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			1

			SAM Flight 719

			28 Nautical Miles East of Bodrum, Turkey

			2252 Local Time

			The U.S. Air Force C-32A hit a brief pocket of turbulence, ice rattling in the tumbler held by the United States secretary of commerce.

			Standing in the mid-cabin lounge, John Moore calmly gripped the back of the nearest seat to steady himself. He had lost count of how many of these junkets he’d made in the last three years, but he was beginning to feel like an old hand. He’d been appointed to the cabinet position by his old friend, President Jack Ryan. Moore had been a natural fit for Commerce: Georgetown Law, successful businessman, gregarious backslapper. He was now America’s dealmaker, and he was grateful that in this late stage of life he’d found a way to give back to the country that had blessed him with so much.

			He was standing with the dregs of a gin and tonic in hand and chatting with Ari Kouvatsos, the CEO of a Greek shipping company. Kouvatsos, judging by his wide eyes and clenched jaw, wasn’t a fan of flying. Things smoothed out and Moore let go of the seat. It was the first ripple they’d encountered since leaving Tangier three hours earlier.

			“As I was saying,” Moore continued, “port fees are determined locally, so I can’t help you there. But the tariff formulas are definitely in my wheelhouse.”

			“That is something we hope to address,” replied the shipping magnate with forced composure.

			“I can tell you we have a bill pending in Congress that will adjust the weight calculations based on the class of commodity. It’s the administration’s contention that—”

			“Mr. Secretary,” interrupted the steward in a polite but firm voice. “I’m sorry, but we’ll be landing in ten minutes. I have to ask everyone to return to their seats.” The young man was wearing his Air Force Class A uniform, the standard for aircrew in the Air Force’s elite 89th Airlift Wing—the same unit that flew Air Force One.

			Moore smiled genially, and said to Kouvatsos, “We’ll circle back to this later.”

			The Greek sat and Moore moved to the forward cabin. He settled into a plush seat next to his longtime aide, Monica Smith. Moore generally enjoyed his work, but after hours spent glad-handing his way across the Mediterranean, he was ready for a few minutes of solitude. The C-32A was a highly modified version of the Boeing 757 airliner. There had been extensive upgrades to the interior; a mere forty-five seats were spread around the cabin, most arranged in clusters for small-scale meetings.

			“What’s the schedule when we land?” Moore asked. They were about to arrive in Bodrum, Turkey, which was hosting this year’s Southwest Asian Economic Conference. Speeches, panel discussions, and enough spicy food to aggravate his peptic ulcer.

			Monica, a staid and level presence who’d been at Moore’s side since his corporate days, checked her phone. “Turkish foreign minister will meet us on the tarmac. Shake hands with the heads of a few regional conglomerates, but no speech. Limo to the hotel and done for the night.”

			“Thank God.”

			Moore set his empty tumbler in a cupholder, and after a brief internal debate he decided against ordering another. He noticed Monica looking at him over the top of her tortoiseshell readers.

			“No,” she said in a practiced low voice.

			“I didn’t ask anything.”

			“You were about to.”

			He grinned. That was how long they had been working together. Moore recalled inquiring an hour earlier if there had been any messages from Foggy Bottom.

			He said, “And on the Bodrum end?”

			“I initiated a secure link about an hour ago to confirm the security arrangements with the advance team. They’re taking it pretty seriously.”

			“As they should. Turkey is an Islamic country, and it’s had its share of unrest.” He looked over his shoulder cautiously. There was no one within earshot. “But nothing about our…last-minute change?”

			“Not a word.”

			“That was a strange request. Why do you think the Agency chose this flight?”

			“We happened to be in Tangier…right place at the right time. I can’t imagine it was anything else.”

			“I suppose,” he said pensively. “But the next time I see the President, I’m going to ask him about it.”

			Moore looked out the window, hoping for a glimpse of the Turkish countryside. He saw nothing but dense clouds in the wash of the landing lights.

			

			—

			The aircraft commander of SAM Flight 719, Air Force Major Tom Spears, looked outside and frowned. They had been in thick weather since beginning their descent. It was a murky night, and the forecast at the airfield gave little hope for improvement.

			Captain Evan Goldman, his right-seater, said, “Remember, if we don’t make it in, our alternate is Mykonos.”

			Spears grinned. The idea of diverting to an island playground on the Aegean Sea was a pleasant mental image. But nothing more. The cloud bases at Bodrum were three hundred feet, the visibility half a mile. Tackling weather like that at their home drome, Andrews Air Force Base, would be a cakewalk. Here, on a dark night at an unfamiliar foreign airport, it would be…a challenge. But Spears never really doubted they would get in.

			“There’s an updated weather observation,” Goldman announced. “Still showing the ceiling at three hundred feet with half a mile visibility…right at approach minimums.”

			“Shouldn’t be a problem,” replied Spears. “Landing checklist.”

			The challenge-response began.

			“Flaps,” Goldman read from the checklist card.

			“Thirty set.”

			“Speedbrakes.”

			“Armed.”

			“Autobrakes.”

			“Three set.”

			“Landing gear.”

			“Down, three green lights.”

			“Landing checklist complete,” Goldman announced.

			The tower controller’s voice crackled over the radio in thickly accented English. “SAM 719, you are cleared to land Runway 28 Left. Wind three-five-zero at six knots.”

			Goldman read back the landing clearance.

			Spears was the pilot flying, but for now the autopilot was doing all the work. The big jet nosed over and captured the programmed descent path that would guide them to the runway. In spite of the poor visibility, the air was smooth, and the hum of the big Pratt & Whitney engines remained steady.

			Goldman made a standard callout one thousand feet above touchdown. An instant later, he said, “Boss, I’ve got an amber NAV flag.”

			Spears was so engrossed in monitoring the instruments, it took a moment for his copilot’s words to register. “A NAV flag? But I show us tracking fine on the—”

			His words cut off when the cloud cover broke. It was as if blinders had been suddenly pulled away. Through the forward windscreen the jet’s brilliant LED landing lights illuminated the ground. Only, to both men’s horror, they didn’t see a runway.

			Directly in front of them was the side of a mountain.

			The pilots of the 89th were among the best in the Air Force, yet no amount of training or discipline could save the situation. Spears’s brain sent an instinctive command to his hands to wrench back on the controls.

			It never arrived.
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			The Ryan Home

			Chesapeake Bay, Maryland

			1705 Local Time

			The low sun was muted by distant clouds, and wind swept in off the bay with its customary autumn chill. From the broad front porch of his home, Jack Ryan embraced it all with a profound sense of calm.

			This place had long been his haven, his refuge from the intractable chaos of the White House—the place where all the world’s problems seemed to land with a thud. That contrast, the tranquility of this place versus the turmoil of Pennsylvania Avenue, seemed to deepen with the passing of time.

			Ryan had a theory about that. The memories of raising a family here with Cathy were indelible, although the earliest of them were beginning to fade. He supposed it was only natural. His kids still gathered here when they were in town, but it was an increasingly rare occasion for all of them to visit at the same time. Everyone was moving, onward and upward, tackling the world in their own way. Ryan would forever enjoy spending time with his family; the good-natured bantering during meals, the football on the lawn, the games of Battleship. Yet more than ever, he found himself drawn to these rare moments of solitude, notwithstanding the heavy Secret Service contingent guarding the perimeter.

			“Here you go.”

			He felt a familiar hand brush his shoulder. Cathy set a steaming cup of decaf on the table that split their Adirondack chairs. For reasons he couldn’t quite fathom, she looked more stunning than ever. Her mid-length hair was nicely cut, accented by a few blond highlights, and she was as trim as ever. Yet nothing captivated him more than his wife’s smile. It was open and honest, reflecting a woman who was deeply at peace. On good days, Ryan imagined he had something to do with that. On the others, he was glad she managed it in spite of him, or more accurately, in spite of his job. Either way, he felt more smitten with his wife every day.

			He looked down and noticed she hadn’t chosen a mug sporting the presidential seal, of which he had dozens. This one had pictures of his kids as infants—the classic “What do I get Dad for Christmas?” bailout.

			“Thanks,” he said.

			Cathy took the other chair and cradled a cup of herbal tea.

			“I got a text from Katie,” she said. “She wants to bring Commander Knepper with her for Thanksgiving.”

			Ryan shot his wife a guarded look. His daughter had been seeing a submariner, the XO of the USS Washington. “This is starting to sound serious.”

			“If it’s Katie…it’s serious.”

			He smiled. “Yeah, she does rarely change her mind once it’s made up.”

			“True. But thankfully, she seems to have made a good choice.”

			“The commander is welcome anytime.”

			Cathy was about to take her first sip when she abruptly looked up.

			“What is it?” he asked, noticing her sudden alertness.

			“Inbound.”

			Her hearing had always been sharper than his, and a life spent around the machines of war and enduring jarring explosions had only widened the gap. But soon he heard it, too. The resonating whump, whump of an approaching helicopter.

			He looked to the right and saw a VH-92A from Marine Helicopter Squadron One, its red beacon blinking in the dusk. The aircraft swept out in a wide arc and settled on the outer lawn. Ryan looked right a second time and spotted two identical birds circling in the distance. This suggested he wasn’t looking at a simple visit from one of his senior staff. He himself was about to go for a ride—or at the very least, have the option of doing so.

			“Was this on your calendar?” Cathy asked warily. She was reading the situation precisely as he had.

			“No. I wasn’t set to go back to the White House until tomorrow morning.” He checked his secure comm device and saw no urgent messages.

			Ryan stood and walked to the broad steps that led down to the lawn. The entry door of the chopper opened and a familiar figure descended. Director of National Intelligence Mary Pat Foley. She walked across the lawn with her signature stride, compact and direct.

			Ryan stepped down to the grass, but stopped there, letting Mary Pat come to him—the sound of the helo, even at idle, would be difficult to talk over.

			“Good evening, Jack,” she said, addressing him in the familiar, as she typically did in private.

			“I’m thinking maybe not,” the President replied.

			“There’s been an accident, an air crash in Turkey.”

			“Turk—” The word snagged like a docked boat jerking on its mooring line. “A jet from the 89th?” he ventured.

			“I’m afraid so.” She paused a moment, as if preparing him for more.

			“Survivors?” he asked.

			Mary Pat shook her head. “There don’t appear to be any.”

			The President held steady. It was an agonizingly familiar reaction for Ryan, honed by a lifetime of shock and disaster. He knew many of the 89th’s personnel. Yet the vivid image of one face came unshakably to mind. “John Moore.”

			She stepped closer and put a comforting hand on his arm. “I’m sorry, Jack. I know the two of you were close.”

			He nodded somberly. He had met Moore in college, and although they’d gone their separate ways immediately after—John to law school and Jack serving in the Marines—they had stayed in close touch over the years.

			“He was one of those larger-than-life people. When I considered who might be effective running Commerce, John came straight to mind. He was so good at…” The gears in his head seemed to disengage. “Monica?”

			“She was with him, like always.”

			“Damn.”

			“Yeah, she was one of the good ones.”

			“Is there any hint of…you know.”

			“This happened only a few hours ago. The initial reports are just coming in from first responders. The State Department is sending down a team from the embassy in Istanbul. So far there’s no suggestion that this was an attack of any kind, but our information is extremely limited. And we also have to consider the other complication.”

			“Fulcrum.”

			“It does seem like an incredible coincidence. Given the circumstances, I thought you’d want to head into the office.”

			Ryan didn’t even feign surprise. Mary Pat had distilled the situation faultlessly. She had weighed the event, the consequences, his reaction, and come up with a course of action.

			“Yeah, you’re right. Let me go throw on some better clothes. I’ll be ready in five.”

			Mary Pat looked up at Cathy, who was still on the porch. The somber look on her face was clear. “I guess you overheard?” Mary Pat said.

			“Enough. That’s terrible news. Elaine wasn’t with him, was she?” Cathy asked, referring to Moore’s wife.

			“No, she didn’t go on this trip. I guess there’s always something to be thankful for. Someone from Commerce is on the way to their house to make the notification.”

			“Can you let me know when that’s been done? I’d like to reach out to her afterward.”

			“Absolutely. I’m sure she’d appreciate that.” Mary Pat didn’t ask Cathy if she was going to join them for the trip to the White House. The First Lady had been spending most of her time here lately, coming into D.C. only for special events. The Ryan family had gone through a lot over the years, and its matriarch had been at the epicenter. Cathy was a practicing physician, but in recent months, when she wasn’t seeing patients or performing surgery, she increasingly seemed to end up here.

			Mary Pat walked back to the helo and disappeared inside.

			Minutes later, Jack returned to the porch. He shrugged on his best tweed blazer.

			“I’m sorry about John,” she said.

			“Not as sorry as I am. This could be on me.”

			Her expression turned doubtful. “What are you talking about?”

			He looked at his wife plaintively, desperately. As was too often the case, he had to rely on their unspoken contract. The one that bridged the awkward divide between their strong marriage and his unfathomably demanding job. Sometimes silence had to suffice.

			She pulled him close and held him for a moment. “It’s okay,” she whispered in his ear. “We’ll talk about it later. But whatever happened, this was not your fault.”

			He pulled back, and the look in his eyes said otherwise.

			Jack Ryan gave the love of his life a failed smile and trotted across the lawn. He slowed at the helicopter’s boarding stairs to return the salute of the waiting enlisted Marine. “Semper fi, Marine,” Ryan said.

			“Semper fi, Mr. President,” the young man replied enthusiastically.

			For all his years in office, even in the most dire and distracting moments, President Jack Ryan did not waver on customs and courtesies. He took no private pleasure when people saluted him and addressed him as Mr. President. But he expected it. It had nothing to do with ego. It was about traditions, about respecting the chain of command. Ryan had learned that as a lieutenant in the Marine Corps, and it would carry on long after he was gone.

			He stepped up into the VH-92A, and at that moment it became Marine One. Seconds later, the engine noise rose to a crescendo and the pilot hauled up on the controls. The grass rippled in waves, and soon the big chopper was thundering northward up the bay.
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			Oval Office

			The White House

			Washington, D.C.

			1810 Local Time

			President Ryan walked into the Oval Office to find a skeleton national security team. This, ever so typically, was the magic of Mary Pat. She was a virtual savant when it came to assembling advisers who could help with a specific issue, and conversely, keeping superfluous voices out of the mix. Accurate and timely decision-making was as much about who wasn’t involved as who was.

			Everyone stood as the President entered. Aside from Mary Pat, Ryan saw Secretary of State Scott Adler, CIA director Ben Stephens, and Secretary of Defense Robert Burgess. There was also one unfamiliar face, a lean fortysomething man in a wrinkled suit. A suit that looked like it had been dry-cleaned ten years ago for a wedding and not worn since. Not until this morning when it had been yanked from its hanger in a panic for an unexpected meeting with the President of the United States. Had Ryan’s mood been less somber, he might have smiled.

			“Good evening, everyone,” he said, taking a seat behind the Resolute desk.

			The others sat, and without prompting, Mary Pat got the proceedings underway. “Mr. President, you know everyone here with one exception. I’d like to introduce Carl Norris from the National Transportation Safety Board. He’s an aircraft accident investigator with experience on both the military and civilian sides of the house. I thought his expertise might come in handy.”

			“Excellent,” Ryan said. “Thank you for joining us, Mr. Norris.”

			Norris half stood, as if not sure about the protocol, and said, “A pleasure to be here, Mr. President.”

			Ryan mustered the most welcoming smile he could manage and said, “Okay, what do we know?”

			Mary Pat moved to an easel with an expanded photo of the crash site. The image was overlaid by a red line, at the end of which was a large black X that belonged on a pirate’s map. It was labeled SAM 719.

			“At 2310 local time last night, a C-32A carrying Commerce Secretary Moore and fifteen others went down twelve miles east of Bodrum International Airport in Turkey. This overhead image is an archive, simply for reference—it doesn’t display the actual crash. We should have something current within the hour. As things stand, the site is only accessible by helicopter. This area is sparsely populated and the terrain is rugged. The nearest paved road is three miles away and the weather remains poor. It took first responders over an hour to reach the wreckage. It’s been confirmed that there are no survivors. Aside from that, we don’t have a lot of information. Most of Turkey’s capability to respond to an accident like this is based at either Istanbul or Ankara. Their foreign minister has assured us they’re doing all they can to deploy assets, but the bottom line is that this inquiry is going to take time.”

			“What assets do we have in country to help with the response?” Ryan asked.

			SecState Adler replied, “In terms of search and rescue, very little. There are some helicopters over at Incirlik Air Base, but that’s four hundred miles away. I reached out to our embassy in Istanbul, and they’ve sent two people down to Bodrum.”

			“CIA or State?”

			“State Department. They were forced to drive, since the airport is closed, but they should arrive soon. The Turkish authorities have promised to provide them access to the scene as soon as it’s deemed safe.”

			“Did we have knowledge of any potential threats going in?”

			SecDef Burgess said, “I spoke with the commander of the 89th at Andrews. On any VIP mission like this their intel people run a baseline threat assessment. There was nothing unusual on the radar for this particular sortie. That said, we are talking about Turkey. It’s a Muslim country that borders Syria, Iraq, and Iran, and our relations with the standing regime run hot and cold. In recent months, however, the threat board in this area has been pretty quiet.”

			“As I recall,” the President said, “the purpose of this visit was a conference?”

			“That’s right,” replied Mary Pat. “The Southwest Asian Economic Conference. Turkey is hosting this year, and Secretary Moore was invited to be the keynote speaker.”

			“How long ago was this arranged?”

			“It’s been on the books for roughly six months.”

			Ryan tapped a finger on the white oak salvaged from the British Arctic exploration ship HMS Resolute. Six months, he mused. Plenty of time for someone to plan a strike. He kept that thought to himself for the moment, recognizing that this meeting was going to be a two-tier affair. He was glad Mary Pat had included Norris, but the man didn’t have a high-enough security clearance for some of what needed to be discussed.

			With that on his mind, Ryan directed his attention to their guest. “I’d like to hear your take on this crash, Mr. Norris.”

			The NTSB man stood tentatively and moved toward the map. “I should begin by explaining how oversight of an accident investigation like this is managed. The first consideration is always jurisdiction. Since this event clearly occurred on Turkey’s sovereign territory, it will be their show to run. That said, the relations between our nations are reasonably strong, and since the aircraft was manufactured in the United States, not to mention operated by our military, we expect to shoulder a leading role in the inquiry. The Air Force will take charge. They have a go team en route that should arrive in a few hours—the aircraft had to make one logistical stop.

			“One of the first tasks will be to recover the two black boxes—the flight data and cockpit voice recorders. In a crash like this, we should have no trouble finding them. Also in our favor is that the aircraft was preparing to land, which means it was likely traveling at a low speed. Damage to the recorders should be relatively minor. With any luck, we’ll have an initial read within forty-eight hours. That will give us clues about where to focus our investigation. From that point, it’s pretty much detective work. Taking pictures, documenting evidence, going over records.”

			“I know we don’t have many details at this point,” said the President, “but do you have any gut feeling about what might have happened?”

			“As you say, Mr. President, it’s very early. We so far have no reports of emergencies or malfunctions. Statistically, the most likely culprit in crashes like this is CFIT—that’s controlled flight into terrain. Human error, software problems, air traffic control mistakes. Those things can combine in terrible ways, causing a perfectly good airplane to be flown into a mountain. But in this case, I suspect the answer won’t be so simple. We’re talking about the 89th Airlift Wing. The aircrew and maintenance are among the finest in the Air Force. The investigators, of course, will look closely for any kind of sabotage or terrorist involvement. Surface-to-air missiles and bombs leave chemical signatures and distinct damage patterns. If either of those were a factor, we will know very quickly.”

			Norris went on for another ten minutes, detailing how the investigation would play out. When he was done, Ryan was convinced this was a man he needed to keep in the command loop—at least, as far as he could.

			He said, “Thank you for your assistance, Mr. Norris. I’m going to designate you as my official liaison for this matter. You’ll have full authority to access any aspect of the inquiry. I’ll give you a contact number for my chief of staff, Arnie van Damm. If you hit any roadblocks, he’ll be your bulldozer.”

			“I understand, Mr. President.”

			Mary Pat rose and walked to the main hall door.

			The NTSB man recognized this as his cue to leave. She shook Norris’s hand as he exited and closed the door when he was gone.

			Ryan wasted no time. “Aside from Secretary Moore, who else was on board?”

			“There were fifteen others,” Mary Pat answered. “Six were Air Force crew members. Monica Smith, Moore’s longtime aide, was traveling with him, as were three staffers from the Commerce Department. One of them was Tom Huddle, who I think some of you might have known.”

			Grim nods around the room.

			“There was also a Navy commander on board. He was a lawyer, a JAG attached to ONI, who was traveling to finalize an intelligence-sharing agreement with the Turks. The other four were businessmen who’d boarded in Tangier. Moore had been in Morocco for two days to discuss export licenses and the sale of trainer aircraft to the Moroccan air force. He met with these individuals for various reasons and offered to fly them to the conference. It’s a discretionary privilege we give all cabinet secretaries, fairly common.”

			“Were all those passengers vetted?” wondered Stephens.

			“That would be standard protocol, but we haven’t had time to verify it yet.”

			“Okay,” Ryan said. “All that’s helpful, but it’s time to tackle the elephant in the room. We need to talk about Fulcrum.”
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			Penal Colony 18

			Yamalo-Nenets Autonomous Okrug

			Russia

			0712 Local Time

			Andrei Malenkov strode toward the warden’s office with low expectations.

			He moved down the hall quickly, frozen grit crunching beneath his boots. The overhead lights flickered as if someone was being electrocuted. He wrote it off to a dodgy power supply. A place like this doesn’t need such appliances when it comes to killing men.

			The prison’s administrative corridor was filthy and malodorous, an ominous precursor of what surely existed in the blockhouses. Thankfully, Malenkov’s time here would be brief. Penal Colony 18 was one of seven “special regime” labor colonies in Russia, the equivalent of an American supermax prison. It housed the worst of the worst: murderers, serial rapists, the criminally insane, all of whom were serving life sentences.

			Malenkov had made forays into many prisons, some of them in equally far-flung regions. The special regime colonies, however, were the bottom of the barrel. Recruiting manpower for his pursuits had become surprisingly arduous in recent years. The Federal Penitentiary Service of Russia had been largely emptied of volunteers—the “special military operation” in Ukraine had seen to that. The front lines had degraded quickly in the opening months of that conflict, becoming a meat grinder on a scale that hadn’t been seen since the Great Patriotic War. And much as Stalin had done then, President Yermilov turned to Russia’s prisons as a bottomless well for cannon fodder. It worked for a time, but bottomless it was not. As the incarcerated herds thinned, the recruiters moved on, switching to lucrative signing bonuses to lure middle-aged men to Ukraine.

			Malenkov could only weed through what little remained.

			He arrived at the door of the warden’s office and entered without knocking.

			The warden, whose name was Borzov, was seated behind his desk. A horseshoe of close-shorn black hair looked more a nuisance than a style, and there was an aloof cruelness in his gaze. In the weak light an ebony reflection from the top of his head reminded Malenkov of shoe polish. Borzov’s desk was covered with files, no doubt to project an industrious image. He had surely been forewarned of Malenkov’s arrival.

			“It is good to see you, General,” the warden lied.

			Malenkov said nothing. His former rank was rarely mentioned anymore, and its use told him two things. Borzov had tried to research who was coming to visit his facility on short notice. And the feedback he’d gotten was dated and inaccurate. A year ago, Malenkov had indeed been a general, the head of the SSD—a secretive new GRU offshoot that orchestrated mayhem on foreign soil, up to and including assassinations.

			Today, however, Malenkov was something else entirely.

			“You have assembled the men,” the ex-general said, not inflecting the words as a question.

			“They are being mustered as we speak,” the warden replied. “I did not expect you quite so early.”

			“Did you receive the paperwork for the releases?”

			“Yes, everything is in order. You need only to make your selections, and the prisoners will be placed in your custody. It has been some time since we’ve seen such authorizations,” he said leadingly. “I am curious what enticements you might offer…and what these men will be getting into.”

			It was natural that the warden would be curious. His instructions had been to give Malenkov full access to the inmate population, and then process those chosen for immediate clemency. Although Borzov didn’t know it, Malenkov no longer had the standing to generate such orders through official GRU channels. His past command of the SSD, however, had given him contacts throughout the sclerotic Russian bureaucracy. Even better, no questions would be asked—the avoidance of attribution was at the core of everything Malenkov did. In today’s Russia, pulling the right strings was easy. The trick was to never be seen pulling them.

			He said to Borzov, “I can tell you what I will tell them. I am seeking workers for a special project. Those who volunteer will receive a full pardon and two hundred thousand rubles. That, I am quite sure, is the best offer any of them will ever get.”

			“No doubt,” the warden agreed. It was a tidy sum, the equivalent of thousands of U.S. dollars.

			“How many men are available?”

			“At present, we have seven hundred eighty-six men in the facility. We don’t allow too many to go outside at once, so I mustered A Block to begin. That will give you roughly eighty of the healthiest to choose from—a nasty respiratory illness has been sweeping through some of the other wings. If that proves insufficient, we can call up as many as you like.”

			“Very well. Shall we?” Malenkov was ready to get it over with.

			“By all means.” Borzov rose and pulled his coat off the rack.

			Five minutes later they stepped outside and were greeted by a frigid November morning. Being on the cusp of yet another brutal Siberian winter, Malenkov mused, would be an added incentive. The exercise yard was a portrait of misery, a half acre of beaten earth under a gunmetal-gray sky. High bays of sodium floods cast the prisoners in a sickly yellow hue as they stood waiting, hands in pockets and stamping their feet against the cold.

			Borzov introduced Malenkov, simply referring to him as “a visitor from Moscow.”

			Malenkov took one step forward, then launched into his pitch.

			“It is cold, so I will not keep you. I am here to issue an offer of redemption for three lucky men. Our glorious country requires volunteers to perform a vital service for the motherland. I will tell you that this work is dirty and dangerous, but it will take no more than three days. There is no combat involved. When the job is done, those participating will receive a full and immediate pardon, two hundred thousand rubles, and a transfer to your home of record. This offer exists only today and will not be repeated. If I do not get three heroes from your ranks, the next cell block will be assembled. If more than three of you volunteer, I will make my selection based on the advice of Warden Borzov. You have one minute to make your choice.”

			Malenkov checked his watch theatrically. Then he waited.

			He could almost see the risk-benefit analysis churning in their heads. These were street-smart convicts. Yet they were also desperate men who faced interminably bleak futures. They understood that no more information would be given, and also that the task to be performed was hazardous—probably exceptionally so. No promise of freedom was offered here without corresponding peril.

			Those who had been here long enough, which was the bulk of the population, had declined comparable offers from the army—survive six months on the front in Ukraine, and a pardon could be had. They had watched cellmates and rival gang members climb onto those buses. In the intervening years, naturally, they’d sought out reliable accounts of what had happened to those volunteers. Not surprisingly, many of those who’d gone to Ukraine had been killed or terribly wounded. Others had survived, only to commit further crimes and end up back behind bars. Yet a select few had grasped the dream. They had escaped Ukraine with their lives, if not their limbs, and reentered Russian society. It was a gambler’s choice, life itself being the wager.

			For a time, no hands went up. Yet Malenkov sensed a stirring. A vision of freedom, for men like this, was a powerful thing. Far more compelling than the two hundred thousand rubles.

			After thirty seconds, the first hand raised slowly, a man well into his sixties who stood like a crooked tree in the wind. Two more hands followed.

			Malenkov said, “Ten seconds.”

			Two more hands shot into the air. And that was all.

			Five out of eighty, Malenkov thought. Not bad.

			“Time is up! You five step forward.”

			The men pulled ahead of the formation, escaping the gallery of broken souls.

			Malenkov turned to the warden and said in a hushed tone, “Who are they?”

			Borzov gave a quick rundown on each man. He knew three well, the other two being relatively new arrivals. There was little between them—the usual bunch of killers and degenerates. Borzov’s only recommendation was to avoid the old man, whose mobility was failing.

			Malenkov turned and pointed immediately to the old man, then the two to his right. “You three are chosen. The rest of you may go.”

			Borzov opened his mouth as if to say something.

			Malenkov cut him off. “Have them ready to transport in thirty minutes. And put them in irons.”

			And just like that, the former head of the SSD had the work detail he required.
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			Oval Office

			The White House

			Washington, D.C.

			1920 Local Time

			Fulcrum was DNI territory, and Mary Pat took her cue.

			“This came up only recently, and I know that not everyone has been read in. A few weeks ago, the CIA received an unsolicited contact from a walk-in. The approach was old-school—a beggar walked up to a gate guard at our embassy in Algiers and handed over a manila envelope. The guard asked where it came from, but the guy just walked off. The embassy went through the usual protocols, and the envelope ended up in the hands of the station chief. It turned out to be full financial profiles on a couple of high-level Russians. The station immediately forwarded the package to Langley, and our people spent a week going over it. The information turned out to be solid gold. More to the point, it authenticated the sender’s identity.”

			Mary Pat diverted to a table and extracted a photo from a portfolio. She showed it to Adler. “Recognize him?”

			The SecState shook his head.

			“His name is Gunther Klaus.”

			With that, Adler made the connection. “The GRU’s moneyman.”

			The photograph began circulating around the room as Mary Pat continued. “The one and only. He’s a Swiss national, been on our radar for years. He got his start working for a couple of the big investment banks in Zurich. Then, eight years ago, he was fired for money laundering.”

			“He got fired for money laundering?” Adler remarked. “Isn’t that what Swiss bankers do?”

			“They stretch the bounds, yes. But they also try to operate with a veneer of respectability. The amount of money involved in this particular transaction was obscene and the clients were proven crooks. It broke into the news just as the Bahnhofstrasse was going through one of its periodic cleansings.” She was referencing the street in Zurich where the biggest Swiss banks were headquartered. “Klaus had been having other troubles. He was drinking more than he should have, and there were rumors he’d left his marital hill and gone off-piste. As far as the money laundering goes, he was never prosecuted, but there was a messy divorce, and he had checked into rehab. The big banks wanted nothing to do with him, and he was an easy scapegoat.

			“This all forced Klaus to come up with a new life plan. He had skills and contacts that could be leveraged, so he took a turn to the dark side. Over the course of the last seven years, he’s become Russia’s go-to financier. It started with a few oligarchs, and then he branched into more official channels. For roughly four years now, Klaus has been the unofficial wealth manager of the GRU’s foreign operations. He knows where the bad money comes from and where good money goes to disappear. For years he was indispensable. But apparently the sands have shifted.”

			Ryan said, “You think the regime has decided to dump Klaus?”

			“Not yet. If that was the case, he would simply have been disappeared. The CIA made direct contact with Klaus in Tangier. He has a home there—it used to be his winter getaway, but he’s pretty much full-time now. According to his case officer, Klaus is spooked. He wants to break away with a clean identity and keep some personal funds he’s squirreled away. As an added incentive for our support, he provided more information, a five-year look-back on the finances of a company called Orient Trading. We’ve been trying to unravel this entity for years, but it was as opaque as any our analysts have ever seen. It operates out of sub-Saharan Africa, funneling money to warlords and rebel groups. Klaus gave us a financial forensic road map. Account numbers, routing details, law firms, shell companies. We’ve spent years trying to shut this one down with nothing to show for it. Then Klaus handed it to us on a crypto platter.

			“He claimed to have records on over a hundred money trails—past, present, and future. If he can deliver, and we have no reason to believe otherwise, we could disable the Kremlin’s shadow banking operations for years.”

			“Okay,” Adler said. “This is all interesting, but how does it relate to this crash?”

			The President said, “News of Fulcrum only hit my desk a few days ago. Klaus was in Tangier, and when we realized Secretary Moore was about to pass through, it seemed like a straightforward method to extract him. We made arrangements for Klaus to be on board SAM Flight 719.”

			“Which means,” surmised Mary Pat, “we have to consider the possibility that Fulcrum being on board was not coincidental to this crash.”

			“You think the Russians shot this jet down to eliminate Klaus?” asked Adler. “Like a surface-to-air missile or something?”

			Mary Pat replied, “We don’t know what happened, but we can’t ignore the fact that an agent with potentially devastating information on the GRU’s European operations was on board.”

			“Where do we take it from here?” asked Adler.

			Mary Pat said, “I think our NTSB man nailed it. This is probably just a tragic accident, but until that’s proven, we have to consider terrorism as a possible cause. I’ll send a message to every agency in the region and have NRO review our SIGINT. If this was an intentional act, we will find evidence of it.”

			The principals were all given marching orders, and soon the room cleared. The President and Mary Pat remained behind.

			Ryan looked at the desk and noticed the President’s Daily Brief squared in one corner. The package was assembled by Mary Pat’s office, ODNI. In essence, it condensed all the world’s overnight crises into one neat package. He had read a copy of the report at home this morning and remembered thinking it seemed thicker than usual. Over the years, Ryan had come to the unscientific conclusion that the more briefing items a PDB contained, the less trying his day would be. He likened it to a boatload of hopeful fishermen casting lines into a sea full of minnows. Conversely, when one crisis predominated, it tended to be a rod bender that pulled the boat along.

			He had a strong suspicion that tomorrow’s brief would be very thin indeed.

			Ignoring the file, he said, “Anything else I should know about?”

			“I think that’s enough for one evening. But relating to this crash, there is one precaution I could set in motion.”

			“A precaution?”

			When she didn’t reply, it was a silence that spoke volumes.

			“Mary Pat, I value that you keep me out of the loop. But in this case, I’d like to be clear. Are we talking about John Clark?”

			“I think having him in the neighborhood would be a nice option for our back pocket.”

			The President leaned back thoughtfully in his chair.

			The days of intelligence work being a gentleman’s game was a thing of the past—not that James Bond had ever been grounded in reality. John Clark was America’s blunt instrument. Notwithstanding the fact that he spoke six languages, his formal education was limited. If death and chaos could have accreditation, however, Clark would be a professor of Ivy League standing.

			And no one knew that better than Jack Ryan.

			“Any idea where he is?” he asked. In truth, Ryan had a vague idea of where Clark was, and also what he was up to. It was an operation that Mary Pat had, in her back-channel way, been planning for months.

			“I think I might know where to find him,” she replied.
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			Tartus Harbor, Syria

			0332 Local Time

			John Clark was, at that moment, thirty feet beneath the rippling surface of the harbor in Tartus. His long-bladed fins kicked smoothly through the cool Mediterranean Sea, propelling him with ease. He had scythed through open water more quickly twenty years ago, but there was no hitch in his stroke, no hesitancy in his drive.

			As ever, there was only one Mr. Clark.

			None of this was lost on the three men waiting below: Daniel Wu, Lee Hyori, and Wilhelm Bauer, respectively of the UK, South Korea, and Germany. For years Clark had directed the operations of The Campus, an off-the-books counterterrorism organization whose exploits were legendary—or at least, would have been legendary had they not been so well concealed. For this specific job, however, he had decided to leverage the special talents of an elite new unit, Task Force 99. Individually, its handpicked members were some of the most talented Special Forces operators on earth. Collectively, and under Clark’s command, they were far more than the sum of their parts. For the last two weeks the team had been training for this mission, mostly in dark coves on the isolated western coast of Cyprus. Now acclimated to the local conditions, and extensively trained for tonight’s mission, everyone was dialed in.

			Clark surfaced slowly, the matte-black hood of his wetsuit and headgear just breaking the surface. He had a good idea of their position in the harbor, but one look with the Mark-1 eyeball always instilled confidence. He pulled away his mask and took in the entire three-hundred-sixty-degree panorama. The distant city, the breakwater, the channel they’d just navigated. Two dozen ships lying at anchor and the marina. Everything was as expected.

			Clark reseated his mask and sank back into the depths.

			Navigation had long been a challenge underwater. The luxury of GPS guidance wasn’t available while submerged. For most of his career, Clark had relied on simple dead reckoning—counting kicks and tracking time. That put one in the ballpark, but the method suffered over long distances, and strong currents could induce errors. Thankfully, as with so many other aspects of his work, technology had come up with a solution.

			Diver propulsion devices, or DPDs, had been around for decades. Essentially underwater scooters, the battery-powered vehicles delivered operators to their targets with minimal effort. The device Clark was using tonight was a “wet” model—breathing gear was required. It resembled a cutaway torpedo and was guided by dive planes and a rudder that were controlled manually by the diver. None of that was new.

			The revolution involved navigation.

			Clark rendezvoused with his team and mounted back up on his DPD. As briefed, the lack of any update confirmed they were on course. He looked down at his DPD’s main display and saw a map of the harbor’s bottom in subdued green-scale hues. The navigation software, created by a company called Greensea, used a simple sonar in the DPD’s nose to map the bottom ahead. The vital anchorage of Tartus had become the Russian navy’s primary Mediterranean refuge in recent years, and for that reason it had been charted with unerring accuracy. In a series of clandestine missions by unmanned underwater vehicles, or UUVs, the U.S. Navy had mapped every breakwater, rock, and discarded truck tire on the harbor’s two square miles of muddy bottom. The Greensea nav system simply compared the sonar reading to the known database, all backed up by a highly accurate inertial platform.

			The foresight of the Navy’s reconnaissance effort was now paying dividends.

			The other team members were driving identical DPDs. This gave quad-redundant backup to the accuracy of their position. Clark had paused during ingress for a cross-check of their nav performance. He’d simply stopped, written down the precise coordinates from his display on an underwater slate, and with the aid of a dive light, displayed it to the others. The response had been two OK signs and one headshake. Hyori’s DPD appeared to be getting spotty sonar returns, but the positions of the other two units matched Clark’s perfectly.

			Before entering the harbor, all lights had been doused except for the nav displays and a single glow stick on each DPD. The glow sticks were color coded as a method for the team members to identify one another; they were also dim enough that they could not be seen from the surface. The lights were necessary to maintain formation, and while everyone carried dive lights, those were for emergency use only—turning one on in a dead-black ocean would stand out like a spotlight on a dark stage.

			Soon they were back underway, Clark holding a steady four knots. It was a modest terrestrial speed, basically walking at a good clip, but the sensation underwater was like running rapids. The DPDs were capable of slightly more, but a higher speed would burn battery power at a prodigious rate.

			They were running on enhanced gas rebreathers—regular scuba gear would have been simpler, but the drawback of leaving a bubble trail on the surface ruled it out. Attached to rails on the sides of the two rear DPDs were the most vital elements of their mission—four next-gen limpet mines. Each mine weighed thirteen pounds and had a shaped high-explosive charge that was triggered by an electronic timer. They were also hauling SIG MCX-Spear rifles with infrared coating, chambered for 7.62 x 39–millimeter with red dot optics. The SIGs were isolated in dry bags, and while they were not expected to be used tonight, Clark and the others would have felt naked without them.

			When the nav display showed their target to be fifty yards ahead, Clark brought his DPD to a stop. He adjusted the craft’s buoyancy and it sank gently to the bottom. When his fins touched the seabed, his depth gauge showed forty-four feet. The others settled beside him. The DPDs would remain here, the team swimming the remaining distance. Each man clipped a single limpet mine to his equipment belt.

			Clark took a careful compass shot, checked the tritium glow of his dive watch, and began counting kicks as he set out again. He ascended to twenty feet, his eyes scanning the surface. He had spent a good portion of his life underwater, beginning in Navy SEAL training. Yet even for the most experienced frogmen, being submerged in open water at night was a disorienting experience. The weightlessness of neutral buoyancy was part of the problem, but worst of all was the darkness. Tonight, thankfully, the visibility was decent. There was a partial moon, and he could see the lights of the city of Tartus dancing on the choppy surface.

			They had been given a final update on their target’s position immediately before the dive. The coordinates were supposedly good to within a few feet, but they were an hour old. The wind might have shifted since then, and the mere swing of a ship on its anchor could bring a change of a hundred yards.

			The first thing Clark discerned was little more than a shadow. A growing void on the surface, where no light permeated. The shadow soon resolved to a solid outline. He couldn’t see the entire length of the ship—it was, after all, over three hundred feet long, and the harbor’s waters weren’t exactly crystalline—but there was no mistaking the gentle curve of its hull and the darkened keel.

			He led the team toward the stern, and they surfaced near the rudder. The shape of the aft hull created a large overhang, a well of sorts, meaning they couldn’t be seen from the ship’s deck. They were a quarter mile from the nearest pier, and the breakwater, far off the bow, was empty at this hour.

			Clark removed his mouthpiece, and the others mirrored the move. He heard the sound of distant traffic and the gentle lap of waves against the hull.

			“Status?” he asked.

			Wu and Bauer replied they were good to go.

			Hyori said, “All good except for my nav unit. Something squirrel.”

			“Squirrelly,” said a grinning Wu in his East London accent. It had become a unit trend in recent weeks to mangle odd American phrases.

			“I think she might sink without our help,” said Bauer as he looked up at the beaten hull. Everyone stared at the ever-serious German. It was the closest he’d ever come to humor. But he had a point. In the dim ambient light, Clark saw a barnacle-encrusted rudder shaft and rust-flecked hull. Ships always looked worse up close, but this one wasn’t long for the maritime world.

			“Okay,” Clark said. “She’s in the right spot, but we can’t rely on that. Our orders were clear—we have to make a positive ID before acting.”

			Their target’s name was Draco II. Or at least, that’s what had been painted on her bow in recent weeks. In truth, she’d had no fewer than eight names in the last year. And that, indirectly, was why Clark and his team were here.

			Draco II was part of Russia’s ever-expanding ghost fleet, one of hundreds of vessels of various tonnage and utility that spanned the globe. Sometimes they moved legitimate cargo. More often they smuggled contraband on behalf of the regime. The CIA had been tracking Draco II for five months. In that time, she had hauled guns and rockets to Eritrea, smuggled banned oil-refining equipment to Vladivostok, and carried a thousand tons of hijacked battery-grade manganese sulfate out of Gabon. In the course of it all, and much to the annoyance of certain Western allies, she had also dragged her anchor to cut seven undersea cables.

			The ship’s registration had all the fidelity of a Dalí portrait gone through a blender. Her ownership had changed nine times in the last year, and flags of convenience flew on her stern like yesterday’s wet laundry. Analysts jested that her crew swaps were so constant the gangway needed a revolving door. Her name was altered regularly, including twice on one voyage—as reported by a Danish naval officer—by a paintbrush-wielding Vietnamese crewman dangling over the side. Artemis, Kongo, Gamma V, Corona Sky. As subterfuge went, it was as brazen as it was guileless. The objective, or so it seemed, was not to fly under the radar of Western intelligence services, but rather to induce their fatigue. The Russian Federation ran nearly a thousand such vessels. They steamed across the world, jinking, morphing, and causing all manner of chaos. Russia had for years banked on the assumption that tracking or interdicting any particular one wouldn’t be worth the trouble.

			Until, one day, it was.

			The directive had come straight from the DNI, but Clark never doubted who was responsible for the final decision. Fed up with Russia’s sanction busting, not to mention the continued sabotage of undersea communication lines, Jack Ryan had decided it was time to set an example. The objective: sink one of the most egregious offenders of the fleet. It was to be done with minimal human casualties, in neutral waters, and in a way that left no clear trail to the responsible party. A bit of reverse smoke and mirrors to counter Russia’s own.

			And for an errand like that, there was only one man to call: John Clark.

			Clark ordered his team to hold their position, then donned his rebreather and submerged. His next task was to verify they had the right ship.

			He kicked through the darkness with the precision of a metronome. It was a common misconception that the ocean was silent. To the contrary, the sea, especially at night, was a jungle of background noise. Through the rhythmic sound of his rebreather, Clark heard crustaceans clicking and fish grazing on the hard bottom. The drone of a distant outboard motor was constant, as was the splash of bilgewater being pumped from the freighter above. A rust bucket like Draco II, Clark knew, wouldn’t float more than a day without her pumps.

			He surfaced quickly, less than a yard from the ship’s hull. He ignored an impulse to touch it for stabilization; the dented steel was encrusted with razor-sharp barnacles and slick algae. With a clear view of the sky, his wrist-mounted GPS was again functional. He checked the preprogrammed target coordinate set. He was fifty yards from where CIA analysts had carefully plotted Draco II’s midship reference point two hours earlier. The coordinates were off, but she could easily have swung that far on her anchor.

			Still, Clark would triple-check. He had no desire to explain to President Jack Ryan how he’d sunk the wrong freighter. In the old days, he might simply have backed off to check the name painted on her stern, but given how often it changed that would hardly be definitive. The CIA had come up with a better way to confirm a ship’s identity.

			Clark submerged and began swimming away from the ship.

			The agency had long struggled to track the tens of thousands of freighters and fishing boats across the world’s oceans. Trying to match names and registrations to raw photo surveillance was an analyst’s nightmare. Equally problematic was data from automatic identification system transceivers. The International Maritime Organization required large ships to broadcast their positions using AIS, the aim being to avoid collisions and enhance security. Unfortunately, there were countless methods of cloaking, manipulating, and disabling those signals. Russia, in particular, had turned it into an art form.

			The CIA’s ingenious work-around played to two of its strengths, satellite surveillance and digital analysis. The basic principle was simple: no two large ships were identical. Antenna configurations, deck modifications, damage from loading incidents. Rust stains alone were something near a fingerprint. With enough data, even sister ships launched from the same shipyard could generally be distinguished from one another. All that was needed was a high-resolution image for comparison.

			A library of tens of thousands of vessels had been assembled, images obtained from as many sources as possible. There were multispectral satellite overheads, but also simple digital photos taken from wharfs and passing ships. The CIA, in partnership with the Navy and the National Reconnaissance Office, had developed an algorithm to automate the matching of nonconformities in the database. Every large ship displayed dozens of unique features, sometimes hundreds. Of course, rust could be painted over and dents smoothed out. New damage could appear, and antennae might be added. The software accounted for all such discrepancies.

			With typical bureaucratic dullness, the system was called Noncooperative Maritime Target Recognition, or NMTR. It was the nautical equivalent of identifying a person by their scars, freckles, and wrinkles—that project, Clark had been told, was being pursued by another division.

