to Danil who leaned against the seat with his eyes closed. It looks like our last resort is our best option.�
�The plane? He can�t pilot a plane in that condition.�
�Well, we sure can�t drive out of Russia.�
�I can fly that plane in my sleep.�
�I don�t doubt that, Danil, but being wounded does funny things to a person. I don�t know that we can take that chance,� Sasha replied.
�I don�t know that we have another option. Get me behind the wheel of that thing and I�ll get us out of here.�
�At least no one knows about the place,� Anya noted. �That gives us a leg up.�
�A leg up. Funny,� Danil chuckled. �Oww, that hurt. Why does a leg hurt when you laugh?�
�I sure as hell hope they don�t know about the farm. If Donald is tied up with them, seeing his body with three bullets in his back may give them some ideas. We�ve been under the illusion that Donald was a lone wolf. That might be completely false. They may have their own team on the way.�
�Something we have to take into account,� Sasha replied. �How long till we make the farm?�
�About an hour, give or take. I have no idea on earth what traffic will be like.�
�But we�ll be heading out while others head in to the city.�
�It works that way in America. Maybe here too. Who knows,� Anya replied.
As the sun wandered over the horizon, with first light breaking the skyline to the east, Anya eased up on the accelerator. Traffic seemed to be lighter on their side of the road, something she was grateful for. She didn�t want to risk getting a speeding ticket, �or whatever the hell happens over here�, she thought. She was sure Moscow had their own brand of rogue cops and sure as hell, it would happen to them. She decided the best course of action was to keep her eyes on the road and obey the laws as best she could understand them. She looked in the mirror again, finding Sasha�s face in the reflection. He was looking out the window, watching the city pass by, obviously deep in thought. She found Danil resting his head on the seat. He was asleep. �Less than an hour�, she told herself.

The large grouping of trees that signaled the beginning of the lane leading to the farm seemed to spring out of nowhere. She had been daydreaming. She scanned the snow-covered fields as they closed the distance. Nothing was in sight. It would be a beautiful place in the summer. Her thoughts took her back to her home town and the care-free days of her youth. The city was her life, but she often wondered what life would have been like in small-town USA. She slowed but kept going, looking down the lane as she passed. The acceleration woke Sasha from a nodding sleep.
�What?�
�Tire tracks in the snow up the lane.�
�Not ours?�
�I don�t think so. There are two sets. One out, which would be ours� �
�And one in,� Sasha replied.
�What now?�
�There�s a back way in, an old gravel road that leads in from the west side of the property. It�ll take us a few minutes to get there, but we might be able to sneak in on their flank.�
�Spoken like a true infantryman, Major.� Anya turned toward the rear seat. �We can�t just jump on board the plane and fly it out of here.�
�Why not?�
�I thought you were asleep,� Anya said as she looked at Danil.
�Just resting.�
�Because they�d be on us like maggots, and we sure can�t drag you into a firefight. Not like this, anyway.�
�I can hold my own,� Danil replied as he looked at Sasha. �I can still hold a gun.�
�Get on down the road, Anya. Let me think about this for a minute.�

The car pulled in before an old gate that looked like it hadn�t been opened in years. It was nearly buried in a snow drift, its wooden rails split and rotted. Sasha opened the car door and pushed through the snow to the gate. Its end posts were overgrown with thick bushes that did not look like they had been tended to in decades. At least that�s what it seemed. Sasha reached for the gate to pull it through the snow, but the rails simply pulled out of their sockets. He shrugged as he threw them one by one into the snow.
�I hope this car can clear the drifts,� Anya said as Sasha slid in beside her in the front seat.
�I hope so too. At least it�s quiet.�
�Do you know how far this takes us in?�
�Not a clue.�
�Donald told me about this way in. I don�t think he meant to. It might have been just a slip, something he didn�t think was important.�
�So, what are we going to do?�
�Get as close to the plane as you can. Since the path was cleared in case we needed it, we�re ready to go.� Sasha looked at Danil, who looked exhausted. �You�ve preflighted everything?�
�Did it two days ago. This plane won�t need a long stretch to get off the ground, so the original idea should still work.�
�Should?� Sasha�s face showed surprise at the remark.