			He surfaced cautiously forty yards from Draco II’s starboard beam. He would barely be visible in the choppy harbor waters, but all the same he kept his profile to a minimum. He pulled his mask down to his neck and surveyed the ship’s deck. He didn’t see a single crewman. There had to be at least one man on watch on the bridge, but Clark gave fifty-fifty odds on whether he was even awake. If he is asleep, he thought, he’s about to get the rudest awakening of his life.

			He lifted a waterproof camera above the surface and took three quick shots of the freighter using various low-light settings. The camera was satellite capable, and he uploaded the images via an encrypted data link. Clark submerged again, waited one minute, then resurfaced to reestablish a signal. The reply was waiting: Target confirmed as Draco II. 99% degree of confidence.

			He shook his head derisively and submerged again. Ninety-nine percent? Really? A programmer somewhere was covering his ass.

			Clark had no such reservations. As far as he was concerned, all the boxes were ticked. It was time for some UDT bang.

			He clipped the camera to his equipment belt and rejoined the team ten feet below Draco II’s rudder; everyone had submerged for optimum concealment in the night waters. In the dim ambient light, he gave hand signals to initiate the next step and then tapped his watch for a time hack. They would rally at the DPDs in ten minutes. The team split into pairs, and Clark set out with Bauer at his side.

			Each man carried a single explosive device, an updated and more powerful version of the venerable limpet mine. Magnetic attachment, shaped explosive charge, programmable time delay. The team had pre-briefed specific attachment points on the hull. Wu and Hyori had set off toward the bow and would affix their mines to weak points along the forward waterline—DNI analysts had studied the ship’s original blueprints to identify structural vulnerabilities. Clark and Bauer would place their weapons near the stern—one near the engine room and a second on the rudder shaft. These detonations would be destructive, but also disabling. If the ship didn’t go down immediately from the forward blasts, the aft charges would remove any chance of an astute crew getting Draco II underway to run her aground.

			All four timers were precisely synchronized.

			Everyone rendezvoused at the DPDs on schedule, and soon they were driving toward open sea. Clark didn’t want to be anywhere near the ship when the mines went off. He’d had his brain rattled more than once by undersea explosions, and so he’d built in a thirty-minute delay. That would put them miles outside the harbor’s breakwater when the timers hit zero.

			After twenty-eight minutes they surfaced at the extraction point—the coordinate set where they would rendezvous with the boat.

			Clark’s eyes swept a full three-hundred-sixty-degree circle.

			The boat was nowhere in sight.

			And just like that, a plan that had been going swimmingly began to capsize.
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			Eastern Mediterranean

			9 Miles West of Tartus, Syria

			0414 Local Time

			“Shit, shit, shit!” Ding Chavez cursed after dropping a wrench into six inches of black bilgewater. He reached down into the oily mess and groped blindly for the tool, finding it after a few seconds.

			For all the intensive training he had received in the Army, for all the exotic technology provided by the nation’s intelligence agencies, he’d never been stymied by something as simple as a failed seacock.

			Yet if all special operators shared one thing in common, it was a mission-oriented mindset. An unshakable can-do attitude. This was what the trial-by-fire selection process for elite Special Forces units truly sought to identify. It wasn’t about who was the fastest, strongest, or smartest. It was about who would not accept failure in the face of seemingly insurmountable obstacles. Who would never give up on a team member in need. Chavez was an expert sniper, a former CIA paramilitary, and could speak five languages. But in that moment, he needed to be enough of a marine mechanic to fix a badly leaking valve.

			“Pipe wrench!” he called out.

			“That is the adjustable one, no?” replied Henri Toussaint in his thick French accent.

			“Yeah, it’s got a red handle.”

			The Frenchman, a veteran of DGSI, that nation’s premier domestic intelligence agency, dug into a grimy toolbox. He removed the wrench in question and handed it down into the engine bay, adding, “Clé à tube, as we say in Paris.”

			“Oui, oui,” Ding said distractedly as he started clattering away. “Time?”

			Toussaint checked his Rolex Submariner. “Two minutes to our scheduled rendezvous.”

			Shit, shit, shit…

			They had dropped off Clark and his team over an hour ago, slightly more than two miles from the harbor entrance. Toussaint had then steered the boat out to sea, roughly halfway to the twelve-mile boundary of international waters. They had been loitering there when the seacock failed, allowing seawater to gush into the engine compartment. Worse yet, they hadn’t noticed it right away. The engine bay was enclosed and there was no high-water alarm. The first indication of trouble was when the engine began sputtering as they turned back toward the extraction point.

			Now they would be late for the rendezvous. The question of how late rested on Ding’s problem-solving skills. His first action had been to go over the side with a rag and do his best to plug the leaky fitting. That slowed the intake of water and bought time. If nothing else, the boat wouldn’t sink. The forward bilge pump was still running on battery power, and between that and the rag, the water level was slowly receding. If he could close the valve completely, they still had a chance.

			Ding worked furiously, a penlight held in his teeth. If he could get a good grip on the fitting, he thought he could close it manually. The problem was that he had to do everything by feel, the valve being out of sight under six inches of oily water. The tool kept slipping from his hand.

			He dropped the wrench again. His frustration mounted.

			Ding had originally been penciled in as a diver tonight, but an ear infection that had begun a few days ago had bumped him off the assault team. Bauer had taken his place. Now, instead of sinking a Russian ghost ship, he was trying to keep a leaky fishing boat afloat. He had drawn the short straw for climbing down into the engine compartment for two eminently practical reasons: he was considerably smaller than Toussaint, and also a reasonably proficient mechanic.

			The boat’s name was Aphrodisia, drawn from the Greek term for the state of sexual desire—a fact that had elicited no end of commentary from the Task Force 99 peanut gallery. A forty-six-foot trehandiri, she was a traditional fishing vessel, a type common in these waters. For a hundred years such craft had been chasing tuna, swordfish, and sea bass around the eastern Med, and even at four in the morning she wouldn’t look out of place off the coast of Syria. Cyprus had been a launchpad for surreptitious maritime operations for more than a thousand years, and the advantages that had brought the Greeks and Phoenicians to these waters were no less relevant now. With convenient geography, muddied governance, and a shrewd mercantile heritage, the island was a perfect backdrop for illicit activities.

			Aphrodisia was a case in point. She’d been purchased six weeks ago by a CIA front man, and her engines and rigging had been quietly refurbished as she lay moored at a quiet wharf near Mazotos, a village on the island’s rocky southern coast. Unfortunately, whoever had done the refit had missed one faulty valve.

			And that now threatened to sink the entire op.

			“We’re two minutes past the rendezvous time,” Toussaint said, probably trying to be helpful. “I’ll send a message to John explaining the delay.”

			He’d no sooner uttered those words when Ding dropped the wrench again.

			

			—

			John Clark was not patient by nature, but he could adapt to bad situations like few individuals on earth. A lifetime in special operations did that to a man.

			“Sounds like our boat is down,” he said, with the same tone he might use if his coffee had gone cold. He was referencing a message that had just hit everyone’s screens. The DPDs shared a limitation with all submarine platforms—communication via radio or satellite was severely degraded beneath the surface. But now they were on top, and everyone had a data link to the “mother ship.”

			“Okay, everybody power down,” Clark said. “I’ll leave my unit hot to keep comms.” The batteries on the DPDs were getting low, and there was no point in draining them unnecessarily as they sat doing nothing. Technology might be a force multiplier in modern warfare, but it also put one at the mercy of the lithium-ion gods.

			Four sets of eyes swept the horizon to the west. They saw nothing but the dim lights of a few distant freighters. The situation wasn’t yet critical. More like a holding pattern.

			“Ten seconds,” Bauer said.

			There was no need to expand. All attention shifted to the harbor.

			It happened right on time. There were no bright flashes because the mines were below Draco II’s waterline. The muffled thumps of the explosions, however, resonated across the sea seconds later. The synchronization of the blasts was nearly perfect. If Clark were to guess, three of the explosions occurred less than a second apart, the fourth perhaps two seconds later.

			From where they sat, only the top half of Draco II was visible above the breakwater. The lights on her bridge flickered twice and then extinguished, one dim emergency flood filling the void. A small deck fire broke out near the bow, and the ship’s superstructure was momentarily lost in a cloud of mist—water vapor generated by the blasts. When the mist drifted away, she was already listing to port.

			“I’d like to take a snapshot of that,” Wu commented. “Maybe send it to President Yermilov.”

			“I think he’ll get the picture,” Clark remarked.

			“No doubt,” agreed Hyori. “But if our ride doesn’t show up soon, he may get mug shots of us as well.”

			It was a valid point. The alarm was now raised. All eyes naturally began shifting back and forth. Shoreward to look for threats. Seaward for salvation.

			Clark never stopped planning, adjusting to the circumstances. His team was floating in the middle of the Mediterranean Sea, four frogmen bobbing on DPDs with nearly dead batteries. Their ride to safety was out of commission. The nearest land was two miles away, but that would soon be crawling with police officers. The nearest neutral shore, Cyprus, was eighty miles west—unreachable without commandeering a boat, which seemed a long shot. Given the currents here—Clark had left no stone unturned in his planning—he reckoned their best bailout would be to float south until they were off the coast of Lebanon. That was a mere twenty miles. Hardly ideal, but feasible. The bottom line was that if Aphrodisia didn’t show soon, they would be facing a long swim at the end of a hard night.

			“How many patrol boats did intel say the Syrians had?” Hyori asked.

			Clark thought back to the briefing. The fall of the Assad regime had put a dozen aging vessels in the hands of a rebel force that had never before dipped its fundamentalist toe in salt water. “According to the intel estimates, three Syrian navy vessels—one missile cutter and two patrol boats—are seaworthy and operational. But they rarely leave port. Their crews are probably in bed at this hour.”

			“They must keep at least one on alert,” Wu argued.

			“We’ll find out soon enough.”

			“This wind is going to push us back to the scene of the crime,” said the Brit, reading the light swell on the sea.

			This was in the back of Clark’s mind as well. The breeze wasn’t strong, but its direction couldn’t have been worse. They were slowly drifting back toward the breakwater. Fighting that movement, either by swimming or draining the DPD batteries completely, would expend valuable energy.

			Clark was about to initiate a secure voice call with Aphrodisia when a glimmer to the west caught his eye. It was little more than a silhouette—a vessel running lights-out. From his low vantage point in the water, he couldn’t make a solid ID at first. It could be Ding and Toussaint. Or it could be one of the smugglers that were endemic to these waters. He instinctively weighed the possibility of commandeering the vessel if the latter turned out to be the case. They had plenty of firepower, but marginal mobility on the spent DPDs.

			As it turned out, that wasn’t necessary.

			The boat came right at them, and soon they saw Ding’s wiry frame at the bow. As Aphrodisia closed in, he waved like a passenger on an ocean liner arriving in port.

			“About time, mate,” shouted Wu.

			“Sorry for the wait,” Ding called out. “Our boat was sinking.”

			“That’s a sad excuse.”

			The pleasantries continued throughout the recovery process, good humor fueled by a sense of relief. The exfil delay had been the night’s only glitch, and no one doubted that Ding and Toussaint had done everything in their power to overcome the problem.

			The DPDs were lashed along the port side, and once the divers were on board, everyone grabbed lines to help haul them up on deck. Early on there had been discussions about acquiring a boat with a deck crane, but the DPDs weren’t so heavy that they couldn’t be heaved aboard by six strong men. John Clark thought that simpler. And simpler, in his view, was always better.

			Soon Aphrodisia was motoring west. They would be in Cypriot waters in five hours. Moored to a dock five after that.

			Ding told them about the flooding in the engine compartment. “But don’t worry, I fixed it.”

			“Now I am truly worried,” said Hyori.

			The divers all showered—the boat had pressurized freshwater and a hose, a rare luxury for paramilitary frogmen—and changed into warm clothes. Like soldiers everywhere in post-mission moments, their conversation turned casual. They began forming plans to blow off steam the next day, most of which involved drinking beer and basking in the warm Nicosian sun.

			Clark came out of the wheelhouse rubbing his hair dry with a towel. “Don’t make your reservations at the cabana just yet,” he announced. “Looks like we’ve got new tasking.”

			“Where now?” Hyori asked.

			“We sail to Turkey, the southern coast. They want us to go ashore without being noticed.”

			“ETA?” Ding inquired.

			“We should arrive just after daybreak. Charlie will be waiting with two cars.” He was referring to Charlotte “Charlie” Adams, the highly capable Aussie intelligence officer attached to the task force. For this op, she had been handling shoreside logistics.

			“Any idea what we’re doing when we get there?”

			“No clue. I’ve been told we’ll get further instructions once we’re ashore.”

			Clark surveyed the room, such as it was, and saw the usual reactions. Disappointment at the stolen days off. Trepidation about what new five-alarm fire awaited. The thrill of another challenge. There were no more questions.

			Aphrodisia’s bow swung sixty degrees to starboard, and soon she was tracking straight and true toward the Levantine Sea.

		

	
		
			8

			Tactical Operations Center

			Naval Air Station Sigonella, Italy

			0806 Local Time

			Lieutenant Commander Kathleen Ryan walked into the TOC in a hurry—more of a hurry than usual—only to freeze once she was inside. It had nothing to do with security measures or indecision. She simply had to let her eyes adjust; the subdued lights of the cloistered workspace were a stark contrast to the brilliant Sicilian sun.

			Once her vision adapted, she scoped out the room and saw the man she was looking for on the far side. Lieutenant John Conza was wearing standard Navy khakis and an uncharacteristic frown.

			“I got your message,” she said as she came up behind him.

			He looked over his shoulder and the frown flipped to a smile. “Hey, Katie. Yeah, I hope you weren’t busy. Looks like some new orders are coming down the pike for both of us—I’m trying to download ’em now.”

			“Any clue what’s up?”

			“Not sure, but it’s bound to be a downgrade.” His easy smile held fast, a smile that belonged on a movie poster. Conza was a junior officer, but before receiving his commission he’d spent eight years as an enlisted Navy SEAL. The loss of a leg in combat operations in Syria had forced a career change, but it hadn’t dampened either his enthusiasm for life or his country-boy nature.

			Katie and Conza had been working together for months, and Sigonella was the high point, a sweet temporary-duty assignment. The three-week rotation to sunny Italy was ostensibly to take part in an ONI exercise with the Sixth Fleet—gaming out joint force and surface warfare scenarios across northern Africa and the Med. Now halfway through the assignment, they had given three PowerPoint presentations, sat through twice as many, and spent hours in the TOC. But there had also been wine, authentic Sicilian pizza, and journeys to the beachfront corniche in Messina. Katie was still suffering the aftereffects of the most recent beach visit—she’d gotten an embarrassing red sunburn that JC, as he was known, hadn’t stopped ribbing her about.

			Conza said, “I suspect it has to do with that Air Force C-17 out on the ramp.”

			Katie had seen the jet on the distant tarmac, a beached gray whale in the sun.

			“Here we go,” Conza said as two messages downloaded. The first popped to the screen and they read it in unison. It was a flash notice about the crash of a C-32A in southern Turkey.

			“Damn,” he said, “no survivors.”

			“Yeah, and an Andrews airplane. Looks like the secretary of commerce was on board.”

			“And one Navy officer.”

			The second message turned out to be amended orders for them both. Sixth Fleet war-gaming was out, crisis response in.

			“There it is,” he said.

			“You were right about the C-17. Looks like it’s hauling a team of investigators to the crash site.”

			“And now two of ONI’s finest are getting an invite to the party.”

			They exchanged a look.

			“You thinking what I’m thinking?” prompted Conza.

			“I’m thinking that a white and blue airplane went down in a dangerous part of the world.”

			“Very high-profile. You’d have to at least consider terrorism.”

			“True,” Katie said. “But airplanes do crash.”

			“Now, there’s a nice thought, given that we’re about to go out and jump on one.”

			Katie rolled her eyes.

			“Do you think this Navy commander might have been somebody special?” he asked.

			“Maybe, maybe not. Either way, it sounds like somebody up the Navy chain is being proactive. If this crash was terrorism-related, it wouldn’t be a bad idea to have a couple of ONI officers on the scene.”

			“I suppose that makes sense. Looks like we’re in the right place at the right time.”

			“Or the wrong one.”

			He looked at her with mock surprise. “Not used to you being a bucket of negativity, Lieutenant Commander Ryan.”

			She didn’t respond, and her expression turned suddenly distant.

			“Katie? You okay?”

			“Sorry,” she said, shaking it away. “I was thinking about Secretary Moore. He was a close friend of my dad’s.”

			“Did you ever meet him?”

			“Yeah, a couple of times when I was a teenager. I remember a New Year’s party at our house. He seemed like a good guy.”

			Conza nodded somberly. “Good ol’ boy like me…I sometimes forget what highfalutin contacts you have.”

			“Keep forgetting. We’re two Navy officers and we’ve got a new assignment.”

			“Fair enough. Guess it’s time to pack up. That C-17 is fragged to leave in an hour.”

			“Let’s hit it.”

			“And don’t forget to pack that soothing lotion you bought for your lobster tan.”

			She gave him her best peeved look. “Truth is, the way you carry on about the delights of redneck life—I thought I’d give it a try.”

			Conza laughed and began shutting down his laptop. “See you outside in twenty.”

			Katie headed for the door, and when she passed through the TOC’s entrance the sun did a reverse number on her eyes. She squinted and saw the big transport in the distance. It was a beehive of activity.

			As an intel officer, Katie was wired to view world events through a lens of suspicion. She wondered about the downed airliner. Could it have been targeted? Or possibly John Moore? If so, what were the ramifications? Soon, however, all that was pushed aside by a more immediate question. The one that, after finding herself in so many critical situations in the last year, was far more personal.

			What the hell are we getting into now?

			

			—

			Thirty minutes later, Katie and Conza presented themselves at the loading ramp of the C-17. They introduced themselves to the loadmaster, a crusty-looking Air Force master sergeant named Burgstahler.

			“Colonel’s been looking for you,” said the loadie. He diverted into the cargo bay.

			An Air Force full bird in fatigues appeared. He looked all squared away in his camo OCP uniform. There were pilot wings on his chest, an eagle on his cap, and a subdued American flag patch was velcroed to one arm. Sunglasses were perched on an aquiline nose. His name tag said Carter, and after gauging them both, his eyes settled on Katie.

			“Ryan,” he said simply.

			Anyone else in the Unites States Navy would have assumed he was reading their name tag. For Katie it was different. It was no secret, even among the other services, that the daughter of the President of the United States was a Navy intelligence officer. She guessed there were dozens of other mid-grade officers in the service cursed with the same last name—Ryan was relatively common—and she’d always felt bad about that. She preferred to carry her own baggage, not burden others with it. Almost without exception, those who met Katie had preconceived ideas about her.

			Most of them were wrong.

			“Yes, sir. Lieutenant Conza and I have received orders to join your team.”

			“So I’ve been told. Any idea why?”

			Katie and Conza exchanged a quick glance. “Honestly, I’m not sure. We were just told to pack our bags and haul ass over here. I’m sure it relates to this airplane that’s gone down, but we figured the specifics would come later.”

			It was hard to read the colonel’s eyes behind his sunglasses.

			“You can ask if you want,” she said.

			“Ask what?”

			“You know, if I’m—”

			“You’re a lieutenant in the United States Navy,” Carter said, cutting her off. “That’s all I give a shit about. I’ve been told you’ll be accompanying my team to Bodrum. I figure it’s because there was a Navy officer on board this downed airplane. Just be advised that this will not be a sightseeing tour. You are part of my team, and I’m going to put you to work.”

			“Lieutenant Conza and I wouldn’t have it any other way.”

			Carter broke into a grin. “Good answer. As they say in the Navy, welcome aboard.” He held out a hand, and Katie gave him a firm handshake. Conza did the same.

			The colonel told them to make themselves at home, then diverted to one of the SUVs and began issuing orders.

			Sergeant Burgstahler reappeared and beckoned them up the loading ramp. He led the way to a short row of airline-type seats at the front of the cargo bay. They stowed their gear, took a seat, and the loadie unceremoniously dropped a small white box in each of their laps. “Fine cuisine, courtesy of Naval Air Station Sigonella.”

			Conza opened his box and saw pretty much what he expected. One turkey wrap, a shrink-wrapped apple, a woodchipper-inspired energy bar, and a pint-sized water bottle.

			“Turkey wrap,” he said. “Get it?”

			“Thanksgiving?”

			“No, it’s where we’re going.”

			Katie tried, but failed, to suppress a smile. She set her box aside and committed to getting some sleep on the flight, a skill she’d fine-tuned at Annapolis.

			Because you never knew when the chance would come again.
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			Gulf of Antalya

			Nine Miles Off the Turkish Coast

			0920 Local Time

			Clark knew his men were tired. He was tired.

			But this wasn’t the time for rest.

			He was still getting to know the members of Task Force 99. He’d handpicked the team of topflight international operators for a mission in China earlier that year. They had meshed so well on the op that he’d decided, with the DNI’s blessing, to “keep the band together.” Task Force 99 would never replace The Campus, but it was an effective alternative for certain missions. All the members had been on board, and they’d kept up a high operational tempo ever since. And if this new tasking was any indicator, it wasn’t about to slow.

			Aphrodisia churned through dense fog. Bauer was at the helm, an eight-pronged wooden ship’s wheel steady in his hands. The German had the most experience driving boats, courtesy of his time with the German army’s Kommando Spezialkräfte. He had later transferred to that nation’s spy agency, the BND. Bauer was keeping a close eye on the radar. It wasn’t a military-grade system, but good enough to provide warnings of the two most immediate threats: other vessels, which could conceivably include patrol boats, and the rugged Turkish coastline.

			Their destination was a lightly populated stretch of those shores, and while there were more isolated areas along the Gulf of Antalya, the extra distance and Aphrodisia’s slow speed precluded using them. Clark had minutes earlier received an update from Mary Pat Foley on his heavily encrypted laptop. After reading the message, he called the team on deck—a few men had disappeared into the cramped lower compartment. It was a small, confined space, but some had been willing to trade the engine noise and exhaust fumes for a bit of extra warmth.

			Everyone spread out on the open deck, leaning on winches and sitting on the gunnel. Clark stood near the open wheelhouse door so Bauer could hear as well.

			“I just received an update on our new mission. The situation remains fluid, and our immediate objective is a simple reposition. We’ll be going ashore on the southern coast of Turkey, hopefully without being detected by the authorities. The plan is to make landfall at a place called Kelinder Bay. It’s remote, and a series of coves should provide solid concealment. The weather is also in our favor. The forecast is for low clouds and rain all morning with a temperature in the mid-fifties. That should keep the locals in the coffee shops and off the hiking trails. If we can get Aphrodisia into the bay unnoticed, the chances of being spotted should be minimal.”

			“Do you have a map of this place?” Wu asked.

			“I’ve got one on the laptop we can call up. There’s also a moving map on the radar display at the helm. Feel free to take a look after we’re done. The suggestion box is always open.”

			“Unlike the complaint department,” Wu quipped.

			“And once we’re ashore?” Ding inquired.

			“Charlie is running advance and she’s got all the logistics arranged. She forwarded a coordinate set for our infil and she’ll be waiting there with two vehicles. If we have to beach elsewhere, for any reason, we’ll adjust as necessary. Once we’re loaded up with our gear, the plan is to drive to Bodrum. We should arrive late this afternoon. A safe house is being procured outside town. That’ll be our staging point.”

			“Staging point for what?” Toussaint asked.

			“That remains to be seen. Last night one of our VIP aircraft crashed on its approach to landing at Bodrum. The reasons for the crash aren’t clear, however the DNI thinks sabotage is a possibility. If that turns out to be the case, our services may be required—presumably to track down any suspects.”

			None of this drew a response, which didn’t surprise Clark. For units like Task Force 99, missions often began with vague objectives—in essence, they were precautionary deployments that gave policymakers a kinetic option. Most went nowhere. Yet when further action was warranted, the directives often came on short notice.

			Ding said, “We’re carrying light weapons and two spare limpet mines. With a load like that, any response we could generate would be limited.”

			“I made that very point to the DNI. She assured me that any potential intervention would be scaled accordingly. It’ll be a job that we can handle with what we have, or we’ll be given the means to pursue something bigger.”

			Bauer called from the wheelhouse, “I am getting radar returns on the shoreline. We will reach the rendezvous point in fifteen minutes.” The German’s heavy accent mangled the pronunciation of the French-derived word.

			“Rendezvous,” Toussaint corrected with a proper Parisian inflection.

			“Dummkopf,” Bauer shot back.

			Clark ignored them both. “Once we get ashore, the main road is three klicks north. There will be two identity packages for everyone. The primaries will show that we entered Turkey legitimately through Istanbul International one week ago.”

			“What about Aphrodisia?” Ding asked.

			“We leave her anchored in the cove. The CIA has a Cypriot skipper on their payroll. He’s en route in a small fishing boat and will collect her in a few hours. His instructions are to sail her back to Cyprus at a leisurely pace.”

			“I’ll leave a note for him on the helm,” Ding said. “He needs to watch out for flooding from the starboard seacock.”

			“I’m sure that would be appreciated. The DPDs and dive gear stay on board—it’ll be collected by the agency when she gets back to port.” Clark checked his watch. “Once we snug up to the coast, we move fast. I don’t want to be exposed on the beach any longer than necessary. Go below and sort through your gear, bring only what you need on deck. I want all weapons and ammo divided evenly in two duffels. As soon as we’re feet dry, we’ll put one in each vehicle and get underway. Questions?”

			When none came, Clark called the meeting to an end.

			As the team began to disperse, Ding called out, “Land ho!”

			All eyes went forward. Slightly to port, the dark silhouette of the shoreline emerged from a mist-shrouded morning.

			Minutes later, everyone was topside with their gear. Aside from a change of clothing and a few personal items, it was the basics of spec ops life: weapons, ammo, NODs, comm gear. Bauer eased the bow within ten yards of the stone-strewn beach and brought Aphrodisia to a stop.

			Charlie was waiting. There was a smile on her tanned face, and her hair was pulled back in a tight ponytail. Standing with hands on hips at the water’s edge, her stance was that of a lifeguard contemplating whether to rescue a flailing swimmer.

			“Welcome to the Republic of Turkey!” she called across the divide in her thick Aussie accent. A seasoned intelligence officer, formerly of the Australian Special Air Service, she had blended in seamlessly with the task force. “My name’s Charlie and I’ll be your guide today. Our vehicles are behind the hill to the right. Please keep your arms and legs inside the ride at all times.”

			Her spiel drew the usual banter in response.

			Bauer stood at the bow, gauging how Aphrodisia had settled to the shoreline. “When will our replacement captain arrive?”

			“He should be here in roughly an hour,” Charlie replied.

			“We have an incoming tide, so that should work.” Bauer went to the helm and activated the anchor windlass. Soon a primary and secondary hook were in place, one on the bow and another on the stern. It would be more than enough to keep the boat from moving for an hour on a calm morning.

			Everyone unlaced their boots, slung them over their shoulders, and waded ashore with the gear. Clark was the last to cross. He was wearing tactical pants and a tight long-sleeved shirt. His biceps bulged under the weight of his gear as he moved surely through clear knee-deep water. Clark was exceptionally fit for his age. Genetics were partially responsible, but the intensity of his regular workouts played a greater role. He might be getting older, but no one on the team would ever accuse him of going soft.

			The vehicles turned out to be a Toyota Land Cruiser and a Volkswagen crossover. No one bothered to ask Charlie how she’d gotten both of them here, parked on the siding of a remote unpaved road. It was no accident that the vehicles offered a mix of utilities. The Toyota had excellent off-road capability, while the VW would blend in nicely in any urban environment. The Aussie had done well.

			Soon everything was loaded, and they set out for the main road. Barring delays, Task Force 99 would arrive in Bodrum in six hours.
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			Bodrum International Airport

			Bodrum, Turkey

			1033 Local Time

			Katie descended the portside boarding stairs of the C-17. The air was cool and dry, the sun intense.

			She had never been to Turkey, and Bodrum was an uncommon gateway. It was a midsize city and the airport reflected it. She saw a modest array of helicopters, business jets, and general aviation aircraft. A few airliners were parked at a small terminal in the distance. Aside from the commotion stirred by their own arrival, the airfield was quiet.

			Conza hit the ramp right behind her, and he verbalized the same impression.

			“You think they shut the airport down?” he asked.

			“Could be. Colonel Carter said the weather was lousy last night, low clouds and fog. But it’s clear now.”

			“So if nobody’s flying, it’s because of the crash.” He scanned the surrounding countryside. “Looks a lot like Sig outside the fence.”

			Katie had to agree. The terrain was remarkably similar to Sicily. Brown hardpan, soft hills, sturdy vegetation. It made sense, she supposed. The flight had been short, less than two hours due east. Same topography, same latitude, same Mediterranean climate.

			They retrieved their bags from the first pallet that was unloaded. Carter’s team of investigators seemed well organized. They were already sorting through equipment, and two big SUVs soon appeared. There were four Air Force personnel in Carter’s entourage, two junior officers and two enlisted.

			“Looks like we’re getting off on the right foot,” Conza remarked, nodding to their left.

			Katie saw Carter talking to a Turkish military officer who’d pulled up in a staff car. Their gestures were friendly, the nods professional. The relationship between the two nations, she knew, was both long and testing. Turkey was inexorably trapped between East and West. They respected Western military might and needed its strategic backing. But their religion and culture were rooted firmly to the right, in Asia and the Middle East. It was a delicate dance for both sides, and the guarded interaction between the two officers reflected it.

			She said, “Yeah, everything looks civil…so far.”

			“I wonder who else is going to be involved in this investigation.”

			“Carter and I chatted about that on the flight—I think you were sleeping.”

			“Hey, sleep is a weapon.”

			“The way you snore it is. The wall between our rooms in Sig was way too thin. Anyway, he warned me that these overseas crash investigations can be real clusters. Foreign governments, manufacturers, military services, unions…Everybody with a nose sticks it in.”

			“A less positive voice than mine might remind you that we fall in that category.”

			“Fair point, but it wasn’t our doing. Orders are orders.”

			Carter finished talking to the Turkish officer and walked toward them.

			“Saddle up,” he said. “You and your gear go in the second vehicle. We’ll make a quick stop at our hotel to unload, then head straight to the crash site.”

			“Copy that,” Katie replied.

			She and Conza tossed their duffels through the open tailgate and circled to opposing rear doors. One of Carter’s lieutenants was driving.

			Katie was about to sink into the back seat when something in the distance caught her eye.

			She noticed a small building on the far side of the runway. It looked like a typical fixed-base operator, or FBO, a small low-slung structure fronting a half acre of tarmac. What had really seized her attention, however, was in front of the building on the ramp: a business jet sat parked, its doors buttoned up and the wheels chocked. The jet itself was nothing special. At first glance, she took it for a Cessna Citation, but on closer examination decided it was a Lear—an instructor from intel school had taught her the difference. Yet something about this jet seemed curiously familiar to Katie. The off-white paint job, the lack of any other markings. It looked perfectly serviceable, but there was an air of…managed neglect.

			Most of the world’s business jets flew as showcase items, a manifestation of their owners’ egos. Irrespective of whether that owner was an individual, a family, or a corporation, private jets were polished to a gleam and emblazoned with logos. The principal’s initials could be incorporated into their tail numbers like an overpriced monogram. This aircraft displayed none of that. In fact, it was quite the opposite, as if the owner wanted the jet to be the dowdiest entry in the flying beauty pageant. That was unusual. Even the most shadowy oligarchs and arms merchants put their marks on their toys.

			Katie could think of only one entity that would run a jet like that.

			She walked out to get a better angle, until she could see the registration number. As required by law, it was painted clearly on the aft fuselage. N490BS. Katie committed it to memory and then walked back to the car, a slight grin creasing her lips.

			Bravo Sierra, she thought. And how perfect is that?

			

			—

			The stop at the hotel, as promised, was brief.

			It took thirty minutes to reach the crash site, half of the time a trek across unimproved gravel roads. Bouncing around the final hill, and with a cloud of dust trailing behind them, the scene of the tragedy appeared with jarring suddenness. The SUVs jerked to a stop amid a dozen Turkish military vehicles.

			Katie got out and was transfixed by the scene. She had been in the thick of combat before. She’d stood on the conn of the USS Blackfish during a torpedo battle, and watched a missile engagement from the combat information center of the USS Jason Dunham. The hillside before her was an entirely different manner of chaos. It was raw and devastating, the aftermath of a tragedy. A two-acre apocalypse on the side of a minor mountain.

			The wreckage was strewn over a relatively small area, and a giant scar in the brown earth marked the primary point of impact. From there, the aircraft had tumbled and shattered, its remains careening in all directions. Scorch marks from secondary fires pocked the terrain like spent campfires, and even after half a day smoke trickled skyward. The acrid stench of scorched jet fuel tainted the morning breeze.

			Some sections of the wreckage were identifiable. The tail was most prominent, its three fins intact. A painted American flag on the vertical stabilizer took on the bleak aura of an epitaph on a headstone. The main fuselage was shattered, broken into three segments, and the wings lay detached on either side. All around those reference points were unidentifiable shards of debris. A dozen men in colored vests roamed the area, mostly planting reference flags and taking pictures.

			“Damn,” said Conza, pulling up beside her.

			“Yeah. I didn’t know quite what to expect, but this…this is surreal.”

			“The first one can be a little overwhelming,” said Colonel Carter, approaching from behind. “It’s not as bad when you get up close and narrow your focus.”

			Katie said, “What about the…loss of life?”

			“I’ve been told most of the human remains have been recovered.” He pointed to a team in red vests. “The Turks have been working on that since before daybreak. Come on, I’ll walk you through.”

			They hiked a makeshift path rutted by fresh tire tracks.

			“Were these caused by the first responders?” she asked, pointing down.

			“Very good,” Carter replied. “The ground was pretty wet when they showed up.”

			And with that, something clicked in Katie’s head. It occurred to her that, despite the obvious disarray, she could process this scene logically. It would be detective work, pure and simple. And she was good at that.

			Carter veered toward the tail section, where two of his men had joined up with a pair of Turks. They were working on the vertical tail and had removed a panel to dig around inside.

			“Stay here for a minute,” Carter said. He broke off, climbed the mound of debris, and spoke to one of his lieutenants. The young woman pointed inside the cavity and the colonel leaned in for a look. He then rejoined Katie and Conza.

			“They’re trying to recover the black boxes. I got a look, and they appear to be in pretty good shape. Hopefully the first read will give us an idea of what went wrong.”

			“How long will that take?” Katie asked.

			“If no damage was done, we might have something tomorrow.”

			Staring across the devastation, Conza asked, “Do you have any theories yet, Colonel?”

			He tipped his head noncommittally. “This early in an inquiry you can never close doors…but I do see some inconsistencies.”

			“It hit this mountain at the bottom,” Katie said. “They weren’t even close to clearing it.”

			“A good observation. That doesn’t compute to me, either. This happened at night, and the weather was lousy, so the pilots would have been flying on instruments. But this aircraft was equipped with what we call GPWS. It’s a worldwide terrain database that ties into the aircraft’s GPS navigation. That system should have given a terrain warning long before the situation turned critical, with enough time to initiate a recovery.”

			“Will the black boxes tell you if the crew got that warning?”

			“They will. I’m also looking at the way the airplane hit.” He held out an arm that aligned with the wreckage pattern.

			“What’s the issue there?” Katie asked.

			“We’re standing roughly ten miles from the airport, so they should have been lined up for landing. But the airport is over there.” With his other hand, he pointed forty degrees to the left.

			Katie tried to map it out in her head. “So they weren’t lined up with the runway.”

			“At the moment of impact, they were way off—which should have resulted in other warnings.”

			The Air Force lieutenant beckoned Carter, who climbed back up toward the tail.

			When he was out of earshot, Conza said to Katie, “Sounds like we’ve got a few things that don’t add up.”

			“Yeah, I was thinking the same thing. Carter seems to know his stuff.”

			“Agreed.” His gaze drifted over the hillside. “I feel like we should be doing something to help, but I don’t know where to start.”

			“The colonel said he’d put us to work—I’m sure he’ll come up with something.”

			Conza reached down, picked up a jagged piece of metal, and began inspecting it.

			Katie’s attention settled on the shattered fuselage. That was where the passengers would have been. She thought about John Moore, and also the Navy commander who’d been on board. Yet for reasons she didn’t understand, her thoughts then veered away. Back to the distant airport and the dirty-white Learjet.

			“I’m gonna head back to the car,” she said to Conza.

			“Why?”

			“The phone reception was better on the hill. I need to do a little research.”
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			Bol’shezemel’skaya Tundra

			Komi Republic, Russia

			90 Nautical Miles North of the Arctic Circle

			0410 Local Time

			The heater on the small bus worked like those on every Russian-manufactured vehicle, which was to say, hardly at all.

			The old man tried to shrug his blanket higher over his shoulders. He was wearing only a thin prison jumpsuit in what had to be subzero temperatures. An hour ago, with his hands and feet going numb, one of the four guards, the least sadistic of the bunch, had tossed a blanket on his seat. With both of his arms and one leg chained to the frame, he’d wrapped it around himself with a contortionist’s agility. The threadbare layer was hardly worth the trouble—less a source of warmth than a reminder that it existed.

			They had been on the small bus for roughly twelve hours, three stops made for piss breaks and gas. His back ached from the constant rocking and his wrists were raw from the manacles. Sleep was all but impossible. The bus had departed properly paved surfaces hours ago, and the gravel road they were on was rutted with spine-jarring potholes. It was drivable, but barely, one winter storm away from closure.

			The reason for this road’s existence had been on display for the last hundred kilometers—a high-volume crude-oil transmission pipeline tracked along the left shoulder. During the night he had seen a number of trucks pass in the opposite direction; all had been hauling oil drums and machinery. The West Siberian basin was one of Russia’s most productive oil fields, although the yields were steadily declining. The old man knew a lot about petroleum extraction. It had once been his area of expertise, although admittedly his information was dated.

			In a roundabout way, that knowledge was the reason he was here, chained to a frozen bus seat and desperately hungry. The majority of the inmates at Penal Colony 18 were simple murderers and cutthroats, but a small subset were different. His file attested that he had been sentenced to life at hard labor for strangling a prostitute. It was, of course, a complete fabrication. As the Russian saying went, “Give us a person and we’ll find the infraction.”

			His true crime had been a string of blog posts that were critical of the regime. He had worked as a geologist at the influential Gubkin Russian State University of Oil and Gas. When his research proved definitively that Russia’s oil fields were drying up, he published a series of articles suggesting that diversification of the economy was critical for the nation’s long-term future. True as his conclusions might have been, they diverged from the party line. In those fractious years, with the economy stagnating, he’d faced a crossroad decision: do what was best for his country or shut up and move on. In a fit of academic pique, one final blog post had become his personal waterloo. He regretted it now, his crisis of conscience, but at the time it had seemed like the right thing to do.

			The bus jarred suddenly, nearly bouncing him out of his seat. The chassis groaned and the engine sputtered, but the driver didn’t slow. The old man looked through a window rimed in frost and saw a world without color. Only shades of gray. Shades of cold.

			He had asked the guards where they were going, but they’d only ignored him. He knew it was north, based on the fringe of light on the horizon behind them and to the right. He’d performed calculations in his head—long one of his tricks to maintain sanity in surroundings designed to extinguish it—and he decided they had to be getting close to the Kara Sea.

			“Where do you think we are going?” growled the prisoner in the seat behind him. The former bratva hit man was obviously entertaining the same question.

			“I have no idea,” the old man said.

			“You worked in these places, did you not?”

			The other prisoners knew a bit about his background, although the old man never let on that his conviction for strangling the prostitute was a sham—camp cred was never to be wasted. “I didn’t work in the fields,” he said. “I worked at a government institute that performed geological estimates.”

			“Whatever we are doing, it must have to do with oil or—”

			“Shut up!” the nearest guard barked.

			Both men complied to avoid a gun butt to the head.

			The driver soon veered onto a side road that was in even worse shape. There was no pipeline here, and after a few kilometers the bus pulled to a crunching stop on the gravel surface. The guards took their shotguns in hand and, one at a time, they removed the shackles binding the prisoners to their seats.

			When the old man stepped outside the cold hit like a wall.

			He tried to make sense of the scene before him. A floodlit industrial pad was surrounded by a high fence topped with multiple coils of concertina wire. The double gates were wide open, almost like an invitation. Four guards stood at the entrance, three of them holding assault rifles. The old man took a closer look at what was inside the fence; a concrete slab, large enough to support a good-sized house, held at least a hundred rust-covered barrels. All appeared to be in poor condition, but otherwise the barrels were no different from millions around the world—standard fifty-five-gallon industrial drums.

			Curiously, a few dozen barrels had been pulled clear, and beside each of them was a metal cask. The casks were cylindrical, perhaps four feet tall, with high-grade metal that shone in the sodium glow. He saw nothing else. No people, no sheds, no buildings of any kind. It was simply a storage pad on the edge of a frozen world.

			Light snow was falling, swirling through the jaundiced illumination. The man at the gate who was not carrying a weapon wore a heavy blue parka and a fur-lined ushanka. He walked authoritatively to the supervisor of the guard detail at the bus and exchanged a few quiet words. The prison guards boarded back up, and soon the bus rumbled away into the night. As it did so, it’s headlights raked across another vehicle the old man hadn’t noticed. A sturdy flatbed truck was parked in the distant gloom, and next to it sat a forklift.

			The man in the parka approached them carrying an armload of clothing. He dropped the garments in the dirt, and without preamble said, “Put these on.”

			The three inmates hesitated only long enough to exchange a quick glance. Their drab prison coveralls were threadbare, and a second layer of clothing would be a godsend. It turned out to be three identical ensembles—what looked like a fireman’s jacket and gloves. The prisoners put them on, warmth the only thing on their minds, although the old man was struck by how heavy it all seemed.

			The man in the blue parka said, “Your task tonight is simple. You will transfer the material in the barrels into more-modern containers. The powder in the barrels is odorous, but it will do you no harm.” He went into a detailed briefing on how to open the old containers—a simple wrench in the best case, or hacksaws if the bolts on the access panels were frozen. Small shovels were provided to transfer the powder, and he insisted that each new container be filled to its maximum capacity. He explained how to seal the shiny casks and said that afterward they should wash with disinfectant. When they were done, another bus would take them to a bunkhouse, where they would be given vodka and a hot meal.

			The man pointed to a pile of tools just inside the gate and told them to get to work.

			The old man swapped a second glance with the bratva man, then the other prisoner, a skinny kid who had murdered two young girls.

			The three guards circled menacingly behind them, their weapons poised.

			The old man walked tentatively toward the gate, and the others fell in behind him. They each picked up a few tools and proceeded to the nearest barrel. The old man studied it closely and then looked at the others nearby. All were rusting badly, and judging by the red-brown stains on the concrete they had been here many years. One of the drums at the edge of the slab seemed to be leaking, and an odd stain was spread over the concrete.

			On closer inspection, he realized these were not standard oil barrels. The tops were removable, a modified cap of steel secured by a halo of eight bolts. Taking a deep breath, the old man seated a wrench on the head of the first bolt and placed his free hand on the barrel for leverage. With a creak, the bolt turned.

			It took ten minutes to remove the cap of the first barrel, all eight bolts yielding to brute force. The old man stepped back and the child murderer lifted the lid. And that was when he got his first real surprise. As the lid was removed, a faint blue glow appeared. It wasn’t much, little more than the glow of a luminescent watch. But it was definitely there, emanating from what looked like baker’s flour. He sensed a flutter in his old heart, but it didn’t last long.

			Resignedly, the old man moved to the next barrel. His coworkers picked up camping shovels and began transferring the powder to a canister. These containers looked new, and once filled they were easy to seal; the heavy lids were hinged and could be locked down by four spring latches.

			For two hours they worked, slowing only to cut a few rusted bolts. At the end, all twenty-nine new containers were filled with the powder. By then, the old man’s new jacket resembled a baker’s apron, and his gloves were solid white. They were topping off the final cask when the forklift cranked to life. The man in the parka moved it toward the gate. He got off, but left the machine idling. Walking to the gate, he placed a spray bottle of what looked like disinfectant on the gravel entry path.

			Throughout the entire process, their minders had remained outside the fence. They stood together now twenty yards beyond the entrance.

			As he torqued down the latches of the last lid, the bratva man said under his breath, “If we can lure them closer, the three of us can attack one of the guards. If we keep him close, the others might hold their fire. We must get control of a weapon.”

			The murderer thought it was a good idea. “It’s our only chance.”

			The old man looked at them sadly. They were just now coming to conclusions he himself had reached hours ago. The promise of freedom. The money. The token protective gear. Most telling of all: the prison guards had been sent away.

			None of them would leave this place alive.

			When he had stepped forward in the prison yard yesterday morning, the old man had seen a gamble worth taking. He was old and tired, and probably wouldn’t survive another winter in prison. He knew the odds against finding freedom would be long, but he’d had little to lose.

			The men beside him had run a different equation. They were street-smart and cunning. They hadn’t been swayed by the chance of money or freedom. The promise of a hot meal and vodka fooled no one. They had volunteered with one hope: that an opportunity for escape might present itself. Now, with time running out, they had to make their move.

			Yet their calculations differed from the old man’s on one significant point. They still believed they had a future. He looked at them woefully, with their darting eyes and sleeves covered in white. A mist hung in the air between them, fine powder swirling in the floodlights.

			The old man said, “You don’t understand, do you? We are already dead.”
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			Crash Site

			12 Nautical Miles East of Bodrum Airport

			Bodrum, Turkey

			0604 Local Time

			Katie drained the last of her coffee as the SUV pulled into the makeshift parking pad near the crash site. She had raided the coffee station in the hotel lobby, but the tiny cup hadn’t done the job.

			“I’ve gotta take a page from your book,” she said to Conza, who was driving. His quart-sized travel Yeti was still half full, and he looked even more wired than usual.

			“You need that cup for anything?” he asked, gesturing to her Styrofoam empty.

			Katie handed it over, knowing what he was going to use if for. He pulled out a tin of tobacco and opened it one-handed. He pinched a big wad and stuffed it under his lower lip.

			Conza pulled to a stop next to a twin vehicle. One of Colonel Carter’s men had approached Katie in the hotel lobby and handed over the key to one of the SUVs. It was now, more or less, their private vehicle.

			It wasn’t quite daybreak, the sun still a mere glow in the east. The distant crash site resembled a stage, illuminated by a grid of portable floodlights and generators that had been brought in by helicopter. The Turks had worked through the night, and the perimeter was sealed off by Turkish army MPs.

			They walked to the controlled entry point, showed their IDs, and were allowed through. As they trudged over uneven terrain, Katie was impressed that Conza never wavered. Anyone who didn’t know him would never have suspected he was wearing a prosthetic leg. She wasn’t really surprised. Like every operator she’d ever known, Conza met life head-on, a combination of physical intensity and unassailable determination that was hardwired into everything he did. His good ol’ boy facade was exactly that, a smoke screen that concealed his underlying strength.

			They topped a hill, and the field of debris came fully into view. The investigation team was already busy, and Katie saw Colonel Carter milling through wreckage. She checked her phone from the high ground before her cell reception degraded. It was roughly midnight in D.C., so she didn’t expect any important messages.

			She was wrong.

			“I’ll be darned,” she muttered.

			“What’s up?” Conza asked before spitting into the cup.

			“I just got an answer on that Learjet.”

			“Bravo Sierra?”

			“That’s the one. Something about it bugged me, so I spent some time yesterday trying to figure out who owned it.”

			“Is that what those phone calls you made were about?”

			“Yeah, but I hit a wall. I decided to reach out to Bubba for help.” She was referring to Intelligence Specialist Second Class “Bubba” Pettigrew, Conza’s enlisted soulmate back at headquarters.

			“He have any better luck?”

			“He did. The jet’s airborne right now, on its way back to the States. He tracked the ownership to some obscure holding company, but that turned out to be a dead end. From there, he started making off-the-books calls to buddies at other agencies.”

			“The infamous good ol’ boy network. What did he find?”

			“Basically, what I expected. It’s a CIA jet.”

			“Guess that’s no surprise. But what was it doing here?”

			“That’s the big question. When Bubba pressed his buddy at Langley, he was told ONI doesn’t have a need to know.”

			“Stonewalled in the back channels? That’s serious as a heart attack.”

			“Maybe…but the intel agencies tend to be pretty provincial. Sometimes one department has no idea what the others are up to.”

			“Speaking of intel, I did make some headway last night on our Navy officer.”

			“The one who was on board SAM 719?”

			“Yeah. Turns out he was a JAG. Pentagon sent him on the trip to finalize an intelligence-sharing agreement with the Turkish Coast Guard. The guy actually had his papers in. He was getting out of the service to take a lobbying job on Capitol Hill.”

			Katie stopped walking and took in the scene. Conza did the same. The debris field looked eerie in the wash of the bright floods. Yet it was less overwhelming than yesterday. The smoke had dissipated, and the smells of the desert were returning.

			Her distraction ended, and she picked up on their thread. “If that’s the case, it doesn’t sound like he was involved in anything critical.”

			“My thoughts exactly. Nobody would take down an airliner to kill an intelligence-cooperation agreement.”

			“Which means if this turns out to be sabotage, he wasn’t the reason.”

			After a lengthy pause, Conza said, “Does that mean we came here for nothing?”

			“Not at all. Our original focus was a brother Navy officer. He might not have been tip-of-the-spear, but he sacrificed his life in service to his country. You could say the same about all the victims of this crash. We owe it to them to find out what happened. Whether this was an intentional act or an accident, a lot of family and friends deserve answers. You and I are going to help get them.”

			A waving arm in the distance caught their attention. Colonel Carter was beckoning them over to the crushed nose section. They set out walking again through the tawny brush.

			“How were your accommodations?” Carter asked when they arrived.

			Katie couldn’t contain a laugh. “Comfortable king bed, hot food from a menu. The hotel even has a spa if we can find the time. Lieutenant Conza and I are more accustomed to hot bunking with strangers on smelly ships in the tropics.”

			“Glad to hear you approve. I’ve got a couple of items of interest to share. Last night I talked to the medical examiner—or whatever the hell they call them here. We’ve run into a bit of a discrepancy.”

			“Discrepancy? You mean with the remains?”

			“Yes. I mentioned earlier that the bodies had been removed by the Turkish authorities. With the exception of the two on the flight deck, most were in relatively good condition. The problem is the count—we ended up at fifteen.”

			Katie blinked. “But the manifest clearly listed sixteen passengers and crew.”

			“Correct. Some of my people tried to resolve the discrepancy overnight. They spent time in the morgue and went over detailed photos taken as the bodies were removed. It only confirmed what the ME is telling us—this plane went down with fifteen souls on board.”

			“How could that be?” Conza asked.

			“That, my friends, is our morning mystery. I thought it might be the kind of thing two sharp Navy intelligence officers could get to the bottom of.”

			“How many of the fifteen have been positively identified so far?”

			“Unofficially, eight. Some were carrying IDs that we correlated to their faces. The government employees have photos and fingerprints on file. DNA is the most certain way, but we don’t have comparative profiles for some of the victims. It’s a process of elimination. We have to get this right, and that takes time. But I’m getting pressure from above for some quick preliminary results.”

			“What’s the rush?” asked Conza.

			“That relates to my second problem—one that’s far more worrying. The flight data recorder was in good shape, and we managed to get a quick download. We haven’t analyzed everything yet, but we’re seeing serious inconsistencies in the jet’s navigation system.”

			“Inconsistencies?” Katie asked. “What does that mean?”

			“The navigation platforms in modern airplanes get information from a lot of sources. GPS is generally the most accurate, but radio navigation aids on the ground are also cross-checked. Those inputs are meshed into redundant inertial units on the jet—basically very accurate gyros that measure the slightest movement. It’s all continuously compared to come up with a highly accurate end product. An aircraft like this pretty much knows where it is within a few feet.”

			“But this one didn’t?” Conza speculated.

			“The data shows a big disagreement between the various sources—in particular, the two GPS inputs. I’ve got engineers digging into the digital weeds, but it’s going to take a day or two for them to get a solid answer. This is a serious-enough discrepancy that I’m making it my main focus. If the navigation system suffered a sudden position shift, it could have caused the crew to believe they were miles away from their true position.”

			“What could have caused this position shift?” Katie asked.

			“It’s not definitive, but we have to consider some type of sabotage. More specifically, I’m talking about GPS spoofing or meaconing.”

			“I’m familiar with it. The Navy has been worried about that kind of threat for a long time. False signals that trick an aircraft or a vessel into going off course…and potentially into harm’s way.”

			“Correct. There are a number of ways to conduct an attack like that, but in this situation”—Carter gestured toward the surrounding hills—“the most likely method would have been to place hardware in the immediate area.”

			“Some kind of transmission device to override the GPS satellite signal?” Katie surmised.

			“Exactly. An artfully tailored false signal can overpower the real ones and introduce navigation errors. Screwing with GPS was elevated to an art form at the outset of the Ukraine War. Commercial jets got terrain warnings thirty thousand feet in the air. Transponders gave air traffic controllers bad information. Aircraft clocks would run backward. There’s a lot of geekery involved, but to make anything like that happen you need hardware, a big power source, and the right kind of antenna. The closer you get to your target, the better chance you have of succeeding.”

			“How far away would it have been from the crash site?” Conza asked.

			“I’d start by looking close, say within two miles, then work outward. The more powerful the system, the farther away it could have been. A fixed site would be simplest from a technical standpoint, but that has practical drawbacks. The hardware would need to be in place ahead of time, and you couldn’t remove it without leaving traces. If this does turn out to be a GPS spoofing attack, I’d guess we’re looking at some kind of mobile system.”

			Katie said, “Like mounted on a ship or a vehicle?”

			“Yep. A vehicle seems more likely to me, a truck or a big van. It could have parked beneath the final approach corridor, then driven away right after the crash. No ship could get that close—the coastline is twelve miles away. On the other hand, ships have robust power generation and are usually bristling with antennas. We can’t close that door. Now, admittedly, I’m not a technical expert on any of this. Neither are the two of you. But like you said, Katie, the Navy is no stranger to electronic meaconing and spoofing—it’s been around since the Second World War. That’s why I’d like your help. The Navy has some of the best electronic warfare experts.”

			She nodded. “You want John and me to look into the possibility that this was an electronic attack.”

			“There’s nobody on scene in a better position to chase it. I sent a report detailing what I’ve told you up through the command channels. If any new black box data comes in, I’ll forward it to you right away. The cockpit voice recorder might prove particularly helpful. It could give us hints as to what the pilots were seeing.”

			“Okay. We’ll start working on it.”

			Carter thanked them, then diverted to the cockpit section.

			After he was gone, Conza said in his signature southern drawl, “You see the problem here. If it turns out this was an intentional act…”

			“It’s going to blow up into a lot more than an air crash,” Katie said, finishing the thought.

			“This is the kind of thing that ends up on your dad’s desk.”

			“Inside scoop…this is the kind of thing that keeps my dad up at night.”
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			Oval Office

			The White House

			Washington, D.C.

			2331 Local Time

			Jack Ryan yawned, page three of the four-page document in front of him going bleary. He was trying to maintain his concentration, but it was nearly midnight. He’d been on the way to his second-floor bedroom, ten minutes earlier, when Mary Pat had buttonholed him and dragged him back to the Resolute desk. That was something she would never do without good reason.

			A new SITREP had arrived from Bodrum that required his attention.

			Mary Pat now occupied one of the sitting chairs, her personal favorite, a comfortable Chesterfield repurposed from the West Wing. She had her own copy of the printout and a two-page head start.

			“This is not looking good,” she said when he finally looked up.

			Though he wasn’t quite finished, Ryan figured he had the big picture. He set the report on a desk that had carried the weight of the Great Depression, the Cuban Missile Crisis, and two world wars.

			“A GPS spoofing attack,” he said. “We’ve been worried about that for a long time. But if this is true, it would be the first time any real damage has been done.”

			“It’s going to take time to nail down proof, but I’m convinced. The question then becomes, who’s responsible?”

			“If this was an intentional act, it has to be tied to Fulcrum.”

			“I can’t see it any other way.”

			“That points to Russia.”

			“It does, at least in terms of motive. Fulcrum aside, the Russians have been stepping up their sabotage game in recent years. The GRU view it as so successful, they’ve even split off a new section to take over.”

			“The SSD,” Ryan said.

			“Russia’s fulfillment center for state-sponsored terrorism. Their operations have been getting bigger and bolder. But this…going after a diplomatic flight and taking out a cabinet secretary. It seems incredibly reckless, even by Yermilov’s standards.”

			“What if it wasn’t Yermilov?” Ryan said in a speculative tone.

			“Explain.”

			The President’s inner analyst came out. “The whole idea behind SSD was to create an additional cutout—no, more like a firewall. As we understand it, the SSD’s funding and personnel are among the regime’s most closely guarded secrets. It’s a shadow army whose mission is to screw with Western interests by creating maximum chaos. Arson, bombings, assassinations, cyberattacks. The one inviolable rule is that strikes have to be deniable, no chance of attribution coming back to the Kremlin.”

			“We know the SSD uses foreign nationals wherever possible to do their dirty work,” said Mary Pat. “They shift money constantly to hide its source. When attacks go down, everyone knows perfectly well who’s responsible—the problem is proving it.”

			Ryan put his elbows on the desk and steepled his hands in thought. He was struck by one word in Mary Pat’s analysis…money. “Let’s circle back to this crash. Gunther Klaus is a crooked banker, and for years he’s been one of the GRU’s main financial facilitators. It’s not much of a leap to imagine that he’s also had dealings with the SSD. Now, out of the blue, he presents himself to the CIA and asks to defect. Next thing you know, his flight to freedom ends in a fireball.”

			“The coincidence does seem extreme.” She glanced down at her copy of the printout. “The passenger manifest and number of recovered remains don’t add up.”

			“You think Klaus is the one missing?” Ryan asked.

			“Half the victims have been identified, but the names aren’t included here. He was supposed to be on the flight, but I’m sure CIA would have listed him under a false name. According to this message, it could take a couple of days to get positive IDs on all the remains. I’ll reach out to Ben Stephens and find out what name the agency listed Klaus under. Either way, the Navy needs to go full-court press on this.”

			“The Navy? What have they got to do with it?”

			“Did you not get to the last page, Jack?”

			He glanced down guiltily. “Not quite.”

			“There were some administrative notes at the end from the lead Air Force investigator, a Colonel Carter. He’s delegating parts of the inquiry.”

			“Isn’t that what lead investigators do?”

			His DNI put on her patient face. “On the matter of possible sabotage, this whole electronic attack theory, he’s assigned a pair of on-scene Navy officers to get to the bottom of it.”

			“Good.”

			“Jack, they’re ONI.”

			She kept staring at him. Ryan looked suspiciously at the printout. “And…?”

			Mary Pat summarized the last page. “There was a Navy officer on board SAM 719, a JAG. Someone up the chain decided it would be a good idea for the service to have a presence on scene. They diverted two ONI officers who were on temporary duty in Sigonella.”

			Ryan stiffened in his chair, no longer sleepy. He snatched up the printout, flipped to page four, and skimmed to the bottom. “Seriously? Katie and Conza are in Bodrum?”

			“They are.”

			He set the papers aside. “I knew they’d gone to Sig for a couple of weeks. She was fired up about Italy, made it sound like a vacation.”

			“Well, it’s not sun and beaches anymore. You know the drill…the needs of the Navy take precedence.”

			Ryan knew the drill like few men on earth. “Okay, well…I’m sure they’ll do a good job.”

			“Of course they will. But don’t forget who we’re dealing with.” Her tone turned tentative. “As it turns out, their involvement has already brought one complication.”

			The President looked at his DNI uncomfortably. Complications were never good, particularly in Mary Pat’s lexicon.

			She explained, “I asked the CIA for further details on their scheme to get Klaus out of Morocco. He had tremendous potential as a source, so they pulled out all the stops. They set up a safe house in Virginia and expected to keep him there for at least a month—they believe his knowledge of GRU and SSD finances could be extensive. The sticky part was always going to be the extraction. He’s been effectively living in Tangier, and we have it on good authority that the Russians have been watching him closely. When the agency realized Secretary Moore was passing through, it seemed like the ideal opportunity to snatch Klaus from under their noses. The plan was to fly Klaus to Bodrum, then connect immediately to an agency jet that would deliver him straight to D.C. The agency pre-positioned a Learjet in Bodrum. It was waiting on the ramp when Moore’s plane went down.”

			“Okay, that all makes sense. What’s the complication?”

			“This Learjet was prepped and ready to go. But when the crash occurred, the airport shut down. The Lear couldn’t move for a day and a half.”

			“Still not seeing the hitch.”

			“The first airplane to land at Bodrum when it reopened was the C-17 carrying our investigation team. At that point, the Lear was still in place, and a certain Navy lieutenant commander spotted it and somehow recognized it as an agency asset. Yesterday the CIA received an informal inquiry from ONI—they were looking for information on this Lear.”

			Ryan pinched the bridge of his nose, and said, “That girl has a nose like a bloodhound.”

			“Yeah. Wonder where she got that?”

			The President ignored the remark. “And what was Katie told?”

			“One of her coworkers at ONI actually made the request to the CIA. The agency didn’t deny the jet was theirs, but they didn’t provide anything more. This whole exchange, however, did get kicked upstairs at Langley. Given that this aircraft was in Bodrum to collect a high-level defector…it ruffled some feathers on the seventh floor. Director Stephens mentioned it when I talked to him earlier tonight.”

			“Where is the Lear now?”

			“It’s on its way home. Leaving it in Turkey would only have brought trouble.”

			Ryan began to see where Mary Pat was going. “So Katie knows this jet she spotted is a CIA air asset. She also knows that a VIP aircraft crashed and that sabotage is a possibility.”

			“Correct. She’s also probably just learned, as we have, that one passenger appears to be missing. Regardless of whether it turns out to be Klaus, Katie is going to realize that there was more to this VIP flight than a routine economic conference.”

			He nodded thoughtfully. “That’s how I’d read it if I was in her shoes.”

			“The question is, do we need to do anything to manage this?”

			Ryan found the answer surprisingly simple. “Katie’s walking close to the sun, but she probably doesn’t realize it. The fact that she’s my daughter is immaterial. We do exactly what we’d do if any other officer in the United States Navy stumbled onto this.”

			Mary Pat considered what that would be. “Maybe fess up in a generic way. Get word to her through command channels that the CIA was trying to extract a valuable asset from Morocco.”

			“I think that should do it. It’s the truth, and it’ll remove any suspicion that the agency is being evasive. It would also give her and Conza one more reason to get to the bottom of this sabotage question.”

			“Okay, I’ll take care of it.”

			“Good. Now…can I go to bed?”
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			The Aquarium

			GRU Headquarters

			Moscow, Russia

			0840 Local Time

			The ground on which the building rested had a long and consequential history. At the coronation of the last czar, Nicholas II, over a thousand people were trampled to death when a burgeoning crowd panicked. It was the place where, in 1910, Boris Rossinsky became the first Russian to achieve powered flight. The plot of land was eventually christened Khodynka Airfield, and for decades it served as Moscow’s primary aviation hub.

			In more recent years, however, Khodynka’s fate had taken a decidedly more terrestrial turn. The airfield closed in 2003, its standing as a gateway for commercial flights long ceded to Sheremetyevo. The original terminal and buildings, reflective of once-lofty ambitions, were bulldozed in favor of acres of brutalist architecture. Concrete and glass became the prevailing theme, and none were more heavy-handed than the vast complex known as “the Aquarium.”

			This was the headquarters of the GRU, Russian military intelligence.

			Andrei Malenkov strode purposefully down the familiar hallway of the executive wing. For years he had been a fixture in these corridors, making routine visits when not in the field doing Russia’s dirty work. He had never actually been issued an office here, having spent his career bounding across the world, and so he passed through the place today much as he always had, like a comet making a regular orbital return. Secretaries and department heads watched him with a jaded eye. On one hand, they knew he was important. On the other, they knew he was no longer part of the official GRU hierarchy. One year after his abrupt expulsion, some viewed Malenkov with disdain for whatever secret transgressions had led to his demise. Others, surely, looked on with jealousy.

			He made the final turn to the most gilded hallway. On one side were framed portraits of the agency’s former directors, each seeming more brooding than the last. Malenkov had once aspired to put his picture on this wall. Today he was glad he had not.

			He entered the anteroom of GRU director Gennady Vasin without pause. His secretary, a prim young blond woman Malenkov had never seen—Vasin went through them like candy—affected a professional smile.

			“The director is expecting you,” she said. “Go right in.”

			Malenkov countered her gaze sharply, his eyes lingering long enough, just leeringly enough, to stir discomfort. He entered Vasin’s office and found the director seated at his desk signing papers. He didn’t even look up when Malenkov came through the door.

			Vasin reveled in such gamesmanship, almost as much as Malenkov enjoyed ignoring it. The two had endured a long and fractious relationship, rivaling one another for the highest posts in the agency. Two years ago, Vasin had been promoted to head the GRU. Malenkov had taken charge of the SSD, a new offshoot of the agency. Technically the SSD was a subsidiary of the behemoth from which it had been carved. Practically, however, indeed by design, the SSD was a freelance entity that answered to no one. Then, one year ago, the purge had come. Vasin had taken distinct pleasure in firing Malenkov, only to see his former rival somehow land on his feet. Today the men shared no professional link whatsoever—at least, none beyond their mutual animosity.

			The visitor took a seat without being asked and lit up a cigarette—a known irritant to his former boss.

			The GRU chief looked up. “What do you think you’re doing?”

			Malenkov’s response was to take a long draw and exhale the smoke upward.

			“You do enjoy taunting me, Andrei.”

			“A trait we share.”

			“You no longer head the SSD, my friend. You may still have the protections of the president, but such allegiances can be fleeting.”

			“As they are for us all,” Malenkov replied with a stony glare. “Tell me what you want.”

			The GRU chief leaned back in his chair. Malenkov enjoyed toying with him, but he did have to be careful. The sheer size of the GRU was suffocating, it’s power undeniable. Even in Vasin’s fumbling hands.

			Vasin said, “When I saw that you were in town, I thought I should call you in to get a few answers.”

			Two points for the home side, Malenkov thought. I know where you are, and I can control you on this turf. “Answers about what?”

			“There has been an air crash in Turkey, outside Bodrum. It was an official aircraft of the American government, carrying their secretary of commerce. All passengers and crew were lost.”

			“What a tragedy.”

			“Is it?” The head of Russian military intelligence reached into a drawer and produced a ceramic ashtray. He slid it across the broad oak desk. Malenkov frowned, took one last puff, then snuffed out the cigarette.

			“It occurred to me,” Vasin began, “that not long ago you were in charge of our new SSD. During that time, when bad things happened in the West, you were generally responsible. But then the president ordered your removal from that position, for reasons I never understood. And just like that…” He made an exploding gesture with the tips of his fingers. “You disappeared.”

			“Retirement is glorious. You should try it, Gennady.”

			A dismissive shake of the head. “Is that what you call it—retirement? I hear whispers that you have been working very hard. Sources tell me that you continue to conjure discord for private parties.”

			“Get your hearing checked—your sources are shit. Are you accusing me of causing this airliner to crash?”

			“I am asking…no, the president of Russia is asking…did you have a hand in it?”

			“Absolutely not. If Yermilov wishes, I will tell him as much to his face. This was not my doing. Perhaps you should have a word with the man who took my place at SSD. He seems to be bungling up the department. Those two idiots who were filmed setting fire to the Lithuanian parliament building? It was inexcusable.”

			“Popov,” the chief spat. “He was not my choice.”

			“And he surely wasn’t mine. Would you like me to take care of him?”

			Vasin’s gaze narrowed suddenly. His tension eased when he noted the smirk on his guest’s lips, although not completely. The question of whether it was black humor, or possibly something more, hung like a poised scimitar.

			Malenkov said at a near whisper, “That is the problem for men like us, is it not? We enjoy playing God…until someone else takes the job.”

			Vasin did a commendable job of showing no reaction. “There is another matter,” he said a bit too lightly. “Gunther Klaus.”

			Malenkov grinned. “Your moneyman?”

			“And formerly yours. Or perhaps you still have dealings with him.”

			“If I did, would I tell you?”

			Vasin frowned. “In recent years Klaus has taken up residence in Morocco. Given his level of involvement in our activities, we keep a close eye on him.”

			“As you should. Is he still acting as the GRU’s banker?”

			Vasin didn’t reply.

			Malenkov’s head tipped slightly to one side. “Dear God, tell me you haven’t lost track of him.”

			Again, no reply.

			“And you’re wondering if I know where he is?”

			“Do you?”

			The visitor smiled. “This is the kind of thing that makes me glad I’ve gone private, Gennady. If the man spooked and went to the Americans…it would be a disaster.”

			“Indeed. We would all be affected.”

			Malenkov knew, but did not concede, that it was a valid point. Klaus’s financial sleight of hand went back years, and he himself had used the Swiss on dozens of occasions, both personally and for his SSD intelligence work. Klaus had something on them all.

			“We don’t know exactly where he is,” Vasin admitted. “The team in Tangier got sloppy. But we will pick him up soon.”

			“I am imagining how you will explain that to Yermilov.”

			“That is my concern. Oddly enough, a few of your men were recently spotted in Tangier. One might suspect that you, too, are worried about his whereabouts.”

			Malenkov leaned back and laced his hands behind his head. “I’ve had dealings with Klaus. And yes, I have a few men in Tangier.”

			“For what reason?”

			Malenkov didn’t respond.

			Vasin smiled, fissures creasing little-used regions of his face. “Now I am imagining how you will explain that to Yermilov.”

			Malenkov didn’t take the bait. “Then perhaps we have a shared problem. I propose we combine our efforts in Tangier.”

			A cautious nod. “I see no harm in it. I will send you what information we have.”

			“I will do the same. And when one of us finds him and does what needs to be done, the other will owe him a favor.”

			“Agreed…but only because I know my people will prevail. How long will you be staying in Russia?” Vasin asked, clearly tired of fencing.

			The question, of course, was one to which he would already have the answer. A flight to Portugal that evening, a week at his seaside villa outside Porto. All had been on Malenkov’s books for weeks, easy pickings for the head of the GRU.

			He replied by asking, “Are we done here?”

			“For now. But know that I will relay to the president that you deny any hand in this air crash.”

			“Please do.” Malenkov stood and turned on a heel. He left without another word. The blond secretary didn’t even look up as he passed, her eyes frozen on her keyboard.

			Minutes later, he passed through the security station and out the building’s front entrance. All things considered, Malenkov was pleased. The cigarette had been a nice touch. Obviously antagonistic, a middle finger to an old enemy. It had angered Vasin. Distracted him. The man would go to the president and give his report. Tell Yermilov that his former SSD chief swore to have no knowledge whatsoever of an air crash in Bodrum. Nor any idea where Gunther Klaus was. He would attest that Malenkov’s departure to the Iberian coast was imminent.

			His face creased into a thin smile.

			The meeting had gone precisely as planned.
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			CIA Safe House

			Bodrum, Turkey

			0805 Local Time

			The safe house wasn’t perfect. But then, Clark had never seen one that was.

			The short-term rental had been booked by the embassy State Department team through one of the standard online marketplaces. The advent of online property rentals was the greatest innovation in clandestine operations since the invention of sunglasses. Choose your location, stay as long as you want, pay virtually anonymously. Ding Chavez, in particular, appreciated the online photo spreads that offered the views from every window of a prospective rental—“window-shopping” had a very special meaning to snipers.

			Yet while online rentals were great for anonymity and determining lines of sight, tactical soundness did sometimes suffer. Clark had been given a code for a lockbox that belonged on a toolshed. The code was 1-2-3-4. Of course, he wasn’t overly worried about physical security—not given the team he was traveling with. The greater problem was the safe house’s location. The villa was outside town in a residential neighborhood, the kind of community where neighbors knew who belonged and who didn’t. Seven individuals showing up in two cars, all but one military-age males, was bound to draw attention.

			Clark had done his best to mitigate the risk. All the curtains and blinds were drawn shut, and they’d parked both cars inside the villa’s seven-foot-high courtyard wall. The team settled into the place like the practiced gypsies they were.

			“Nobody goes out without my approval,” Clark said, pouring a cup of coffee from a pot. He settled onto a couch, and with a gunslinger’s casualness crossed the heels of his boots on the scarred coffee table.

			Four of the others sat at the dining room table, busy and chatting, a kind of paramilitary knitting circle. With no knowledge of what mission, if any, awaited them, they busied themselves in the way operators generally did. They tended to their gear, charging batteries for NODs and comm units and cleaning their weapons. The assault rifles had been in dry bags for the dive, but that kind of protection wasn’t absolute and extra care was required. The scents of brewed coffee and gun oil clashed in the air.

			Wu and Toussaint, who had each taken a watch shift overnight, were sleeping it off. The others had already racked out, although sleep had been hard to come by in what felt like a Turkish sauna—the place’s heater had gone haywire for the first few hours, a wheezing malfunction that drove the temperature into the nineties. Calling the host to arrange repairs was a nonstarter, so Hyori had tracked down the breaker panel and cut the power.

			“At least we have groceries,” Ding said as he finished off a flatbread sandwich.

			“We can thank our State Department advance team for that. They were kind enough to fill the refrigerator.”

			“Such as it is. Lentils, lamb, olives.”

			“It’s the Mediterranean diet,” Charlie said. “Good for your black heart.”

			“Not as good as the taquitos from Cielito Lindo. L.A. street food is the best in the world.”

			“I wonder how long we’ll be here,” Hyori said.

			Clark replied, “Whatever the DNI has in mind for us, it’s related to this air crash. I’d guess two days, maybe three. By then she’ll know if our special talents are required.”

			Bauer went to the kitchen and began reloading the Mr. Coffee.

			Clark watched Ding divert to one of the vacant bedrooms. He got up and trailed behind him.

			Stopping at the door, Clark asked, “How’s that ear?”

			“I’m good,” Ding said too quickly.

			Clark looked out for his men, but it wasn’t purely out of compassion. He knew that operators weren’t wired to look out for themselves. When it came to injury and illness, they were closer to dogs, suppressing pain to not display weakness to the pack. It was the operator’s creed, instilled through years of training and countless operations. No one ever wanted to pull less than his share of the weight. Ding Chavez, however, was a special case. He was, after all, Clark’s son-in-law.

			“Lemme have a look.”

			Ding reluctantly held still as Clark grabbed a tactical flashlight from the dresser top. He flicked on a beam that belonged on a lighthouse and trained it on Ding’s left ear. “Looks terrible,” he said. “It’s all red and puffy.”

			“I’m fine. If we have to respond to this crash thing, we won’t be going underwater. My aim is as sharp as ever.”

			“Some antibiotics would probably fix it.”

			“You said nobody goes out of the house. I’ll be damned if I’m gonna put the task force at risk for a few pissant pills.”

			Clark sighed and turned off the light.

			He tried to think of a way to argue his point, but came up blank—probably because he would have said the same thing had their situations been reversed. Operators could incur injuries on missions, but they also weren’t immune to more mundane maladies. Fevers, infections, rashes. Problems like that were easily dealt with at home, but getting primary medical care in far-flung corners of the world could be a challenge. Hostile territory, false identities, trying to stay under the radar. Nobody wanted to blow an op for a tube of topical ointment.

			“We could TeleDoc,” Clark said. This was a new initiative by the ODNI. His team had access to CIA-attached doctors who could provide remote diagnoses.

			“Can’t teleport antibiotics.”

			“True. I’ll reach out to our State Department support team. They may not know much about safe houses, but they did okay with the groceries.”

			“Fine. And while you’re at it, have ’em bring some firepower. The weapons we brought for the dive were pretty light. If we get some kinetic tasking, I’d prefer to not be outgunned.”

			“I’ll ask that question. But don’t get your hopes up for a new Red Ryder, Ralphie. Christmas is a long time away.”

			“Yeah,” Ding said, cracking a smile. “It always is.”

		

	
		
			16

			Crash Site

			12 Nautical Miles East of Bodrum Airport

			Bodrum, Turkey

			0810 Local Time

			Katie got the usual delay to complete her encrypted connection. She waited five rings before a familiar voice picked up at ONI.

			“Watch desk, Specialist Second Class Pettigrew.”

			After a mental stutter, Katie checked the time, did the math. It was much earlier at the National Maritime Intelligence Center in D.C.

			“Bubba? It’s me…What are you still doing there? It’s after midnight and the last time we talked, you said you were going home.”

			“Yeah, well. I’ve been stayin’ late some nights.”

			He sounded sleepy. No, he sounded catatonic. Then it all came together for Katie.

			“Oh, wait. It’s your son.”

			A freighted sigh carried up to a satellite and then back down to earth. “They tell me that’s how it is with newborns. Little Bub ain’t been sleepin’ too well. Hour here, hour there.”

			“How’s Cindy holding up?”

			“Okay, I guess. She says she doesn’t mind if I just stay at work. No sense in both of us being zombies. There’s a recliner in one of the big closets over in admin—pretty danged comfortable.”

			Katie could easily picture him crashed out on a closeted Barcalounger.

			He said, “I’ve been trying to chase down that Learjet you asked about, boss, but I’m hittin’ a wall. It’s definitely a Langley bird, but they’ve got her records sucked down like a hog in muck.”

			Katie stumbled on that visual, as she tended to do with Bubba’s colorful analogies. “Okay, let’s put that aside. I’ve got something new for you to work on.”

			“Shoot.”

			“This crash in Bodrum—we have reason to believe it might be sabotage. In particular, some kind of meaconing attack. You familiar with that?”

			“The interception and rebroadcasting or altering of radio-navigation signals.”

			“Ah…yeah, that’s it. Anyway, I need you to do a deep dive on adversary capabilities and also check reconnaissance footage for the night in question. I’ve been told it would have required hardware in the vicinity of the crash—a good-sized antenna and some associated electronics.”

			“Fixed site or mobile?”

			“Could be either.”

			“For mobile I would suggest comparing high-res overhead archives to the footage for that night.”

			“Do we have much satellite coverage in this part of Turkey?”

			Katie heard taps on a keyboard, and she imagined Bubba calling up a map of orbital patterns.

			“That specific area, east of Bodrum…it’s not exactly a hot spot for hostile activity.”

			“So no recce birds?”

			“Au contrary,” Bubba said in a terrible French accent. “Bodrum itself might be a dud, but it’s sandwiched between some of the most heavily surveilled regions on earth. On the west side you’ve got the Aegean Sea, which connects to the Bosphorus Strait—that’s the only door in or out for Russia’s Black Sea Fleet. And to the right you’ve got a virtual police lineup of adversary states. Turkey borders Iran, Iraq, and Syria, and the way the orbital tracks run on most of our high-res birds—heck, this crash site probably gets overflown fifty times a day by the NRO. They normally wouldn’t waste electrons analyzing the area you’re looking at, but there shouldn’t be any shortage of raw footage to dig through.”

			“Perfect. You’ve got contacts there, right? At the NRO?”

			A lengthy pause on the Maryland end. “I got a buddy at the head shed, yeah. But he’s a fast-burner, and when it comes to helping OGAs—that boy’s got all the patience of a bee-stung badger. If you want answers on this, fast ones, there’s a better way to go about it.”

			“What’s that?”

			“New unit standing up over at DIA.”

			It was Katie’s turn to hesitate. “Seriously?” She knew he was referring to Cyber Cell 6—they’d received a classified briefing on its capabilities a few weeks earlier. More personally for Katie, her brother Kyle was a team lead in the program.

			Bubba said, “They claim this new AI software can sort through massive amounts of reconnaissance to locate specific objects.”

			“I remember the slide. But it sounded to me like it was something on the near horizon.”

			“Right after you left for your little Italian vacay, we got a request from the DIA. Said they were looking for some real-world problems to work out the kinks in their new toy. I’d say your scenario is about a perfect fit. Not to mention a pressing national interest.”

			“All right, fair point. Go ahead and get in touch with…whoever.”

			He chuckled.

			“What?”

			“Well, ma’am, you know. It’s that thing between you and your brother.”

			“What thing?”

			“I’ve seen how competitive y’all are.”

			“We are not! At least, not when it comes to our professional lives.”

			“Look, I’ll try to route this through somebody else in the office. But at some point, Kyle’s going to figure out who’s asking for what.”

			“It doesn’t matter, Bubba. He’ll do his job.”

			“I’m sure he will. Oh, and one other thing you should know about, boss. It just came down from on high and has to do with your crash. Seems the CIA had been planning to put a plus-one on this flight, an asset they were trying to extract from Morocco.”

			“Extract? You mean like a defection or something?”

			“They didn’t give details, but that’s what it sounded like to me.”

			“The Learjet,” she said, her thoughts catching up.

			“Seems like a standard agency move. One quick and quiet connecting flight, and you disappear somebody into the global ether. Wouldn’t take more than a day to have ’em buttoned up in a Virginia safe house and surrounded by saber-toothed water lizards.”

			Again, Katie pushed away Bubba’s charming visual. “But then this crash got in the way of their plan. I wonder if it could be our missing passenger.”

			“Your what?”

			She explained to him that the recovery efforts had come up one set of remains short.

			“Well now, ain’t that a coincidence. Hang on, the CIA did send us something.” Katie heard typing, until Bubba said, “Their extractee was listed on the manifest as Ronald Hauptman. I figure that’s gotta be an alias.”

			Katie tried to wrap her head around this new twist. What had started as a simple air crash was getting more complicated by the minute. “Okay, I’ll look into it from my end. I remember that name being on the manifest, but I don’t think it’s one of the bodies that’s been identified. Pass that on to Cyber Cell 6 as well, see if they can help figure out if it’s Hauptman that’s missing.”

			“Copy that.”

			“And Bubba…”

			“Ma’am?”

			“Cindy is not okay. Once you get this ball rolling, go home and relieve her. That’s an order!”

		

	
		
			17

			The Maghreb

			130 Nautical Miles South of Tobruk, Libya

			1433 Local Time

			The road had last been paved in 1976. Fifty years later, it was in desperate need of repair.

			The few drivers who dared to tackle it learned to moderate their speed, which kept chunks of asphalt from kicking up into their undercarriages. Tire-ruining potholes were legion. To the positive, there was virtually no traffic; indeed, barely enough to whisk away the dust from the seasonal haboobs. A rare rain two weeks ago had carved new channels in the tarmac, but none that couldn’t be bypassed on the desert hardpan.

			Malenkov stared blankly through the window of his hired car, a riot of thoughts in his head. He didn’t like this place, because it was isolated and bleak. He needed it for those very same reasons. This was his tenth visit to the Maghreb. He’d hired the same driver today he always used, an unsmiling man who was too young to be jaded and too old to be ambitious. As always, he had shown up at the airport in Tobruk on time, and by all accounts the man had kept his mouth shut since the last visit—the only two metrics Malenkov truly cared about.

			If only I could find a hundred like him.

			Yet if the driver was reliable, his car was another matter. The Fiat was old, wear and tear from running the decaying roads evident. Its chassis groaned with every bump and the windshield was cracked. Multiple warning lights on the dash glared red and amber—the driver insisted they weren’t an issue, but it hardly instilled confidence. If all went to plan, this would be Malenkov’s last trek here. Indeed, his last time pitching over beaten roads in any of the world’s wastelands.

			A particularly vicious bump sent a bolt of pain up his spine. He tried to hold steady. He was getting tired of this shit. Tired of living in the extremes. In little more than a day, he’d journeyed from the subzero misery of Siberia to a high-Saharan furnace. The last official temperature reading, delivered by the pilot prior to landing in Tobruk, had noted the temperature to be thirty-two degrees Celsius. Nearly ninety degrees Fahrenheit. Here, farther inland, it had to be higher. At least it’s not summer, he thought. He wondered idly if Vasin had already learned that he hadn’t flown to Porto as planned. Malenkov decided it didn’t matter.

			“We are nearly there,” the driver said.

			Malenkov looked up and saw the familiar bullet hole–riddled sign: Al-Jaghbub, 12 Km.

			The village of Al-Jaghbub rested enduringly on the eastern edge of the Maghreb. Situated on the roof of the Sahara Desert, the Maghreb had been visited by all the great Mediterranean empires. The Romans, the Vandals, the Byzantines—each had come and gone. A running cast of Islamic caliphs had desperately tried to hold it. That, however, was like trying to hold the sands of the Sahara itself.

			The driver turned left onto an unmarked road.

			They were not destined for the town, but rather Al-Jaghbub Airfield, which lay ten kilometers north of its namesake village. The airfield had been conceived and built by the Germans in 1941, overrun by the British in ’42, and coopted by the Americans later that same year. After World War II it had served, at various times, as a training center, a military base, and a flight school. With the fall of Gaddhafi, and the outbreak of the Second Libyan Civil War, Al-Jaghbub Airfield had, like so much else in the country, simply gone to rot. Government funding ceased, and the Libyan Air Force faded to a shadow of what it had been. The doors of the airfield’s main hangar stood closed, and its buildings were abandoned. The runway fell covered in sand, the desert inexorably reclaiming its lease.

			For five years nothing changed.

			Then, eight months ago, the airfield’s renaissance began.

			Village elders were approached by a man with a faraway accent. He claimed to represent a corporation none of them had ever heard of. They did their due diligence, as far as five septuagenarian Maghrebi Bedouin could, and announced to the township that they’d discovered nothing alarming about the Agravia Corporation. Indeed, they’d found little at all. Agravia had no website, no listing on any stock exchange, no sign of any products on online marketplaces. What it did have—a circumstance not shared outside the close-knit council of elders—was a representative with a very large suitcase full of American dollars.

			As it was known locally, baksheesh.

			There was never any written contract, a round of handshakes and the briefcase sufficing. Yet there were terms to the agreement. Agravia’s employees would keep to themselves, Malenkov promised, venturing to the village only for necessities. He gave assurances that their work would not pollute the oasis at the edge of town. The elders, in turn, were to convey two policies to the residents of the village: no jobs could be expected, since the work to be performed in the hangars was highly technical, and the locals were not to approach the facility, which would be strictly guarded.

			And with that, the deal was struck.

			A bulldozer appeared on a flatbed truck and was soon pushing hills of sand off the runway. Next came a sweeper to keep it clear. As soon as the runway rehabilitation was complete, regular flights began arriving—each week the same aircraft and crew, and always under cover of darkness. They brought in personnel, industrial equipment, food and water, and cots. After two months of preparations, Agravia’s work began in earnest.

			The car passed through the main gate, two guards waving the familiar driver and passenger through. Malenkov was dropped in front of the hangar. He settled with the driver, and the weary Fiat rattled away.

			He set out toward the hangar entrance. As usual, the big main doors were closed. This could easily be excused as a practical matter. Even in November, the daytime temperatures here reached ninety degrees. Near the side entrance, a big man stood in the shade of the security trailer. Bojan, Malenkov’s head of security, had his own reasons for keeping the main doors shut.

			The Serb stepped out to greet him. “Welcome back to Paradise,” he said.

			The two didn’t shake hands.

			Bojan oversaw the compound’s twenty-six-man security contingent. They had started with twenty-eight men, but two were no longer here. The pair had made a late-night foray into town and been hauled back to the front gate, bruised and drunk, by local militiamen. Bojan had paid off the militiamen to thank them, and the next morning the two malcontents were gone. Malenkov told the others that they had been sent home. Everyone knew it was a lie.

			The security team were professional mercenaries. A few were Russian, former Wagner Group, but most were Serbs and Kazaks. All were paid well to work twelve-hour shifts. The majority roamed the perimeter fence, although two men always staffed the command trailer, monitoring video cameras and a network of sensors. Bojan’s contingent easily outnumbered those who worked inside the hangar—six technicians of various specialties.

			“How are your men holding up?” Malenkov asked.

			“It’s been two months,” the security chief said. “They keep asking to go into town so they can drink and screw.”

			“In a tiny village full of Muslims?”

			The Serb might have smiled. “They don’t want to go to Al-Jaghbub. Tobruk is on their minds.”

			“Tobruk is a ten-day hike across the desert.”

			“It’s only grumbling. Soldiers aren’t soldiers if they’re not bitching.”

			“Their contracts will be complete soon. Next week, they can drink and screw until they pass out. Until then, they’ll keep doing what they’re paid to do.” Malenkov let his eyes drift to the distant fence line. “Have there been any security problems since my last visit?”

			“Nothing I would call a problem. A couple of kids came on bicycles. They stood outside the southern fence line and gawked. They were harmless.”

			Malenkov’s eyes went to lasers. “No one is harmless! Were they confronted?”

			“Of course. A couple of my men waved them away.”

			“Waved? Next time shoot!”

			“Shoot kids? That would create more problems than it solves.”

			“I didn’t say hit them. Fire into the dirt next time to send a message. Something they will tell their friends.”

			“Understood.”

			“Let’s hope.” Malenkov turned toward the hangar.

			He went through the side-entry door and paused. The air inside was twenty degrees cooler, big air handlers humming away in the background. They’d brought in a half dozen portable air conditioners, although not for the comfort of the workers; certain delicate circuitry had to be protected.

			He picked out Gamling at a workbench on the far side of the cavernous hangar. He was hunched over a glowing laptop. Malenkov barely remembered his real name—as so often happened, a nom de guerre adopted during wartime had taken supremacy, all but wiping out his previous existence. Malenkov had been told the nickname was drawn from a character in The Lord of the Rings, and alternately that it translated to “old man” in Icelandic. Either provenance fit.

			Gamling was thirty-one years old, but looked closer to fifty. Perhaps it was the Ukraine War, or simply damnable genetics, but his posture was stooped, and his flyaway hair had gone prematurely gray. At the outset of the war, he’d been a postal worker in Volgograd, a faceless minion in one of Russia’s most enduring bureaucracies. Two years later, he was something else entirely. The transformation had to do with his hobby. Gamling had long been interested in drones, and for years had been president of Volgograd’s club for enthusiasts. Six months into the war, as it became clear that drones were morphing into game-changing weapons, the Russian army began scouring the country for expertise.

			Gamling was “recruited” by two armed men who came to his door. They told him his skills were critical to Russia’s special military operation. Gamling was intimidated, but also intrigued. His job at the post office was mind-numbing, and he couldn’t deny a pang of patriotism for Mother Russia. A friend from high school had volunteered early on, only to return two months later in a wooden box under a flag. His brother-in-law had taken a big signing bonus and come home missing an arm. Gamling signed the recruiters’ papers without complaint, and the next day he packed a bag.

			They had promised Gamling he would be posted far behind the front lines. It was true for a time, but as the war degraded, his work took him closer to the shooting. From an ever-changing series of barns and basement workshops, he assembled drones and flew them into an apocalyptic sky.

			Strike models were his specialty, a blend of his most passionate pursuits—flying UAVs and first-person shooter video games. The fact that his targets were flesh and blood was blurred by the ceaseless volume of work. Drones were shipped to his unit by the hundreds, then the thousands, each model more capable than the previous. Greater range, better electronic countermeasures, more lethal munitions. He learned a great deal from others in his unit, in particular the engineers who struggled to dominate the most important aspect of all—the radio-frequency spectrum. Frequency-hopping algorithms, fiber-optic wires, autonomous endgame capabilities. The skies above Ukraine were a storm of electronic noise, signals and jammers vying for superiority. Countermeasures, and countercountermeasures. The only constant was change, new systems appearing weekly.

			Gamling showed a flair for the electronic gamesmanship, and within six months he was a lead technician in Rubicon, Russia’s premier drone unit. He ended up serving three tours in Ukraine, and when Malenkov began searching for a man with such talents, Gamling’s name was invariably the first mentioned. Malenkov did have reservations about hiring a Russian citizen—much as had been the case when he’d headed up the SSD—yet having a handful on the team was acceptable. Allowances had to be made for talent.

			Malenkov had found his man.