�We hadn�t planned on new snow. It isn�t much, but it does put a new layer beneath the wheels.�
�Oh. Hadn�t thought of that. Think we can still make it?�
�No guarantees,� Danil said as he leaned forward. �Just get me to it.�
Anya pulled through the snow, the bottom of the car scraping out and clearing a path as they went. She pulled up behind the building furthest from the farmhouse and cut the engine. Sasha helped Danil from the rear seat and pulled his arm around his neck while Anya gathered their weapons. Three minutes later, Danil was perched behind the wheel of the Cessna, his face bathed in sweat.
�You sure you�re going to be able to do this?�
�We don�t have much of a choice now, do we?� Danil pointed to the large doors. �Push those doors open. As soon as you tell me, I�ll fire the engines. I don�t want to make too much noise before things start happening.� He looked over the controls one last time before leaning back into the seat. �It�s a good thing these doors face away from the house. They won�t see us for a few minutes.�
�Why don�t we just leave now?� Anya asked.
�Can�t take that chance. As soon as the engines start, they�d be on us quickly. We�ve got to surprise them first. I�d rather have a clear takeoff.� Sasha handed Danil his assault rifle. �If we don�t make it back, you need to decide how you want to handle this thing.�
Danil nodded in reply. He could go out fighting, or flying.
�Let�s go, Ruth. We�ve got work to do.�
She smiled at the sound of her name. It was the first time she�d heard it in over a week. She didn�t want to be Russian any longer. She handed Sasha his weapon and headed toward the door.
The building gave them cover only for a short distance as the yard behind the house was an open expanse. The farmhouse was situated to defend, with wide killing zones on all sides. They skirted along a line of bushes that acted as a windbreak to the fields for as long as they could, before kneeling down in the wet snow. The house was still almost one hundred yards in front of them.
�Not quite the ideal situation,� Sasha noted.
�I liked the openness from inside,� she whispered. �I didn�t think I�d need to assault my own safe-house.�
A single car was parked beside the house at the end of the lane. One person remained in it, the driver who was casually smoking a cigarette, the smoke drifting out the window into the cold, morning air.
�He doesn�t seem too worried, does he?� Anya leveled her weapon and sighted him. �I could pick him off with a single shot if I had the right rifle.�
�You that good?�
�Yeah,� Anya replied quietly. �I�m that good.�
The minutes dragged on as they listened for tell-tale signs from others. Surely there were others inside. Just as the thought formed in Sasha�s mind, the driver opened the door and yelled a reply to someone in the house.
�They aren�t being very secretive about their presence.�
�My guess is they found the house empty and are just waiting for someone, meaning us,� Sasha replied, �to come pay them a visit.�
�Well, let�s get this show on the road. No telling when others may show up.�
Their best plan was simply a sprint to the wall closest to them. It was a sitting room with only a single window pointing away from the lane. They nodded in unison and sprang forward. Sasha could feel his heart pounding. He hadn�t done anything like this in years. He had left live-fire drills behind, long ago. They dropped to the ground at the base of the wall after an agonizing run. They�d felt naked. If anyone had seen them, they�d know in the next few moments. Their breath hung in the still air as their eyes locked on each other.
The sound of scraping across a floor told them the room above was occupied. Sasha stood, glancing into the window from the side. He could see nothing but a wall. The sound of voices suddenly reverberated against the thin glass. He held up three fingers, and Anya nodded. They needed to get to a door. Anya pointed over her shoulder. They�d try the rear door that led to the kitchen. It opened into a small mudroom, something it seemed was common to farm houses around the world.
Anya led and came to rest beside the door, her weapon held tightly against her side. She reached up to the door knob, giving it a turn. It was unlocked. A full turn and she felt the wood door begin to give way. She let it stand silently as she listened intently. Nothing. It was time to move. She eased the door open and slipped inside, crouching as she went. The small hall was dark, lit only by a filtered light from the kitchen. Sasha stepped in behind her, his weapon trained ahead. He slipped past, landing his shoulder against the wall as he looked out into the kitchen. Empty. They were somewhere else.
Sasha pointed toward the sitting room and again they heard voices. �Sloppy�, he thought. But then he had to remind himself, they weren�t dealing with military types. They were dealing with criminals, thugs. They ruled with brute force and intimidation. They weren�t a tactical unit.
Anya stood as Sasha took a deep breath. It was show-time. They crept into the kitchen coming to the outer wall of their target. Sasha lowered his weapon as he stepped in front of the opening and sprayed a burst inside. His targets didn�t have time to even know he was there. Two went down instantly as Anya stepped into the opening and sent a single shot into the third. They spun around and began systematically searching the house for others. They couldn�t be this lucky, could they? Within three minutes, the house was cleared. No other targets.
�Let�s get the hell out of here.� Sasha lowered his rifle and wiped his sleeve across his face. He couldn�t remember sweating so much in winter before. He felt like he was getting old.
As they walked past the sitting room a single shot splintered the door frame next to him. He dove to the floor as Anya tucked her rifle around the corner and put a slug in the chest of the Russian that had survived the initial assault.
�Damn. We should have checked them.�
�Agreed,� Anya answered. �But we also had to make sure no one would be coming in behind us.�
�Let�s get this plane in the air. It�s time to go home.�
They were out the door in seconds, sprinting through the wet snow. The house they�d come to know so well would be nothing but a memory and they were glad to leave it behind. As they rounded the barn, the hangar building came into view. It seemed an agonizingly long run to get there. They pushed through the door and sprinted toward the Cessna.
�Go Danil, go.�
Sasha�s words were returned with silence. As he made the cabin, he knew why. Danil sat there, half-slumped over the controls. The blood from his wound saturating his pants. He was bleeding again. Sasha leaned him back against the seat. He could see the sweat pouring down his face. His decision was instant.
�Danil?�
�Huh?� The Air Force pilot blinked at the sound of Sasha�s voice.
�You okay?�
�Danil. You�ve got to fly this plane,� Anya yelled.
�He can�t,� Sasha replied. �Help me get him into the other seat.�
�For what? You think you�re going to fly this thing?�
�I don�t think we have another choice.�
�I can walk you through it,� Danil replied in a low voice. �It�s easy.�
�If you can stay awake long enough.�
Sasha now found himself staring at the controls of a plane he�d never seen. He had no piloting experience. He knew nothing.
�Well, now what, skipper?� she said sarcastically.
�Danil, what the hell am I supposed to do?�
Danil leaned his head back and wiped his face with his hands.
�Danil, you�ve got to think,� Anya yelled.
Danil began mumbling. He was going through a pre-flight check in his thoughts. �Ignition,� he blurted out. Danil raised his hand and pointed to the switches to start the engines. Sasha inhaled deeply and began following the steps Danil was pointing out. Within a minute, both engines on the Cessna were turning and they were headed out the hangar door.
Sasha pointed the plane toward the makeshift runway that ran parallel to the lane. It was nothing more than a gravel strip piled on the edge of the fields. He could feel the wheels struggling in the snow. The new layer from the night before did nothing but hide the frozen crust and just made it more difficult. As he added thrust to push through the snow, he heard the engines spiral up and watched the gauges react. The wheels slipped as he turned onto the runway and the plane slid sideways. He held his breath until he felt the crust give way and the plane began to roll easily. Danil laid his hand on Sasha�s arm.
�Flaps.� He pointed and made a gesture with his hand. Sasha nodded and mimicked the movement. Danil turned and noted the movement on the wings. �Down.�
The path they were taking was bumpy, not the smooth concrete strip of an airport. They were rolling atop large gravel stones. It felt like baseballs beneath the wheels, but the twin-engines pulled it easily along. Sasha brought them to a standstill as Danil straightened himself in the second seat. It was all he could do. That small effort drained him. He heard Anya�s voice from behind.