			He tracked him to a shed behind his family farm outside Volgograd: newly divorced, war-weary, and clearing out the closets of his recently deceased father. Malenkov knew going in that Gamling was financially distressed, and so money was part of the pitch. Yet he couched the offer more as a challenge, a new frontier for the application of his admirable talents. And an alternative to returning to a life of civil service surrounded by gray-scale careerists. Or as Malenkov had termed it, “barnacles who clung to their paychecks without caring where the ship was headed.”

			It turned out to be the perfect play—the postman had chosen adventure.

			“Have you solved our problem?” Malenkov asked as he approached over the brushed concrete floor.

			The engineer looked up from his screen. This was the label that stuck in Malenkov’s mind: engineer. The man had never attended any recognized university, but the depth and currency of his frontline expertise were worth more than any advanced degree.

			“Which problem are you referring to?” Gamling responded.

			“The incompatible circuit boards.”

			“That was weeks ago. We acquired a new tranche, built in Taiwan, and routed them through Italy. They are working as advertised.”

			“What now, then?”

			“Yesterday it was a glitch in the terrain databases. Today it is the spray bars. The nozzles have been clogging with a simulated mix.”

			“Where did you get them?”

			“China, of course. They were lightweight, and I am always trying to save a few kilos. But they will not work for our purposes. I’ve arranged for replacements, and they should arrive on tomorrow’s flight.”

			“Is that enough time?”

			“I am aware of the schedule.”

			The annoyance in Gamling’s tone was clear.

			Malenkov let it go. The man was indispensable, and unfortunately, he knew it. “What else?”

			“I am redesigning the tanks. Our problem was that the payload holding tank was insufficient, while the original fuel tank was larger than necessary. I’ve spent the last week redistributing the volume.” He led Malenkov to a work stand. A metal tank the size of a bathtub sat on a bench and a worker was welding a divider near one end. “This is the last one. When we are done, we will have just enough fuel to complete our mission, and the remaining space will be dedicated to payload.”

			“How much in all?” Malenkov asked.

			“One hundred ninety liters of fuel, one thousand liters of payload.”

			“That doesn’t seem like much gas.”

			“I have done the calculations carefully. Even in worst-case wind conditions, it allows a twenty percent reserve margin. I will flight-test one of the drones soon. When modifications are made to an aircraft, difficulties can arise. Weight distribution, center of gravity, flight characteristics under a dynamic air load.”

			“Do you expect problems?”

			“Not at all. I simply want to take every precaution.”

			Malenkov watched the welder. He decided the man knew what he was doing. The bead was straight, its width consistent. He himself had learned the skill—at times closer to an art—as a teenager in his father’s machine shop. It was the summer he’d made his fateful choice to join the army. Having seen the grinding existence his father had suffered, he had no interest in following in his footsteps: repairing combiner augers and plow blades in a drafty mud-floor barn.

			And how far I have come.

			Not for the first time, Malenkov was glad to have found Gamling. The man was proficient technically, but he also had a knack for finding good help. Another skill, no doubt, he had learned in Ukraine. He’d brought in four technicians, a mix of required skills. One aviation mechanic, a computer software specialist, and two general-duty wrench-turners. There had been only one reject, a meteorologist from Irkutsk who, on learning the details of their mission after arriving, had started asking uncomfortable questions. Like Bojan’s two drunken guards, he had been “sent home.” Gamling had assumed his duties.

			There was one other technician here, the most specialized of all, who Malenkov himself had recruited after an exhaustive search. Omar Qasim was unique, and the most vital man in their unusual enterprise. For reasons Malenkov didn’t understand, the man kept to himself, interacting with the others only when required. He performed the bulk of his work at night, but perform he had. When the big day came, Qasim would be ready.

			Gamling went back to work on his laptop.

			Malenkov strolled out across the hangar floor. The ten drones looked anything but ominous. Only two had so far flown, tests to validate certain subsystems. They were presently in various stages of preparation. Panels hung open and test equipment was attached. Two days from now, the scene would be very different. The aircraft would be fueled and primed, programmed to undertake their first and only mission.

			The precise timing of the launch was dependent on conditions—this was where the loss of the meteorologist worked against them. But there was a deadline for Malenkov’s strike.

			His little squadron was going to change the course of the world.

			And when it did…Andrei Malenkov would become a very wealthy man.
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			DIA Headquarters

			Joint Base Anacostia-Bolling

			Washington, D.C.

			0920 Local Time

			Kyle Ryan was in the zone. His fingers flew like an over-caffeinated pianist, alternating between two computer keyboards. Triple monitors on the desk in front of him flickered obediently. He interacted with the machines with fleeting ease, a familiarity that bordered on the ethereal.

			Kyle was oblivious to the room’s coolness, a long-sleeve chill that kept the equipment running smoothly. The gorgeous day outside had gone unnoticed; he’d arrived well before sunrise and, as a matter of security, the workspace had no windows. On the far wall a software engineer with a sense of humor had hung a banner with an AI-generated image: poised on a rock in Rodin’s The Thinker pose was the robot from the movie The Terminator. The computer stations all around were littered with take-out food containers and empty energy drink cans. It was cluttered and frenetic. Fast-paced and impulsive.

			And to Kyle it was glorious.

			He and the boys were on a roll.

			Kyle had joined the DIA only recently, shunning a promotion to O-4 in the Navy for a GS-13 civilian job. He’d hit the ground running, and not in a figurative sense. His first field assignment, an operation in Central Africa, had turned deadly. He had lost teammates and become entangled in an attempted coup. It was a harrowing experience, but a trial by fire that he’d survived.

			Soon after returning stateside, his life had taken yet another unexpected vector. He was handpicked to join an elite group of DIA programmers on a top secret AI initiative. Initially, Kyle had thought his superiors simply wanted to keep him out of the field. But as he learned more about the project, as he recognized its potential, his reservations vanished. His memories from Angola were still raw and jagged, but they bothered him least when he was here, immersed in this new challenge.

			He and a select group of DIA computer experts were putting the final touches on a new and exciting technology. Historically, the DIA had operated under a largely strategic mandate. It provided intelligence to the various military services with an eye toward the long term. Yet the agency also maintained a secondary mission to support current operations. In essence, the DIA served as a funnel for raw material from the intelligence gatherers. The NRO and NSA were experts when it came to vacuuming up vast amounts of imagery, SIGINT, and ELINT. The sheer volume of information, however, had surpassed the ability of analysts to decipher it. This meant that valuable intel was wasted due to its perishable nature. The DIA was ordered to come up with a fix, and a number of ideas were floated.

			The most promising was Cyber Cell 6.

			The question of whether there were actually five other cyber cells at the DIA had become a running joke among the team. The very existence of CC6 was highly classified, its compartmentalization strict. The unit’s workspace was a SCIF, regularly swept for eavesdropping, and everyone’s comm devices were checked at the outer security station. Few others in the headquarters building even knew what they did.

			The concept was illustrative of the advances in artificial intelligence. AI was the new buzzword throughout the intelligence community. It meant a great many things to a great many people, yet the basic idea was clear. Massive computing power, properly harnessed and directed, could have impacts on national security that rivaled, and perhaps even surpassed, the advent of nuclear weapons.

			Deep in the basement of DIA headquarters, cables and relay networks had been installed to connect to a massive new data center in rural Virginia. The project had been given the moniker MAADN, a necessary condensation of the formal project title: Metadata Analysis and Distribution Network.

			It was a mouthful of a name for an undertaking that was, in concept, quite straightforward: to distill massive amounts of raw data into usable, time-sensitive intelligence. In essence, MAADN was “the ultimate intelligence analyst”—this the opinion of President Jack Ryan when he had approved the classified funding request. In early testing, MAADN had been modified to add capabilities not originally envisioned. Aside from crunching data from other agencies, it proved surprisingly adept at linking into networks in real time, both open-source and hacked, that could be leveraged to support operational missions.

			There were nine technicians in Cyber Cell 6, a mix of software and systems specialists. They worked in three shifts, a necessity since MAADN itself did not sleep. It ran 24/7/365.

			Kyle had arrived at five that morning expecting to continue the testing they’d been conducting for weeks—formal validation of the operational software package. Then he’d gotten a call from Bubba Pettigrew at ONI.

			He had met Bubba through his sister Katie, which allowed him to put a face with the name—or more truthfully, with the accent. Bubba had asked for immediate assistance with a high-priority mission. While the details of CC6 remained highly classified, the DIA had recently put out feelers to selected intelligence agencies, ONI among them, that it was looking for real-world challenges to test the capabilities of a new data-crunching behemoth.

			The situation presented by Bubba this morning seemed ideal. An Air Force C-32A had gone down in Turkey with the loss of all on board, including the secretary of commerce. Kyle was typically too engrossed in work to follow national news—and truth be told, he thought it often unreliable—but the disaster in Bodrum had hit the news cycle like a tsunami; even he had caught wind of it on his drive to work.

			When Kyle ran the idea by his shift team, they were all in favor. In the room with him were two other DIA civilians: David Craterly and Mustafa Hosny, better known as Moose. The three had been working together for over a month. Two other shift teams rounded out the oversight on MAADN, working alternating schedules, and everyone met once a week for coordination.

			The request from ONI was squarely in MAADN’s wheelhouse. The baseline ask was for CC6 to gather and analyze any intelligence that might relate to the crash. An initial study of the black box data suggested that the aircraft might have fallen victim to a GPS spoofing attack. If confirmed, it could be an ongoing threat to United States naval and air assets in the region, if not across the globe.

			Yet before MAADN could do its magic, Kyle and his team had to define the search.

			“I’ve got some updated NRO tracks,” Craterly announced, the map on his main screen a spaghetti-like clutter of orbital profiles.

			“Can we control?” Kyle asked.

			“Nope. Manipulation not authorized, but one live sweep should be passing over our site in a few minutes.”

			“Bring it.”

			Craterly began typing.

			Given the high profile of the accident, Kyle reckoned they could probably get authority to take control of birds. But that would take time, and Bubba had emphasized that speed was of the essence. Soon Kyle saw the crash scene in a multispectral mesh, various bandwidths filtered and fused to create a sharp high-res image. He saw the wreckage clearly and could make out a dozen people combing over it. He studied each one closely, but the person he was looking for didn’t stand out. Bubba had told him his sister was on-site, and Kyle didn’t doubt it. Last week, she and John Conza had been on a cushy TDY to Italy. But if there was a crisis in the neighborhood? Katie seemed to find action like a moth found light.

			“Moose, how’s that history coming?”

			Dark-skinned and of Egyptian heritage, Moose had been born in Palo Alto, the lone offspring of a Stanford computer professor and a Silicon Valley circuit designer. He had his father’s dark features, his mother’s slight build, and a brain that combined the best of them both. He’d graduated top of his class at Caltech, both bachelor’s and master’s, then postponed his PhD in favor of some real-world experience. And in his chosen data-crunching realm, there was nowhere more real than CC6.

			Craterly wheeled his chair across the room like a Mario Kart character—in their spare time they cranked up the classic game, and at six foot two, two hundred sixty pounds, he generally played Bowser to Moose’s Luigi. Craterly was a graduate of Rensselaer Polytechnic Institute, a leader among the world’s scientific universities. “Tell me again exactly what we’re looking for?” he asked.

			“There’s suspicion that this jet might have suffered an electronic attack that screwed with its navigation systems. We’re searching for hardware in the area that could have initiated something like that.”

			“I need parameters,” Moose insisted as he typed feverishly at his workstation.

			“GPS spoofing hardware to begin. Let’s give it a ten-mile radius from ground zero.”

			“Mobile?” Craterly questioned.

			“Not sure. Enter it as a secondary parameter.”

			“If it was mobile, it would be gone now, right?” Moose asked.

			“Excellent—we’ll look for what’s different. Program comparative looks at the scene, before and after the time of the crash at two-hour intervals. Extra points for heavy-duty vehicles, something capable of hauling generators and electronic equipment.”

			“SIGINT,” Craterly suggested. “If this involved GPS jamming, it might show up in regional signal captures.”

			“How do you figure?” Kyle asked.

			“A false signal could screw up navigation for cars, boats, mobile phones, anything that uses GPS to compute position and time. Some of those devices will send silent auto-alerts to the system administrators. We should look for reported GPS anomalies within a fifty-mile radius, say two hours before or after the crash.”

			“I like it,” said Moose as he typed nonstop.

			“Heat!” Craterly added. “The more power, the more effective jamming is.”

			“Nice,” said Kyle. “High value to unusual infrared signatures.”

			“We won’t get IR for the time of the crash,” Moose countered. “I took a glance at the airport weather. Cloud cover was thick.”

			A valid point, Kyle thought. Clouds attenuated IR signatures.

			“But it was clear three hours before the crash,” Craterly countered. “We back up and look for IR in an extended window. A vehicle positioning for an electronic attack would likely have been in place long before the event.”

			The strategy session went on for another ten minutes, all three of them launching ideas like so many clay pigeons. Those that weren’t shot down were added to the search equation.

			At the end, Kyle reviewed the parameters they’d come up with. Everyone was satisfied.

			“There’s one more thing,” Kyle added. “Katie says one passenger appears to be missing from the wreckage. It’s possible they never got on the flight. We need to find out who it is.”

			This strategy debate was more straightforward. Ten minutes later, Moose hit the Send button.

			At something near the speed of light, their commands flashed beneath the Potomac on an SMF fiber-optic cable to a destination forty miles away.

			MAADN was waiting.

			In the last decade, Northern Virginia had become the dominant venue for data centers in the United States. The region was to AI what Silicon Valley was to microchips. The reasons were steeped in practicality: abundant power-supply and transmission infrastructure, proximity to submarine cable landing stations, and low-latency connections to insatiable government users across the D.C. metroplex.

			The DIA’s newest warehouse in southern Loudoun County was, in appearance, like a hundred similar ventures. The main exterior difference was the level of security on the perimeter—double-high fences rimmed with concertina, monitored surveillance, and a military police contingent. Inside the building, the difference was a matter of scale. Ten football fields of climate-controlled space was home to thousands of graphic processing units, neuromorphic processors, and ASIC chips. They hummed in parallel, lights blinking like a galaxy of binary heartbeats.

			MAADN received the instructions from its operators and immediately set to the task. For six seconds the AI supercomputer strategized and divided tasking. Within a minute, information was cascading in from six of the nation’s foremost intelligence-gathering agencies.

			Without so much as a paused breath, MAADN went to work.
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			Crash Site

			12 Nautical Miles East of Bodrum Airport

			Bodrum, Turkey

			1650 Local Time

			Katie trudged up a hillside toward the makeshift parking area. The sun had been intense all day, and after hours of clambering over cratered hills and rutted scrubland, she was dead-tired. She’d been going nonstop since daybreak, the only diversion being when she and Conza had gone back to the hotel for a working lunch.

			Much of her time on-site had been spent on the phone, making calls and sending emails to coordinate support. Unfortunately, communications security was an issue, meaning she had to limit what she discussed and with whom. She hadn’t been issued a special phone—nothing like the satellite devices Tier 1 operators were given—which put her at the mercy of local networks. Those, she had to assume, were compromised at some level. The nearest available secure connection was at the SCIF in the embassy in Istanbul, a five-hour drive to the north. That wasn’t a viable option, so she simply had to be careful.

			As she made the final turn on the path, the parking lot came into view. She saw a half dozen people standing in a rough circle, an impromptu meeting of some kind. She recognized Conza and Colonel Carter. The rest were Turkish military personnel, the most senior of which she had been introduced to earlier—Colonel Demir was the commander of the on-scene Turkish contingent. As she approached, Demir was engaged in an animated phone conversation, while the others looked on expectantly.

			Katie sided up to Conza. “Hey, JC. Did I miss something?”

			He replied in a low voice, “A small hitch in our joint investigation. The Turks are technically running this show, so Colonel Carter shared his suspicions with them about the possibility of sabotage. Demir is in a lather about it, says he wants to get proof ASAP.”

			“What kind of proof?”

			“Not sure. Carter tried to explain that if it was the kind of attack we suspect, spoofing, it could be pretty technical and might take time to verify. He told Demir we’ve got people working on it, but that didn’t seem to convince him. Demir has been making phone calls and everybody’s waiting to see what comes of it.”

			“Okay.”

			“What about you?” he asked. “Any fresh intel from our side?”

			“Nothing of note. I talked to Bubba, and he confirmed that Kyle’s group is on the job.”

			“What exactly is your brother doing over there at the DIA?”

			“I don’t know specifics. All I could get out of him was that it’s some kind of experimental AI project tailored for operational intelligence use.” She regarded the other Turks in the crowd and saw that two were wearing flight suits. “Who are those guys?” she asked.

			“Helicopter crew that brought the colonel in. There’s a T-70 parked on a road two hills over.”

			“What’s a T-70?”

			“Basically the same as our Black Hawk—the Turks build them here on license, add a few bells and whistles of their own.”

			“I’ve been hearing choppers all day.”

			“Yeah, people and equipment coming in, the first bits of wreckage going out.”

			Colonel Demir ended his call and pocketed his phone. He announced in solid English, “Headquarters agrees with my assessment. We must do everything possible to investigate this sabotage theory.”

			“By what means?” Colonel Carter inquired.

			“The local police will begin a search for witnesses. It is possible someone in the area might have seen a suspicious vehicle. Footage from surveillance cameras along nearby roads will also be checked, as well as those from the harbor.”

			Katie shrugged, looked at Conza, and whispered, “Not the worst idea I’ve heard today.”

			“I’d agree,” he replied in a similar tone.

			Switching to Turkish, Demir had a brief back-and-forth with the helicopter crew next to him, then announced, “I am going to send out the helicopter in my command to aid in the search. It will depart immediately.”

			Carter asked, “What exactly will they be looking for?”

			“If there were terrorists in the area, they will surely have departed. Most escapes would be to the east, so we will focus in that direction. The Ministry of the Interior monitors roads and rail stations, and we will use air and ground assets to investigate activity deemed to be suspicious.”

			“We could also be looking for a ship,” Carter said.

			“Yes, that will be taken into account. Other helicopters will be deployed to search the coastline, and the Coast Guard will also begin a response.” Demir then added, “If you wish, Colonel, one of your people can join my helicopter crew.”

			One of the helicopter pilots said in excellent English, “An extra set of eyes is always helpful.”

			Katie saw Carter weigh the idea. It was a gesture of goodwill from an allied service—the kind of gesture that wasn’t easily ignored. He shot a glance toward Katie and Conza, as if looking for help.

			Like the Navy SEAL he had been, and would always be, Conza took one step forward. “Sign me up.”

			Katie opened her mouth to argue, more out of reflex than protest. No words came.

			She didn’t like the idea for a number of reasons. She thought Conza would be more useful here, and anyway, the whole concept smacked of being a wild-goose chase. But she knew Conza too well to make those arguments. He was a born-and-bred operator, hardwired to get in the field and be proactive. The kind of guy who didn’t drive through life in the right-hand lane. Jumping into a helicopter to hunt down an enemy? There would be no stopping him. And who knew, maybe they would actually get a lead.

			Demir seemed pleased by Conza’s enthusiasm.

			JC looked at her once, and Katie gave him a subtle nod.

			He grinned a pirate’s grin, reached into his pocket, and tossed her the keys to the SUV. Moments later, he was introducing himself to the helo crew.

			

			—

			Katie watched the Turkish Black Hawk rise into the sky in a blossoming cloud of dust. With its camo paint scheme, the T-70 looked little different from any U.S. Army Black Hawk. The aircraft lifted into the dusk, rotated eastward, and disappeared behind the hills. She still had reservations about splitting up with JC, but there had been no practical reason for keeping him grounded. She decided to return to the hotel.

			She steered the SUV slowly down the access road—it was in worse shape than ever, having been rutted by heavy equipment all day. In the passenger seat next to her was Sergeant Thomas, a very large and amiable young man from Colonel Carter’s team. They chatted to pass the time, mostly exchanging insights about their respective services, and arrived at the hotel as the sun was setting.

			Katie went straight to her room and took a long shower. The grime of the day washed away, forming a brown counterclockwise swirl at the drain. Afterward she dressed in civvies, a pair of jeans and a loose cotton shirt. She was set to meet Carter and his staff in the lobby, dinner on the agenda.

			She paused at the window and took in a chamber of commerce view. The hotel was directly on Bodrum Harbor, and the panorama of the marina was spectacular. There were a few fishing boats and utility scows, but the majority of the slips were occupied by magnificent sailboats. Each seemed to be unique, handcrafted in polished hardwood, sixty- and seventy-foot yachts available for charter. With November being on the fringe of the low season, there were hundreds of them riding the slack evening tide.

			As captivating as that scene was, Katie invariably found her attention drawn to the harbor’s fringes. Parked cars, loitering men, idling delivery trucks. She searched for sounds and movement that didn’t fit in. She’d felt a similar compulsion in Italy, although it had been less pronounced there, since she’d been quartered on base.

			This was the box from which she could never escape. Katie recalled the subtle nod she’d given Conza earlier, her tacit approval of his helicopter excursion. It would probably be nothing more than a tour flight, yet they both knew the question of him heading out for a bit of reconnaissance was only half the issue.

			The other part involved Katie herself.

			It was the never-ending backdrop of her life. Had been for years. Try as she might to ignore it, she could not escape who she was. Or more relevantly, who her father was.

			Among the responsibilities held by all service members was that they could never, when off duty, knowingly put themselves at risk. For most soldiers that translated to not swimming near rip currents or BASE jumping off of buildings. Reckless behavior could cause injury, potentially depriving the nation of a highly trained warrior. Katie, however, faced a maddeningly higher bar. One that forced her to live on an eternal high wire between vigilance and paranoia.

			Being a military officer put one in an unknowable degree of jeopardy. Many never saw combat in their entire careers. Yet in the last year, Katie had twice found herself caught up in a shooting war. Neither her parents nor her commander had complained—she’d only been doing her job. She wondered now if it was happening again. She was in a dangerous corner of the world, separated from her partner. And not just any partner. She and Conza had never talked about it directly, but the undercurrent was too obvious to ignore. John Conza had been tasked to accompany her to Sigonella because he was a former Navy SEAL. However unofficial, JC was her bodyguard.

			She suspected the issue was on Colonel Carter’s mind as well. The way Sergeant Thomas had asked for a ride back to the hotel. The way they all had rooms on the same floor, hers being squarely in the middle.

			Coincidence?

			Hardly.

			Being the President’s daughter was an annoying fact of her life.

			Katie, however, also got a vote in the matter. And she was determined that she would never let it hold her back.
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			The Kremlin

			Moscow, Russia

			1832 Local Time

			General Vasin walked swiftly down the red-carpet runner. With gilt-edged portraits of glorified Russian battles and crystalline chandeliers above, the hallway was nothing less than a gallery of intimidation.

			As director of the GRU, Vasin attended staff meetings at the Kremlin on a regular basis, at least two a week when the president hadn’t decamped to one of his palaces. One-on-one meetings were far less common, and they usually implied a crisis. Thankfully, the invitation for this visit had arrived yesterday and Vasin had heard no rumors of an imminent disaster. Better yet, he thought he knew what it was about, although in these halls one could never be sure.

			At the entrance of the presidential suite two serious men eyed him, but neither blocked his path. Vasin had already been through three security scanners, two hand-wand searches, and an intimate pat-down. The president might exude confidence…but he was never really sure.

			Vasin went into the anteroom and saw Yermilov’s assistant, Anastasia. She was a longtime fixture. Mid-forties, attractive, officious. Whether she was anything more was a question best left unasked.

			“Good evening, General,” she said. “He will be with you in five minutes.”

			It took two. This was another of the president’s games. Sometimes he made you wait, other times he rushed you in—anything to put visitors on edge.

			Vasin entered Yermilov’s office to find the president squaring up a file on his desk. He was old-school that way, suspicious of electronics, preferring hard-copy documents that could be shredded before his eyes. The use of paper was common throughout the executive wing, a manifestation of the paranoia that dominated the Russian psyche. Five generations of spying on neighbors, backstabbing coworkers, and even questioning the fidelity of family members had taken its toll. The very word trust, doveryat, had virtually fallen from the language.

			“You have spoken to Malenkov?” the president asked, ignoring any pretense of civility.

			“As you requested.”

			“And how is he?”

			“Some things never change. I was lucky to catch him in Moscow. He spends much of his time in Portugal these days.”

			“Does he?”

			“That’s what he tells me.”

			The president’s gaze held Vasin with its characteristic deadness. The way a shark eyed a passing fish. “Malenkov is one of us. What he tells you means nothing. The GRU is watching him, are you not?”

			“We keep an eye on him, yes, but not continuous surveillance. Those were your instructions when he left SSD. I believe your words were ‘A leash, but make it a long one.’ ”

			Yermilov canted his head noncommittally. “I recall. I had no reason to view him as a threat, and that hasn’t changed. This time of year, the seaside near Porto is quite pleasant.”

			Vasin was quite sure he’d never mentioned the city where Malenkov had taken up residence. It was classic Yermilov, playing intelligence agencies against one another. Using information to throw underlings off.

			Vasin said, “As you requested, I asked him about this air crash in Turkey.”

			“And?”

			“He claims to know nothing about it.”

			“Do you believe him?”

			“I have no reason not to. I know for a fact he was in Russia at the time of the crash, in the far north.”

			“What was he doing there?”

			“He needed a bit of manpower for a project and visited one of our corrective colonies. It seems he still has connections in the Ministry of Justice.”

			“Did you ask him about this?”

			“No, we have simply been monitoring his travels. We know he’s gone private. Guns, mercenaries—the usual contract work. He teaches barefoot Africans how to shoot and blow things up, then leaves with his pockets full of diamonds. I don’t know specifically what he was recruiting for in a prison, but these are the best places to find a few desperate men. Malenkov got what he wanted and moved on.”

			“Good. Then we have nothing to worry about.”

			Vasin felt a wave of relief. He wondered how long it had been since Yermilov had spoken directly to Malenkov. During Malenkov’s short tenure as the head of SSD, Vasin knew of no contact between the two. Which, he allowed, was the point of the entire arrangement—putting as much distance as possible between the Kremlin and the chaos orchestrated on its behalf. Malenkov would surely have avoided the president since being removed from the helm of SSD. When you were sacked from any important post in Russia, the best course was to lie low—it lessened the odds remarkably of falling out a tenth-floor window.

			Vasin wasn’t troubled by the fact that Malenkov was dabbling in contract work, nor would the president be concerned. Done discreetly, it was simply a retirement benefit—a kind of pension supplement for senior intelligence officers.

			Vasin said, “I am wondering why you asked me to meet with him. Did you have reason to suspect that Malenkov was involved in this crash?”

			“Not at all. But it is an unusually high-profile disaster. I want to be sure our hands are completely clean.”

			A shrug. “American airplanes can crash without our help.”

			“True. All the same, if you hear any whisperings to the contrary, I want to be informed immediately.”

			“Of course. Is there anything else?”

			“There is one other matter. Gunther Klaus.”

			Vasin’s caution rose. This was a subject he had hoped would not come up. “Yes, we have been watching him.”

			“Good. A man like that, we must always keep an eye on him. The last time we spoke, you expressed certain concerns about his reliability.”

			“It was only one incident, last month in Algiers. He was spotted near the American embassy by one of our observers. It could have been nothing, but a report was generated and it reached my desk. As you know, Klaus has for years managed the finances of our operations in Europe. He’s proven himself discreet and effective, yet he also knows a great deal. For that reason, we watch him.”

			The president paused, as if in contemplation. “Your instincts have merit. There is risk in using a foreigner like Klaus.”

			“Unfortunately, we have little alternative. We can’t move money on the Continent without Western banks, and that requires an insider. Someone who knows the Bahnhofstrasse.”

			“Klaus…or someone like him.”

			“Would you like me to find someone new?”

			“I think it might be wise.”

			“Very well, I will begin a search. And Klaus?”

			“Do you really have to ask?”

			Gennady Vasin did not. “I will see to it.”

			Moments later, Vasin was retreating down the gilded executive wing corridor in a panic. The president had just ordered him to eliminate Gunther Klaus.

			But he had no idea where the man was.
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			Hawk 11

			Central Anatolia, Turkey

			1948 Local Time

			Conza sat on the steel floor in the Black Hawk’s passenger compartment, the big side door open to the rushing night. It was a sideswipe vista he had experienced countless times during his years with the Teams. In the dim moonlight craggy hills and arid grassland whisked past in a blur. The steppe of the Anatolian plateau felt deeply familiar, an echo of places he’d operated back in the day. The hot zones of Africa and the Middle East. The familiar visual was reinforced by chill night air swirling through the open door. Altogether, it was raw and exhilarating. Just as it had always been.

			Conza was glad he’d volunteered for this flight.

			“We have received another possible target to check on,” the copilot announced through the intercom. Conza had been given a spare helmet with a boom mic. There were three crew members, the two pilots and a crew chief. The pilots spoke solid English, but the crew chief’s grasp was limited—a vocabulary drawn from Tom Cruise and Hugh Jackman movies. But even that was light years beyond Conza’s ten words of Turkish.

			“Copy that,” Conza replied, pressing the push-to-talk button. Hot mikes were off the table given the noise level in the cabin. “Do you have a visual?”

			“Not yet, but we are still three miles away.”

			The mission, operating as Hawk 11, turned out to be more productive than Conza had expected. The pilots were in constant communication with their command authorities, who in turn were coordinating with law enforcement agencies to locate vehicles that could conceivably be tied to a suspected electronic attack two nights ago in Bodrum. Encouraging as all that was, the parameters of the search, as Conza understood them, seemed hopelessly vague. The Turks were using traffic cameras and witness interviews to locate a vehicle that might not even exist.

			After one landing for fuel at an army base, they had been airborne for over an hour. In that time, they’d made two interventions. The pilots had chased down two vehicles whose descriptions had been forwarded—a container truck and a large work van. Once identified, the intervention tactics were rudimentary. The pilots switched on the Black Hawk’s searchlight and landed so as to block the road. Their bird wasn’t loaded with any ordnance—the day hadn’t started as a combat mission, and contrary to Hollywood depictions, military aircraft didn’t fly with live loads unless there was a specific mission requirement. Once the two vehicles had stopped, Conza and the crew chief had approached them with the only weapons on board, a pair of Turkish-made short-barrel MPT-55K rifles. They’d searched both vehicles, found nothing worrisome, and sent two rattled truck drivers on their way.

			Feeling like a glorified traffic cop, Conza expected that was how the rest of the night would roll. But at least there was a method to the madness. The Turkish regime had long existed on a knife-edge—an attempted coup d’état in 2016 had nearly succeeded. Ever since, the military had put a high emphasis on countering internal threats. Scouring remote roads for potential terrorists? That would be standard tasking for a military helicopter crew.

			“I have a lock,” the copilot said.

			Conza edged forward and looked past the right-seater’s shoulder to see his tactical display. The pilots weren’t wearing night vision gear—on a clear moonlit night that wasn’t necessary. For this mission, however, they had something better. On the helo’s chin was an ASELFLIR-400 electro-optical reconnaissance, surveillance, and targeting system. The system sensed shortwave infrared that fed to a gray-scale tactical display.

			Centered in the targeting reticle, Conza saw a midsize box truck heading east. There were two other vehicles half a mile ahead of it, both traveling in the same direction. The road was the E80, a desolate stretch of highway east of Ankara. There were no other headlights or taillights visible in either direction.

			“What’s the intel on this one?” Conza asked the copilot.

			“A witness saw a truck near the Bodrum airport the day before the crash. This one is the same model and color. It was picked up by a road surveillance camera an hour ago. Our orders are to investigate.”

			“Sounds pretty iffy,” Conza replied.

			“Iffy?” the crew chief parroted, clearly put off by the slang.

			“Doubtful.”

			The crew chief, a swarthy superior sergeant with a broad mustache, shrugged and went to retrieve his rifle. The MPT wasn’t Conza’s weapon of choice, but it was lethal enough. And it would definitely impress a truck driver.

			Conza kept an eye on the tactical display as the Black Hawk swept into a wide arcing turn, its targeting pod rotating on gimbals to maintain lock.

			The pilot said, “I will fly one mile ahead. Once the two cars pass, I will land on the road.”

			Conza saw the helo’s searchlight snap on. The light slewed until it boresighted to align with the FLIR, a nice feature that illuminated their target. If the truck’s driver didn’t already know he was being watched, he knew it now. Conza thought, Maybe he’ll stop because he’s blinded.

			The wide turn put the helo’s flight path directly over the leading vehicles. Conza guessed they were about five hundred feet above the ground. The Black Hawk’s engines powered back and they started to descend. He could easily make out the truck’s headlights through the front windscreen. Conza sensed the aircraft slowing, settling. And then everything went to hell.

			“Missile launch!” the copilot shouted at a volume that didn’t need the intercom.

			A warning light flashed on a circular cockpit display, a red triangle at the five o’clock position.

			Right where those two cars must be, Conza thought fleetingly.

			

			—

			The missile was an SA-18, NATO code name Grouse. At five feet long and less than three inches wide, the Russians referred to it as “the needle.” By any name, the SA-18 was as ubiquitous a handheld surface-to-air missile system as existed in the world, tens of thousands having been produced, sold, and licensed.

			Like all MANPADs, the SA-18 had a maximum range. But at that moment, a few hundred feet over the E80, minimum range was more of an issue—the missile had to stabilize for a fraction of a second after launch to acquire its target. The nitrogen-cooled infrared seeker blinked its eye open milliseconds after leaving the tube and had no trouble locking on—the Black Hawk’s side-by-side exhaust plumes stood out like dual moons against the night sky. The SA-18’s two guidance fins worked furiously to track the helicopter. By design, the missile rolled to give the canards authority in multiple axes. With the helicopter less than a quarter mile away, the projectile never got near its maximum speed of Mach 1.9. Two seconds after launch, and before any countermeasures could be expended by the crew, the nose cone impacted the right-engine exhaust can.

			At launch the missile weighed twenty-four pounds and, even after expending a portion of its rocket fuel, the combination of mass and velocity resulted in a jarring impact. The warhead did the rest. Just under one pound of high explosives detonated by a delayed contact fuse—the magnetic proximity fuse, a backup in case of a near miss—had not been necessary. A secondary charge in the missile’s rear body simultaneously set off the remaining rocket fuel.

			An explosion on top of an explosion.

			The propulsion system of a helicopter is an intricate array of machinery. Jet engines, mechanical hubs to translate power, giant spinning rotors. When a blast sends a disk of shrapnel in the middle of it all, shards traveling at thousands of feet per second, the only possible result is devastation.

			

			—

			
			The Black Hawk shuddered from the impact.

			Conza was thrown to the deck, rolling to his left and nearly tumbling out the open door. He swept a hand out blindly and found the empty mounting bracket for a door gun. He held on for all he was worth as the aircraft gyrated wildly, the momentum of the rotors and fuselage slewing in different directions.

			He heard shouting from the flight deck, mostly in Turkish. Then someone yelled, “Prepare for impact!”

			Conza searched blindly for footholds and found one with his prosthetic left leg. He pried himself away from the open door, scrambling for purchase against the spiraling forces. He tried to claw his way toward his seat; if they were going to crash, he wanted to be strapped in. He caught a glimpse of the crew chief on the floor behind him. He wasn’t moving and there was blood on his flight helmet.

			Conza reached the olive-drab webbed seat and pulled himself up into it. He saw the world spinning through the open side door, a scene from an out-of-control carnival ride. He had two points of the five-point harness latched when the aircraft slammed into the desert. Conza’s helmet struck something hard. He saw a brilliant flash.

			And then everything went black.
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			DIA Headquarters

			Joint Base Anacostia-Bolling

			Washington, D.C.

			1317 Local Time

			The crash of the Black Hawk in eastern Turkey didn’t register immediately. To begin with, the area was extremely remote, the nearest population center being the tiny village of Tercan eight miles away. There was almost no traffic in the late evening, and the first car that approached the scene braked into an immediate U-turn and bolted away. It was a perfectly rational response—the road wasn’t far from the Syrian border, a place where flaming wreckage was always best avoided.

			Mirroring the crash of SAM 719 two days earlier, an emergency locater transmitter on the Black Hawk activated when its accelerometer sensed the extreme forces of impact. A few airliners overflying the area heard the warbling ELT signal and reported it to air traffic controllers. Spurious activations, however, were common and usually inadvertent: careless mechanics or technical malfunctions. The busy sector controller promised that someone would look into it, and shunted a message to a supervisor, who wasn’t yet on duty.

			Also in the dark was the Turkish army tactical operations center that had been coordinating with the Black Hawk. The TOC had no live data link with the chopper, only a VHF radio relay. A lieutenant in the TOC sat waiting for a report on the latest interdiction effort, yet VHF coverage at low altitude, where Black Hawks lived and breathed, was spotty at best. As minutes passed with no word about the suspicious truck, he assumed no news was good news.

			In a curious ode to the methods of modern surveillance, the first person to recognize the mishap was six thousand miles away, across the Atlantic and up the Potomac, in a windowless warehouse.

			And it wasn’t a person at all.

			MAADN had been working relentlessly for hours, parsing astonishing volumes of data drawn from every U.S. intelligence service. Its AI software crushed satellite feeds, drone surveillance, and real-time electronic eavesdropping. It referenced the interim accident reports from the crash in Bodrum, scientific treatises of how GPS spoofing might be carried out, and a history of every previous attack on record. It pirated hacked feeds from CCTV cameras across Turkey and inserted itself into mobile phone traffic being monitored by MIT, that nation’s internal intelligence service. These latter initiatives bordered deeply gray legal arenas. Fortunately, and probably by design, for all the cutting-edge software driving MAADN forward, inputs for ethical oversight had not yet been considered.

			The system was making good progress on the primary questions surrounding the loss of SAM 719. Then, at 1752:29Z, an input arrived that realigned the search entirely.

			An NRO platform in low earth orbit sensed a high-intensity flare. The satellite’s primary mission was to spot ballistic missile launches in the Middle East, but on a clear night, from three hundred miles above, a minor explosion in eastern Turkey captured its electronic attention. MAADN immediately diverted all other trainable sources, of which there were three, to focus on the same precise coordinates. Over the next ten minutes, it received a voluminous amount of data, which it interpreted with the dexterity expected of thirteen acres of processing power.

			MAADN’s findings were condensed into a concise, human-friendly report—double-spaced Arial, fourteen point, black on white—that was immediately fired to its human controllers across the Potomac.

			It landed with an electronic thud in the encrypted inbox of Cyber Cell 6.

			Turkish Army Black Hawk has been shot down N39.79845° E40.50343°

			Engaged by suspected surface-to-air missile while approaching vehicle for search relating to SAM 719 crash. Three vehicles involved in attack have departed scene. Currently moving eastbound and under surveillance.

			Analysis of suspect Vehicle 1: Medium Duty GAZ-C41R13. Modifications apparent to include probable power generation and antenna mounts. Visible and infrared signature confirms modifications match profile for electronic attack platform. Recent movements tracked with 72-hour lookback place vehicle near extended centerline of Bodrum Airport Runway 28R at time of crash. Registration Georgian, owned by unknown shell company. Current probability of Vehicle 1 being involved in electronic attack on SAM 719: 94.63%.

			“Holy shit!” said Craterly.

			On the far side of the room Kyle and Moose were tucking into Chinese takeout. Moose had just collected the food at the main security station—none of them had eaten since arriving this morning.

			“MAADN come up with something on our crash?” Kyle asked across the divide.

			“Uh…sort of. But it’s reporting another crash.”

			“What?”

			Kyle and Moose dropped their chopsticks, hustled over, and read the flash message.

			“Holy shit is right,” Moose seconded.

			Before Kyle could even speak, a second message from MAADN appeared.

			Four suspected casualties on Black Hawk. Based on Turkish army flight plan: Crew of three Turkish army regulars and one passenger, United States Navy officer, name and rank unknown.

			Kyle felt as if the floor had been pulled out from beneath him. He was falling, tumbling.

			“Kyle?”

			He looked up and saw his coworkers staring at him. “I know of only two U.S. Navy officers involved in any of this.”

			“It might not be Katie,” Moose said weakly.

			Kyle managed a nod, tried to catch his breath. It reminded him of how he’d felt when he had boxed at Annapolis—recovering from a body blow.

			“We need to get this to Bubba,” Craterly said.

			“No,” Kyle countered, his voice suddenly hoarse. “That’s a sideways move. This has to go up.”

			“General Compton?” Compton was the director of the DIA.

			“Yes, but only to light a rocket under it,” Kyle said. “This goes straight to the top.”
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			Situation Room

			The White House

			Washington, D.C.

			1336 Local Time

			Jack Ryan hurried down to the Situation Room. Mary Pat had called an immediate meeting of the National Security Council, which was something she never did lightly. He’d had no reservations whatsoever about cutting short a meeting with the Federal Reserve chairman regarding inflation. The nuts and bolts of running America had to be addressed, but rarely were such matters time-critical. The world was a dangerous place and security was job one.

			He double-timed down the steps to the basement of the West Wing, his protection detail trotting to keep up. Ryan walked into the recently redesigned Situation Room, commonly referred to as “the whizzer,” to find less than the full NSC Principals Committee. Aside from Mary Pat, he saw Arnie van Damm, SecState Adler, SecDef Burgess, and JCS chairman Kent. It was the middle of a workday, and that was who had been in the building. The rest of the NSC, all en route, had responded with ETAs.

			Mary Pat, clearly not in the mood to wait, began as soon as Ryan was seated—one more indicator that something big had dropped. She called up a map on the big wall-mounted screen, and said, “Cyber Cell 6 has distinguished an event in eastern Turkey. This comes from a new AI system designed to recognize time-sensitive intelligence.”

			“MAADN?” the President asked.

			“That’s right. And it seems to be working well. Less than half an hour ago, a Turkish army Black Hawk crashed in a remote area east of Ankara. We’ve heard nothing about it through official channels yet, so I sent a message to the Turks advising them of the situation. But I didn’t tell them everything. We have a brief window to coordinate a response of our own.”

			“A response to what?” asked Arnie van Damm who, as ever, looked like his shirt and trousers had missed a cycle in the dryer.

			“If MAADN’s analysis is correct, this aircraft was shot down by a surface-to-air missile—unknown type, but probably shoulder-launched.” Mary Pat detailed the search the Turks had been performing, and how they’d classified an eastbound vehicle as a target of interest. She added that two other vehicles had been in the area.

			“So the Turks believed this truck was responsible for shooting down SAM 719?” Burgess asked.

			“They’ve been chasing every lead they can find. This one started out as a long shot, basically a traffic stop. They were throwing darts and hoping to hit something. But it looks like they nailed it. The attack on this Black Hawk is damning, and MAADN has been gathering supporting data ever since. Without getting into the weeds, what I’ve seen is a slam dunk—the people in these vehicles are responsible for killing John Moore and the others.”

			“Any idea who they are?” Ryan asked.

			“Not yet, but MAADN is tracking them via satellite. The three vehicles are still together, so they’re definitely working as a unit. Right now, they’re headed east, and fast, which implies an egress. In front of them are the borders of a number of countries who are not necessarily our friends: Syria, Iran, Iraq, Georgia, Armenia.”

			“Now there’s a pit of vipers,” Admiral Kent mused.

			“Given the way the track is leaning, I’m guessing it’s either Georgia or Armenia.”

			“Both of which are gateways to Russia,” the President said.

			“True. But at the moment, we can only speculate. We’ve advised the Turks that their Black Hawk has gone down, and first responders are on the way. But I didn’t mention that we’ve got a live track on the shooters.”

			SecDef Burgess said, “Are you implying that we should go after these vehicles?”

			“It’ll be tight, but I think we can reach them before they cross any border.” Mary Pat looked at the President.

			“Task Force 99?” he surmised.

			“I moved them in theater for just this kind of contingency.”

			The SecDef said, “They’d need transportation to catch up. We’ve always got helos of some kind at Incirlik Air Base, but I’m not sure which models.”

			“Actually,” Mary Pat said, “I took liberties on that count. I checked to see what was on the ramp at Incirlik. The Air Force’s 427th Special Operations Squadron has had an aircraft there for two weeks, a C-41A.”

			“Refresh me on that one,” Ryan said.

			“We’ve only got a few of them. It’s a light twin-engine transport, made by CASA in Spain. Strictly a spec ops mission, short takeoff and landing—with a little headwind, it can put down ten operators and equipment on a runway no longer than a football field. Task Force 99 is holed up outside Bodrum, but since we didn’t know when or where they might be needed, I had this C-41 and a crew pre-position to Bodrum. They’re on standby and ready to go.”

			All eyes went to the President. The DNI had everything arranged, a forceful response waiting on a silver platter. But on a mission so delicate, so fraught with diplomatic risk, Ryan knew the final call had to be his.

			“All right,” he said. “Give Clark the green light. I also want a list of what other assets we have in the area. Navy in the Med, Air Force at Incirlik, Istanbul station, everything. If this blows up into something bigger, we need to be ready.”

			The DNI hesitated ever so slightly. It was a tic Ryan had seen before, although rarely. And it always presaged terrible news.

			She said, “Now that you’ve got the big picture, Mr. President, there is one further consideration. MAADN unearthed the military flight plan filed by the Black Hawk’s pilots. There was a crew of three on board, all of whose names were listed. Yet there was also one observer on the flight. The observer’s name wasn’t given—they were simply listed as a Unites States naval officer.”

			Jack Ryan’s methodical analysis of the situation capsized in an instant. Something percolated in his gut and his jaw went rigid. When he finally spoke, his words were slow and measured. “I know of only two United States Navy officers in Turkey.”

			“I’m sure there are others,” Mary Pat said. “One or two attached to the embassy in Istanbul, possibly a few working exchange tours with Turkish forces. But to my direct knowledge, I can think of only two who would have had a reason to be on board this helicopter.”

			The President held still knowing everyone was watching him. “All right. In that case—”

			“Stand by, sir,” she said, cutting him off and referencing her secure laptop. “We’re getting something new from DIA.” Her eyes typewritered back and forth. “MAADN is still tracking the vehicles. They appear to be heading toward Georgia. It also uncovered some new satellite footage—a video is coming along with some notes. After the Black Hawk went down, it was apparently surrounded by individuals from the two cars, four men carrying weapons. They approached the wreckage and pulled out one survivor. According to CC6, this video is rough and can’t be enhanced any further. Okay…I’ve got the full download.”