�We gonna do this?�
Sasha�s answer was a throttle up of the engines as he kept the plane motionless. They had a short ramp and they needed as much speed as they could manage. He released the brakes just as Anya yelled out from behind.
�Shit!� She pointed ahead of them toward the front of the lane. A dark sedan was speeding down the road and there was little doubt where he was heading. �Go, go, go!� She pulled her rifle from the seat beside her and with a quick burst, shot out the window beside her.
�Damn, Anya. Scare the hell out of me!� Sasha screamed.
They could hear stray rounds hit as they ricocheted off the plane�s metal skin. Sasha flinched at the sound and pushed the throttle forward giving it as much power as the plane could manage. They were heading toward each other and the frequency of hits was growing rapidly. Anya returned fire as the angle closed, desperately trying to avoid hitting the wing. More rounds peppered the metal skin and Anya instinctively ducked.
�That last guy I plugged must have made a call,� she shouted.
�They got here too fast. They were probably already been on their way,� Sasha yelled.
�Get this thing off the ground,� she screamed as she let loose another burst, this time emptying her magazine.
The car began to angle toward them but the drift between the lane and their runway proved too much. It plowed into the drift throwing its front end into the air. It came down hard, its wheel buckling beneath the weight as the Cessna roared past to another hail of bullets.
�Pull back,� Danil ordered.
Sasha responded and the plane seemed to lurch as the wheels cleared the snow, the twin engines lifting them away cleanly. Sasha could barely contain himself. He was shaking, his nerves on fire as they lifted into the brightening, morning light.
�Keep going up,� Danil said as he leaned forward. His finger landed on the compass. �Climb to three thousand feet and make your heading two-nine-zero degrees.� He nearly choked on his words as his body fell back into the seat.
Anya pulled herself up behind his seat and put her hand on his forehead.
�He�s burning up.� She pulled back her hand and wiped Danil�s sweat off on her pants. He was drenched.
�You just get some rest, Danil. We�ve got it from here,� Major Francis Brown said.
�Three thousand feet isn�t very high.�
�He probably wants us below any tracking radars.�
�Where�s that course take us?�
�Not quite sure exactly, but it heads us toward the coast. It�s the shortest flight route out of Russia. We�ll make the Baltic States, Latvia, I think.�
�I don�t know if that�s a good thing or not,� she replied. Captain Ruth Garrison leaned back into her seat and folded her arms across her chest. �One other thing. I sure as hell hope you know how to land this thing.�
�Piece of cake,� Frank said as he began to laugh. �I�ll make you a deal. If I can get us there, you can land it.�
�I don�t think so, Major. Not my line of work you understand. I generally like to keep my feet on the ground.� Ruth leaned back into her seat. It wasn�t very comfortable, but she was tired. She knew if she closed her eyes, she�d be asleep within minutes. She couldn�t do that to Frank. �How long until we get out of Russia?�
�That�s a good question. I don�t really know. I know our airspeed, but I don�t know the distance we�ve got to travel. If I had to make a stupid guess, I�d say a couple hours.�
�I�ll take that stupid guess. We might just make it.�

Ruth watched as the ground passed slowly beneath them. It was hard to believe they were traveling at two-hundred forty miles per hour. The featureless, white blanket below droned on endlessly. Had it not been for the occasional building, she wouldn�t have been able to tell they were moving. She guessed they were over mostly farmland, but with the white blanket, few details of the landscape made themselves known. She shook her head as she thought of pilots who flew over the arctic. How did they do it? They�d only been at this for less than an hour. The sounds of the engines suddenly intruded into her thoughts, the dull roar encompassing the cabin. A small town below broke up the monotony.
�How you doing up there?�
�Easiest thing I�ve done on this mission,� Frank answered. �I think I missed my calling.� Frank leaned forward and tapped on a gauge. �Hmmm.�
�What?�
�Fuel seems to be dropping faster than I would have thought.�
�That�s not good. Do we have enough to make it?�
�I have no idea. I hope so.� Frank looked ahead as the landscape passed below. �What we need is a big sign that says you have left Russia.�
�I wonder if one of those rounds did some damage?�
�Wonderful,� Frank replied sarcastically. �Couldn�t hit a damn window. Shit!�
�Climb.�
�You okay, Will?�
�Climb,� Jenner choked. �Gain some altitude.�
�How high?�
�Get to,� Will closed his eyes, his mind scrambling. �Get to ten thousand.�
�Why?�
�Just do it.�
�Aye Captain,� Frank replied.