			While Mary Pat manipulated her laptop to put the video on the big screen, Ryan deconstructed what she’d just said. According to CC6…Whatever he was about to see, it was coming from Kyle. And Kyle also knew that his sister was in theater.

			Jack Ryan braced himself as the video began running.

			The resolution was grainy, a fifty-two-second clip, according to the time bar at the bottom. He could easily make out the crumpled helicopter. Its fuselage was bent and both skids had collapsed. Two broken rotor blades lay strewn across the desert like thrown sticks. The wreckage was smoking, yet there was no raging fire. The chopper had hit hard, but not catastrophically.

			All three vehicles were in the field of view. One was a big SUV, possibly a Mercedes, the other a large sedan. The box truck that had been the original target was at the edge of the screen. The clip began with three men surrounding the wreckage. Then a fourth emerged from the shattered Black Hawk hauling someone in a fireman’s carry. The person being carried was folded acutely over the man’s shoulders, meaning there was no way to assess size. No way to tell whether it was male or female. It was just an inert body being pulled from a pile of smoking wreckage. The man carrying the body went to the box truck and dumped the survivor—if that’s what it was—unceremoniously into the cargo compartment.

			When the clip ended, Ryan told Mary Pat to play it again. In all his time as an analyst, so many years of studying images and inferring intentions, Ryan had never focused so intently on one short video loop. Was the survivor wearing a uniform? Yes. Desert camo pattern, very possibly the Navy Work Uniform. Then it struck him. The three Turkish crewmen would all have been wearing flight suits. Those could have been either green or tan. But definitely not a camo pattern.

			“That’s our American being hauled away,” said Admiral Kent, having made the same deductions.

			“But who is it?” van Damm wondered aloud.

			The room remained silent for a long moment.

			The President knew he should be the next to speak. It was his duty…although whether it was as the commander in chief or as a father, he wasn’t sure.

			“All right, people,” he said in a surprisingly steady voice, “we need clarity. This little convoy was very likely responsible for taking down John Moore’s aircraft. Now they’ve shot down a Turkish Black Hawk and appear to have taken an American hostage.” Ryan paused, then addressed the elephant in the Situation Room. “We have to determine immediately whether this is Katie. I say this as both your President and her father.”

			Mary Pat was already on the phone. Ryan reckoned she was going through DNI channels to get an answer, this being the network she knew most intimately. He heard the words “Bodrum” and “highest priority,” and realized she was making a call direct to the scene. They all waited as connections were arranged for a direct call from the White House. Command posts, secure routers. A cascade of COMSEC that ended somewhere in southern Turkey.

			Finally, Mary Pat reached the person she wanted. She explained the situation. Even from across the room, Ryan could hear chatter in the call’s background. Loud voices, people talking over one another. In other circumstances, he might have taken it for a bar or a cocktail party. As things stood, he recognized a TOC in crisis mode.

			The DNI said, “Thank you, please call me back in five minutes.” She ended the call, and said immediately, “Katie is fine. She’s out having dinner with Colonel Carter and his team. It was Lieutenant John Conza getting pulled out of the wreckage.”

		

	
		
			24

			Bodrum Airport, Turkey

			2058 Local Time

			Task Force 99 was out of the safe house in five minutes, gear loaded, engines revving, gravel flying. The drive to the airfield took ten more. The tires on both vehicles were smoking by the time they reached the quiet corner of the airport where the C-41 was waiting.

			“Load up!” Clark ordered as the doors flew open. “We’ll gear up once we’re airborne.”

			Ding opened the rear hatch of the Land Cruiser and began heaving out rucks and weapon cases.

			Clark sprinted up the aft loading ramp. It was far narrower than the ramps he was used to. On a Herc or a C-17 you could drive a Hummer straight on board, even roll them out the back midflight. The C-41 Aviocar—a fittingly clumsy nickname—had a loading ramp sized for a golf cart. It was a people mover, ideal for depositing small teams and a limited amount of equipment on unimproved landing strips.

			And tonight, that was exactly what they needed.

			Clark found the pilots flipping switches in the cockpit. “Do these turboprop engines have afterburners?” he said to announce his arrival.

			Both pilots looked back. The left-seater grinned, and said, “Only when they’re on fire.” He offered up a handshake, and said, “Major Paul Wheeler.”

			Clark shook his hand.

			“This is Captain Vicki Ross,” the skipper added, nodding toward his female copilot. Both of them were wearing civilian clothes, and Clark wasn’t sure if it was because they’d been scrambled in a rush, or if their unit made allowances to support the spec ops mission. He might ask later if he got the time.

			“I’m Clark,” he replied, not bothering with the pretense of an alias. “What did they give you as a mission brief?”

			“Jump in, fire up, wait for you to tell us where the hell to go.”

			“My kind of tasking. What about comm?”

			“We’ve got satellite connectivity, but our input interfaces leave a little to be desired. You carry one of those fancy sat phones like the DEVGRU guys have?”

			Clark had no idea. He pulled out his handset and showed it to Wheeler.

			“That’s the one. DS&T guys didn’t hold back on the bells and whistles.” He was referring to the CIA’s Directorate of Science and Technology. Wheeler produced a cable and inserted one end into a portal on a comm control head. “Plug that in and check the signal.”

			Clark did and saw five bars. An extensive message began downloading. “I’ll be damned.”

			“Connects to the airplane’s antenna,” Wheeler said. “From what I’ve seen, it works pretty darn well.”

			Clark was impressed by the technology, but even more so that somebody had gotten it seamlessly deployed into the field. His handheld usually didn’t get a usable signal inside an aircraft, the antenna being stymied by the surrounding metal hull. He recalled once having to drop a loading ramp, harness up, and lean into a two-hundred mile-an-hour slipstream with a phone to his ear. Some things in life you didn’t want to do twice.

			The first thing he saw in the message was a set of lat/long coordinates. He showed them to the pilots. “That’s for starters. We’re chasing a moving ground target, so it’s going to change.”

			“Understood.”

			Captain Ross typed the coordinates into the navigation computer.

			“Carry on,” Clark said.

			He turned toward the back and confirmed that the load-up was going smoothly under Ding’s direction. Clark then began reading the rest of the new message. It was the follow-up he’d hoped to see; when Mary Pat Foley had ordered them to scramble to the airport twenty minutes earlier, she’d told him what was at stake. Now she was providing specifics.

			Soon they were airborne, the little C-41 plugging eastward toward their objective. Clark mustered the team and they semicircled around him, sitting on webbed seats and leaning against sidewalls. Everyone was dialed in, alert, and he was glad they’d all gotten some sleep.

			He put on his command voice to overcome the drone of the engines. “The DIA is actively tracking a GAZ transport that they believe is the culprit in this air crash. It’s a moving target, roughly five hundred miles east of our position. We suspect it’s making a dash for the Georgian border. Our mission is to interdict this truck, along with two accompanying sedans, before they reach the border.”

			“Any idea who this is?” Ding asked.

			“Not directly. The fact that it’s headed to Georgia might give us a hint. That’s one fence line away from Russia proper, but we can’t assume anything. This could be pure terrorism, mercs, or state-sponsored players. The only way to find out who we’re dealing with is to stop this bunch dead in their tracks. If possible, we are also directed to recover any hardware that might have been used in an electronic attack so our techs can analyze it.”

			“Sounds like this crash really was a GPS spoofing event,” Hyori ventured.

			“The DNI seems convinced. If we can intercept this convoy, we’ll get a hard answer. Our specific tactical plan will depend on the situation. The general idea is that we will leapfrog ahead of these vehicles and find a way to stop them.”

			“Rules of engagement?” Ding asked.

			“The DNI was very specific that we are not to engage Turkish or Georgian forces. That goes for military, police, or border guards. Whoever is inside these three vehicles, however…they are fair game. We will give them the option of surrender, and if they have enough sense to do so, we hand them over to the Turkish authorities. If they choose the other route, then no-holds-barred. For what it’s worth, the area of expected intercept is sparsely populated.

			“Our best estimate of the enemy force in these vehicles is between six and twelve individuals. We will assume they are armed and experienced. As a minimum, expect them to be carrying assault rifles. Heavier weapons are a distinct possibility.”

			“Is there evidence of that?” Bauer inquired.

			“There is. When this truck was identified as suspicious, a Turkish army Black Hawk helicopter went to check it out. As the helo was approaching to investigate, a SAM was launched from one of the sedans. It struck the Black Hawk and it went down hard.”

			“Dios mío,” said Ding. “Casualties?”

			“Unclear. The Black Hawk’s three Turkish crew members are unaccounted for—first responders are just now reaching the crash site. But for us, this situation includes one major complication. As it turns out, there was a fourth person on the Black Hawk. An observer was on board, a U.S. Navy officer who had been assigned to the investigation in Bodrum. On top of that, our intel agencies got some overhead footage of the crash site immediately after the shoot-down. One of these goons could be seen shoulder-carrying a possible survivor out of the wreckage and dumping them into the box truck.”

			“Wait, hold on,” Charlie said. “I was going over SITREPs earlier and I saw the name of one of the officers involved in this inquiry. You’re not saying the President’s daughter—”

			“No,” Clark said, cutting her off. “Katie Ryan is in theater, but she’s safe in Bodrum. We are, however, talking about someone we all know.” He looked straight at Charlie. “He actually helped us out in China, on the pier in Tianjin.”

			“JC?” she exclaimed.

			“The one and only. He and Katie still work together.”

			“They took Conza hostage?” said Wu. “Why would they do that?”

			“To begin with, I see the fact that they took him as a positive.”

			“No reason to haul away a dead man,” Ding reasoned.

			“Rarely. On the matter of why, we can only speculate. But it does occur to me that he was in uniform. I’m guessing they made a quick check of the wreckage, saw a U.S. Navy officer, and figured he might be worth questioning.”

			“I don’t like that scenario,” Charlie said. “They might question him for fifty miles, ask him why he’s flying around in a Turkish helo. But then what?”

			“Look, speculation doesn’t help. We all know JC’s background. He’s a SEAL. He’s been through SERE training, not to mention a few wars. He knows how to handle himself in a situation like this. But he also could be injured.”

			Ding said, “He’ll try to buy time. But eventually he’s going to need help.”

			Clark locked gazes with his team members one by one. Those faces were typically intense and focused. But what he saw now went to another level. They were immersed in the situation. And they were pissed. He felt it, too. One of their brothers had been attacked and his life was on the line.

			“We are looking at a highly dynamic situation,” he continued. “It’s going to take two hours to get into position. The good news is, the DIA is getting some great intel from a new AI system they’ve got up and running—a lot of it is near real time. When we do go in, they should be able to give us a reasonably clear picture.”

			The meeting broke and the team went into prep mode. In addition to their SIG MCX-SPEARs, everyone carried holstered handguns and various bladed weapons. Plate carriers and NODs completed the ensemble. Once their gear was checked and weapons loaded, Clark knew what would follow. For a time, there would be banter to cut the tension and pass the minutes. Then, at some point, everyone would carve out a few moments for themselves. A time for quiet reflection and personal focus.

			Clark’s own reflections had already begun. He wondered if the promise he’d made would hold. Would they have a clear picture before they went in?

			Yeah, he mused. How many times have I heard that before?

		

	
		
			25

			Central Anatolia, Turkey

			1926 Local Time

			The truck hit a massive pothole and John Conza’s head bashed against the sidewall. It brought intense pain. But more critically, in that moment, it brought a return to consciousness.

			His eyes cracked open.

			He blinked the world into focus. Conza discerned a metal floor and a corrugated wall. There was dirt and trash. A few hand tools and a spool of insulated wire lay nearby. An empty plastic bottle rocked back and forth with the movement of the truck. The space was dimly lit, the only source of illumination coming from somewhere beyond his feet. Having ended up face down, he tried to raise one shoulder to get a better look. This brought more pain, although his limbs seemed functional.

			The next thing he discerned was the flight helmet he’d been wearing on the floor beside him. There was a giant crack on its crown. Better that than my skull, he thought. Conza saw that half the compartment was occupied by a huge metal case. It was the size of twin refrigerators, and wires and cables sprouted from a portal on one side. Along the far wall he saw crates of tools and hardware.

			He fought off pain and continued to twist his upper body. When he finally got a look in the front of the cargo compartment, he saw a burly man sitting on an overturned crate. The man was swaying with movement of the vehicle and staring at him. In the spray of weak light, Conza discerned two men standing behind him, gripping the sidewalls to steady themselves. One wore a beanie. The other had a spiderweb tattoo on his neck. Behind them was a pass-through to the front cab, and Conza could make out a dashboard and the shoulder of a driver. Outside, through the windshield, he saw nothing but darkness.

			And just like that, everything began to add up. His helicopter had been shot down, and now he was inside the GAZ box truck they’d been chasing. Success and failure all in one nice, neat package.

			“It is good of you to join us,” said the man on the crate. “We weren’t sure you would ever wake up.”

			He was big and jowly, his face shadowed by a few days’ growth of beard. His ruddy complexion suggested a life spent in harsh climates. A lot of sleeping rough and eating cold meals from plastic pouches. Or maybe he just shaves with a belt sander. His English came with a monster Russian accent, the consonants like chewed gravel.

			“You are Lieutenant John Conza, United States Navy.”

			There was no denying it. It was right there on his uniform. Thankfully, operational muscle memory from his life with the Teams had prompted Conza to leave his wallet and military ID in the hotel room safe. He pressed his eyes closed, then reopened them. “Is that who I am?”

			The big Russian smiled a weary smile. “Do not pretend you are…what is the word…amneziya…forgetting.”

			“You’re right, I remember just fine. I remember that somebody shot down a Turkish army Black Hawk without provocation.”

			“I think maybe you were preparing to provoke us.”

			Conza regarded the equipment around them. “And I think you caused a diplomatic aircraft to crash.”

			“What is your job in Navy, Conza?”

			“I’m a weather officer. I came to Bodrum to help investigate the crash of a United States Air Force aircraft.”

			“Weatherman? I doubt that very much. Maybe you are something else.”

			“Okay, you got me. I’m a United States Navy SEAL.”

			The big man looked at Conza’s prosthesis, which was jutting out from a torn pant leg, then back at his cohorts. They all broke out laughing.

			“Okay, Mr. SEAL. But tell me this—who else might be looking for us?”

			“Pretty much the entire Turkish military.”

			A long sigh. “I think not. We have heard and seen nothing. We also have sources, and they tell us that things are mostly quiet. Which means you have lied a second time. In your game of baseball there are three strikes, but I give you only two.”

			The big man waved his hand, and the other two closed in on Conza. Beanie pinned his shoulders to the floor. Neck Tat picked up a two-by-four.

			And without another question, without any wavering, the beating commenced.

			

			—

			Turkish first responders reached the downed Black Hawk to find one crewman alive, the crew chief who had crawled clear of the wreckage. He was in critical condition and was immediately medevaced to the nearest hospital. It would be another hour before the sharp-eyed copilot of a second military helicopter, a Eurocopter Cougar that had carried in a team of MPs to cordon off the scene, recognized a telltale shrapnel pattern on the exhaust shroud of the downed aircraft’s starboard engine. Only when he radioed this observation into headquarters did the Turks realize their aircraft had been shot down. By that time, the C-41 carrying Task Force 99 was closing in on the three-vehicle convoy as it neared the Georgian border.

			But they hadn’t caught up yet.

			As the GAZ truck and its accompanying vehicles barreled eastward, they were traveling marginally above the speed limit. Speed enforcement in this part of Turkey was virtually nonexistent, and the Russian commander of the unit reasoned that on the off chance they were stopped by a patrol car, any lone policeman would be overwhelmed by the firepower his twelve men could lay down. All were experienced mercenaries with a variety of backgrounds and nationalities. Three from Belarus, four Serbs, two Nepalese, a smattering from the various “Stans.” They were experienced shooters, one and all, and eager to get their payday—and that meant getting across the border.

			Neither the Turks nor the Americans would follow them into another country—on that point, the commander was confident. Doing so would require diplomatic negotiations with a prickly Georgian government, and with a mere two-hour crossing of the Caucasus afterward, reaching Russia would be all but guaranteed. Cross the first border, and they would be home free. By this time tomorrow, his men would be boarding flights to points across the globe and the GAZ would be getting pushed off a barge into the Black Sea. They were nearly to the finish line, the only limitation being the GAZ itself—even with the accelerator hard on the floor, the big truck topped out at sixty-two miles per hour.

			What none of the men in the truck knew was that hundreds of miles overhead two low earth orbit satellites in the Blackjack constellation, coordinating with MAADN, had their convoy under continuous surveillance. The system tracked the vehicles ruthlessly, a digital Ahab pursuing its whale.

			For a brief interval, the two Blackjack birds lost sight of the convoy when an operator overrode the surveillance to concentrate on the downed Black Hawk. When the command was given to reacquire the moving targets, MAADN’s algorithms took over.

			There were, in that moment of indecision, four hundred and six vehicles on the roads and tributaries leading to the Georgian border. For MAADN it had been child’s play, on a supercomputer level, to discern which of them was their quarry. To begin, it identified three sets of headlights that moved as one for nearly thirty minutes, creating a high mathematical probability that they were linked. This was combined with the size and shape of the vehicles, and the possible routes leading from the crash of the Black Hawk. Most damning of all: the convoy drove past three cameras. The first was at a gas station, the second mounted on the dash of an idling semitruck. These MAADN cracked into effortlessly, harvesting good-quality video. The final camera was part of a surveillance network operated by Turkish intelligence—a network that had recently been hacked by the NSA. This camera had unusually good resolution and high-speed imaging, meaning a clearer view of the vehicles’ occupants was obtained. The force estimate was refined to be between ten and thirteen individuals.

			This was forwarded immediately to a grateful Task Force 99, who were ten miles behind and closing in fast.
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			Turkey/Georgia Border

			2246 Local Time

			“Range?” Clark asked. He was seated on the jump seat behind the two pilots, a nighttime panorama before them.

			“Five nautical,” Ross called out from the right seat. She was wearing NODs, giving her the best view of their target. The distance wasn’t exact—there was no laser or radar ranging—but it was close enough for Clark.

			“Tally three sets of taillights,” Wheeler added, using nothing more than his Mark-1 eyeball. He pointed slightly left. Clark leaned forward and spotted them.

			“How far are they from the border checkpoint?”

			Ross referenced her map display. They had identified two possible border-crossing points between Georgia and Turkey, and twenty minutes ago their quarry had chosen the southernmost of the two—probably because it was the smaller of the two checkpoints. The road looped north around Kartsakhi Lake, and Ross had pointed out that they weren’t far from the tri-border junction with Armenia.

			As if I needed more complications, Clark thought.

			“I show the crossing point thirteen miles in front of our targets,” said Ross.

			“And they’re going a mile a minute,” said Wheeler. “It’s going to be close. How do want to do this, Mr. Clark?”

			Clark had seen this scenario coming: a race to stop the GAZ while it was still on Turkish soil. His thoughts hammered away at the tactical question: How to stop a speeding convoy, which included a ten-ton truck, with light weapons? Variables churned. Options were discarded.

			“Doctor?” he said, turning to Ding. Chavez was standing directly behind Clark and had been following the entire exchange. The “doctor” bit had been going on for the last month—their private cue for a second opinion.

			“No time for a proper ambush, and we’re short on firepower. I say we stay high, pass them on the lake side. We’d have to keep a good distance—no telling how many more SAMs they’ve got. Once we’re in front, we land in the road and unload fast, then get the airplane back up in the air to keep it out of harm’s way. The hard part’s going to be getting these guys to stop so we can engage.”

			“We have to disable the truck,” Clark said. “If we can do that, I figure the others will stop to defend it.”

			“The question is, how?”

			“We blow the road.”

			Ding looked at Clark incredulously. “With what? We didn’t bring any C-4 or…Oh, no. Seriously?”

			“No sense in letting them go to waste.”

			Clark saw a humorless smile crease his son-in-law’s face. Which he took as acquiescence. He slapped Wheeler twice on the shoulder. “Can you put us in front of them in the next five minutes?”

			A brief pause as Wheeler did the mental math. “Probably. But not a second less.”

			“Do it.” Clark went aft and began briefing the plan.

			As he did, the engine noise rose to a crescendo, Wheeler pushing the power to the redline.

			Clark’s own tachometer held steady. His focused narrowed. It might have been that he was getting older, but lately he found himself focusing less on the ramifications of his work than its fundamental execution. Politics, strategy, fallout. Others in D.C. could deal with that. Clark concentrated on the impact he and his team could have in a given moment. The here and now. Which, when distilled so purely, often translated to how many men they could kill.

			That question was about to be answered.

			

			—

			Touchdown was remarkably smooth, the little C-41 squeaking onto the two-lane road like it had been greased. The landing was doubly impressive given that it had been performed lights-out, although Wheeler had donned his night vision gear for the approach. Nothing would give away their position quicker than a set of aircraft landing lights. For the same reason, all the aircraft’s navigation lights had been extinguished.

			The airplane came to a stop after an astonishingly short rollout. Wheeler left the engines running for a “hot unload.” Ross went aft, deployed the aft loading ramp, and all seven team members ran out into the night. Ross raised the ramp and hurried back to her seat. The entire exercise took ninety seconds. Wheeler pirouetted the C-41 on the road, goosed the throttles, and soon they were airborne in the opposite direction.

			Clark instantly began surveying his chosen battlefield. The terrain was flat and almost featureless, farm fields in the distance. The broad lake two hundred yards south was like a mirror in the night. There was no high ground, so Clark looked for cover. The roadbed was slightly raised, and he saw one advantageous position, a small roadside pull-off with a raised shoulder. “That’ll be our southern firing position,” he said.

			“Ding, Hyori, Toussaint—set up on the other side. Find the best cover within forty yards of the road. The rest of us will post up here.”

			“Here they come,” Wu said, gesturing up the road.

			Clark saw three sets of headlights in the distance, still miles away, but closing in fast. “Not much time,” he said.

			He pointed to Bauer and Wu, who were carrying their secret weapons—each had one of the unused limpet mines from the Tartus mission.

			“Fifty yards up the road.” Clark didn’t need to say more. They both ran off.

			The specifics of the plan had been conjured during the last minutes of the flight, fine-tuned by a team of professionals who weren’t afraid to speak up. They were facing serious disadvantages for the kind of firefight that loomed. They had come here straight from the Tartus mission, where they’d been geared for underwater ops. They had light weapons—assault rifles and handguns—to engage a force that was twice their size and probably carrying more firepower. They also didn’t have standard comms, having relied on the submersible messaging units in Tartus that were integral to the DPDs. Altogether, it meant tonight would be old-school, a lot of shouting and hand signals.

			Clark was concerned. But he wasn’t worried. He had assembled a stellar team from around the world, the best of the best. And while they’d been together less than a year, Task Force 99 had gelled in ways that were hard to describe. They worked as a unit, instinctively knowing where teammates were and what they were thinking. Tonight, they would have the advantage of surprise. Better yet, they had the advantage of experience.

			As Clark knew all too well, however, the fog of war could steal any advantage.

			Wu and Hyori began furiously digging holes in the roadbed, one on either side—thankfully there had been two trenching tools in their equipment load. Their goal was to bury the limpet mines as deeply as possible beneath the tarmac. This had nothing to do with concealment, but was an attempt to amplify the blast effect. The next-generation maritime charges were shaped to detonate in a highly specific manner, pitting the forces of water against those of a steel hull. Here, simply placing them on the road would have done little more than create a new pothole as the blast energy dissipated upward. By burying the charges, however, their destructive force would be better channeled into damaging the road. Not potholes, but craters.

			The digging wasn’t the only improvisation required. Since the mines functioned on a timer, they could not be detonated on command at the optimal moment—when a vehicle was passing directly overhead. The best bet, everyone had agreed, was to blow two large holes in the road moments before the convoy arrived. If enough dirt and shrapnel went flying the lead driver couldn’t miss it. With any luck, all three vehicles would grind to a stop, putting them in the middle of a withering cross fire.

			“Remember,” Clark called out as he trotted toward the raised parking apron, “our primary objective is JC. He’s most likely in the box truck, so keep your fire tight to avoid the sidewalls. The other two vehicles are fair game.”

			“Time?” Wu shouted from up the road.

			Clark checked the headlights, wishing he had the range finder—they had brought one, but Ding was carrying it. Distance was maddeningly difficult to estimate at night. “Two minutes!” he called back.

			Clark took a hack on his watch, a seemingly indestructible Victorinox analog. Fortunately, the timers on the mines were digital—a vast improvement from the mechanical egg timers he’d used during his early days as a SEAL, which were wildly unpredictable.

			Moments later, Wu and Bauer dove into position beside Clark and Charlie. The graded gravel shoulder provided a two-foot ridge above the surrounding terrain, decent cover as long as they stayed low. Clark looked across the road and couldn’t see Ding and the others. The hardpan earth looked hopelessly flat in the moonlight, but they’d somehow found concealment.

			The headlights grew more intense, and soon Clark could distinguish between the three vehicles. He alternated between his NODs and a naked-eye view.

			“No other cars in sight,” Charlie said, her SIG poised and her eye scanning through the optic.

			“That’s a good thing.”

			“Looks like the GAZ is in front,” she added.

			“I’d rather it was in the middle so we could box it in, but you get what you get.”

			The headlights became brighter, more defined. Clark kept checking his watch. If anything, he had called it too close. If the mines went off after the convoy passed, their only option would be to unleash on the tires and drivers, and hope that was enough to stop them.

			“Should have set the timer to a minute forty,” he muttered.

			“Maybe so,” she said, checking her own watch.

			Half a mile out, Clark heard the engines, the big diesel of the GAZ dominating.

			Half a mile, thirty-five seconds to go, Clark thought. Shit! “If the truck gets past the mines,” he called out, “open up!”

			“Next time we should put a reference on the mines,” Charlie said. “A stick or something, so we know exactly where they are.”

			He glanced over at her. Her eye was locked behind her glass and she was grinning.

			“Yeah,” he deadpanned. “Next time.”

			Clark shouldered his rifle.

			The sound of the big diesel shook the night as it closed in on the IEDs. Clark no longer checked his watch. His attention was absolute. He felt a brush of wind on his left cheek. Instinct advised a minor crosswind correction, but at this range it hardly mattered.

			The GAZ reached the mined portion of the road. Nothing happened. Clark’s reticle centered on the truck’s side window. His finger was pressuring the trigger when two explosions rocked the night.
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			Turkey/Georgia Border

			2305 Local Time

			The blasts came no more than two seconds apart, dual flashes violating the darkness. Chunks of pavement and dirt flew into the sky, and the sound was thunderous.

			The big GAZ disappeared momentarily, lost in the brilliant flare and clouds of flying debris. Then it reappeared, its boxlike cab emerging from the maelstrom like a freight car on fire.

			It didn’t stop.

			Clark shifted aim, locking on the front tires and adding a slight lead for the high rate of movement. He sent ten rounds flying. The others around him instinctively did the same, desperate to stop their primary target—the one that they believed held John Conza. He saw sparks as bullets pinged off the wheel and surrounding fender.

			Still the truck kept going.

			They’d surely scored hits on the tires, with no effect. That told Clark they were dealing with a military version of the GAZ—run-flat tires with reinforced sidewalls. 7.62-millimeter rounds weren’t going to stop it.

			He shifted left and saw better news. The Mercedes SUV and sedan, a Ford as it turned out, screeched to a stop just short of the twin blasts. The drivers could have no idea how badly the road was damaged. Both came to rest amid a swirl of smoke and debris.

			That put them squarely in the kill zone.

			Clark opened up on the driver’s-side windshield of the Mercedes. Doors flew open and men began pouring out. The hail of gunfire was withering, and half the occupants were cut down before they reached cover behind quarter panels.

			At least four got into the fight, returning fire from behind their vehicles. They seemed to get a bead on Clark’s position, but Ding’s element wasn’t drawing fire.

			Clark saw the trunk of the Ford open, and he yelled, “Hit it!”

			Everyone did, high-rate groupings that peppered the open trunk with holes. Clark feared it might not be enough, and he was soon proved right. From the left side of the Ford a hollow tube appeared.

			“Down, down!” Clark shouted as a rocket came screaming at them. He put his face in the dirt as the rocket struck the ground ten yards short of their position. A storm of dirt and stones rained in. He looked to his right. Charlie and Wu were staring back at him. Bauer was loading a fresh mag.

			Wellness check complete.

			Clark began firing again, but he sensed no activity on the far side of the road. He knew why—or at least, he hoped he did.

			He hit the end of a magazine and swapped to a fresh one. When he looked back up, he saw another tube rising behind the Ford’s bumper. Before he could get a bead, he heard a single crack from his right.

			Ding.

			A big man staggered into view and went down. As he hit the dirt, the rocket launched into the undercarriage of the Ford. The car exploded into a pyre of flames and was immolated. A second man staggered away from the conflagration, his shirt on fire. In the open, he was cut down instantly by multiple rounds.

			The two men behind the Mercedes were still engaging, an intermittent stream of fire. But not for long. Ding had made the move Clark hoped he would—his team had flanked right to get a better angle. The last two shooters were completely exposed.

			A barrage of rounds sprayed in on the last two hostiles, signature flashes from the right flank. Seconds later, the night went silent. Clark knew they couldn’t afford to wait. He gave a hand signal. Wu and Charlie spaced out widely and approached the smoldering Ford. The fire was already dying out, nothing left to burn but the headliner and upholstery. They checked the downed shooters, kicking away weapons and looking for signs of life. Neither had survived.

			“Clear!” Ding shouted from the Mercedes, the doors of which were all open.

			Clark moved toward Ding. “Any survivors?”

			Ding pointed to a man sitting in the dirt. There was a rifle ten feet to his right.

			Clark approached him, watching his hands closely. The man’s eyes were open, and he looked to be in severe pain. He had taken at least two rounds to an arm and another to his hip. He was bleeding badly and appeared to be immobilized. Clark didn’t take that for granted. He kept his barrel steady and his finger on the trigger.

			“Who do you work for?” he asked in English. When there was no reply, he repeated the question in Russian. Still no response. There was no time for a lengthy interrogation. They had to go after Conza before he was beyond reach.

			Clark retrieved the wounded man’s rifle, ejected the mag, and cleared the chamber. He heaved all of it far into the brush. He then walked over to the SUV and checked the trunk. The lid was shot to hell, but he saw equipment inside. Spare magazines, an ammo box, jackets, gloves. He opened the ammo box and found something potentially useful. He pulled out two standard Russian frag grenades, inspected them, and attached them to his rig.

			“Spoils of war?” Ding asked.

			“Something like that.” Clark surveyed his team. “Everybody good?” He looked specifically at Wu, who he’d noticed was limping.

			“Caught something in the leg right when that rocket hit,” said the Brit. “All good for now.”

			Clark saw a red splotch on the back of one calf. He knew operators were the worst practitioners in the world when it came to self-triage. But Wu looked solid. “Okay, we need to move.” He started walking up the road and the others fell in behind him.

			“What about him?” Hyori inquired, thumbing back toward the lone survivor.

			“DNI is watching us right now.” He looked up at the night sky. “I’ll send a message, and they can decide when and how to notify the Turks. He’s not going anywhere with that hip.”

			“The truck’s got to be almost to the border station by now,” Charlie surmised.

			Wu added, “And it’s going to look a little suspicious with all the holes we just put in it.”

			“Not to mention the U.S. Navy officer being held hostage in back,” Charlie added.

			“It won’t matter,” Clark said. “I looked up the operating hours of that border post. It’s closed between seven and seven every day. These guys must know it.”

			“They made arrangements,” Ding said. “Bribed somebody ahead of time.”

			“Something along those lines. Which means that within minutes they’ll be on the other side.”

			“And we can’t follow them,” Charlie said.

			“I’ll be damned if I’m going to give up on JC,” Ding said as they walked.

			“We’re not giving up on anybody,” Clark agreed.

			He reached into a pocket of his carrier vest, removed a signal flare, and popped it. A brilliant fountain of green sparks went spinning down the road.
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			Wheeler and Ross spotted the signal flare at the same time. The holding pattern they were flying was little different from the ones Delta Air Lines flew over Atlanta. They were loitering seven miles south of the area of operations. That put them beyond the range of shoulder-launched surface-to-air missiles, but close enough to return within minutes. Wheeler banked hard, pushed up the power, and made a beeline back to the road.

			The signal had been briefed by Clark. A green flare meant return immediately and land east of the flare. Red was an order to bug out. The aircraft had no direct voice contact with the team on the ground—the mission had been put together in a rush, and they didn’t have the right hardware—but in a crisis messages could be relayed between their respective command authorities. So far there had been nothing on the radios, and the green flare was a good sign. Still, the pilots were cautious. They’d watched raptly as the pyrotechnics of a serious firefight had played out. Now they would see the outcome.

			Four minutes later the C-41 touched down and came to a stop fifty feet short of the flare, which, at that point, was little more than a heap of green embers.

			The scene in Wheeler’s night vision optics was exactly what he’d hoped to see. The team was approaching at double time, seven in all. In the background were the hulks of two devastated vehicles. Wheeler kept scanning the area as Ross went aft to lower the boarding ramp, and finally he realized what was missing.

			Ross returned, and announced, “Ramp is secure.” She was already flipping switches.

			Clark appeared right behind her, filling the opening of the flight deck door.

			“Where’s the box truck?” Wheeler asked.

			“Slipped past us. We have to chase it down.”

			“But we’re only a few miles from the border. Won’t it have crossed into Georgia by now?”

			“Probably.”

			“We were given strict orders not to cross any borders.”

			“And I’m giving you a stricter order to do what it takes to get our man back.”

			Wheeler exchanged a cautious look with Ross.

			“Look,” Clark bargained, “it’s not like Georgia is going to start shooting missiles and launching interceptors. We’re talking a few miles, tops. We find this truck, stop it, and duck back out.”

			Wheeler remained frozen.

			“And if that doesn’t work for you,” Clark added, “you can ride in back and I’ll fly this thing.”

			Wheeler studied the big operator, wondering if he was serious. There was nothing in his expression to suggest he wasn’t.

			“Mind you,” Clark said, “if I end up flying…that would be a risk multiplier for everyone.”

			The major nodded slowly…because what else could he do? He reached for the throttles, pushed them forward, and soon the C-41 was back in the night sky.

			

			—

			Conza groaned as the truck rounded a bend. Every jolt from the creaky suspension, every bump and vibration brought new adventures in pain.

			His ribs were the worst. At least one or two had to be broken. Nerve pain seared up his right arm into his shoulder. They had mostly worked him over with a two-by-four, one man battering him while the other held him upright. The boss had looked on approvingly. He vaguely remembered being asked questions. Even more vaguely remembered giving bullshit answers. His head throbbed and his jaw was swollen. Between the beating and the crash of the Black Hawk, he’d had better days.

			Still, Conza couldn’t feel sorry for himself. As they’d dragged him clear of the wreckage, he remembered seeing the Turkish crew chief splayed in the dirt. Maybe alive, maybe not. He hadn’t gotten a look at the pilots, but the cockpit had taken the brunt of the impact. The odds that they’d survived weren’t good.

			His abductors were responsible for that crash. And another that had claimed fifteen more lives. Conza was surrounded by the saboteurs.

			I’ve got ’em right where I want ’em.

			The most pressing question was where they were going. Roughly half an hour ago, he’d heard two explosions and felt the big GAZ shudder. That was followed by a short barrage of gunfire—he’d heard the crackle of small arms, and the tap of rounds striking the truck’s chassis. Conza knew an IED ambush when he heard one. But it had ended quickly, the GAZ outrunning the attack. Ever since, the four men up front had been engaged in nonstop conversation. The optimist in him wanted to believe it had been some kind of rescue attempt. The pessimist knew that if that was the case, it had failed.

			His captors were all in front now, paying him no attention other than an occasional glance. Beanie and Neck Tat were sitting on a crate, while Boss Man had taken the passenger seat. The driver was still nothing more than a shoulder in a camo jacket. Conza knew they were speaking Russian, but it might as well have been ancient Aramaic. He spoke two languages besides English, Arabic and Farsi, courtesy of the Defense Language Institute in beautiful Monterey. Neither would help him today.

			He looked down at his wrists. Since beating him unconscious, the Russians had bound his arms and legs. He saw two implications in that, and both were positive. First was that he wasn’t already on the road shoulder with a bullet in his head. Second was that they were ignoring him. The question of what lay beyond that, in the next hours and days, wasn’t worth dwelling on.

			His bindings were heavy-gauge plastic zip ties. One pair was threaded tightly around his wrists and a second connected his right ankle to the lower shaft of his prosthesis. They’d made two mistakes. First, his wrists were bound in front of him, giving Conza greater use of his hands than if they were secured behind his back. As far as his legs went, he could forgive them their incompetence—they’d probably never taken a peg-leg pirate prisoner before.

			Conza glanced up front and confirmed that nobody was looking his way. He used the motion of the truck as cover. With each sway and bounce he jackknifed his body at the hips, moving an inch at a time. After three minutes, he was bent at roughly a right angle. He extended his hands and could almost reach his ankle. All these movements came at a cost. His ribs screamed in agony and nerve pain bolted through his shoulder. He fought through it.

			The large generator-like contraption next to him took up most of the cargo bay. It had to be the device they’d used to alter GPS signals. He recalled the SAM launch that had taken down the Black Hawk. Had the missile been a backup in case the spoofing attack failed? He pushed the question away. Now wasn’t the time.

			The floor creaked loudly through another hard turn. The way the speeding truck was rocking, Conza was thankful the massive device was bolted to the floor. Its sheer size was now working in his favor. It concealed the lower half of his body from the eyes up front.

			Conza had recently received a new lightweight prosthesis. It was more comfortable than the previous models he’d used, with a nice gel liner that attached securely to his upper leg. More critically in that moment, it could be broken down—the pylon detached easily from the foot for storage. He reached down with his bound hands, found the release button by feel, and disconnected the foot from the pylon. He slid the zip tie off the pylon and then reattached everything. It had all taken no more than ten seconds.

			After squirming back into his beginning position, he again checked his captors. They were still talking, the tone and volume suggesting an argument. They had no idea their captive was now mobile.

			Conza wasn’t sure how he would leverage that, but being able to move was a step in the right direction. The next task was to find a cutting tool to remove his wrist restraints. Maybe even a weapon. His eyes scoured the grimy floor of the compartment hoping for something.

			Hoping for anything.
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			“Where the hell are they going?” Mary Pat asked.

			“Do you really have to ask?” the President replied.

			They had been in the whizzer for hours, watching Task Force 99 engage with all its wrath. The entire National Security Council was now in the room, save for the vice president, who was attending a state funeral in Ecuador. The main screen was the primary focus, a map display that combined the most relevant feeds. Everyone in the room had a god’s-eye view of the operating area.

			And at that moment, the gods were not pleased.

			The blue symbol representing Clark’s C-41 was crossing the border into Georgia. On the road ten miles in front of them was a red dot representing the GAZ truck. It was moving northward at a steady speed on a lightly traveled road. Next to the main screen, a small monitor displayed a satellite close-up of the GAZ in near real time. All the surveillance was being managed by MAADN, seamless visuals from multiple perspectives. Scrolling at the bottom like a news channel crawl was secondary information. The speed of the GAZ, potential destinations, and SIGINT analysis confirming that the Georgian authorities had not yet noticed the breach. It was a level of situational awareness that past decision-makers could only have dreamed of.

			Unfortunately, situational awareness was a hollow advantage when your operators were going off script.

			Ryan said, “Didn’t we tell Clark that jumping borders was off the table?”

			“We did, and I also told the pilots,” Mary Pat replied. “But you know John. He has a tendency to bend the rules in the heat of battle. I could try to reach him on his sat phone, but I’m not sure if we want to turn him around at this point.”

			Ryan knew she was right. Clark had a penchant for pressing the limits, and that was precisely what he was doing now. Yet the President wasn’t completely unhappy about it. There was a dark side to the man, a hell-or-highwater fury that Ryan abhorred as a commander, but admired as a human. Everyone, at some point in their life, needed a Mr. Clark. Right now, the person in need was Lieutenant John Conza.

			“No,” Ryan said. “Let it play out.”

			He was convinced that the vehicle they were chasing was involved in the downing of SAM 719. The abduction of Conza only raised the stakes further. Ryan wanted answers, and the most immediate means of getting them were in the truck Clark’s team was chasing. They needed to talk to whoever was inside, and hopefully seize, or at least photograph, any equipment in the back. Do that, and they might learn who had attacked America.

			“What do the amber lines signify?” SecDef Burgess asked.

			He was referring to projected paths ahead of the GAZ truck. At various points an amber line forked in different directions and eventually became broken, spreading like the branches of a tree.

			Mary Pat replied, “Those are statistical projections of where the truck might be going. The numbers at the end of each branch represent the mathematical probability of that path being taken. MAADN considers not only the possible physical routes, but also the suspected intentions of the vehicle operators, things like fuel stops, potential threats, and likely destinations.”

			As they all watched, the amber tree suddenly shifted. A solid red triangle appeared ten miles in front of the GAZ.

			“What happened?” van Damm asked.

			The President said, “I think MAADN just realized that Task Force 99 is still in pursuit.”

			Mary Pat surmised, “And the red marker is the projected end of the road?”

			“Let’s hope,” the President replied.

			

			—

			Four miles south, across the Anacostia River, Kyle Ryan was ignoring the feed that had the White House Situation Room engrossed. His team had spent most of the day fine-tuning MAADN for the ongoing mission in Turkey. They’d been following that situation closely, but twenty minutes earlier they were sidetracked by a parallel search.

			MAADN was, at the very essence of its digital architecture, an expert in multitasking. For all the processing power spent synchronizing intelligence to support Task Force 99, it had also been silently pursuing another task: the hunt for the missing passenger on SAM 719.

			The AI algorithms attacked the problem in reverse chronology. MAADN began by acquiring the weight and balance paperwork for the flight, verifying that, despite being manifested for sixteen passengers, only fifteen had boarded in Tangier. This was double-checked using a running hack on the Moroccan Customs and Excise Administration, courtesy of the NSA, which showed that fifteen passports had been scanned prior to departure. Closed-circuit camera footage from the boarding area, pirated from the local airport authority, further substantiated the identities of all fifteen passengers and crew using facial and somatic recognition.

			The process of elimination was a beautiful thing. All that remained was to research the one manifested passenger who had not boarded.

			“How should we approach it?” Moose prompted, his fingers poised over a keyboard. Craterly was in the lobby collecting their DoorDash dinner—it was Thai takeout night.

			Kyle said, “The name on the manifest is the most obvious place to start.”

			“Even if it’s an alias?”

			“Especially if it’s an alias.”

			Moose typed in “Ronald Hauptman.”

			A reply came almost instantly. A false passport under that name had recently been generated by the CIA’s Technical Services Division.

			“See what I mean?” Kyle said.

			“Okaaay…” Moose replied.

			“But that does complicate things.”

			“Why? We have access to CIA servers—we wouldn’t have seen this if we didn’t.”

			“True, but it’s limited. Most of what we can’t access is in the Directorate of Operations. If this is an ongoing op, anything specific on this alias would be in the most sensitive tier.”

			“We could probably get access. Heck, the White House is glued to our feed as we speak.”

			“I know, but there might be an easier way. This passport has to be part of a legend, and TSD is methodical. They’ll have seeded previous travel for this identity into immigration systems, most likely in Europe. If we can dig into a few and get a photo, vitals, a nationality…”

			Moose nodded. “I see where you’re going.” He made the inputs.

			A search on European passport databases in the name Ronald Hauptman produced sixteen hits.

			“Sort it by issuance date,” Kyle said, “newest to oldest.”

			Again, the results were quick.

			Moose said, “Two of them were issued within the last two months. All the others are eight months old or more.”

			“Got to be one of those.”

			Moose called the two passport photos up and put them side by side on the screen. One was purportedly a German, dark hair and fifty-two years old. The other was Austrian, light hair, ten years younger.

			From that starting point, the rest was simple. With a name and a photograph of each suspect, MAADN began scraping government databases, social media, and news articles. The German Ronald Hauptman turned up everywhere. He was the chief technology officer of a middling telecommunications company. His face and name bubbled up all across the internet: interviews, boardroom photos, Instagram selfies with his family. Even in its most enthusiastic moments, TSD would never have gone to such lengths to backstop a legend.

			The Austrian Hauptman was the opposite. If it was a TSD legend, it had clearly been a rush job—they’d done little if anything to reinforce it. The name and image drew only one hit in the broad seine cast by MAADN, and a damning one at that.

			SAM 719 had not departed from the commercial terminal in Tangier, but from a remote facility reserved for diplomats and VIPs. MAADN acquired footage, as best it could, from every camera within a quarter mile of the VIP terminal. It ran the face from the suspect passport and got a hit with a grainy picture from the curb in front of the terminal. According to the time stamp, Ronald Hauptman could be seen getting out of a taxi less than an hour before SAM 719 had taken off.

			“Bingo,” Kyle said. “Our no-show passenger.”

			“Has to be,” agreed Moose. “But he did show up.”

			“Can you run that video?”

			Moose went to battle with his keyboard. “All we have is this still capture for now. There’s a problem with the source memory. I might be able to get the rest, but it’ll take some massaging.”

			“Have at it.”

			“The problem is that this false identity only tells us who he isn’t. This would all go a lot faster if we knew the guy’s real name.”

			“True.” Kyle cocked his head thoughtfully. “I see two possibilities.”

			“Put MAADN on it?”

			“That’s one.”

			“And the other?”

			“We ask the CIA.”

			“You really think they’d give us the name?”

			“Probably not. But I know somebody they’d have to give it to.”
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			“That was uneventful,” Ding commented.

			“Let’s hope it stays that way,” Clark replied.

			They had just flown into Georgian airspace, the dimly lit border checkpoint sliding past the port-side window. Wheeler and Ross were monitoring the radios closely. So far, no alarms had been raised.

			Clark returned to the cargo hold, where the rest of the team was waiting.

			“Here’s the scoop,” he said. “We are now in Georgian airspace. Our external lights are off, the moonlight is minimal, and our transponder is off. That’s about as silent as we can run.”

			“The pilots aren’t talking to air traffic control?” Bauer asked.

			“They didn’t initiate contact, but they’re monitoring the radios passively. Wheeler said the controllers might see a primary radar return, a few pings here and there, but this isn’t exactly a hot border. With any luck, we’ll be in and out before anybody realizes we’re here and has a chance to react. We’ve got a good track on the GAZ, and right now we’re in a tail chase. According to the latest intel, odds are high that it’s headed for the Russian border.”

			“Time to intercept?” Ding asked.

			“We should overtake it in ten to twelve minutes…which means we need a plan right now.”

			Charlie said, “I think we have to ask the question, why did they take Conza to begin with?”

			“I’ve been wondering that myself,” said Clark. “The most logical answer is that they want to interrogate him—find out who’s hunting them and learn what we know. Aside from that, as a United States naval officer JC would have intelligence value.”

			The fact that no one cracked a joke to that setup reflected the tense mood.

			“I hate to say it,” Hyori said, “but he is also now acting as a shield.”

			“That he is,” Clark agreed. “Which means we’ve got some decisions to make. We are presently operating illegally in a country that is, in the big strategic scheme of things, marginally hostile toward the United States. Our objective is to rescue a hostage being held in a heavy moving vehicle, and if we can manage it, recover hardware that has significant intelligence value. It goes without saying, time on the ground has to be kept to a minimum.” He checked his watch. “We’ve got eight minutes to come up with a way to pull this off. Ideas?”

			Wu, whose calf wound had been cleaned and bandaged by Hyori, said, “We’re out of limpet mines, so that’s not an option.”

			Ding said, “That wasn’t exactly a smashing success the first time around. The obvious method would be a replay—land ahead of the GAZ and set up a better ambush.”

			“I see one problem with that,” Charlie argued. “Our best chance of stopping it would be to shoot from the front quadrant, aiming for the driver. If I were to guess, they’ve got Conza in the back of the truck. There’s a significant chance he could catch a stray round or a ricochet.”

			“I concur,” said Clark. “It would also take a fair amount of time to set up. We’d have to get way out ahead, land the plane, and scout out a good position.”

			Ding said, “I have a better idea.” This got everyone’s attention. “If a sniper could take out the driver from the side, say ninety degrees off, it would minimize the risk to Conza. A truck like this GAZ is as basic as they get—I know because I’ve driven one. They’re big and unstable. As soon as the driver’s foot comes off the accelerator and he stops steering, the thing will slow down and be in the nearest ditch before anybody else can react.”

			“I’ve driven a GAZ as well,” said Bauer. “You’re right, it’s a battle—the steering is always pulling either left or right.”

			Clark said, “I see two problems with that idea. First of all, while I would never be one to cast aspersions on your superior marksmanship, hitting a target from a square ninety that’s moving at sixty-something miles an hour would be a challenge for anybody. On top of that, I don’t see how it saves any time. We’d still have to land and set up in multiple positions.”

			Ding grinned broadly. “Who said anything about landing?”

			

			—

			“You want to do what?” Wheeler bellowed.

			The aircraft commander had so far not balked at any of Clark’s requests. He had landed on public roads, flown near known SAM threats, and crossed a border without authorization. At the outset, on the long flight from Bodrum, Clark had chatted Wheeler up, learning that he’d been flying clandestine missions for the best part of six years. Africa, the Middle East, the Philippines. He was the real deal, and Ross, his copilot, was also seasoned, her own upgrade to aircraft commander imminent. When Ding outlined his idea for stopping the GAZ, however, they both looked at him as if he was asking them to dogfight a pterodactyl.

			“It’s not as crazy as it sounds,” Ding said. “You can lower the aft ramp during flight, right?”

			“Sure,” Wheeler said, “we do it all the time for jumps and airdrops.”

			“Then it’s simple. Lower the ramp, I set up to shoot, and you fly past the GAZ as low and slow as possible. Our relative speeds won’t be much different, so I’ll have an easy sight picture.”

			“What’s the slowest you can fly?” Clark asked.

			“With the flaps all the way out, a little over eighty knots.”

			“That would cut the overtake to twenty-something miles an hour.”

			“How low do want to be?” Ross inquired. She, too, had been on board with the mission so far, but the hesitancy in her voice was clear.

			“The lower, the better,” Ding replied. “I need to get a good look at the driver through the side window.” He explained the benefits of shooting across the cab as opposed to firing from the front. “I might be able to get two shots off, but if you get me close enough one should do it.”

			“And what then?” Ross asked.

			Clark said, “If we take out the driver, we’re pretty sure this truck will go off the road before anybody can react. You could have us configured for landing as we make the approach, right?”

			“Yeah, the flaps and gear would already be out to fly that slow.”

			“Then you land immediately and we run over and finish the job.”

			Clark could see wheels turning in the skipper’s head. Which was good. He wanted to challenge the plan from every conceivable angle.

			“Vicki would have to fly,” Wheeler said. “The driver will be on the truck’s left, so we have to pass on that side. She’ll have a better look out her side window.”

			It was a good point, Clark thought, and one he hadn’t considered.

			“I’m up for it,” she said.

			“Our engines make a lot of noise,” said Ross. “What if they hear us coming?”

			“I’ve driven a GAZ,” Ding replied. “It’s like riding in a rock crusher. Noise from the engine and transmission drown out everything. But after one or two shots we will lose the element of surprise. To make them count, I’d need you to keep the airplane as stable as possible.”

			“Down that low there’s always a little turbulence.”

			“It doesn’t have to be perfect, just do your best.”

			They began working out details. In principle the plan was simple. In execution it was laden with complications. After two minutes, Clark was satisfied. He liked the plan, perhaps because it came with an edge of unpredictability. More likely, because nobody had a better idea.

			“I see them,” Ross said. She was flying now, her night vision optics directed forward. “Three miles. I’ll start slowing.”

			Ding turned toward the back. After a few steps, Clark put a hand on his shoulder to corral him. Out of earshot of the others, he asked, “You really think you can do this?”

			“Are you asking as my commander or as the grandparent of my son?” It rarely came into play downrange that Ding was married to Clark’s daughter, Patsy.

			“Both, I guess.”

			Ding gave a big thumbs-up. “I got this, Mr. C.”

			“Okay…give it your best shot.”

			

			—

			A twenty-millimeter wrench. A half-liter can of oil. A pair of wire strippers. One massive roll of duct tape.

			That was what Conza had to work with. He’d spent ten minutes squirming around the greasy floor, searching for anything he could use as a weapon. Every movement was agony, the beating they’d given him truly settling in. Swelling reaching its high point, blood pooling, endorphins wearing off. It forced limitations, but none that were debilitating. Conza was facing pain, but pain could be endured.

			It could also be a motivator.

			The cargo area was dark, and that worked in his favor for not drawing attention. The flip side was that surveying the junk-strewn floor of the truck had been a challenge. His tactile sense turned out to be the most valuable. He’d groped around as far as his arms could reach, pushing aside spent food containers, wire fragments, and oily rags. Conza had little to show for his effort. The wrench might be useful if he could get close enough to take a swing at somebody’s head. He’d stuffed that in his hip pocket, the dull steel handle protruding. The idea of starting a fire with the oil had come and gone quickly. He had no ignition source and motor oil wasn’t particularly volatile. It would probably be a self-defeating scheme anyway—setting fire to one’s prison cell was rarely a path to victory.

			The only true weapons he’d seen were in front. There were two assault rifles on the floor near the passenger seat in the cab, and Boss Man was carrying a holstered Glock. As things stood, there was no way to get close to any of them without someone noticing. The geometry remained the same. The driver and Boss Man were still up front, with Beanie and Neck Tat sitting on the crate behind them. Everyone’s attention was directed forward, and he noted no particular tension. All of that was in his favor.

			Conza did his best to keep his legs locked together as if they were still bound. In the darkness it would take a hard look for anyone to notice he’d freed them. He tried to forward-think what opportunities might arise, but without knowing the intentions of his captors it was hard to figure. Taking him as a hostage, he was sure, had been purely opportunistic, and he saw only two possible end games. First was that he would be handed over to the mastermind of this plot when they arrived wherever they were going. That meant more questioning, more duress.

			But any way Conza looked at it, it was better than the other option.

			He wondered again about the explosions and gunfire he’d heard earlier. Who had been behind that? He wondered what Katie was doing right now. She surely knew that the Black Hawk had gone down, and also that he’d gone missing. It wasn’t out of the question that someone in D.C. was tracking the GAZ at that moment.

			Conza looked up at the metal ceiling and imagined a satellite hundreds of miles overhead. He hoped to hell it wasn’t just wishful thinking.
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			The night air swirled furiously, brushing his cheeks and sweeping through his close-cropped hair. The darkness before him was absolute.

			Ding held steady.

			He was splayed out in a prone firing position, his legs scissored wide for stability on the cold metal ramp. One leg was bent to keep his boot from hanging into the buffeting slipstream. The edge of the deployed ramp was immediately to his right, a three-hundred-foot drop to unforgiving terrain—dirt and rock fused solid by a million years of heat and erosion. To his left the rest of the team stood watching: they were rigged up and ready to go. Cast members waiting for their cue to go onstage.

			And in front of him? Ding saw nothing at all.

			The ground below swept past in a rush, a blur of desert shadows. He resisted an urge to lean forward to catch a glimpse of his target. For that he relied on Clark. He was standing up front, directly behind the pilots, and would provide range estimates as they approached the GAZ. When the chance for a shot came, it would come fast. Ding had to be ready.

			His breathing was rhythmic, his mind clear.

			“Five hundred yards!” Clark called out.

			Ding was two feet back from the starboard edge of the ramp, the SIG grounded on a makeshift stand. He wished he had a bipod, or for that matter, a better long rifle, but the scavenged wheel chock and a half-full sandbag felt solid beneath his weapon. In his favor, if all went as planned, he would be shooting from a distance normally found on small-arms firing ranges.

			With his body and elbows on the ramp, vibrations from the twin turboprop engines translated straight into his bones. There was a change in the vibration as Ross pulled the power back. He felt the aircraft begin to descend. The night air was cool and dry.

			“Three hundred yards.”

			Ding’s breathing slowed. He tuned out everything. The wind and the propeller wash. The sensation of hovering above the earth. Thankfully, the air tonight was smooth, only an occasional burble of turbulence.

			He’d been told they would descend to between fifty and one hundred feet above the ground, a variance that depended on the terrain ahead and the copilot’s nerve. Flying low at night over unfamiliar ground was a major challenge, even with the enhanced vision devices the pilots were using. Ding had calculated that his lateral offset, the distance the bullet would travel to reach its target, would be less than one hundred yards. How much less depended, again, on the terrain conditions and the skills of Captain Ross. The airplane would also be flying at minimum speed, meaning the controls would be mushy and minimally responsive. Ding would also have to add a correction for a shooting platform that was inducing an eighty-mile-an-hour crosswind. It would be like shooting in a hurricane.

			Given those extreme variables, he’d done his math as best he could, estimating a corrected sight picture for his scope. He would at least have an accurate range to target—Hyori was behind him with the laser range finder.

			Ding was secured to the aircraft by a tether, a standard precaution for working near the edge of a ramp in flight. The airplane descended and the shadows below gained definition in the light of the low moon. Ding’s senses were fully alert, his mind a balance of focus and serenity. This shot would be a challenge. But then, every shot was in its own way. He was confident in his skills, and also those of Captain Ross.

			“We’re aborting this pass!” Clark called out suddenly. “Hang on.”

			Ding felt the tether attached to his midsection go taut, one of the team members taking out the slack. The C-41 banked left, away from their target, and the engine noise rose. They didn’t seem to be climbing, only veering into a tight turn.

			“What the hell?” Ding said.

			Clark replied, “Headlights coming in the opposite direction. They were going to be too close at intercept, so we’re going to do a quick orbit. We’ll be back on track in two minutes.”

			As he’d done so many times over the years, Ding fell back on a sniper’s most important attribute—patience. He never doubted that it was the right call. He didn’t want to take out the GAZ’s driver only to have the truck slam into a family traveling on vacation. Soon they were back on course, the C-41 flying straight and level.

			“Two hundred yards to intercept,” Clark called out.

			The tether went slack. Ding recalibrated, putting himself in the zone for a second time.

			“I’ve got a visual,” Hyori said in a perfectly level voice.

			Moments later, Ding saw it as well. To his left, a dark shape barreling up the road, the beams of its headlights juddering over asphalt. He saw a car pass in the opposite direction. It kept going and soon was out of sight to his right.

			“One hundred twenty yards,” Hyori said, taking over distance callouts with the range finder. “Altitude seventy feet. Predicted lateral distance will be forty yards. She’s bringing you in tight.”

			If she brings me in much tighter, I can just club the driver with my gun, Ding thought, but didn’t say. His finger touched the trigger.

			He got his first good look at the driver’s-side window. The window was up. He’d been hoping the driver would have it rolled down, removing the chance of deflection on the slightly oblique angle. That, however, had always been a long shot given the chill of the night and the noise of the engine. He doubted this model of the GAZ would have ballistic glass, but even so, the opaqueness of the window and potential reflections might make it hard to see the driver’s silhouette.

			“Fifty yards,” Hyori said. It was the last briefed callout.

			The rest was up to Ding.

			He had a clear view of the window through his scope. They were going to pass close—very close. The whole aerial circus reminded him of a stunt he’d seen at an airshow, a biplane picking up a flag from a moving car. All too late, he realized that minimum range was a double-edged sword. It gave more room for slop when it came to aiming, yet also increased the relative motion between himself and his target.

			He tracked the window as smoothly as he could, an odd blend of supported prone shooting and tracking a flushed quail. Nearly abeam, he discerned a vague silhouette inside the cab. In the last instant, the silhouette shifted.

			The driver turned his head.

			He was looking directly at Ding when the trigger broke cleanly.

			

			—

			The sound came out of nowhere and lasted only milliseconds, but it put Conza instantly on edge. He didn’t realize what it was in that moment. He only knew it struck a basal chord of fear somewhere deep in his brain.

			Imminent danger.

			The next sound, seconds later, was instantly recognizable. Boss Man started screaming. The driver shifted to the right—no, slumped was more accurate—his entire camo jacket coming into view. In the dim light, Conza got a glimpse of what was above the jacket—a devastated cranium covered in blood and brain matter. And just like that, everything coalesced. The initial sound, the movement, the screaming. The situation.

			A bullet had arrived, penetrating glass, flesh, and bone. Someone had taken out the driver.

			Before Conza could react, the truck swerved to the right, pitching him against the sidewall. Then it reversed violently to the left. Out the front window, the truck’s twin headlights skipped over a reeling desert landscape. Everyone and everything inside the GAZ was thrown to the right. Equipment and bodies slammed into panels and doors.

			Having started on the floor on the left side, Conza didn’t have far to go—he smacked into the big electronic contraption that was bolted to the floor. The truck went into a spin, sliding sideways, and then its wheels struck something unforgiving. With a massive groan everything tipped toward the right.

			For a long moment Conza’s tiny world seemed to freeze, the GAZ poised to roll on its right side. He was half falling, half leaning on the massive metal box. Then a crack like a gunshot—one of the big bolts anchoring the great device to the floor snapped. The box shifted and the GAZ’s fate was sealed. The roll continued. Conza threw himself on top of a metal container the size of a dining room table, his bound hands scrambling for a grip and his legs spread wide. The move was full of pain, but not nearly what he risked suffering if he tumbled toward the far sidewall.

			The container broke free of its anchors and slammed down like an anvil as the truck upended. Gravity took hold and the crunch of crumpling metal overrode every other sound. Conza hung on for dear life as the box truck skidded and lurched across the desert on its side.

			Finally, with deathly suddenness, the world fell still.

			Conza had ended up on the top of the great box, the fingertips of his bound hands clinging to its edge in a death grip. He struggled to orient himself. Dust and smoke swirled through the cargo bay, obscuring everything. Slowly it began to clear, and he saw debris strewn wildly, a carnage of hardware and broken lumber. He looked back and saw that one of the GAZ’s two loading doors had burst open. It gave a bit of ambient light and vented the swirling dust.

			Conza’s gaze snagged on a slight glint. Slightly to his right was a jagged shard of sheet metal—a panel from the device had been ripped away, but its ragged base remained attached. It was nothing less than providence. Conza rolled toward it, twisted to put his wrists on either side of the sharp edge, and began sawing the band of his plastic cuffs. In less than a minute he was free.

			The half-open back door beckoned. Then he heard a low groan from up front.

			Conza turned to get a better look and saw Boss Man in the passenger seat. He was breathing, but not moving. He shifted a bit higher, his body protesting, and saw Beanie. Or what was left of him. He’d been thrown to the right-hand sidewall and was now crushed beneath the huge electronic device. He was clearly dead.

			Which left only Neck Tat.

			Conza crawled forward and peered down into the gap between the container and the front seats. A stunned Neck Tat looked straight up at him. Two hands lunged out, reaching for Conza’s throat. In an instinct honed by years of close-quarters combat training, Conza let him have it. But not without a price.

			He bladed his hands, working them under his adversary’s upper arms and over his collarbone. Conza then pushed ahead, letting himself fall. Gravity did the rest, his two hundred pounds creating leverage, his triceps forging outward. The smaller man’s grip broke, and in two seconds Conza was exactly where he wanted to be—behind his opponent with a deep rear choke hold. The pain in his ribs was excruciating, but having the creator of that pain in his grasp was profoundly motivating. He hooked his right leg around the man’s waist and turned up the pressure on his trachea and larynx.

			The man fought for a moment, but with his airway cut off all coordinated countermeasures gave way to panic. Conza upped the pressure, his left bicep crushing the man’s neck. Arms flailed and legs kicked. Conza didn’t relent, not even when the man stopped moving. He did it for the Black Hawk crew. For those aboard SAM 719. And, if he were honest, as payback for the pain these men had caused him.

			His strength was fading, his arms quaking, when he heard a crash from behind. Conza was suddenly blinded by white light.

			The next thing he heard was “Well I’ll be damned, if it isn’t John Conza. We gotta stop meeting like this.”
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			Turkey/Georgia Border

			0019 Local Time

			Conza was sitting on the ramp of the C-41. He recoiled as Wu, playing combat medic, rubbed clotting agent on a gash on his forehead.

			“Sorry, mate,” Wu said in his East London accent.

			“All good,” Conza replied. He studied Wu more closely. “Last time I saw you was on a ship in Bohai Bay.”

			“Small world, huh? But glad to be here. We owed you one from that day.”

			“I don’t keep those kind of scores, but if it’s still on y’all’s minds, then so be it.”

			Conza took in the scene in the distance. The GAZ lay on its side, its hulking frame still smoking. Clark was extracting the only surviving member of the squad from the wreckage—Boss Man. Clark had smashed in the front windshield to gain access and wasn’t being particularly gentle about dragging the man out. The rest of his team was gathered around the cargo compartment of the overturned truck, doubtless to gather intel on the GPS spoofing device. A man and a woman in civvies were standing near the wing of the aircraft. They were watching the road, probably keeping an eye out for oncoming vehicles.

			“Thanks for getting here as fast as you did,” Conza said to Wu. “Glad to see Mr. Clark kept the team together.”

			“I’m glad, too. And we found you quick because we had good intel.”

			“I should get word to my boss in Bodrum that I’m okay.”

			“We’ll let her know.”

			Conza looked at him suspiciously. He hadn’t mentioned that his boss was a female.

			“Like I said,” Wu repeated, “we had good intel.”

			“What about the crew from the Black Hawk?”

			“Only one made it, the crew chief, and he’s pretty banged up.”

			“Damn.” He regarded the man Clark was propping against the hood of the GAZ. “Any idea who these guys are?”

			“We’re trying to figure that out,” Wu said. “That one speaks fluent Russian. The others are hard to say. Based on tats, one’s likely a Kazakh, and another has a Serbian mob symbol on his neck.”

			“So that’s what that was.”

			“Is that what you were wondering when you choked him out?”

			“Just trying to stay on this side of heaven, brother.”

			“Aren’t we all.”

			“I guess the bigger question is, who are they working for?”

			“I think our intrepid leader is pursuing that question.”

			Conza saw Charlie approach Clark from the back of the truck. She handed him a big roll of duct tape—no doubt the one he’d spotted when he’d been searching for a weapon. Clark used it to secure his prisoner, wrapping him repeatedly with the roll of tape and binding him to the bent bumper. Conza thought it seemed strange, since the man could barely move to begin with.

			When he was done, Clark went to the back of the truck and spoke at length with Hyori. Then he walked over to the senior pilot and exchanged a few words. Clark motioned for everyone to join up at the back of the overturned GAZ.

			As Wu began moving, Clark called out, “JC, you can stay there if you want.”

			Conza stood uneasily and limped over to join the team—just as Clark had probably known he would.

			“Here’s the plan,” Clark began when they’d all arrived. “We’re supposed to recover this hardware if we can manage it. The problem is that this thing weighs half a ton. Major Wheeler says the C-41 can handle the weight, so the challenge will be transferring it. I think we can do it, but we have to be quick. We’ve already been on the ground fifteen minutes, and I don’t have any interest in finding out how the Republic of Georgia or Turkey or anybody else is going to respond to our little incursion. Let’s make it happen.”

			It all came together quickly. Bauer and Wu retrieved the longest two-by-fours they could find inside the GAZ. They slid the lumber into metal lift points on the corners of the container. From there, it became an all-hands effort. The seven members of Task Force 99, along with the two pilots and a marginally functional Conza, dispersed themselves to the four corners and managed to lift the device.

			The hardest part was shimmying the big case clear of the wrecked GAZ. Once the device was outside, they turned it right-side up, then set out along the road like stevedores hauling a massive steamer trunk, the two-by-fours planted on their shoulders. Everyone was grunting and straining by the time they reached the C-41, and with a final burst of effort they carried it up the ramp and set it on the steel floor of the cargo bay. Wheeler had used the half-full sandbag that had been Ding’s shooting base to mark the exact spot where he wanted it. A heavy load in a small aircraft had to be placed near the center of gravity; too far forward or aft could make the airplane unstable in flight.

			Clark ordered everyone to prepare for launch. The pilots went up front and began flipping switches. Wu and Bauer ratcheted tie-downs to secure their new cargo.

			“Boss, we have a visitor,” said Charlie, who was now outside on watch duty.

			The team members went outside and looked up the road. A single pair of headlights were approaching from the north, roughly two miles away.

			Charlie raised a set of low-light binoculars, and said, “Doesn’t appear to be a threat. Civilian vehicle. As best as I can tell, two occupants.”

			Clark surveyed the team. His eyes settle on Conza. He stepped forward and handed Conza an assault rifle. “Go deal with it.”

			Conza took the rifle willingly, but struggled to comprehend why he’d been chosen. To the others, Clark’s logic was obvious. Conza was bruised, bloodied, and bandaged. His peg leg projected from a torn pant leg. Topped off with an assault rifle, not to mention the dirt and grime from two crashes—one helicopter and one truck—he was a sight to behold. Any civilian with functioning eyesight would take one look at him and turn tail like they’d stumbled into the zombie apocalypse.

			When Conza saw the others looking at him and smiling, it finally hit home. With a grin, he said in a salty sea dog voice, “Aye, cap’n.” He hobbled away to do his duty.

			Ding approached Clark, thumbing toward their lone prisoner. “What about him?”

			Clark regarded the man, and as he did something in his demeanor shifted.

			Ding had known his father-in-law for a very long time. He knew him as a family member, and also as well as any soldier could know another. Yet in that moment, he couldn’t read Clark. On most days, his blue eyes didn’t reflect his mood as much as his circumstances. Playful, menacing, loving, cold. His gaze was what he needed it to be. But right now, Ding was at a loss.

			Clark walked back to the GAZ. The others also seemed to notice the shift in their commander’s demeanor as he approached the lone enemy survivor.

			No one went with Clark.

			If he had wanted backup, he would have asked for it.

			

			—

			Boss Man did his best to mask his trepidation as the American commander approached. Surely, he failed. He was not easily unnerved, yet he couldn’t push away an impending sense of doom.

			Most likely, it was because he saw something of himself in the big American. He had served sixteen years in the Wagner Group, marauding through some of the world’s most miserable hellholes. He’d been to Ukraine and Mali, Libya and Sudan. He’d shot peasant miners to steal the diamonds in their pockets. Dug trenches in the dirt of Chernobyl to keep from getting blasted by Ukrainian artillery. Yet this…this felt different. All three of his comrades were dead. He was injured and bound to a smoldering truck. It was a level of helplessness he had never before experienced. The kind of helplessness he had only inflicted upon others.

			The American knelt down, putting them face-to-face. His blue eyes were cut from a glacier.

			“Name?” the man asked in Russian.

			Feeling a need to negotiate, hoping a bit of truth would be in his favor, he gave it. “Dmitri.”

			A nod. A good start.

			“All right, Dmitri. There are a great many things I would like to ask you. Unfortunately, neither of us has the time for an extended conversation. So I will be brief.” The American looked him up and down. Boss Man knew he must be a sad sight. His right ankle was swollen, probably broken. The rest of his battered body had been immobilized, wrapped in so much duct tape he looked like a mummy.

			The American continued. “In a few minutes my team and I are going to fly out of here. We have the device you used to bring down a United States diplomatic aircraft, which means the details of your plot will be uncovered. That said, if you can answer two questions it would save us a great deal of trouble. As things stand, you are alive—that makes you the lucky one of your little expedition. You’ve suffered injuries, but on the whole, I think you’ll survive. At some point in the next hour or two, a vehicle will drive up the road, find you, and contact the authorities. There will be an ambulance and a hospital in your future. I’ll let you fill in the rest. But there is an alternate scenario. The one that happens if you don’t answer my two questions. Are we clear?”

			Dmitri nodded. He was massively relieved, but tried not to let it show. He recognized an empty threat when he heard one. American operators were known for operating by a different set of rules. They were highly proficient, motivated, and always had the best equipment. Their weakness, however, was their rigid code of ethics. They were constrained by high-minded rules against opponents who fought by the law of the jungle.

			“I understand,” he said.

			“Excellent. I want to know who you were targeting when you took down that airplane in Bodrum, and also who you work for. That’s all. Two names, I walk away, and we’ll never see each other again.”

			Dmitri grimaced. “I would tell you if I could, but no one gave us names. We are only mercenaries. I was told when the airplane would arrive, but nothing about who was on it.”

			The American only stared, the blue eyes vacant.

			“A man like you would understand,” Dmitri said. “There was no need for us to know. As to who hired us, everything was arranged through the dark web.”

			The American nodded as if hearing what he’d expected. He reached over and picked up the roll of duct tape. It was smaller now, most of it already used to bind him to the GAZ’s crooked bumper. The big man seized Dmitri’s left hand, which was unrestrained below the elbow, and bent it upward until his fingers touched his chin. The pain was excruciating—his hand had been crushed during the rollover, and at least two fingers were broken. Holding it forcefully in place, the American began wrapping the tape around his wrist and neck again and again. When he was done, the palm of Dmitri’s damaged hand was directly below his chin and completely immobilized.

			“What are you doing?” he asked, the first quake in his voice.

			The American put two fingers on the palm of Dmitri’s injured hand.

			“Squeeze my fingers,” he said.

			The Russian looked at him quizzically.

			“Do it!” he bellowed.

			Dmitri did his best, closing the three undamaged fingers of his left hand in a tenuous grip.

			“Yeah, that’s about what I thought. You’ve got some serious damage to that hand. Bones, nerves.”

			The American pulled his fingers clear, then reached into his tactical vest and removed something Dmitri recognized instantly: a standard Russian F-1 fragmentation grenade.

			“What are you doing?” he whispered uneasily.

			“Ever hear of Charles Darwin?” the American asked as he placed the grenade into Dmitri’s partially closed fist. The big man wrapped his own hand around Dmitri’s, including the two fingers that were broken, and forced him to squeeze the grenade firmly. Dmitri grunted in pain. The American then reached in with his free hand and yanked out the grenade’s pin.

			Putting the pin between his teeth, he mumbled, “Darwin had some insightful observations about the gene pool. Now, keep a tight grip—wouldn’t want you to drop it.” The American unfurled his hand and pulled away. Dmitri stared in horror at the pin-pulled grenade in his mangled hand.

			“Good,” the American said. “All you have to do is hold that spoon down, just like you’re doing—it only takes a couple of pounds of pressure. Like I said, sometime in the next hour or so, another car will come by. Might be sooner, might be later. Best of luck.”

			And with that, the big man stood and began walking away. He raised his hand over his head, made a circling motion, and his team began loading into the aircraft.

			Dmitri’s hand began trembling. He adjusted his fingers, trying to get a better grip on the safety lever. A bead of sweat trickled down his nose and landed on his wrist.

			The American didn’t even look back. He was fifty feet away now, issuing orders to his team.

			One of Dmitri’s bent fingers slipped, and he nearly dropped the grenade. His entire arm began to shake.

			“Wait! I’ll tell you!”

			The American stopped, turned around. He said nothing.

			“I was never given the name of the target on the airplane, but I was told he was Swiss. And we work for Malenkov. Andrei Malenkov. Now please…take this thing. I have told you all I can.”

			The American thought about it, then nodded, and said, “Yes, I think you have.” He turned again and set back out toward the airplane, his gait loose and unbothered.

			“Wait! I have told you everything!”

			His pleas were soon drowned out by the sound of the aircraft’s engines firing to life. Dmitri screamed to be heard above them, but it was no use. Soon all the Americans were on board, and the boarding ramp was raised. The transport began moving, its propellers blowing a massive cloud of dust in his face. His eyes burned and he coughed up brown spittle. Dmitri blinked away the dust just in time to see the airplane accelerate and lift into the sky. In no time it disappeared, merging into the blackness.

			Completely alone, Dmitri stared at his sweaty hand and the quivering explosive device. His gaze shot outward, looking up and down the road in desperation. He saw no approaching vehicles. The muscles in his ruined hand began cramping. He fought for control, but it was a losing battle, the physical agony magnified by an overwhelming sense of dread. His entire body began shaking. The grenade seemed to dance beneath his chin, and with a final shudder it fell from his grasp and landed squarely on his crotch.

			His eyes bulged in fear. He tried to squirm sideways, but his bindings made it impossible. Dmitri braced for the explosion that would end his life.

			Time seemed to expand.

			Five seconds. Surely it had been five seconds.

			Surely.

			The Russian glanced down at his lap, anticipating a faceful of shrapnel. Still nothing happened.

			Then he looked at the grenade more closely. The safety lever he’d held in a death grip was still in the safe position, aligned with the metal shell. Then he saw why. The pin had been broken off and was still in place—the device had never been armed. But he had seen the American pull the pin! Only then did he piece together what had happened. It had been nothing more than a magician’s trick. Mere sleight of hand. The pin he’d seen pulled had never been engaged. It was a prop, probably taken from a spent grenade.

			Dmitri canted his face toward the empty sky, and with all the vitriol he could muster, shouted, “You bastard!”
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			The Maghreb

			Al-Jaghbub Airfield

			2302 Local Time

			The hangar was quiet when Malenkov entered. Gone were the whirring of drills, the crackle of welding. The distant howl of a jackal could easily be heard. It was nearly midnight and most of the technicians were asleep.

			The team worked long hours, in part because there was much to be done, but also because diversions were kept to a bare minimum. All phones had been put under lock and key, and even if that hadn’t been the case there was no mobile signal or internet connection. An old TV in the common room was connected to an ancient aerial antenna and offered two snowy local channels—news and prayers in Arabic, and the odd Egyptian soccer match. It was a Spartan existence, but everyone understood that this was part of the contract. Long workdays and short nights.

			Yet there was one exception to that circadian rhythm.

			His name was Omar Qasim, and of all those here, save for Malenkov himself, he was the most vital contributor to the mission. Malenkov had realized early on that for his scheme to succeed, one position would be particularly difficult to fill. He needed a man who was both technically proficient and extraordinarily desperate. An extensive search turned up only three leads, and the CV that rose to the top of the pile did so as a reflection of hardship rather than academic exceptionalism.

			Qasim had been born outside the ancient city of Qatana, Syria, in the shadow of Mount Hermon. He was Syrian by upbringing, British by education, Druze by faith. None of those influences, however, were what had brought him here, to a refurbished hangar on the edge of a desert wasteland. His father had been a teacher, his mother a house cleaner. As a child Qasim had been frail and sickly, a punching bag for the other young boys, and useless in the olive groves. Yet for all the misery God had inflicted upon him, Qasim had been bestowed with one great gift. He had a superior intellect, particularly when it came to mathematics. His father had recognized his talents, and also that they would be wasted in the tinderbox of Syria, which, at that time, was in the darkest throes of its civil war. For a young man with an astonishing mind, it was a land without prospects. The only escape was a literal one—migrate abroad into an increasingly unwelcoming world.

			His father called in every favor from a lifetime of teaching, and with his life savings he sent his only son to England. It worked brilliantly for a time. Qasim had excelled at university, earning a bachelor’s degree in applied physics, followed by a graduate fellowship to CERN, the prestigious European Organization for Nuclear Research.

			Everything had been going to plan until, one crisp spring day in a pub overlooking Lake Geneva, just over two years ago, Qasim had met George Walid. Walid presented himself as the son of a wealthy Egyptian businessman, and that much was true. Malenkov, however, suspected he was far more. He was certain George Walid had been sent to recruit Qasim, although on behalf of whom, or for what purpose, he was never able to determine. An intelligence organization, a terrorist network, possibly even organized crime. In Egypt the lines between them were blurred at best. It was likely that someone had identified Qasim and viewed him precisely as Malenkov did—a talented young physicist ripe for recruitment. All he knew for certain was that Walid convinced Qasim to join him for a weeklong vacation on the Red Sea.

			Qasim never made it past the immigration stand at Cairo International Airport. The Mukhabarat subjected him to an extensive interrogation and, given his area of expertise, they were deeply suspicious. Rumors had swirled for years in Egypt that terrorist groups were recruiting experts on nuclear materials. Whether it was true was of little consequence—the regime’s paranoia ran deep. Qasim was arrested, and foregoing the nuisances of evidence or a trial, a judge sentenced him to twenty years’ incarceration for engaging in “subversive behavior.” And that was precisely where Malenkov had found him: rotting behind the seven-meter walls of Al-Aqrab, better known as the Scorpion Prison.

			Malenkov knew he’d found his man.

			The rest had been shockingly simple. Owing to his work in the GRU and SSD, Malenkov’s connections in Egyptian intelligence were extensive. He paid the requisite bribes—he would have paid far more—and Qasim was deposited on a dusty parking apron outside the prison. Bojan and two of his men collected the stunned physicist and spirited him by car to the Maghreb.

			At that point, the only chore for Malenkov had been to bring Qasim on board in mind as fully as he was in body. He interviewed him at length, doing his best to avoid the atmosphere of an interrogation—more a coach sizing up a prized recruit. He learned that Qasim missed his family, and that he hoped to go back to CERN to continue his work. Malenkov told him both wishes were possible if he undertook one vital project. The choices he presented were stark: a very large payday for a few months’ work, followed by a return to Geneva, or an immediate return to the arachnid-infested hellhole where Malenkov had found him.

			Qasim committed without reservation, and even when he learned precisely what would be asked of him, he showed virtually no hesitation. Malenkov knew why—an angle he had played perfectly. He was not only offering the man freedom, but also a chance to extract payback on the nation that had imprisoned him unjustly.

			Qasim’s work since that day had been exceptional.

			Malenkov found him on the far side of the hangar, working beneath one of the aircraft. Qasim was a bespectacled man with curly black hair and a frail build. Leaning into an engine access bay in dirty coveralls, he looked like a typical mechanic, the only difference being a film badge clipped to his breast pocket.

			“What are you working on tonight?” Malenkov asked as he approached.

			Qasim popped out of the darkened bay, an illuminated headlamp strapped to his forehead. “The airborne mixing system,” he replied. “I am trying to get it to run at a lower speed. High speeds create a froth that injects air into the feed line.”

			“Is that critical?”

			“It’s only fine-tuning. I’ve verified operation of the dispersal systems on all ten aircraft.”

			“Well done.”

			“The difficult part will be meeting the tight schedule when the material arrives.”

			Malenkov regarded the hardware set up on one side of the hangar. There was an industrial mixing tank with a three-thousand-gallon capacity and twin agitators. The attached network of pumps, valves, and piping was designed to be controlled remotely, and a network of cameras monitored the entire process. Aside from these elaborate safeguards, Qasim had installed basic shielding. Lines of stacked lead brick created a pen of sorts—such was their weight, the bricks had required two dedicated supply flights. The enclosure, large enough to contain a single drone, was where the transfer of the material would take place. Qasim had demonstrated the system yesterday, backing one of the drones into the pen with a tug and filling its supply tanks with water in less than ten minutes. Even the electric tug was wired for remote operation.

			Malenkov was impressed. Qasim rarely socialized with the others at Al-Jaghbub, and he tended toward surliness. But his work was first-rate. Malenkov had chosen well.

			“Is there any update on the delivery?” the Syrian asked.

			“It is set to arrive the day after tomorrow, early morning.”

			“That gives me a narrow window. Less than a day to make the transfer.”

			“You said that was all you needed. The material is safe where it is and transferring it here will only draw attention. The less time it is in our hangar, the better.”

			Qasim regarded him skeptically. “Do you doubt I can handle it safely?”

			Malenkov grinned humorlessly. “Quite the opposite. I expect the danger will be minimal. You will see to that for your own sake.”

			Qasim nodded, an admission of sorts. Then he turned away and got straight back to work.
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			Oval Office

			The White House

			Washington, D.C.

			0638 Local Time

			Jack Ryan was happy to get back to his morning routine. Yesterday had been long and eventful, mentally draining. But now he was back on schedule. He had set his alarm for an early wake-up, giving time for a solid workout in the gym. By his reasoning, that was worthy of a reward.

			On the weekends when he managed to get home, Cathy unfailingly put together a doctors-orders breakfast. Granola, fruit, yogurt, orange juice. He knew his wife had his best interests in mind. The White House kitchen, however, was restricted by neither his borderline cholesterol numbers nor marital oversight. Quite the opposite, it was a culinary playground, any presidential whim on the menu. This morning: bacon, eggs, and toast. Purely to assuage his guilt, Ryan had requested whole wheat toast.

			He’d taken the meal in the President’s Bedroom and then dressed comfortably in casual clothes and a light wool jacket. He’d cleared his calendar of ceremonial duties for the day, but he stuffed a tie in his jacket pocket just in case. By the time he reached the Oval Office his presidential mug was nearly empty and his thoughts fully caffeinated. Mary Pat, of course, was waiting.

			What would he do without her?

			“Good morning, Jack,” she said, not even looking up as she flicked through a jacketed copy of the PDB with reading glasses perched on her nose.

			“Good morning, Mary Pat,” he said reflexively. He tried to gauge her expression, wondering if “good” was back in the ballpark.

			They had both remained in the whizzer until early evening, long enough to ensure that the C-41 carrying Task Force 99 had arrived safely back at Incirlik Air Base. Soon after, a SITREP from Clark arrived on the secure network. The most critical portions of the mission had been a success: Lieutenant Conza had been recovered, battered but with no long-term injuries, and a large electronic device had been recovered from the GAZ. More problematic was Clark’s rundown of his team’s engagements. There was a significant body count on both sides of the border, which by now would have been discovered by Turkish and Georgian authorities. The bullet-riddled wreckage at either of the two scenes could introduce complications. That said, it wasn’t the first time he and Mary Pat had, in a diplomatic sense, swept up a china shop after a visit from John Clark. In truth, Ryan viewed it as his part of the bargain. America had been attacked, and Task Force 99 had responded. Any fallout Mary Pat would handle with his full backing.

			“What’s the latest on John Conza?” he asked, settling into a chair next to her.

			“The crew that abducted him worked him over pretty hard. Combined with getting shot down in a helicopter and surviving a rollover in the back of a box truck—the man took a beating. Two cracked ribs, injured shoulder, head laceration, lots of scrapes and bruises. But nothing that shouldn’t heal in time.”

			“Thank God for that. Any backlash about Clark’s excursion into Georgia?”

			“Nothing our ambassador in Tbilisi can’t handle,” Mary Pat replied. “The Turks are going to be more of a problem. They lost a helicopter, and two crewmen are dead with a third in the hospital. I think they’re a bit mystified by all of this. They don’t know if it’s a terrorist campaign or something state sponsored. They asked our ambassador if we knew why Conza had been abducted from the crash site.”

			“And his answer?”

			“He said we have no idea, which is pretty close to the truth. Conza was in uniform, recognizable as a U.S. naval officer. Clark says his abductors were a mix—a Russian, a Kazakh, a Serb, and one unknown. They clearly put Conza through a vicious interrogation.”

			“Do the Turks realize we went across the border to retrieve him?”

			“Yes, Clark mentioned that in his SITREP. He figured they were going to find out sooner or later, so he put it right out front. I think he was angling for some goodwill. Conza needed medical care, as did one of his team members, who’d suffered a leg wound. They were both treated at the base hospital at Incirlik. The team member with the leg wound was released. Conza was admitted.”

			“What about this device we recovered? Do the Turks know about it?”

			“That’s a bit trickier. It’s still at Incirlik sitting inside the C-41. According to Clark, the Turks got a look at it and must suspect what it is.”

			“What’s the plan? Transfer it to a C-17 and bring it stateside?”

			“Logistically speaking, that’s an option. But I’m not sure if it’s the best play. The Turks are a party to this accident investigation. The key to finding out who’s responsible for the crash is to figure out whose basement this system came from. The quickest way to do that is to send our technicians to the scene. I’d recommend the engineers from Wright-Patt.” Wright-Patterson Air Force Base was the main engineering hub of the Air Force, and its electronic warfare technicians were the best in the business.

			“Okay, I’m convinced. Send a team from Wright-Patt.”

			“Will do.”

			“Let’s move on to the rest of what Clark gave us.”

			“What he learned from his interrogation of the lone survivor?”

			Ryan nodded. “He confessed they were targeting a Swiss national on the flight, and that they were hired by Andrei Malenkov.”

			“We’ve got a thick file on Malenkov.” Mary Pat flipped through a folder and read from her written notes. “Longtime star in the GRU, first head of the SSD. Then, about a year ago, he was abruptly fired. Since then, he appears to have gone private. We have it on good authority that he’s been running arms and mercenaries, although not on a large scale.”

			“A part-time retirement gig?” the President said derisively.

			“That’s how it appears…at least, until this week. We’ve been tracking him loosely since he left the SSD. Spends a lot of time at his villa in Portugal.”

			“And now he’s taking down jets carrying American trade delegations?” As ever, Ryan couldn’t escape his analyst’s mindset. “None of this adds up. A guy spends a year heading up the most secretive division of Russian military intelligence, directing sabotage across Europe. Then he gets fired and jets off to his villa? In my experience, when somebody gets canned from a job like that in Russia, they don’t end up on the Iberian seaside. More often than not, they get a bullet and a trip to a Lubyanka furnace.”

			“I agree, we’re not seeing the whole picture. As soon as Clark gave us Malenkov’s name, I put both Langley and the DIA on it. They’ve been up all night trying to learn where he’s traveled lately and what he’s been up to. We should get an update soon.”

			“All right. Which leaves us with this ‘Swiss national.’ It’s got to be Gunther Klaus.”

			“I can’t see it any other way.”

			“Do we know if he was the passenger who didn’t board in Tangier?”

			“The DIA is convinced.”

			Ryan paused. Mary Pat had always been able to read his moods like a book. But she, too, had her tells. And in this building, no one was more attuned to them than Ryan. He’d sensed something in her tone.

			“The DIA?” he repeated.

			She heaved out a weary sigh. “Last night a call came in from your son.” Before he could ask, she added, “Kyle.”

			“Okay. Was he trying to reach me?”

			“Not exactly. He said he wanted my help with something. His team had cranked up its search for this missing passenger and found evidence that it was Hauptman.”

			“What kind of evidence?”

			“Passport information—they hacked into the Moroccan immigration system. The documents of fifteen passengers and crew were scanned during the boarding of SAM 719. They also uncovered surveillance footage to verify faces.”

			“No Hauptman,” Ryan surmised.

			“He was the only no-show. But strangely, he was in the area. They got a single-frame capture from an exterior surveillance camera—he was on the curb in front of the terminal that night. Why he never boarded remains a mystery. CC6 is trying to figure out what went wrong. To that end, Kyle asked for help. He hit a wall when he tried to get Klaus’s real name from the agency.”

			“And that’s why he reached out to you? A bit of pressure from the top?”

			“He didn’t say it in so many words, but that would be my guess.”

			Ryan grinned.

			“What?”

			“Subtle manipulation of human behavior? That’s not generally in Kyle’s skill set.”

			“I’d hardly call it subtle.”

			Ryan got back on track. “Did you see the photo?”

			“I did. A bit grainy, but it was Klaus. For what it’s worth, Kyle seemed confident that MAADN can pick up his trail.”

			“He never did lack confidence, that one. Did you give him Klaus’s name?”

			“No, that’s your decision.” She paused before adding, “It seems like Katie and Kyle are coordinating closely on this investigation.”

			“My children conspiring?”

			“Yes, but not against you. They’re just doing their jobs.”

			“That they are. Send Kyle the name. And then call Ben Stephens—I want the agency to give DIA whatever they need, full access.”

			“Understood.”

			Ryan got up and meandered to the window behind the Resolute desk. He looked out contemplatively at the Rose Garden. “I’ve got a bad feeling about this one, Mary Pat.”

			“So do I. It seems almost certain that the downing of SAM 719 was an attempt to eliminate Klaus.”

			“But why do it that way? Why not just gun him down on a street in North Africa? Taking down a diplomatic airplane seems so…risky.”

			“Is it? Our investigators will probably find proof of a spoofing attack. But if Clark hadn’t tracked down these saboteurs and recovered the hardware, we might never have gotten close to attribution.”

			“True. But still, I get the sense there’s something bigger in play.”

			“Somebody took a massive risk to silence Klaus.”