He pulled back on the wheel and let the plane begin a slow climb. He called it off as he went. Five thousand. Seven thousand. Eight. Nine thousand. Ten thousand feet.
�How long have we been in the air?�
�About an hour and a half.�
�That should put us over the Baltic states.�
�And out of Russia,� Ruth answered, finishing his sentence. �That makes me feel safer.� She pulled her coat tightly around her shoulders. �It�s cold in here.�
�Perhaps you shouldn�t have shot out the window,� Frank replied.
�Whew.� Will wiped his forehead with this sleeve. �How long have I been out?� His voice was strained. He grimaced as he coughed. �Ohhhh. I have a splitting headache.�
�Now where to?�
�Just keep going. We�re more exposed at this altitude, but we don�t have a choice if we�re losing fuel.�
�At least we�ve left Ivan behind.�
�Don�t bet on that Ruth,� Will said. �The Russian Air Force still has a long reach, even these days.�
�Well, don�t that just make me feel better.�
�They still pretty much have free reign over the Baltic skies.� Will adjusted himself in the seat, his leg rebelling at the action. �Adjust your course to two-seven-zero degrees.�
Frank scanned the panel before finding the compass. He was beginning to feel comfortable with the instruments, but knew in a moment of panic, he could easily get into trouble. He gave the wheel a gentle turn and watched the ground slip beneath them. Piloting was a wonderful feeling.

The doors closed behind them as the exiting crowd pushed them out into the terminal. Polina had a death grip on Ivan�s hand and he pulled her along behind. He stopped amid the bustle, searching for� there! Polina nearly toppled to the ground when he started off. They were up against the terminal wall moments later.
�Who are you going to call? I don�t remember having a check-in for this mission.�
�We don�t, at least as far as anything I was told. Maybe Sasha had a contact for trouble. If he did, it should have been something passed along to us.�
�Then what are you going to do?�
�A couple weeks after getting my first assignment as a lieutenant, my CO and I had a long discussion. He sort of, took me under his wing.�
�That�s kind of hard to do with you being as tall as a goalpost,� she said with a grin.�
�Anyway,� Ivan replied, �he told me if I ever got into a jamb, give him a call.� He turned and picked up the receiver on the phone and tried to read the instructions. �So, that�s what I�m going to do.�
�Just like that?�
�Just like that.� A few minutes later the line was picked up on the other end.
�Colonel Masters� office.�
�Colonel Masters please.�
�May I ask who is calling?�
�Lieutenant Kyle Anthony. Please tell Colonel Masters it�s urgent.�
�I�ll patch you through, Lieutenant.�
�Masters.� The voice on the other end was the best thing he�d heard in weeks.
�Colonel? Kyle Anthony.�
�Anthony. Good to hear from you. When can I expect you back? I�m in the dark about what�s happening with you.�
�For good reason, sir. But I need your help, big time. Things haven�t gone completely as planned.� Ivan turned into the phone to shield his voice from the passing crowd. As he hung up the phone, he felt relieved. It was like talking to his father. �A few calls, that�s all that has to happen�, he thought.
Colonel Brett Masters leaned back in his chair as the phone dropped from his hand. He was summarily stunned. It was completely out of his character to be caught off guard by, well, nearly anything. What he�d just heard was almost unimaginable, a deep mission inside Russia itself. And it was with one of his men. In all his thirty years, he�d never heard of anything like this, and he�d heard a lot. The intercom buzzed and his aide picked it up quickly.
�Yes Colonel?�
�I need the number to the White House, and I need it quickly.�
�The White House, yes sir.�
Masters slid the cordless phone across his desk as he leaned back. He had to think. What was he going to say? Who was he going to say it to? His thoughts were interrupted within a few minutes when his aide walked into his office.
�Colonel,� his aide said as he handed over the paper, �here is the number you requested.� Masters took the paper and scanned it.
�Thank you.� His reply was short which told the aide he needed to leave quietly. He heard the phone dialing as he made the doorway. The next words he heard raised his eyebrows.
�This is Colonel Brett Masters. I need to speak to Mr. Martin Powell. It�s rather urgent.� Masters stood and began to pace behind his desk. It would take some time to get through, he was sure of it.
�Martin Powell.�
�Mr. Powell,� Masters said in a surprised voice, �Colonel Brett Masters. I have an urgent matter to discuss with you.�
�I�m sorry, Colonel, do I know you?�
�No sir. We have never met. But we have a friend in common that needs your help.�
�We do? And who would that be?�
�Yes sir. Lieutenant Kyle Anthony.�
�You have my attention, Colonel.�

�I wish I knew where we actually were.�
�Doesn�t this thing have GPS?�
�Not his old tub Ruth,� Will replied, �but I think I know where we are.�
�Any how would you know that?�
�A few landmarks. A pilot always studies landmarks. It�s an occupational habit,� Will said with a weak reply.
�So, where are we?�
�Less than an hour from the coast, I think. When you see the coast, just follow it to Denmark and we�re home.�
�But we�re running out of fuel.�
�Better to run out near land than over water. We�ll have a landing platform somewhere.� Will sounded exhausted. He leaned his head back in the seat and patted Frank�s leg. �I�m sure you�ll do fine.� He was asleep again moments later.

Will suddenly perked up as he felt a dull rumble through his bones. It was a feeling only a fighter pilot would know. He looked down the side of the Cessna, then above and below. The next sound was unmistakable.
�Shit!�
�Shit is right, Frank,� Ruth yelled. �Get us the hell out of here.�
�Will?�
�Down, Frank. Down!�
The Cessna dove, its engines whining as Will reached over and pushed the throttle levers full up.
�Turn away from him.�
Frank responded by turning the wheel left. His eyes widened as the ground rushed toward them. The roar that passed began to make its presence known again. The Russian fighter blew past and the Cessna wobbled in its wake.
�What the hell is that?�
�A MIG-29; one bad-ass fighter.� Will reached up and pulled the wheel in front of him back. Even in his state, he was a better match for the MIG than Frank. �I�ve got it from here.�
The Cessna leveled off, the altimeter reading eighteen hundred feet. The scenarios played through his clouded thoughts. He could slow and try to stall the fighter. He could keep trying to turn away, but he would be like a leaf in the wind. He was outclassed in every way. The MIG looped above and came down behind them, a tracer of rounds filling the air. Will banked hard right.
�What�s he doing?�
�He�s playing with us,� Will answered. �He could drop us any second he chooses.�
�Then what�s he waiting for?�
Their dance continued, the fighter rushing the Cessna on the left side time after time.
�He�s pushing us out to sea.� Frank pointed as the coast appeared ahead, the dark waters of the Baltic a stark contrast to the snow-covered ground below. �He doesn�t want to shoot us down. He wants to drive us into the water.�
�Can�t cause an international incident if you don�t shoot,� Will replied. �Either way, we�re running out of fuel, fast.� He was regaining his wits as the adrenaline pulsed through his body. He was a fighter pilot again. He reacted to another salvo of canon fire driving the Cessna out over the Baltic. There was nothing he could do. The Russian was winning.
He cringed as the starboard engine sputtered. The gauge read empty. He could feel the change in attitude. This Cessna wasn�t built to fly on a single engine. The nose lurched sideways as he tried to correct for the loss. The starboard wing dipped. He turned into the wing to try to control the spin. They began to spiral inward and Captain Will Jenner fought to keep from spiraling down face-first into the rolling ocean. With every trick he could think of he worked to keep the plane as level as possible; flaps, thrust, turns. Everything was in play. If he could control the yawl he had a fighting chance of skimming the water instead of diving head first; a sure death sentence. He could hear Ruth sobbing behind him. It was his show. He was in control. He could see the MIG circling as they spun inward. The fighter had disengaged and was watching their slow death from above.