			Ryan turned back to face her. “And you know what that tells me? Whatever he’s selling…it’s got to be dynamite.”
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			The Medina

			Tangier, Morocco

			1241 Local Time

			Gunther Klaus rushed through the souk with his head on a swivel. He wasn’t exactly running. Bounding was more like it. He moved with frenzied imprecision, pinballing between human bumpers, lurching left and right. The market was what it had been for a thousand years, a baffling sprawl of people, spice stalls, and food carts.

			Klaus only hoped he could vanish in the madness.

			His one advantage was familiarity. He had been to this market many times. He knew its channels by heart, although the individual stalls and storefronts were amorphic, a shape-shifting maze that altered day by day. The sweet smells of cinnamon and jasmine blended with the tang of sizzling fat. He felt sweat trickle down his spine beneath his loose cotton shirt. The heat had nothing to do with it.

			Surrounded by a sea of faces, he scanned each for an anxious instant. Most were locals, dark Berber features and wiry black hair. He also saw tourists: Europeans, Americans, a smattering of Asians. Thankfully, there was no sign of the faces he hoped not to see: three men whose distinctly Slavic features were emblazoned in his mind.

			He collided with an old man in a fez, a grizzled merchant who gave him a nasty look.

			“Pardon,” Klaus said reflexively, spinning a full turn before rushing away.

			He’d come here in desperation, hoping the crowd would be in his favor. The fact that he wasn’t already in the back seat of a sedan with a boot on his neck validated that he’d made the right move. The chaos around him, however, was a prison of its own. Escape and evasion was not his forte. He was a banker, not a spy. A man who ran spreadsheets and created shell companies. The problem, which admittedly he had long seen coming, had to do with his client list. The bankers at UBS and Credit Suisse didn’t find themselves darting through spice markets with assassins on their tail. No, he thought breathlessly, they worked for a far more refined breed of crook.

			Klaus skidded around a corner, his heart rate spiking as he scanned the crowd ahead. He saw none of the three men. But they were here, somewhere.

			He knew he should have been more prepared. Turning to the Americans was a decision he could not take back, and it had almost worked. After receiving the note he’d transferred through the old beggar in Algiers, they’d gotten in touch immediately. Klaus had been assigned a CIA handler and an escape from Tangier was arranged on a diplomatic flight. He had thought it a brilliant plan…that is, until he’d shown up at the executive terminal and encountered a man he knew. The name escaped him in that terrible moment, but the face was one he would never forget—probably why the man had been chosen for the encounter. He was a Czech national who had once employed Klaus to arrange funding for a large load of Semtex.

			As the Czech approached Klaus that night, he’d frozen near the terminal entrance. Then fate had intervened. A Moroccan policeman blocked the man’s path and pointed to the car he’d left parked on the curb. Klaus didn’t wait to see the outcome.

			On pure impulse he’d run into the terminal and bolted toward the security station. The security men regarded him suspiciously, and when Klaus saw no sign of his CIA handler, full-blown panic kicked in. Was the whole scheme a setup? Was there even an American jet outside? Was he minutes away from being bundled onto a flight to Moscow, a one-way ticket to hell?

			Seeing nothing but threats, his thoughts had stuttered and tumbled until there seemed only one way out. He’d bolted toward a side door and run through a mazelike corridor that spilled into a parking lot. A cab, a wad of cash, a spare key. Thirty minutes later, he had successfully escaped.

			In the days since, Klaus’s life had been on a constant downward trajectory. He had initially gone back to his apartment, but quickly had second thoughts. The Russians surely knew where he lived. Instead of remaining in his own flat, he’d moved to a neighbor’s unit—his friend was out of town, and he’d given Klaus a key so that he could feed the parakeets. With his getaway from Tangier ruined, the fear that had gripped him in recent weeks turned to paralysis. He was afraid to go outside and kept the curtains drawn tight. Then this morning, as he’d been sitting in his neighbor’s living room eating canned beans, his world had inverted once again. The closed-circuit security feed of his building’s streetside entrance, displayed on his neighbor’s computer, showed three big men bustling in off the street. None of their faces were familiar to Klaus, but he’d done enough work for the Russians to recognize them for what they were—a gaggle of GRU thugs.

			He’d hurried to the door and monitored the peephole. The apartment with the birds was on the second floor, and soon he heard three sets of boots thundering up the stairs. Klaus held his breath behind the viewing port, willing the men to continue upward toward his fourth-floor unit. When they did, his knees nearly buckled from relief. But he knew he couldn’t stay where he was. The Russians suspected he was in the building, and if he didn’t turn up in his own unit, they might start searching the others.

			Klaus waited thirty seconds. He threw a cup of seed into the birdcage. Then, with nothing more than his phone and wallet, he’d bolted out the door and run for the stairs. Outside, he turned toward the souk, which seemed like the best place to disappear. Moments later, however, he had looked back and seen the Russians in pursuit.

			For ten minutes now Klaus had been running, turning, hiding. How long could he keep it up? He weaved amid shelves of cumin and ginger, rounded tables full of clothing. How had they tracked him to his building?

			Then, suddenly, it dawned on him.

			He pulled his phone from his pocket. That had to be it. Phones could be located. He considered simply turning it off. Would that be enough? Since the handset was obviously compromised, he decided he would never use it again anyway.

			Just get rid of it!

			He eyed a fruit stall and considered depositing it beneath a pile of dates. No, they’ll only find it. I should give them a moving target.

			He saw the answer in a corner, idling behind a smoking grill. A young boy stood in the shadows. He was roughly ten years old, a stick figure in baggy pants and a knock-off Real Madrid jersey. His body was motionless, but his eyes were active, flicking across the crowds. He had to be a pickpocket, or some variation. Klaus knew there was an army of such street urchins here, kids who were hungry and desperate.

			He checked over his shoulder. Seeing no immediate threat, he hurried toward the boy.

			“Parlez-vous français?” he asked breathlessly. In this part of Africa, French was spoken more widely than English.

			“Oui,” the boy replied, his face suddenly young and innocent.

			“I want to hire you for an errand.” Klaus took out his wallet and removed a one-hundred euro note. “I want you to deliver this phone to an apartment.” He gave the address of his shoreside condo. “Knock on the door and my wife will answer. Give her the phone and she will give you another hundred euros.”

			The boy looked at him warily, trying to decipher the scam. He would be weighing the odds of getting the second hundred euros. Estimating the black-market rate for a late-model iPhone.

			“You are not married,” the kid said. “You wear no ring.”

			Klaus blinked. He was so far out of his element, he’d been outwitted by a ten-year-old. He looked over his shoulder, a cautionary move the kid would recognize instantly. Klaus pulled out another hundred euros.

			“All right. Take this, keep the phone if you want. Forget about the delivery, but take it away. Go toward the beach. Do it right now, or I will find someone else.”

			Klaus held the money just out of reach.

			The boy smiled, and Klaus knew his decision was made. The kid snatched the cash and the phone, and scampered away toward the northern exit.

			Klaus moved into a deep shadow and watched the crowd. His heart sank when he spotted one of his pursuers. He wore a dark blue shirt and had a boxer’s face—flattened nose, cauliflower ears, scarred forehead. The Russians had split up to find him. The boxer held his phone in front of him as if it were a divining rod, his eyes flicking between the screen and the faces in the market. Then he stopped suddenly and whirled toward the exit—the direction in which the kid had just run off.

			Klaus had guessed correctly. They were using an app of some kind to track his phone.

			What else don’t I know?

			He backed behind a rack of hanging blankets. The boxer swerved away and disappeared. Klaus waited, not sure where the man’s partners were. Would they all chase after the kid?

			He gave it five minutes.

			Then he gave it five more.

			He set out to the south, more with hope than a plan. He wondered how accurate their tracking system was. Would they catch up with the kid? Possibly, but they would be looking for Klaus himself and the system didn’t seem highly accurate—they hadn’t realized he was in a different apartment earlier. Would they circle back when they realized he’d tricked them? Or were they halfway to the sea and out of ideas?

			He headed into the heart of the Bni Makada arrondissement, a dense residential district. He scurried amid multistory apartment buildings and narrow streets. Each block looked the same as the last. He had nowhere to go and was running out of cash. He no longer had a phone. This last thought led to a corollary that struck like a bolt of lightning. He had ditched his phone in such a panic, he’d forgotten that it held the number of his CIA handler. He could have memorized the number easily—Klaus had a gift for numbers—yet he hadn’t bothered. One more lesson learned.

			A far more important number, thankfully, was chiseled indelibly in his mind. Klaus had placed reams of damning information about the GRU’s finances in a secure online vault, one that could only be unlocked by a twenty-character password he’d memorized. If he could get back in touch with his handler, the crown jewel of his defection was intact.

			Klaus entered a minor park and began wandering. The burden of his situation felt suddenly immense. The midday heat was insufferable, and a gusting wind sent swirls of dust dancing through the air. He diverted to an empty bench and sat in the shade of a jacaranda tree. A group of old men sat at tables nearby playing Dama, a variant of checkers, and mothers chased squealing children across the adjacent playground.

			“What now?” Klaus whispered to no one.

			It felt strange, in this digital world, to have fallen so completely off-grid. No contacts to call or message, no questions answered by chatbots. He recalled a newscast he had seen the morning after he’d gone into hiding. The American diplomatic flight he’d nearly boarded had crashed in southern Turkey. There was only one rational explanation. The Russians thought he had made the flight after all, and in their desperation, they’d taken it down.

			Now, clearly, they had figured out he was still in play.

			Bringing down the jet was an indicator of how badly they wanted to stop him. In truth, he wasn’t surprised. He had hard evidence of financial crimes. Hundreds of billions of dollars were at stake. But there was also something else.

			One time-sensitive scrap of intelligence.

			Klaus was no military tactician, but he knew how the Russians operated. Something big was about to happen in Libya.

			He had funneled money to resurrect a remote airfield in the Maghreb. Shifted more to hire a group of mercenaries to staff it. And he was intimately familiar, in the way only a money manager can be, with the man who was running the operation. Andrei Malenkov, the former head of the SSD, had made some very unusual financial moves in recent months. Moves implying that whatever was happening in the Maghreb, it would happen very soon.

			And if Klaus couldn’t get that information to the right people? God only knew what Malenkov was about to unleash.

			He got up off the bench and started moving.
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			Incirlik Air Base

			Turkey

			1329 Local Time

			The 39th Medical Support Squadron at Incirlik is not officially designated as a trauma center. As the only U.S. military medical facility in Turkey, the unit provides primary care for over a thousand permanently stationed military members and their families. Yet the air base’s unique location and mission—serving as a staging area for men and material across the Middle East—requires that the 39th MSS have expertise in tactical combat casualty care.

			Katie walked down the corridor of the small hospital getting the usual impressions of a military medical facility. Antiseptic smells, institutional decor, a staff divided between wearing scrubs and utility uniforms. The nurse leading her down the hall was an Air Force first lieutenant. She was also strikingly attractive. At the front desk, she’d been hesitant to engage the breathless young Navy officer who’d rushed in. After Katie introduced herself as Conza’s commander, however, which wasn’t technically true, information began flowing more freely.

			The nurse said, “I wasn’t here when they brought Lieutenant Conza in last night, but I’m told he was in pain. They gave him a pretty good dose of sedatives.”

			“And today?”

			“I’d say it’s worn off. He’s been hitting on me all morning.”

			Katie smiled. “Yeah, that’s JC. Sounds like he’s feeling better.”

			“Definitely. And he is kinda cute.”

			“He is that.”

			The nurse stopped in front of a room with an open door. “I’ll leave you to it, Lieutenant Commander. If you need backup just ring the front desk.”

			Katie laughed and went inside.

			The relief she’d felt from her conversation with the nurse dissolved when she got her first look at Conza. He was propped up on a bed and covered in bandages. There was no gown on his upper body, and his chest was a black-and-blue map of pain. His right shoulder had been immobilized and there were contusions on his face and arms.

			His eyes blinked open and he seemed to focus, although his head barely moved. “Dang,” he said in a raspy voice. “I was hoping for that hot O-2.”

			Katie forced a smile. “Good to see you, too, JC.”

			“Aw, nothing personal, boss. It’s just that she’s—”

			“Yeah, I saw what she is.” She went to his bedside. “You took some hits, my friend.”

			“You should see the other guys.”

			Katie began to relax again. JC might look like crap, but there was nothing post-traumatic in his mood. She supposed it made sense. After losing a leg in combat, taking a beating under interrogation and surviving an air crash would be a walk in the park.

			“How’d you get here so fast?” he asked.

			“The Turks had a logistics flight scheduled to come here from Bodrum this morning. I asked Colonel Demir if I could ride along and he was very accommodating.”

			“I heard about the helo crew. Stinks about the pilots, but at least the crew chief made it.”

			“Yeah, the nurse told me he’s down the hall. They expect him to make a full recovery.”

			“Good to know.” Conza shifted to sit up a bit higher and his face tensed. The pain seemed to subside quickly. “How goes the investigation?”

			“We’re making headway. Colonel Carter’s techs have been digging into the data from the black boxes. It’s pretty much as we feared, an electronic attack—the airplane’s navigation system was being fed bad information.”

			“How does that happen?” he asked.

			“It’s pretty technical, but Carter gave me a quick and dirty rundown. The navigation data from the downed jet showed a sudden change in both position channels as it was preparing to land. There’s supposed to be a warning if the positions disagree, but that didn’t happen initially because of the simultaneous shift. Bottom line, the airplane was twelve miles off course in heavy cloud cover. The instruments told the pilots they were descending to the runway when they were actually sinking into mountainous terrain.”

			“Sounds like this spoofing system created errors at the worst possible moment.”

			“There’s no other explanation—and that was probably the intention. Carter also showed me a transcript of the cockpit voice recorder. At the last moment, the right-seater called out a navigation warning flag. But by then it was too late.”

			“Damn.”

			“Thanks to you and John Clark’s team, we now have the device that was used in the attack. A group of technicians from Wright-Patterson are flying in to tear it apart and figure out how it works. If they can determine where it came from, we’ll have a clue as to who’s responsible.”

			“Have you IDed that missing passenger?”

			“I heard from Kyle this morning. He knows who it is and is trying to track the guy down.”

			“Ronald Hauptman?” Conza speculated.

			“Just like we figured. Kyle was pretty guarded about what he could reveal, but he confirmed that the guy using that alias never boarded.”

			“Think he was the target? The reason the jet was taken down?”

			“It would make sense, but there’s still no hard evidence to support the theory.” Katie glanced at the open door, then went over and closed it. “I haven’t heard many details about what happened last night. You feeling up to giving me a rundown?”

			“Only if you promise that all high points of initiative and valor will get put in my next FITREP.”

			Katie grinned.

			Conza covered the helicopter crew’s attempted intercept of the convoy, and then the SAM launch that had taken them down. He told her about waking up in the back of the GAZ as a prisoner, being interrogated, and his eventual rescue. She waited until he was done before hitting him with questions. The first one was automatic.

			“So it was John Clark who pulled you out of this bind?”

			“The one and only—although he did have help.”

			“Anybody I know?”

			“Ding Chavez and a bunch of guys with funny accents.”

			Katie gave a knowing nod. She knew Ding well—he and her father had a long association. Clark himself was a veritable family member, going back to when he served as her father’s personal protection officer during his days with the CIA. In various capacities, Clark had been at his side ever since.

			She said, “Sounds like Task Force 99 made good for the help you gave them on that dock in Tianjin.”

			“That might’ve been mentioned.”

			“Aside from recovering this device, Kyle mentioned that Clark questioned one of the group that abducted you.”

			“He did.”

			“Any actionable intel come from that?”

			“Honestly, I can’t say. Mr. Clark had sent me off on an errand while that went down.”

			“An errand? In the condition you must have been in?”

			“I was selected to turn away a carload of approaching civilians.” He told the story as only JC could. The occupants of an oncoming sedan, a young couple, had taken one look at him, bloodied and carrying an assault rifle, and screeched wide-eyed through a U-turn in a cloud of dust.

			Katie could only laugh at the scene he painted.

			Conza glanced at the door. “One of Clark’s guys was brought in with me. He had a leg wound, but they patched him up and released him.”

			Katie nodded, and as she did the gears in her mind began to turn. “Any idea if Task Force 99 is still around?”

			“You mean on base? Most likely. Last I heard, they were getting put up in the Qs. They’re probably all luxuriating in their hot tubs by now.”

			Katie laughed again. There wouldn’t be hot tubs, but it was a fact of life, at least in Navy minds, that Air Force visiting officer quarters were Ritz-like in comparison to their Navy equivalents.

			“Have they said how long they’re going to keep you here?” she asked.

			“I asked, but you know how doctors are.”

			“Careful…my mom is one.”

			“I don’t see any reason to stick around. I’m banged up, but all they tell me to do is sit still. I can do that on an airplane as well as I can here.”

			“JC, you don’t sit still anywhere. But point taken.” She gave him a thoughtful look. “I think I might go over to the Qs and look up Mr. Clark.”

			“Sounds like a plan. But one word of advice. If you knock on his door, make sure you’re visible in the peephole. Guys like him get a little twitchy otherwise.”

			“John Clark is a lot of things…but twitchy isn’t one of them.”
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			Incirlik Air Base

			Turkey

			1354 Local Time

			The VOQ building was within walking distance. Katie went to the front desk and an airman basic explained that they didn’t have any officers checked in under the name of John Clark. Not surprised, she explained that she was looking for a group of six men and one woman, all OGA, other government agency, who’d arrived the previous night.

			The young man clearly knew to whom she was referring. He made a discreet call on the desk phone, providing her name and rank to whoever answered. The clerk hung up and gave her a room number.

			It wasn’t a big building. Task Force 99 probably populated a quarter of the rooms available for visiting officers, most of whom would typically be aircrew overnighting for crew rest at the busy continental waystation. Katie paused squarely in front of the viewing port on the door marked 15. Conza’s half-serious suggestion had stuck. Of course, she couldn’t say for certain who was going to open the door.

			She had seen Task Force 99 operate from afar. The first instance had been some months ago when they’d extracted a valuable asset, known as the Night Spider, out of China right under the noses of its Ministry of State Security. Bookended by what had gone down last night, she could only imagine what they’d been up to in the interim.

			The door rattled, pulled back, and the space was filled by the considerable presence of John Clark. He smiled broadly at Katie, in the way an uncle might regard a long-lost niece.

			“Well, look at you…Lieutenant Commander.”

			Katie smiled. “Nice to see you, Mr. Clark.”

			He laughed. “Your dad made you call me that twenty years ago, but I think under present circumstances, John will suffice.”

			“John it is.”

			He waved his long arm, inviting her inside like a maître d’ at a French restaurant. As he did, Katie heard a slight grinding sound from his shoulder.

			What she saw inside surprised her…but only for a moment. The room was a veritable armory: weapons, ammo cans, plate carriers, night vision gear, multitools. A disassembled handgun lay on the table next to a grenade.

			“Charming,” she said. “All of it yours?”

			“There are seven of us. This is technically a Turkish base, and they have pretty strict rules about keeping firearms in private quarters. But I’ve got my own rules about that kind of thing, and also some heavy hitters backing me. I was able to convince the base commander that there was no safer place for all this than my room.”

			“You always did know how to make a point. Guess you don’t mind the smell of gun oil.”

			“At this point, it’s pretty much what’s running through my veins.” He looked her up and down. “You look great, Katie. Life treating you well?”

			“It is. And you?”

			“All good. A few aches and pains—my fault, mostly, for not ducking at the right time for so many years. I hear you’re tearing it up over at ONI.”

			“Not sure about that, but I work with a great bunch.”

			“Good answer. Reminds me of what Eisenhower said about leadership.”

			Her gaze went to the ceiling in thought. “I’m paraphrasing, but something like ‘Leadership consists of taking responsibility when things go wrong and giving your subordinates credit for successes.’ ”

			“That’s the one.”

			“Did he tell you that in person?” she added mischievously.

			Clark winced. “Touché.” His blue eyes then narrowed. “I’m guessing you came here to see JC?”

			“Yeah, I was just at the clinic. He seems to be doing well.”

			“Glad to hear it. I understand the two of you were in Bodrum helping with the accident investigation.”

			“We were. Although at this point, we’re pretty sure it was no accident.” She went over the basic sabotage theory. “Now that you’ve recovered the hardware we can hopefully figure out who’s to blame.”

			“Let’s hope.”

			“Is it true you interrogated one of the perpetrators?”

			Clark gave her a circumspect look. “Briefly.”

			“And did he give up anything important?”

			“I’ve sent that information up the chain, and I would guess it ended up on your father’s desk. I’m not sure how closely they’re holding it, so it would be better if you asked that question through formal channels.”

			“Sorry…I didn’t mean to stick my nose where it shouldn’t be.”

			“Sure you did. Which is exactly what I would have done. But in this case, I think it’s better that we both play by the rules.”

			“Understood.”

			“What are your plans now?” he asked.

			“I’d like to spring JC out of the hospital.”

			“I’m sure he would appreciate that. And then?”

			“I guess I’ll head back to the crash site.”

			The blue gaze sharpened. Clark pulled two chairs away from a small dinette and set them to face one another. He sat in one and waited. Katie tentatively took the other.

			“No,” he said.

			Her eyes narrowed. “No…what?”

			“You can’t go back to Bodrum.”

			“Why not?”

			“I think you know.”

			Katie felt her ire rise. “I’ll go where my commander sends me. And last I heard, that was to Bodrum to help with this investigation.”

			“Look, let’s cut to the chase. You are an officer in the United States Navy, and by all accounts you are serving your country admirably. But you are also the daughter of the President of the United States. Your partner was just kidnapped by foreign nationals, a confirmed terrorist element who haven’t yet been identified, but who could conceivably have more manpower in the area. Turkey is a predominantly Muslim country with marginal security, and it’s bordered by countries that are known havens for terrorists. By the grace of God, you didn’t join JC on that chopper ride.”

			He paused as if waiting for an argument.

			Katie had an impulse to do just that. But she fought it. Maybe it was her respect for Clark, or possibly doubts about whether she would really be of use in Bodrum. In the end, she realized it was neither of those things. She simply knew Clark was right.

			He said, “As soon as JC gets the okay to travel, both of you need to get on the next flight stateside. There are C-17s, C-130s, and tankers passing through here all the time. Dover, Andrews, McGuire—just get Conza back. He won’t admit it, but he’s going to need some PT to get back up to speed. For what it’s worth, that’s what I would do if he was one of mine.”

			She nodded, her eyes going to the floor. “Okay…you’re right. My staying here would be more trouble than it’s worth, I get that. And JC needs medical care, the kind he can only get back home.” Her frustration then burst through. “John, I love my dad. I love who he is and what he does for our country. But it pisses me off that who he is…it’s always hanging over my head. It’s like a shadow I can’t escape.”

			“Look, I get it. That stinks, but it’s reality. The key is how you deal with it, Katie. From all I’ve heard, you’re doing a damn good job for the Navy. This is just one of those times when you have to back off.”

			She heaved a long sigh.

			“In all honesty, I do have an ulterior motive for wanting you to go stateside.”

			She looked at him questioningly.

			“I’m not trying to put you out of the fight. I want you running it. Yesterday we were getting some shit-hot intel from a new DIA unit called Cyber Cell 6.”

			Katie eyed him closely, but said nothing.

			“I’ve heard a rumor your brother might be involved.”

			“A rumor.”

			Clark didn’t expand. He simply said, “I think we’re going to need more intel like that before this is done and dusted.”

			“You want me to go back and work with Kyle?”

			“I want you to discuss it with your commander. Tell him you’re up to speed on the situation here because you’ve been on the ground. Tell him there’s a critical need for intelligence, and that the crusty old commander of a classified task force has asked for your help in liaising with DIA.”

			Katie studied Clark. She had been hearing about his exploits since she was a kid. More recently, she’d watched him work from a distance. She’d read the after-action reports from his ops. Tales of daring, moments of valor; feats that made him seem almost superhuman. John Clark was as close to a legend as a clandestine operator could be. But what she saw in him now wasn’t any of that. It was down-to-earth and human. It was a leader making solid decisions, even if they weren’t the easy ones.

			“Okay,” she said, standing. “I’ll get JC on the next available flight. And after I get him back, and under proper care, I’ll bust my ass to give you whatever you need.”

			He put on a roguish grin that made him look suddenly twenty years younger. “I can’t ask for any more than that.”
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			The Maghreb

			Al-Jaghbub Airfield

			1430 Local Time

			The light assaulted Malenkov’s eyes, and he squinted mightily. Even behind dark sunglasses, the sun at the edge of the Sahara was merciless in its brilliance.

			“There,” said Gamling, pointing into the distance.

			He followed the engineer’s gesture and picked out the drone. It was roughly five kilometers away, barely visible. “The paint scheme blends in well,” he remarked.

			“The skies here, like those in our target area, are often obscured by dust. I chose the best camouflage scheme to deny lookup visuals.” Gamling watched a monitor closely. A joystick was attached to the computer by an umbilical, but he wasn’t manipulating it. The controller, Malenkov had been told, was only for emergency use—a backup if something went wrong. The aircraft was flying in a completely autonomous mode.

			They were standing at a makeshift workstation outside the hangar. The table was covered in computers and monitors, a rat’s nest of wiring connecting it all. Malenkov watched raptly as the drone approached, alternating between the main screen and the slender form in the sky. The aircraft was large for a drone, roughly the dimensions of a Cessna trainer, yet its wings and fuselage were noticeably sleeker. The nine others in the hangar were exactly like it.

			Gamling said, “These are fire-and-forget weapons. Once they have launched, the route is final and they cannot be recalled. Our target will have defenses. Because of it, we cannot rely on the usual methods of navigation. Frequencies can be jammed to prevent VHF signals, and GPS denial is also a possibility.”

			“How does it navigate, then?”

			“I have written my own algorithms. The most accurate method uses an antenna linking to low earth orbit satellites. The Skylink constellation has the best coverage for where we are operating.”

			“Can’t that also be jammed or disabled?”

			“It can, but it isn’t likely. Skylink is owned by a private company that doesn’t like to inconvenience its customers. It also has few military contracts to make it worth targeting. But even if that were to happen, there is a backup—a completely autonomous navigation system. It uses a low-power mapping radar to compare terrain to an onboard database.”

			“A terrain map? The drones will approach from the sea, will they not?”

			“Yes, but they won’t be far off the coast. Shoreline stands out beautifully on radar. Since we know precisely where we are going, I only needed to install ground maps for a narrow ingress corridor, and of course, the target area itself. Even if the system loses all connections, the aircraft should be able to maintain course and deliver its payload. The backup navigation package is what I am testing today.”

			Malenkov watched the drone approach. It was driven by a single tail-mounted propeller and seemed unusually quiet. He knew its propulsion system was a hybrid design—a gas engine for takeoff and long-range cruise, and an electric motor for infrared stealth when approaching the target area. It was a baseline Iranian design, the Republican Guards having worked feverishly in recent years to improve their drone technology. What had begun as an effort to gain advantages on future battlefields had morphed into a lucrative stream of export cash from both government buyers and black markets.

			“I can barely hear it,” Malenkov remarked.

			“The noise signature is at a minimum in full electric mode.”

			“How fast is it traveling?”

			“One hundred and sixty knots. That is very fast for an electric drone. A high-speed model was necessary to maximize our chances of success.” Gamling tapped on his keyboard. “There. I have interrupted the satellite signal and put our drone off course by one thousand meters. The terrain map should take over and make an automatic correction.”

			Malenkov watched closely. Within seconds, he saw the drone turn sharply toward the extended centerline of the runway. Once aligned, it turned a second time to track the desired attack profile. The aircraft flew closer and closer, and at the last moment it check-turned slightly toward the hangar and overflew their workstation at an altitude of less than one hundred meters. When it was almost overhead, the aircraft seemed to disappear in a cloud of mist.

			Malenkov could hear the drone now, but the sound dissipated the moment it went behind the roof of the immense hangar. Seconds later, he was enveloped in a fine mist. The vapor cooled his exposed skin and drew into his lungs with each breath. It was as if a cloud had settled from a clear sky. He knew the mist was only water, but it was unnerving all the same.

			He looked at the former postal worker with irritation. “Was that necessary?”

			“Accuracy is everything. I am still fine-tuning the descent rates of the aerosol. Together with projected wind information, I must calculate the optimum altitude for dispersal.”

			Malenkov used the sleeve of his shirt to wipe the water from his face.

			The drone landed five minutes later, its autonomous system bringing it to a smooth touchdown on the wide runway. As soon as it came to a stop, Gamling killed the engine. The two men boarded a large electric golf cart and headed toward the runway.

			Malenkov studied the drone closely as they pulled up beside it. This was the first time he had seen one in action, all his previous encounters having been in the hangar with airframes that were partially disassembled or wrapped in protective sheathing. The wings were straight and long, the tail a thin V-configuration. A single three-blade, pusher propeller was geared for maximum speed. It was similar in configuration to the American Predator drone, only smaller in scale and lighter. The cylindrical fuselage contained both the aft-mounted hybrid engine and tanks for the payload and fuel.

			The aircraft had been purchased from HESA, Iran’s largest manufacturer of drone aircraft. While most of the company’s offerings were military variants, the Shahed-151 was part of its civilian lineup. The aircraft was intended for agricultural spraying, the application of pesticides and fertilizer from low altitude. Which was very near what Malenkov had in mind.

			Gamling put locking pins in the flight controls to keep them from moving, then backed up the golf cart toward the nose of the drone. He connected a tow bar to the aircraft’s nosewheel and soon they were pulling it toward the open hangar door.

			“Is the material shipment on schedule?” Gamling asked.

			“It is.”

			“And once it arrives?”

			“It’s not the kind of thing one leaves laying around. Qasim has the transfer bay ready. When the material arrives, we will load and launch…assuming your aircraft are ready.”

			“They will be ready today. But I cannot speak for the weather. As Qasim is fond of saying, ‘The will of God prevails.’ ”

			Malenkov snorted derisively. “The terror we are about to unleash—God would have nothing to do with it.”

			They arrived at the hangar, and as soon as they passed inside, security men heaved the big rolling doors closed. Malenkov had no reason to expect surveillance—one of the reasons he had chosen such a desolate location—but there was no sense in tempting fate. The moment he stepped off the golf cart his phone rang.

			He checked the screen, and when he saw who it was, he moved away before answering. “Well?” he said.

			“We didn’t get him,” said Bartos, the head of the search in Tangier.

			“What went wrong?”

			“He was in his building, but hiding in a different unit. Our equipment wasn’t accurate enough and he slipped out. We followed him to a souk, but then he ditched his phone. He must have realized we were tracking it.”

			Malenkov’s face creased in anger. He had always known he would have to eliminate the financier. When he’d caught wind that Klaus was turning against them, the timetable had simply advanced. Unfortunately, the Swiss was proving elusive for an amateur.

			“Do you think he is still in Tangier?” Malenkov asked.

			“Most likely. We found his passport in his apartment, and we have a source in Moroccan customs. If he tries to leave, we’ll know it.”

			Malenkov had doubts about any source in that part of the world. He did, however, agree that Klaus was likely still in Tangier. “You’ll have to do it the old-fashioned way. Track down his friends and acquaintances. Put every available set of eyes on the street.”

			“We’ll need more manpower.”

			“Ten?”

			“A hundred would be better.”

			Had it been anyone but Bartos, Malenkov would have taken that as a joke. “I’ll do what I can. And make no mistake, when we do find him, he must be silenced once and for all. Our mission is close to going live, and he is the only one who can jeopardize it.”

			“We’ll take care of it.”

			The call ended, and Malenkov pocketed his phone thinking, If I only had a dollar for every time someone has told me that.
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			Situation Room

			The White House

			Washington, D.C.

			0935 Local Time

			Kyle had been to the White House a number of times, but always as a member of the First Family. The Easter Egg Roll, First Family Christmas photos, even once to impress a cute, and very awestruck, political science major he’d had a crush on. This was the first time he had come in an official capacity as a government employee.

			Moose was at his side. He looked uneasy. He was wearing his only jacket, a threadbare tweed item that would have been rejected if he’d donated it to Goodwill. Both of them were tired, having gotten only a few hours’ sleep last night in the “quiet room” down the hall from their workspace at DIA headquarters.

			They had endured a phalanx of security at the entrance and were now following an intern down the hall.

			“You must know your way around here,” Moose said at a stage whisper.

			“Certain parts. A lot of it I’ve never seen. Did you put together that PowerPoint?”

			“I was too busy programming the next search. But I did get the videos uploaded.”

			“Okay…then we wing it.”

			“You’re gonna do most of the talking, right?”

			Kyle laughed. “MAADN is going to be the star. You and I are just the messengers.”

			The reason for the hastily drawn meeting had come out of nowhere. MAADN had spent the previous night scouring Tangier for any traces of Ronald Hauptman, the mysterious missing passenger from SAM 719. Then early this morning, at the direction of the White House, the CIA had shared more information. The man they were looking for was named Gunther Klaus, a Swiss banker who was attempting to reach the West with a trove of information on illicit Russian finances. With that bit between its digital teeth, Cyber Cell 6 started plowing.

			The results came quickly and were nothing less than a revelation. After a brief phone call to Mary Pat, it was decided that an in-person briefing by Kyle and Moose would be the best option.

			Their escort descended a set of stairs and led the way to the Situation Room. There were perhaps ten people in the room, the bulk of the National Security Council. Kyle had met a few of them at social occasions he’d been dragged to, and the rest he either recognized or knew by reputation. Mary Pat Foley stood beside his father, who was sitting at the head of the large conference table. Kyle locked eyes with his dad—no, he corrected, the President in this situation—for a prolonged moment. The connection was clipped when someone shut the doors behind them.

			Kyle hadn’t been nervous about the meeting. He knew he was among friends and one family member. But now, in the hush of this famous room, with the weight of what they were about to discuss…he began to feel the pressure. He was no longer in his binary comfort zone, dealing with ones and zeros. This was the real world, a far grayer place, where decisions were made that could cost men’s lives.

			“Welcome,” said Mary Pat, her eyes on him and Moose. She introduced them by name—their real ones—and their affiliation with the DIA’s Cyber Cell 6. She then got straight to business.

			“I understand you have some footage relating to our operation in Tangier?”

			Moose set up a laptop and went to work. A large projection screen was in place, and as he made the relevant connections Kyle started talking.

			“Early this morning our team at CC6 launched a search on a Swiss national, Gunther Klaus. He is believed to have gone into hiding in Tangier, Morocco. According to the CIA, Klaus was supposed to have boarded SAM Flight 719 two days earlier, which as you all know ended tragically. Given that starting point, we backtracked and were able to place Klaus at the airport. In a still photo I believe you’ve all seen, we placed him on the curb in front of the executive terminal prior to the flight’s scheduled departure.

			“Since then, we’ve been able to recover the full video.” Kyle gave Moose a signal. The clip began to run, and Kyle provided narration. “You can see Klaus exiting a taxi and approaching the terminal. As he does so, another man appears and clearly gets Klaus’s attention. Before the second man can close in, a policeman cuts him off. We’ve reviewed the footage carefully, and we believe this was nothing more than a stroke of luck—the man had left his car unattended on the curb, something the police are trained to watch for.” Gesturing to the video, Kyle said, “Klaus is clearly spooked. He uses the distraction to disappear into the terminal. We don’t know where he went after that.”

			“Do we know who this man was?” asked his father. “The one who approached him on the curb?”

			“We grabbed the best image and ran it through enhancement algorithms followed by facial recognition. We were able to achieve a high-confidence match. His name is Joachim Bartos. He’s former Czech Republic Special Forces, and for the last five years Bartos has hired himself out as a mercenary in Africa and the Middle East. The NSA was able to isolate his phone and run a partial call history. At the time of the photo, he’d been in Tangier for at least two days, presumably to search for Klaus. Using what we learned about him, along with what the CIA has on file, we performed a deeper dive and uncovered some new footage.” Kyle signaled for Moose to run the second clip, and a grainy CCTV feed filled the screen. Three men, one of whom was almost certainly Bartos, could be seen rushing through a foyer and up a flight of stairs.

			“This took place roughly five hours ago. The footage was acquired from a security camera in the lobby of Klaus’s apartment building. Minutes after these men ran upstairs, we can see Klaus escaping.” The time stamp advanced, and Klaus could be seen rushing down the stairs and out into the street. “We’re not sure how he got away, but Klaus is clearly aware that he’s been hunted.”

			Another finger swipe from Moose, and the final video ran. “This next scene takes place roughly twenty minutes later. The footage was obtained from various cameras at a large outdoor market nearby.”

			From various vantage points, the three men who had rushed up the stairs of Klaus’s building appeared to be searching for him in the market. There were also momentary sightings of a nervous Klaus, who was clearly trying to evade them.

			Kyle said, “Analysis of various signal intercepts suggests these individuals were tracking Klaus using Quark. It’s an app designed by an Israeli company. The Israelis are leading edge when it comes to hacking and tracking phones, and they’re not shy about selling their apps on the open market.”

			The screen went blank, and President Ryan asked, “Do we know if they caught up with Klaus?”

			“We can’t say for certain. The evidence you’ve just seen was acquired in the last few hours. The NSA has some exceptional signal tracking abilities, and we think it’s possible that Klaus ditched his phone. If that’s the case, it would be much harder for these mercenaries, if that’s what they are, to find him. Conversely, it would also make it harder for us to reestablish contact with Klaus. We’ve focused all available assets on Tangier. Since we don’t have much of a human network there, we’re mainly talking about cyber and SIGINT. I would recommend reaching out to the French and Spanish—they have a better ground game in North Africa than we do.”

			“Let’s do it,” said Ryan, his eyes on CIA director Stephens.

			“I’ll take care of it,” he replied.

			The President then said, “We need to put ourselves in Klaus’s place. If he really has ditched his phone, does he have an alternate method of contacting his handler?”

			“I talked to his case officer,” said Stephens. “They had backups for previous meetings, but Klaus was set for extraction and there was no contingency for an abort. He’s heard nothing from Klaus since the flight departed without him.”

			Mary Pat said, “Is it possible Klaus would buy a burner phone to contact his case officer?”

			Stephens said, “If he’d chosen that route, I think we would have heard from him by now.”

			“I agree,” Ryan seconded. “Maybe he’s spooked about phone contact of any kind. I think we should focus on what other methods he might use to contact us.”

			“We don’t have a consulate in Tangier,” said the secretary of state.

			Stephens added, “He’s not a trained intelligence officer. Sounds to me like he’s running scared.”

			Kyle said, “My team came to the same conclusions. We believe our best bet for finding him is to scour the city electronically from every possible angle. Cameras, signals, banking information. NICHE is designed for exactly that—sorting through raw metadata.”

			A brief silence ran, and no one objected.

			“All right,” Ryan said. “Mary Pat, let’s give Cyber Cell 6 the lead. Direct all supporting agencies to sweep up everything they can.”

			“Yes, Mr. President.”

			Ten minutes were spent on interagency coordination, and after that the room began to clear. Kyle and Moose were among the last out. As Kyle headed to the door, he couldn’t avoid locking eyes with the President. His father gave him a wry smile and a subtle thumbs-up. The two didn’t always see eye to eye, but today they’d found common ground. It felt good, although Kyle knew he would have done nothing different if it had been someone else at the head of the table. As he disappeared into the hall, he was already shaping search logic in his head.

			At the end, only Mary Pat and the President remained.

			Ryan turned circumspect and slowly began shaking his head. “Those bad vibes just keep getting worse,” he said.

			“Agreed,” she said. “The downing of SAM 719 was an intentional act.”

			“But I can’t see it as a one-off strike. This isn’t the Islamic State lashing out or some fringe terrorist group. That aircraft was brought down for one reason—someone wanted desperately to take out Gunther Klaus.”

			“And now we have this video Kyle unearthed. There was a team on the ground going after him as well.”

			“Led by a Czech mercenary,” Ryan added suggestively. “Sounds like just the kind of thug Malenkov would hire.”

			“There are Russian fingerprints all over this, I agree. But I’m still not seeing the risk-reward balance. A year ago, when Malenkov headed up SSD, instigating a crash like this would have been a bridge too far. You can’t murder a cabinet member and a plane-load of others and not expect repercussions. Does that equation change simply because Malenkov has gone private?”

			“Never forget, we’re talking about Russia. The Kremlin is all about smoke and mirrors.”

			“That they are.”

			“We could go direct to the source,” Ryan spitballed.

			“Yermilov?”

			He nodded.

			She gave it some thought. “In principle, I’m not against a call. But I think it would be better to wait until we have more evidence.”

			“Never point a gun at someone unless it’s loaded?”

			“Something like that.”

			“Maybe we’ll get hard evidence from the team that’s going to tear this spoofing device apart.”

			“The Wright-Patt engineers are en route. Oh, and as I said, we’ve been trying to track down Malenkov. The NSA uncovered an airline ticket. He was booked to fly from Moscow to Porto a couple of days ago. He ended up being a no-show.”

			“Which means we only know where he isn’t,” Ryan lamented.

			“Basically. But we’ll find him.”

			“Any way you look at this, Klaus seems like our best hope.”

			“He is. And he’s most likely still in Tangier.”

			“In that event, to be proactive…let’s assume CC6 locates him. We’d need to bring him in immediately. My inclination is to have every option available.” He let that hang in the air suggestively.

			“Boots on the ground? Possibly a kinetic option?”

			“That would be a last resort, but given what we’ve seen so far…I think it has to be on the table. Do we have any CIA assets near Tangier?”

			“I spoke to the station chief in Rabat yesterday. He’s got two paramilitaries in the entire country. Both are in the field, eight hundred miles south on the Mauritanian border.”

			“Not much help. And Malenkov has got at least one goon squad already in the neighborhood. We saw three of them in the video, but now that Klaus is on the run, I’ll bet more are en route.”

			“There’s never a shortage of hired guns. I think you’re right, the race is on. We have to find Klaus fast. Once we do, we have to get him out of the country under the nose of a hostile adversary.”

			Ryan said, “And that, my expert in all things clandestine, is your department.”

			Mary Pat grinned. “I’ll bet Yermilov says that on a daily basis.”

			“But in his case, instead of preventing chaos, he’s manufacturing it.”

			“It would take time to get DEVGRU or Delta briefed in and transported to site. I’d say Task Force 99 is the obvious choice. They’re not far away and they’ve already got a grip on the basic situation.”

			“How fast can you make that happen?” Ryan inquired.

			“I took a quick peek right before the meeting. Our best option is a C-17 on the ramp at Incirlik. It was heading to Iraq, but I can have those orders amended.”

			Ryan regarded her knowingly. “Sometimes I think you’re telepathic. Other times…I think you just know how to play me.”

			“Maybe a little of both. We’ve been working together a long time.”

			“That we have.”

			“I’ll notify the appropriate command and have the C-17 crew start prepping.”

			Ryan hesitated. “Won’t that look a little conspicuous? One of our C-17s landing in Tangier to unload a team of operators?”

			“Already taken care of. The plan is to stop in Sigonella and switch to a less conspicuous airplane. I also asked State to smooth their entry into the country.”

			He shot her a withering look.

			Mary Pat smiled and headed for the door.
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			The Kremlin

			Moscow, Russia

			1742 Local Time

			The toady was in fine form.

			And truly he needed to be.

			The bespectacled bureaucrat from the Ministry of Economic Development droned on in his monotone, doing his best to put frosting on a fiscal shit pile. “The ruble has stabilized, with inflation only rising two percent in the last month. That is half the increase of the previous period.”

			Another graph flashed to the wall-mounted screen. President Yermilov glared at the data, one more jagged line sloping down to the right. Has it ever looked different?

			The monthly economic briefing was a long-honed institution, a dog and pony show inflicted by the cogs of the administrative realm. The surroundings contrasted wildly with the tedium of the occasion. The ballroom’s crystalline chandeliers hovered like glittering clouds and bolts of red velvet lined the walls. Altogether, it instilled a distinctly regal aura. Convening the monthly briefing here was akin to eating borscht and dumplings at the Grand Palace. Yet as with all of Yermilov’s directives, it was done with a purpose. As kings and emperors had recognized for millennia, the trappings of wealth were not for the pleasure of the regent—they were a blunt demonstration of power.

			He had expected today’s briefing to be the usual lusterless affair: readings on the Russian economy rarely incited passion, and in any event, in the hands of so many brazen sycophants, they were nothing near an honest appraisal. In recent months, however, the collective weight of the data had begun to instill in Yermilov a distinct sense of…unease.

			“Manufacturing in the defense sector has shown improvement,” the speaker went on. “Measurable gains have also been made in finding skilled labor…”

			Measurable gains, Yermilov reflected.

			He had endured enough of these saccharine sessions to develop an immunity to their verbiage. The underlying content, however, was another story. Or more succinctly, the degree to which the numbers had to be manipulated. How far did the speakers stretch to find slivers of good news? How were the axes of graphs truncated for spin? Which sore points went unmentioned? Yermilov would never have survived this long as president of the Russian Federation had he not been able to tease out trends. And what he’d seen in recent months was undeniable: a galaxy of flashing red lights.

			The downward slide had begun at the outset of the Ukraine War. Sanctions had come immediately from the West, as he’d known they would. Yet he also knew that the real bite from such measures would not be felt for years. Which, regrettably, was where he found himself today. Aside from the BRICS countries, and a few opportunistic outliers, Russia’s foreign trade had all but vaporized. It’s air- and seaports were operating far below capacity. Capital investment from overseas was all but a memory. Domestic manufacturing had reverted to a wartime footing, tanks and artillery shells taking the place of cars and washing machines. Russia’s fiscal reserves, her so-called rainy-day fund, had been all but depleted by the tempest in the West. The nation’s entire economy had come to rest on a one-legged stool: energy prices. Without cash coming in from oil and gas, the Russian economy would go into free fall.

			And if that happened? To say the least, his days of living on an unfixed income would be over. The other end of the spectrum wasn’t worthy of consideration.