The black waters spun below as another roar rushed atop the stricken plane. The MIG was coming in for a kill. Will tried to look sideways to catch a glimpse. It was like driving by an accident. You couldn�t not look. What he saw both shocked and amazed him as two dark shapes streaked overhead and blew past the MIG. They veered right and came back around making another pass at the Russian. The MIG kicked in his afterburners, the flames shooting from the twin Klimov engines as he headed back toward the coast. Will pulled back on the yoke as he struggled to level the plane, just as two F-16 Falcons broke off from pursuit. They circled overhead as Captain Will Jenner flattened the wings and skimmed the whitecaps of the Baltic. The starboard wingtip caught the top of the water and spun the plane sideways. Ruth was thrown against the side of the cabin, her face bloodied as she landed across the seats.
Frank looked up, nearly in shock, his eyes awash in warmth. He mindlessly wiped his palm across the wheel, pulling back a bloodied hand. He stared ahead as the plane rolled atop the dark waves of the Baltic Sea, its flat surfaces the only thing keeping them afloat. He turned toward Will who had slumped unconscious against the controls. He had given everything he had to keep them alive. Frank coughed, sending a spurt of blood against the windshield. The sea rolled before him as they rocked back and forth, the dark waters broken only by the whitecaps pushed by the arctic winds. He blinked, his vision clouded. He watched in a fog as the blackness began to lighten and a circle of dark green seemed to appear from nowhere. Green foam splashed with white. And bubbles. Millions of bubbles began to soil the blackness. They churned and rode the waves like thunder from the heavens. The plane rocked as water surged over the wings, pushed by a leviathan as the dark shape broke the surface before him.
The sleek hull crested the waves rising in a quiet rush as water poured from the openings and the planes along the sail, forming a classic silhouette against the sky as it escaped the water�s grip. The plane began to bob uncontrollably. From his coffin, he watched the hatch pop open and fall back as dark figures in orange vests clambered out onto the deck. A raft thrown into the water was quickly joined by figures jumping into the roiling sea. In his state, he could not imagine why anyone would sacrifice themselves to the god of the waters. Major Francis Brown closed his eyes as the rumble of jet engines faded in his ears.
ONE YEAR LATER
He knew, at least he thought he knew, what to expect. The bed in the hospital room would be covered with white linens, and plastic. Blood would be everywhere when the time came. He hoped he could stomach what was about to happen. He took a deep breath and pushed those thoughts aside. The snap of a glove brought him back to the present. It was time.
The rush of fluids gushing to the floor seemed as inconsequential as anything he had ever seen. He was focused solely on this singular event. He stood out of the way as the doctor leaned in to do his work.
�That�s it. That�s it. One more. Give me a towel.�
The next few seconds changed his life forever. He heard a delicate �smack� and the first cries of a wailing infant echo within the delivery room.
�Captain Anthony, you have a son.�
The doctor turned and handed the child to the nurses where he was promptly weighed and measured before being wrapped in a clean white blanket. The screams of life faded as he was placed on his mother�s breast. Kyle looked up to his wife, and smiled. He was so proud of her. He leaned in and kissed her on the forehead.
�Don�t,� she smiled. �I must look awful.� Jen Anthony looked down at her son as he took his first breaths. Though his eyes were closed, she caressed his face and watched his nose as it moved in and out. Kyle took a towel and wiped the glistening sweat from her face. Her brows were soaked and her hair matted from the effort, and she never looked so beautiful.
�Congratulations folks,� the doctor remarked as he stood and snapped off his latex gloves. �He�s a fine looking lad. Got all the parts and everything is in the right place.�
Kyle reached down to stroke his son and touch his skin for the first time. His hand nearly covered his son from top to bottom. He knew in his heart it would be a hand that delivered nothing but love to his child, a firm love, a giving love, a love that protected him from all the perils of the world. Because that�s what fathers do.
The room was cleared as the nurses went about their business and within ten minutes, the Anthony family was alone for the first time.
�He�s so beautiful.�
�He takes after his mother in that.�
�I hardly think so.� She reached down and stroked his cheek. �He�s so small.�
�I think that�ll change over time.�
They looked up and smiled at the unexpected voice.
�Will!�
�I was told it would be okay to step in and say hi.� Will Jenner tucked his cap under his arm and smiled as he let the door swing behind him. �I think congratulations are in order.� He extended his hand but as he stepped forward, Kyle leaned down and gave him the biggest bear hug he ever had.
�Don�t crush him, dear.� Jen lifted her free arm and waved with her hand. �Come give me a hug there, fly boy.�
�Always for you, Jen. Always.� He leaned down and kissed her on the cheek. �He�s so precious. Got a name for him?�
�That�s still under debate,� she replied.
�Hmmm. I think I�ll withdraw the question.� Will stepped back and planted a smile toward them.
�How long are you in town?�
�I�m about out. I had some follow-up treatment down at the center.�
�Everything okay?� Jen asked.
�Sure. Just some lingering issues from our mission, nothing of concern. They say I might even be able to fly again someday. Of course my time as a fighter pilot is officially through. The Air Force will probably keep me around in a nice desk job. I don�t know if I can handle that for another ten years.�
�You gonna stay on then?�
�I am. I hear you made captain. Congratulations.�
�Thanks. Of course she still outranks me, even as a civilian.� Kyle looked down at his wife and caressed the side of her face.
A knock on the half-closed door let it swing open slightly and another head popped into the room.
�I heard there was a party going on.� Ruth flashed a huge smile as she walked in extending her arms. �Let me see him. Gimme gimme!�
�I�ve got to get a big hug first.� Kyle spread his arms and gave his second massive bear hug of the day. He�d never felt so much joy.
A moment later the phone next to Jan�s bed sprung to life.
�Damn that�s loud,� she exclaimed. �Scare the heck out of me. Who do you suppose that is?�
�Oh,� Ruth said meekly with a smile. �I might have spilled the beans to someone else.�
�Hello?�
�Jen, how are you?�
�Frank! Oh Frank, thank you so much for calling. I guess you were let in on our due date.�
�I sort of had a little help in that, yes.�
�Here, let me put you on speaker.� She reached over and punched the orange button before letting the handset come to rest on the cradle. �Can you hear me?�
�Every word,� Frank replied. �So, did I miss the big event?�
�You couldn�t have timed it any better,� Ruth nearly shouted.
�Is everyone there? Will too?�
�I�m here too, Frank. Where are you?�
�I can�t stay on the phone long, I�m about to board a plane.�
�A plane? Hell, I still have nightmares about those things,� Ruth exclaimed. �You won�t catch me on a plane unless ordered, and even then I might protest.�
�Ruth, I was just certified as a pilot last week. Got my license and everything.� Frank�s booming laugh could be heard across the room.
�A pilot? You�ve got to be kidding!� Will laughed.
�Nope. I kind of got the bug. It�s actually been a life-long dream of mine.�
�Where you heading?� Kyle asked.
�Funny you should ask. I�m heading back to Russia.�
�What for?� The look on Jen�s face was nothing but surprise.
�Special assignment. I�ll be the liaison to the American Ambassador for military operations. I�m getting ready to board now. I just wanted to call and say congratulations to you both.�
�We couldn�t be happier, Frank. Best of luck.�
�Thanks guys. Gotta go.�
The line went dead and Jen punched the speaker button again to silence the buzz.
�Well, who�d a thought that would ever happen?� Will said.
�I guess the gang really was all here.�
�With a new member added to the group,� Jen replied. �And Kyle, there�s one more person you need to wrap those massive arms around,� Jen said. �You haven�t held your son yet.�
The room paused as Kyle turned and stared at his family. He raised his arms and they began to tremble. In all the situations he�d ever found himself in, he had never been so nervous. Ruth placed her right hand on his shoulder and her left hand atop his.
�Go hold your son, Captain.�
The End
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