			Yermilov had escaped this day of reckoning for years. To its credit, the Central Bank had done an admirable job of managing the shortfalls. Yet the softening of energy prices over the last six months had accelerated. The Saudis were fed up with OPEC+ cheating, and their pockets were deep enough to endure a yearlong crash in crude prices. In theory, if they drove enough of the marginal producers out of business, prices might rise to a more sustainable level for the long term. Yermilov didn’t know if that strategy would work—nor, he imagined, did the Saudis—but the campaign was rattling markets on a daily basis.

			The speaker reached the end of his presentation and, in true beta-male form, asked if there were questions while clearly hoping there were not. Everyone waited for Yermilov to take the lead, but his distractions had gotten the better of him. After a long and discomforting silence, he rose without a word and walked out.

			His security detail followed him to his office, and as he passed into the anteroom he saw Vasin waiting. The director of the GRU wore a troubled expression. Without so much as a greeting, Yermilov flicked a finger to invite him into his office.

			Yermilov headed straight for his desk. When the door closed behind him, he said, “I take it this is important?”

			“Yes,” Vasin replied. “There are two matters to discuss. The first involves Gunther Klaus.”

			Yermilov sank heavily into the plush chair behind his desk. He left Vasin standing. “I hope you are going to tell me he has been eliminated.”

			“I wish I could give you that news, but no. He has, however, been located. He is in Tangier.”

			“And how do you know this?”

			Vasin’s feet shifted—his usual tell. “Malenkov called me this morning.”

			“Malenkov? What does he have to do with this?”

			“Apparently, he has been using Klaus for his own operations and suspected him of improprieties. He sent in a hit team, but Klaus eluded them.” Vasin didn’t mention that his own men had made even less progress in Tangier.

			“Eluded? How? The man isn’t trained in countersurveillance.”

			“He does have basic skills. Given the work that he was doing for us, his handlers thought it wise to teach him some basic tradecraft. And being a concierge banker, he is naturally suspicious. Now that Malenkov’s team has bungled the job, Klaus will go into hiding. We believe he is still in Tangier.”

			“And why did Malenkov contact you about this situation?”

			“He assumed the GRU would want Klaus silenced as well, and he asked for manpower to help finish the job.”

			Yermilov nodded thoughtfully. “And did you act on this request?”

			“Of course. By the end of the day, we will have dozens of men scouring the city.”

			“A city of what—a million people?” A single presidential finger began tapping the hardwood. An overt manifestation of anger and impatience. “Malenkov’s instincts were correct. A pity the GRU did not take such initiative.”

			“I—”

			“Find him!” Yermilov snapped.

			“Yes, we will have him soon. You have my personal guarantee.” Another shift in stance. “I also wish to bring another matter to your attention…one of our Koronet satellite countermeasure devices has gone missing.”

			“A what?”

			“It is a system built by KRET,” Vasin explained, referring to the electronic warfare subsidiary of the state-owned Rostec defense manufacturer. “Koronet has been in development for many years. It can be concealed in a standard box truck and is designed to confuse the navigation systems of aircraft. A prototype has gone missing from the test site at Severnyy.”

			“And why is this a concern?” Yermilov pressed, Vasin’s reluctance clear.

			“It is possible…only possible…that such a device was used to instigate the recent air crash in Turkey. The American diplomatic flight.”

			Yermilov’s cool gaze went to ice.

			“Are you telling me we had a hand in this crash?”

			“No…I mean, the army had no part in it. But our intelligence suggests that the Americans suspect a possible electronic attack. If Koronet was responsible, it was used without authorization.”

			“Someone stole our technology and used it against the Americans?”

			“There is a chance Koronet was acquired by unknown parties.”

			Yermilov slammed an open palm on his desk, incandescent with rage. “Can the army not keep track of its secret weapons!” he thundered.

			Vasin didn’t reply. The GRU was, at least on paper, a subsidiary of the Armed Forces of the Russian Federation. That meant he would soon be answering to the minister of defense as well.

			“Do you have any idea where this device is now?” the president prodded.

			“We believe Koronet was recovered by the Americans.”

			It was all Yermilov could do to quell his anger. “Can this hardware be tied to us?”

			“It was assembled in the KRET production facility near Krasnoyarsk. I am told certain parts are of domestic origin, but others, including most of the digital circuitry, were obtained abroad. There is nothing stamped on the prototype to say where it came from. That said, the Americans have a long history of analyzing our military equipment. If we deny Koronet’s origin, they won’t believe it. But they can prove nothing.”

			“Do you have any idea who stole it?”

			“We are going back over security-camera footage from the storage site in Severnyy, but so far there is no trail. One day the truck is there. The next day it is gone. It seems to me we should focus on how Koronet was used. Gunther Klaus was set to be on this doomed flight, and others knew it. Others who wanted him eliminated.”

			The president tipped his head to one side. “Malenkov?”

			“His name does keep coming up.”

			Yermilov considered it for a long moment, then gave a dismissive wave of his hand. “It doesn’t matter. If the Americans come at us with accusations about Koronet, we will deflect them. Finding Klaus is the priority. Coordinate with Malenkov if you must, but I want it done! And once you find him, make sure he is never again a problem.”

			“I understand,” Vasin said. He turned and left the room.

			Staring at the empty doorway, the president of the Russian Federation whispered, “No. You most certainly do not.”
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			Room 14

			Building 31

			Naval Air Station Sigonella

			1816 Local Time

			The room was a paramilitary’s dream. And an enemy’s nightmare. Carbines and subguns, sidearms and grenade launchers. Sniper rifles chambered for various rounds, plate carriers, optic devices. And of course, ammunition. Mountains of ammunition.

			The placard outside the climate-controlled room read Special Access Only. Its bank-vault door and cypher lock served as exclamation points. It was locally referred to as Room 14, a curiously insipid moniker for a space whose contents could start a war. The armory’s less formal name, used only by those who were admitted, was far more colorful.

			This was the Devil’s Playground.

			The desk at the security station near the entrance was manned, 24/7/365, by Navy enlisted personnel. These were the gatekeepers who made sure that anyone admitted had good reason to be here.

			The seven operators inside at that moment most certainly did.

			“When did they stand up this place?” Ding asked, turning a TAC-338 in his hands.

			“Within the last year,” Clark replied as he shrugged on a plate carrier for size. “We’ve been closing armories downrange in recent years, and somebody decided it would be a good idea to set one up on the doorstep of Africa and the Middle East that was tailored for units like ours. Sigonella was the natural choice.”

			“We needed this very much,” piped in Bauer as he jacked nine-millimeter rounds into a magazine. “The weapons we have been using were not ideal.”

			Noticing that his team was plundering the room like a Black Friday doorbuster sale, Clark said, “Keep in mind, people, our new airplane does have weight limitations.”

			It was a valid point. The C-17 that had brought them here from Incirlik would soon depart. Waiting on the ramp to whisk them to Tangier, courtesy of the CIA’s Air Branch, was a Gulfstream G650. The high-performance business jet offered speed and anonymity, but it didn’t have the payload capacity of a heavy-lift transport.

			“Everybody grab a set of this comm gear,” he added, showing a miniaturized earbud and mic combo.

			“How long do we have?” Charlie asked.

			“Our air chariot awaits. There will be provisions on board so no stopping at the club for happy hour. This one stop was necessary, but as soon as we’re done here, we load up and launch.”

			“Do we know where we will be staying when we reach Tangier?” asked Toussaint.

			“I called the Four Seasons, but they were booked,” Ding said.

			Given the recent operational tempo, Clark was encouraged by his team’s lighthearted mood. The squad was at full strength. Ding had acquired antibiotics for his ear infection back at Incirlik, and it was looking much improved. For his part, Wu was moving smoothly, the injury to his leg having been treated and confirmed as minor. “The State Department has people working on that,” Clark said. “I’d expect another short-term rental.”

			Ten minutes later, he cut off the feeding frenzy. They loaded up into the crew bus that had brought them here, and minutes later everyone was humping their new gear across the tarmac to the Gulfstream’s cargo hold. When they finished loading, the bay was bursting with Pelican cases and rucks.

			The jet was standard-issue CIA, a larger version of the off-white Lear that had been in Bodrum days earlier, waiting for a connecting passenger who’d never arrived. The pilots, too, were agency. Tom Hooper was compact, fortysomething, with mussed surfer-blond hair. He met them at the boarding stairs wearing civilian clothes and a Navy ball cap.

			“Welcome aboard Mystery Air. Flights to nowhere are our specialty!”

			“Do we have a flight attendant today?” Wu asked. He was the only bachelor on the team.

			“That’s a negative. Food and drinks are self-service. The exception is the java. The coffeepot has a tendency to catch fire, so leave that to us.”

			The copilot came out of the cockpit and introduced himself. Brian Sesniak was big and amiable, a few years younger than Hooper. After everyone took their seats, he provided a bare-bones preflight announcement, covering emergency exit procedures, how to wear a buttercup oxygen mask, and an approximate flight time to Tangier. His spiel included the hand motions of an airline flight attendant and a shit-eating grin, and earned a raucous cheer at the end.

			The seating configuration was less than business class—not the plush club chairs a corporate CEO would expect, but standard airline-type seats in an arbitrary configuration.

			Clark sat next to Ding as the jet began taxiing.

			“You expect any trouble bringing this gun show into Morocco?” Ding asked.

			“State promises we’ll get a pass.”

			It was a quietly common arrangement. When paramilitaries traveled the world heavily armed, the first order of business was to not be thrown in jail for bringing weapons and explosives into a neutral country. One method was to land at a remote airfield with no immigration oversight, but that wasn’t going to happen tonight. The alternative was for the State Department to request special dispensation from customs and immigration authorities. This ranged from completely looking the other way to softened inspections. It was a malleable concept shaped on a variety of factors: the friendliness of the standing government, the regional diplomatic climate, and favors owed. Outright bribery wasn’t off the table.

			Clark said, “Our instructions are to leave the heavy weapons on board—don’t ask, don’t tell. Those are only a contingency anyway—we’re not looking to start a shooting war. Security has been arranged for the aircraft. We’re allowed to carry what we can conceal and won’t get hassled about it. Our mission is to find Klaus, get him back to the jet, and haul ass out.”

			“What could be easier?”

			Clark shot his son-in-law a severe look.

			“Not getting superstitious in your old age, are you?”

			“I’ll ignore that.”

			Ding grinned. He did enjoy poking the bear. The engines spooled up, and the jet began its takeoff roll.

			“Any idea how we’re going to find Klaus?” Ding asked.

			“That’s the sticking point,” said Clark. “We have no clue as to where he’s holed up, and the seven of us aren’t going to find him by roaming the streets. We need a vector, some kind of intel. I’m told all the agencies are working on it, including Cyber Cell 6.”

			“Kyle Ryan’s unit?”

			“Yep. His new AI platform has been on a roll.”

			“Let’s hope it keeps going. Without some direction, we’re going to be playing a lot of gin rummy.”

			Clark gave Ding a hard stare. “I thought snipers were supposed to be patient.”

			“And I thought abuelos were supposed to be retired.”

			“Yeah, well…that’s the thing about being an abuelo. It makes you think about the next generation, what you’re leaving behind.”

			“Making the world a better place and all that?”

			“I guess.” Clark looked out the oval window, saw the tawny coastline of Sicily falling away. “But some days it does wear on you. The world is changing fast, and we humans aren’t handling it well. AI, social media, surveillance states. It’s like civilization is riding a centrifuge that keeps going faster and faster.”

			“Technology’s not all bad—it depends how you use it. You just mentioned that Kyle’s team is leveraging our latest and greatest to find Klaus.”

			“True. But we’re not the only ones with technology.”

			“Malenkov?”

			“Could be. He used to be the jefe of the SSD.”

			“But he’s gone private,” Ding argued. “A guy like that wouldn’t have deep cyber for finding Klaus.”

			“A guy like that shouldn’t have had a state-of-the-art electronic device that could bring down an airliner.”

			To that Chavez had no response. Silence took hold as the Gulfstream streaked high into the gathering Mediterranean dusk.
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			Novy Urengoy Airport

			Western Siberia

			0921 Local Time

			The hulking Il-76 transport squatted on the ramp like the weary traveler it was. Its paint was dulled by sun, its skin pockmarked by hail. Black stains swept back from various panels and seams, the fluids that were the jet’s lifeblood having dribbled into the slipstream during flight. The Il-76T was a commercial variant of the venerable Soviet-era military transport, which itself was a design reverse engineered from the American C-141. With thirty million miles on her airframe, the wings of the “C-141-ski” sagged in the frigid morning air. By any measure, the aircraft was nearing the end of its service life.

			The same could be said of her captain. The weathered Belarusian stood askance in the forward cargo hold, keeping a wary eye on the proceedings. A big forklift belched black smoke as it struggled up the aft ramp with the final load. The airplane settled lower on its oleo struts from the added weight.

			Like the pilot in command of any cargo aircraft, the captain was intimately familiar with transporting hazardous materials. He knew the rules chapter and verse for handling corrosives, explosives, infectious substances, and flammable gases. The load he was carrying today, however, was none of those things.

			He looked down at his clipboard and saw a manifest with only basic information. They were hauling twenty-nine shipping casks, each weighing slightly over five hundred kilograms. Sixteen metric tons. This information was vital, dictating where the casks would be placed and how they would be secured. Yet the greater question—and the one that was adding new filaments of gray to his crewcut dark hair—was the issue of what was inside them.

			For the first time in his long and checkered career, he would be flying a jet with no direct knowledge of what he was carrying. The story he had been given, that they were hauling empty casks to be donated to the provisional government in eastern Libya, was pure bullshit. He’d flown a number of missions to the same airfield in recent months, flights that had carried more typical cargo. Machinery, stores, crates of food, fuel bladders. On one occasion, a consignment of drones from Iran. Never had there been anything like this—a complete void of information.

			He guessed they were hauling some manner of radiological agent, even though none of the casks were marked with the standard trefoil symbol—the internationally recognized emblem for ionizing radiation. Admittedly, he had drawn this conclusion on purely circumstantial evidence. The way the forklift strained under the weight of the casks. And far more damningly, the way the man overseeing the loading process had checked each container with a Geiger counter.

			The question of what to do about it loomed menacingly.

			The captain worked for TransAvia, a Belarusian cargo airline based in Minsk. For thirty years he had hauled all manner of suspect loads to airfields across the world. Smuggled oil drilling hardware to Russia’s Far East, crates of guns to Africa, banned electrical transformers to Cuba. He thought he’d done it all.

			But this was in another league.

			The shipping party listed on the manifest was laughable. He’d seen his share of sham companies, but whoever had contracted this shipment hadn’t even bothered to list a contact address. TransAvia had given him a flight plan with an indirect route that avoided the airspace of certain countries. If he had to divert for an emergency, he’d been told to land only at military bases in Russia or a handful of other countries: Azerbaijan, Cyprus, or Syria. And in an unprecedented preflight briefing, his chief pilot had instructed that if none of those places were reachable in a crisis, he was to ditch his aircraft at sea.

			The forklift backed out of the cargo bay, and as the last cask was being tied down by the loadmaster, his copilot appeared at the entry door. He’d been preforming a preflight inspection in preparation for departure.

			“Captain, something you should see.”

			The skipper, already in a sulfurous mood, glared at his copilot. The young man was competent, but his penchant for going by the book was grossly overdeveloped.

			“Don’t tell me you have found another minor dent on the fuselage.” That had been the issue last week, a ding in the hull similar to what a car door would suffer in a parking lot. A jet this old had hundreds of them.

			“No, it is more important,” the kid said.

			The captain followed his second down the stairs and onto the tarmac. The pressure to stay on schedule was intense, and the nature of their cargo only added to the tension. He was in no mood for delays.

			The copilot led around to the far side of the big jet. There was no need to point out the problem. The captain stopped in his tracks. The main landing gear consisted of twin sets of eight wheels, one on either side of the broad fuselage. One of the four tires on the forward starboard truck was completely flat, and an adjacent tire appeared to be damaged.

			“Shit!” the captain muttered.

			He went closer and studied the mess. They had arrived three hours ago, a rushed crossing from Minsk, and on the inbound taxi there had been no irregularities. No steering issues, no thumping of damaged tires. Then he saw the culprit. Wedged between tires two and three was the twisted remains of a pickax. Like everything in Siberia, the airport at Novy Urengoy was in a perpetual state of repair. He imagined the tool had fallen off a truck driven by a drunken work crew.

			“We have to call a mechanic,” the copilot said.

			The captain gave him a withering look. Instead of slapping the kid, satisfying as that would have been, he pulled out his phone and placed a call to TransAvia. While the call was routed to the maintenance section, he said, “Call the tower, tell them to keep our flight plan open.”

			“Yes, sir.”

			“Then go find some gloves and get back here.”

			“Gloves?” the copilot inquired.

			“Unless you want to get your lily-white hands dirty. When the mechanic shows up, he’s going to need some help.”
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			The Medina

			Tangier, Morocco

			0640 Local Time

			When Gunther Klaus awoke, he felt prickly and tired, another poor night’s sleep adding to his collective fatigue. The room had no windows and one door. The only light came from a naked overhead bulb and a slit of light beneath the door. He estimated the dimensions of his quarters to be roughly ten by thirteen feet. Nearer a closet than a place to live. The shared bathroom was two floors down, and the only appliance, an electric hot plate in one corner, was perilously close to the sheetless stained mattress. The mattress reeked of bodily fluids and hashish.

			Depressing as all that was, for the last eighteen hours there was no place on earth Klaus would rather have been—or at least, no place in Tangier. Because aside from the bartender, who would be sound asleep at this hour, no one knew where he was.

			The tiny room was situated above the Kasbah Bar. Alcohol was an acceptable vice in Morocco, although generally kept indoors out of respect for Islamic sensitivities. Klaus had patronized the Kasbah a number of times. He wasn’t a regular by any means, but he’d been here enough to know that the owner, who tended the bar most nights, kept a handful of rooms for rent on the top floor. Klaus had seen cash deftly change hands, and watched customers creep up the narrow staircase. Some did so in the company of prostitutes. Others were more guarded—gaunt, ebony-skinned men from the south awaiting their final push to Europe.

			Tangier’s geographic position was unique. Less than twenty miles across the Strait of Gibraltar was Punta de Tarifa, Spain, making this the nearest jumping-off point between the continents. For that reason, Tangier was a natural hub for human trafficking. And the old medina, as had been the case for a thousand years, was central to the action. Its maze of streets and alleys—some too narrow for people to pass shoulder to shoulder—were all but impossible to police. The Kasbah Bar, Klaus had decided, was the perfect place to hole up for a night. Any longer, however, was out of the question. If all went to plan, today he would reconnect with the Americans.

			He’d spent a largely sleepless night weighing how to make that happen. Countless ideas had rushed into his head and vaporized just as easily. The sticking point was always the same. He had to leave a message where the Americans would see it, yet do so under the noses of the Russians.

			It was at dawn, with the morning call to prayer reverberating against the ancient stucco walls, that he’d finally come up with a plan. He’d lain still for a time, working through the angles. It wasn’t perfect, but no plan was. As Klaus put on his shirt and shoes, details fell into place. His cash was running desperately low, but he thought he might pull it off.

			He went downstairs in a hurry. An old woman sweeping the floor of the deserted bar shot him a disapproving look. Nothing good ever went on upstairs. Klaus returned an empty smile and continued outside.

			The dawn air was cool, and as he walked south kernels of the basic tradecraft he’d been taught took hold. He had made his most important purchase the previous afternoon. Feeling exposed on his way to the Kasbah, he’d stopped at a souvenir shop and paid cash for a cheap gray hoodie. Today it seemed like the best investment in clothing he had ever made, surpassing so many fine suits from Armani and Saint Laurent.

			Klaus lifted the hood over his head, donned sunglasses, and headed up the cobblestone lane.

			

			—

			Klaus found that the easiest part of his plan, surprisingly, was renting the donkey.

			Tourist schemes in the old medina were legion, and among the favorites were private tours of the old town on the backs of tethered mules. For Europeans on holiday, it was the perfect Instagram moment—an exotic adventure to be shared with the world. The moment Klaus was after was precisely the opposite. Taking a tour would allow him to approach his target with maximum anonymity, and when the time for a picture came, he hoped it would reach the smallest-possible audience.

			He was cautious as he approached the lane where the guides queued up. He surveyed the streets continuously, watching for Slavic faces that paid him too much attention. With his sunglasses and hoodie, he appeared to be just another fair-skinned tourist trying to ward off the sun.

			The tours, Klaus knew, followed a canned route that passed directly in front of the building he was targeting. It took the rest of his cash to make everything happen, and even then, he had to bargain down the price with the guide—a grizzled old Berber whose traditional clothing was covered in traditional dust.

			Klaus was committing to an all-or-nothing gambit, yet it seemed his best chance to reestablish contact with the Americans. He was sure they were looking for him, yet so were the Russians. He’d been told the latter had a strong ground game in Morocco. Klaus was counting on the American’s reliance on technology, although his CIA handler had cautioned him on that very point. There are a lot of cameras in the city and virtually all are compromised. We can hack them, but so can the GRU.

			His handler had followed up with suggestions on how to minimize his exposure: avoid busy streets and choke points, employ simple countermeasures like broad hats and sunglasses. For a man who stashed gray money in dark corners of the world, who was used to dining in the company of starch-collared bankers and lawyers, it was a departure of the lowest order. He was in the untenable position of being pursued by two of the world’s great powers. He wanted to be seen by one but not the other. Early that morning, tossing and turning on his smelly rented mattress, the answer had arrived like a vision: the one place in Tangier where the Americans would surely have a surveillance advantage.

			The Tangier American Legation was the only U.S. National Historic Landmark situated in another country. The tiny plot of land had been gifted to America by Sultan Mohammed ben Abdallah over two hundred years ago. During World War II it served as a hub for U.S. intelligence in Africa. In more recent times, a museum had been established to celebrate the long-standing alliance between the United States and the kingdom of Morocco. Gunther Klaus viewed it in a far narrower light: if the CIA was electronically monitoring any place in Tangier, it would be the beige Moorish facade of the American Legation Museum.

			Once payment for his tour was finalized, he mounted a malodorous beast named Earl, the first in a train of four donkeys. The three behind him were ridden by Americans, part of a tour group that had arrived by ferry from Spain. A teenage girl wearing yoga pants and a cowboy hat snapped selfies relentlessly. Her father, at the rear, was drenched in sweat under an Indiana Jones hat.

			Earl turned out to be old and slow. As was the Berber.

			The guide led the caravan on the usual route, a cobblestone path marked by puddles of brown leavings. After one mosque and countless spice stalls, the tiny wagon train rounded a corner, and Klaus spotted the museum ahead. He saw people milling about, although nothing like the throngs that had been at the souk yesterday. The American Legation Museum might be a point of interest, but it was second-tier at best.

			Klaus waited until they were directly in front of the museum’s entrance, a passageway that led to an arched tunnel. On the portico ceiling he saw what he was after—the telltale plastic dome of a camera and the associated conduit. He reached beneath the hoodie at his beltline and removed a piece of cardboard. Then, for a few precious moments, he removed his knockoff Ray-Bans, pulled back his hood, and looked directly at the camera.

			The entire process, after hours of planning and the expenditure of his remaining euros, took mere seconds to execute.

			Klaus put his ensemble back in place and settled in for the rest of the ride. He could do nothing more. He was out of both money and ideas.

			Fifteen minutes later, the old Berber helped him dismount. “I hope you enjoyed your tour,” he said. His helpful hand ended with an upturned palm that lingered suggestively for a gratuity.

			The Swiss banker who was, at least on paper, a millionaire forty times over, smiled feebly, and said, “I will recommend Earl to all my friends.”
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			The Maghreb

			Al-Jaghbub Airfield

			0725 Local Time

			“When will it arrive?” Malenkov asked angrily. He tempered his grip on the phone so as not to crush it.

			The answer from western Siberia was glacial in arriving. There was no point in arguing or making threats. No manner of coercion could change the situation. Malenkov blurted a few expletives and ended the call.

			“Trouble?” asked Gamling. The drone expert gave a sidelong glance from his workbench, pieces of a disassembled servo laid out before him.

			“The flight from Novy Urengoy Airport has only just taken off. The aircraft had a flat tire, and a new one had to be shipped in from St. Petersburg. A flat tire! We are trying to change history, and I am at the mercy of sloth-like mechanics with lug wrenches.”

			“How long until the aircraft arrives?”

			“Five hours…if nothing else goes to shit!” He shoved his phone in his hip pocket.

			On his first day here, Malenkov had placed a red X on the calendar on the hangar wall. This was the targeted date for the strike. He had never revealed the reason for the deadline, and no one had ever pressed him for his reasoning. If all had gone smoothly, they could have launched this evening. Thankfully, Malenkov had built in extra time, yet the schedule was turning critical.

			“We will launch tomorrow morning,” he said, “before sunrise.”

			“Why so early? Are you worried about the weather?”

			Malenkov nodded. “I checked the forecast. The target area will be clear, but the haboobs here are forecast to be strong in the morning.”

			It had been a concern all week. Haboobs were massive storms endemic to arid regions across the world. Rolling storm fronts, sometimes miles high, swept across the desert. They generated little rain, but the wind at the frontal boundary could be extreme, sometimes reaching hurricane force. Visibility degraded to mere feet, turning day into night. All of which was disastrous for operating heavily laden drones. On three mornings in the last week, haboobs had swept across Al-Jaghbub, rattling the hangar walls and pumping dust through every gap. Gamling had been forced to cover his equipment, including the drones, with tarps and bedsheets to keep the circuitry from becoming contaminated.

			“The aircraft are ready?” Malenkov asked.

			“Of course. As I told you, most have been ready for a week. But if the flight from Novy Urengoy doesn’t arrive until midday…that might prove difficult for Qasim.”

			“Difficult or not, he will have to find a way.”

			Gamling replied in a mocking tone, “If it is the will of Allah, I’m sure he will.”

			Malenkov ignored Gamling’s lame attempt at humor. As a former postal worker, with little formal education, his grasp of world religions was hopeless; he was conflating the Druze religion with Islam. Malenkov had a working knowledge of all the major faiths, a necessity for a man who fomented tribal war for profit. He himself ascribed to none of them. He wasn’t going to waste time in this life worrying about the next one.

			He strode to the far side of the hangar where his security chief, Bojan, was going over a roster. Malenkov delivered the bad news.

			The Serb checked his big watch, and said, “The delays are adding up. It will be tight.”

			“Tight, yes. But we can still make the deadline.”

			“I have always wondered about that…the timeline you set on the launch. Why so strict? Our target is going nowhere. The weather has been trouble lately, and if it turns bad could we not wait another day?”

			“The schedule stands! I talked to Gamling, and he says we can launch as late as one in the morning and still arrive on target by dawn.”

			“At dawn there will be some light. We were planning a night strike.”

			“Plans are nothing more. Most of the flight will be under cover of darkness.”

			“But—”

			“Enough!” Malenkov snapped. “Go find Qasim and tell him the new schedule.”

			The hulking Serb nodded and walked off.

			An agitated Malenkov went outside. It felt like he’d opened an oven door. He looked to the southwest, but saw no sign of the storms. Not today. The haboobs were cyclical, taking days to brew and work into their monsoonal rhythm. The season was nearing its end, but the pattern was unusually strong this year. He squinted against the bright early sun.

			His true reason for demanding a strike tonight was not known to anyone at Al-Jaghbub. Nor, he hoped, anyone in Moscow. To the best of his knowledge, only one other person could understand the reason for the deadline…shipment delays and haboobs be damned. Gunther Klaus had drawn up the contracts. Placed the electronic bets. It was that knowledge, Malenkov surmised, that had driven his attempted defection to the West. The drop-dead date would have fueled his fear.

			For a banker, the man had unusually well-developed survival instincts. Malenkov supposed it was a product of having funneled Russia’s dirty money for so long—too long, as it turned out. Just as the man was about to be tossed into the deep end of the GRU’s abyssal pool, he’d sensed the danger and tried to break away. When Malenkov learned of his intention to defect on the diplomatic flight, there had been only one solution.

			Yet somehow, incredibly, the banker had escaped.

			But how clever was he? Had he made a connection between Malenkov’s personal financial moves and the resurrection of the derelict airfield in the Maghreb? Malenkov’s personal wager was nothing more than an add-on, a bit of opportunism that the patron who’d commissioned this strike knew nothing about.

			The former head of SSD realized he’d boxed himself into a corner. He could still make everything work. As long as the flight from Siberia wasn’t delayed any longer. As long as Klaus could be kept silent. In less than twenty-four hours, an attack would rattle the world. And later that day, his own aims would be realized. There would be ample time for the markets to react.

			15:00 in London.

			23:00 in Singapore.

			10:00 in New York.

			By close of business tomorrow, Andrei Malenkov’s intelligence career would come to an end. And he would be a spectacularly wealthy man.
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			Safe House

			The Medina

			Tangier, Morocco

			0733 Local Time

			“Just a little recon?” Ding asked.

			“Negative,” Clark replied. “Nobody leaves the house.”

			Task Force 99’s newest safe house was on the third floor of a minor apartment building in the heart of Tangier’s old medina. There were three bedrooms, a living area, and the basic necessities of life. If all went to plan, it would be a very short stay.

			When their G650 had landed the previous evening, two vehicles had been waiting on a quiet corner of the airport. The larger was a rented Mercedes Sprinter van driven by a trusted CIA contractor. The other was an unmarked sedan of the Moroccan DGST, the country’s main domestic intelligence agency.

			It was all precisely what Clark had expected.

			At the request of the U.S. State Department, the DGST had expedited the entry process for an aircraft carrying what was obviously an American paramilitary unit. As a sensible alternative to entering Morocco by surreptitious means, a diplomatic favor had been called in by Foggy Bottom; the members of Task Force 99 suffered no passport checks, no questions about what they would be doing in Morocco, or even where they planned to stay. Clark was naturally suspicious about how long a leash they would actually be given, yet so far, he’d seen no signs of local surveillance.

			The arrangement, however, did come at a cost. The team’s heavier weapons had remained on board the Gulfstream, which was concealed in a hangar under tight security. This was probably for the best; they’d come to Tangier to find and extract one valuable intelligence asset. If they couldn’t do it with pistols and comm gear, bigger guns probably weren’t the answer. The pilots, Hooper and Sesniak, had stayed with the jet.

			Ding and Clark were in the main room. Wu, Bauer, and Charlie were also present, lounging on twin sofas. Hyori and Toussiant had racked out in one of the bedrooms. The team had covered a lot of ground in the last week, and everyone was striving to adjust.

			Wu asked Clark, “What’s the plan for finding our man?”

			“There’s no way the seven of us can find Klaus in a city this size. We have to hope he’ll find some way to reestablish contact with the CIA, or that ODNI will track him down by digital means. Our job is to be ready to respond when he does turn up.”

			“A quick reaction force?” Charlie mused.

			“Some quicker than others,” Bauer replied. He had a reputation as the best pure athlete in the unit; a topflight decathlete, he’d once made alternate on the German Olympic team.

			“Is ODNI going to give us local backup?” Ding inquired.

			“Not in terms of boots on the ground. North Africa has gone cold in the intel world, and the assets we have are spread thin. But we are getting the highest priority from Cyber Cell 6.”

			Evidence of this was already avalanching in. Two encrypted laptops had downloaded a mind-numbing array of surveillance images from around the city. On Clark’s orders, everyone had been poring over maps of the city’s districts, getting a feel for their urban battle space: prominent points, police stations, transit nodes, escape channels.

			“Looks like the Russians are going in the other direction,” Charlie commented as she perused a new incoming message. “ODNI has identified a large contingent of Russians entering the country in the last twelve hours. Mostly through airports, but also the ferry terminals.”

			“And how did they arrive at this conclusion?” Clark asked.

			“There’s an explanation of their methodology. CC6 somehow acquired passport information from all Moroccan ports of entry—not sure how they managed that, but they seem confident. Russian passports have been arriving in unusually high numbers. A few of these inbounds are known GRU, and the analytic model combines that fact with known or apparent traveling companions. Best guess is between forty and eighty individuals. That doesn’t count those already in country.”

			Wu whistled. “The Orcs are taking Route 1. They’re trying to flood the zone to flush Klaus out.”

			“Easier said than done,” Clark said doubtfully. “I find myself wondering who we’re up against. Malenkov has supposedly gone private. A mass call-up like this sounds more like the GRU.”

			“Maybe they’re working together. Klaus could have dirt on them both.”

			“True.”

			Charlie said, “The last time Klaus talked to his handler, he mentioned that time was critical. That might be the reason the agency decided to rush him out on the diplomatic flight.”

			“Any idea what the urgency is?” Ding asked.

			“No. But if Klaus still sees it that way, he’s going to make a move to get in touch soon. That would put him on streets and alleys that are swamped with Russian agents. He’s going to be vulnerable.”

			Clark said, “Any way you look at it, I don’t think we’re here for an extended stay.”

			“Fine with me,” said Ding. “Let’s find this guy, throw him on the jet, and get home in time for dinner.”

			Ding had been hoping for a few laughs, but a canvass of the faces around him spoke volumes. Nobody believed it was going to be that easy.
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			Oval Office

			The White House

			Washington, D.C.

			0741 Local Time

			“This is what caused the crash,” said Admiral Kent.

			The JCS chairman had come in early to give the President a vital update. Mary Pat Foley and Arnie van Damm were also present, the latter wearing a grossly askew tie.

			Kent clicked a remote, and on a portable monitor photos appeared of the hardware that had been retrieved by Task Force 99. A sequence of images showed the contraption with various panels removed, exposing racks of wiring and circuitry. The device was large, and Ryan tried to imagine how Clark and his team had removed it from the wrecked GAZ and hauled it aboard an aircraft. It had to be a good story, and the next time he saw Mr. Clark he would drag it out of him.

			“The team from Wright-Patt have been working nonstop since they arrived,” Kent continued. He pointed out various components that had been identified by the engineers. Power supply, RF amplifiers, voltage-controlled oscillator, frequency synthesizer chips, antenna.

			“How much of this hardware is sourced from Russia?” Ryan asked.

			“Some but not all. The VCO and voltage regulators are definitely of Russian origin, but the synthesizer chips and control motherboard were manufactured in China. The generator is actually an American item licensed for production in Vietnam. As to where it was all slapped together, our technicians can only speculate. It does bear certain hallmarks of work done by KRET, one of Russia’s big state-run defense contractors. Of course, that’s only an engineering analysis. KRET would never stencil their name on something like this, especially if it was an experimental device, which appears to be the case.”

			“So we can’t consider this hard evidence of Russian involvement,” Ryan surmised.

			“No, sir, we cannot.”

			Ryan was frustrated but not surprised. Muddied global supply chains had made the provenance of weaponry harder than ever to nail down. Bad actors knew it and took advantage at every turn. And it wasn’t only hardware. These days you had to interpret a world where North Korean troops rode Iranian scooters beneath Chinese drones to attack trenches in Ukraine. It was a quagmire of obfuscation, of autocratic collusion that seemed to accelerate by the day.

			Mary Pat rescued the President from his gloomy reflections by saying, “I think the equally important question is, could this device have taken down our flight?”

			Kent replied without hesitation. “On that point, the engineers are in complete agreement. They’ve been in constant contact with the on-site investigators, and between their analysis of this device and the readings from the aircraft’s black boxes, we are definitely talking about sabotage.” For emphasis the admiral tapped two fingers on the screen. “This GPS meaconing device brought down SAM 719.”

			The room fell quiet for a long moment. By the end, all eyes were on the President.

			“Okay,” Ryan said, “we’re convinced this device took the airplane down. But we can’t say for certain where it came from or who employed it.”

			“Aside from the Russians,” asked van Damm, “what other suspects do we have?”

			Mary Pat said, “The fact that Gunther Klaus was supposed to be on this jet…that’s got to be more than a coincidence. He claimed to have information that would be extremely damaging to the Russians. We also have links to Andrei Malenkov. He’s supposedly a free agent now, but his ties to the Russian regime run deep. And given his background, I don’t doubt that he could acquire a device like this.”

			“It has to be one of those two,” Ryan agreed. “Malenkov was acting on his own, or as Yermilov’s agent.”

			“There’s only one way to figure out which scenario applies,” said Mary Pat. “It goes back to what we’ve been saying for days. We need to find Gunther Klaus.”

			The President nodded thoughtfully. “I agree.”

			“There’s no guarantee we’ll find him first,” cautioned van Damm.

			“True,” said Ryan. “But if the Russians beat us to that punch, there might be another way.”

			“Which is?”

			“I call Nikita Yermilov and demand an answer.”

			“Accuse Russia of bringing down a jet carrying a cabinet member?” questioned Mary Pat. “Without hard evidence?”

			“If that’s what it takes. Not long ago I saved his ass from being booted out of power—he owes me one.”

			“You really think he would come clean about something like this?”

			“Probably not. But if he lies to my face…I’m going to know it.”
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			The Maghreb

			Al-Jaghbub Airfield

			1350 Local Time

			The runway was freshly swept, no trace of contaminants remaining. The same could be said of the airfield perimeter. The security team was fully staffed and actively patrolling the fence line. No locals had been spotted all morning.

			The inbound TransAvia jet had lost more time en route, heavier than forecasted headwinds swirling over the Caucasus Mountains. It was now six hours late. The hulking Il-76 came out of the sky like a mirage, seeming to hover on the horizon. The pilot made one low pass over the runway for good measure—there was no control tower, and the captain wanted to be sure the landing surface was clear.

			In a sweeping left-hand turn, the aircraft configured for landing and touched down with surprising smoothness. None of its suspect tires failed. The thrust reversers kicked up a massive brown cloud until the jet reached taxi speed. The captain veered onto the only taxiway that wasn’t covered in sand and parked the jet directly in front of the hangar. With one final application of the brakes, the transport’s nose tipped down as if taking a bow.

			Soon the entry door opened, and the aft cargo ramp began motoring down. Malenkov walked out to engage the crew.

			The captain came down the steps wearily. He had probably been on duty for more than twenty-four hours. Not that Malenkov cared. This same TransAvia crew had performed all the logistics flights in recent months, an essential bit of opsec to minimize the chance of leaks. They’d been told what they were hauling on today’s flight was none of their business, and were being paid a premium not to ask. No crew from FedEx or DHL would ever have accepted such an assignment. Nor would they have been offered it. TransAvia had long operated on the fringes of the air cargo world, complying with regulations when it suited them, dodging them when it didn’t. It was lucrative and dangerous work, and everyone knew it.

			“Well?” inquired Malenkov as soon as the captain set foot on the ramp.

			“I’m sorry we are late. We had another mechanical—”

			“Your excuses are pointless!” Malenkov snapped. “The cargo?”

			The Belarusian seemed to shift mental gears. “Twenty-nine casks, the full load.”

			“No complications? No damage or leakage?”

			“Nothing the loadmaster has told me about.”

			Malenkov glared at the man, but decided to move on.

			“Fuel?”

			“We have enough for the outbound flight.” This was the standing procedure. There was no jet fuel available at Al-Jaghbub, meaning enough had to be “tankered” in for the subsequent outbound flight. Never had that been more important than today.

			Without comment, Malenkov hurried up the steps. He paused when he reached the cargo bay. To his right the cavernous fuselage stretched back twenty meters. The casks were spaced out evenly on the steel deck, secured with heavy chains.

			Malenkov moved aft and encountered the loadmaster. He was already loosening the tie-downs on the aft-most cask.

			“At least someone is doing their job.”

			The loadie looked up. “We can have them off quickly,” he said.

			“No issues with the cargo?”

			The rough-hewn man looked at him curiously, then glanced down at a film badge attached to his coveralls. “Apparently not.”

			This gave Malenkov pause. He had been coordinating this mission for months, moving money and equipment. But now, for the first time, he was close enough to reach out and touch the containers. By this time tomorrow, what they held would be triggering shock waves around the world. He himself was not wearing a radiation badge. Qasim had offered one earlier, but he’d declined. Some things were better left in the dark.

			A small forklift appeared at the aft ramp. Qasim was at the wheel, and he maneuvered expertly up to the first cask.

			Malenkov quick-stepped down the ramp. Once outside, he paused and looked up at a cloudless sky. He hoped that would hold for another day. Clear skies would simplify the mission. Yet they also carried a downside. The airfield would be visible from above, and this was the most vulnerable moment. The hangar was too small to house the Il-76 along with the drones and equipment. The transport would remain parked through the night. Then, as soon as the strike was complete, it would be their ticket out.

			Khartoum, Sudan, would be the first stop on their escape, a simple three-hour flight. There Malenkov would disembark with Bojan, and the aircraft would be refueled for the final flight, a six-hour repatriation to Minsk for the rest of the team. A flight that would end badly for all on board. Bojan had arranged everything. He would leave two heavy rucks behind, buried in a pallet amidships. Each contained enough explosives to blow a hole the size of a truck in the fuselage. The bombs would be activated by a shared barometric switch, with a second installed as a backup. A clean and certain means to tie up the remaining loose ends.

			He and Bojan, the one man he trusted without reservation, would fade into the lawless frontiers of Sudan. It was regrettable, in a way. Malenkov had actually taken a liking to Gamling, and also a few of the security men. But given the stakes, there was no other way.

			Before the end of the week he and Bojan would reach their final destination. It was the only place on earth that could provide permanent refuge. Malenkov’s last safe house. And there he would live out his days in obscurity and comfort.
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			DIA Headquarters

			Joint Base Anacostia-Bolling

			Washington, D.C.

			0812 Local Time

			Kyle was waiting when Katie arrived in the lobby of DIA headquarters. He allowed a brief hug, his arms going around her like she was made of porcelain. This was the standard between them. It was also more than he permitted anyone on earth aside from their mother.

			“It’s good to see you,” she said.

			“You too, Sissie,” he replied, using the childhood nickname that only he could get away with. He presented her with a set of visitor’s credentials and led the way to the main security station. Katie surrendered her phone at a desk and stood in front of a camera for biometric admittance.

			“How’s John Conza holding up?” he asked once they were through the scanner.

			“JC is JC. He’s banged-up, but nothing that won’t heal. When I left his room at Walter Reed he was asking the nurse for a spit cup.”

			“That’s a good sign. I’m glad you escorted him back.”

			She eyed her brother closely as they waited at the elevator bay. “And why is that?”

			“Uh…because that’s what a good commander would do.”

			“I’m not his commander—we work together. And something tells me your relief is sourced elsewhere.”

			Katie had always been able to read her brother. It had infuriated him when they were growing up, but these days he seemed more accepting of the fact. Maybe even relieved. Like having confessional with a trusted and telepathic priest.

			The door opened and they entered an empty car. Kyle swiped his ID, typed in a code, and selected the third floor.

			“Okay,” he admitted. “Since my recent adventure in Africa…yeah, I get a little worried when you go overseas. We can’t deny who we are, Katie.”

			“You mean we can’t deny who our father is. Funny…John Clark gave me this same lecture at Incirlik.”

			“Well, he was right.”

			“Maybe. But now I’m back in the good ol’ U S of A. And for what it’s worth, it was also Mr. Clark’s idea that I should come here and work with you.”

			“Huh. I got a message from DNI suggesting the same thing.”

			She said, “There was a time in my career when I would have taken that as meddling. But in this case, I think they’ve got a point.”

			“I agree. You were on the ground in Turkey investigating this crash. I was hoping you might be able to help tailor our search for Gunther Klaus. By the way, I cleared it with my boss—you’ve got full access.”

			“Full access to what?”

			“To the most advanced AI supercomputer on earth…at least, until somebody comes up with a better one.”

			“Which will be when? Next week?”

			“Probably,” he said in all seriousness, the humor sliding past him. “But that’s fine. Today is all I care about.”

			Katie laughed out loud. “I’m going to put that on your tombstone.”

			They reached the third floor and Kyle led them down a barren hall to the operations room.

			“Is it true you gave a briefing in the Situation Room yesterday?” she asked as he swiped them through a door—the third tier of security she’d seen.

			“Yeah, it was strange…you know, seeing Dad in his element like that. I guess you already went down that road.”

			“I did attend a meeting there. For some reason, it didn’t seem easier just because Dad was in charge. With all the heavy hitters in the room, not to mention the history of the place…it’s an intimidating setting. Did it go okay?”

			“Yeah, fine. More than anything, I came out realizing how high the stakes are. Nobody seems to know the reason behind all this chaos, or more to the point, who’s pulling the strings. My immediate marching orders are pretty simple—find Gunther Klaus.”

			They went inside, and Katie’s eye immediately locked onto the banner with the bastardized version of The Thinker. “Very creative.”

			“It adds to the ambiance.”

			There were wall-to-wall workstations and banks of bright lights. A lone file cabinet sat in one corner; on top of it was a Keurig coffee maker and one half-open drawer was empty. It looked like a fossil put to extinction by the asteroid of technology.

			Kyle introduced her to Moose and Craterly, then launched into a briefing on MAADN: capabilities, limitations, sources of information available. And most importantly, how their search for a certain Swiss banker was progressing.

			She said, “Sounds like Klaus is at the center of everything that’s been happening.”

			“Very much so. He almost got on that airplane, and if he had, we’d have lost him, along with whatever secrets he’s carrying.”

			“The CIA were the ones trying to bring him in?”

			“Yeah. He initiated contact with them last month in Algiers. He dangled some pretty dynamite information that all turned out to be solid. They set up an extraction on this diplomatic flight.”

			“Any idea why he missed it?”

			“We acquired some footage today that explained it.” He told her how Klaus had arrived at the terminal that night but spooked after recognizing a face on the curb. He then detailed the chase through the souk and how Klaus had ditched his phone.

			“A guy with virtually no training, running scared. Still, he found a way to escape.”

			“I can relate,” Kyle said.

			Katie looked at her brother more closely. She saw creases in his young features, signs of strain she’d never noticed before. She knew he was referring to his own recent close call in Africa. It was as near a post-traumatic moment as she’d ever seen her brother suffer, but it didn’t last long. Kyle dealt with the awkward emotions in typical fashion—he leaned over a laptop and started typing.

			It had been that way since he was a kid. The screen was his escape, his refuge. Only today, instead of crashing computer-generated buses through the streets of San Francisco in Midtown Madness, he was commanding the most advanced AI platform in on earth.

			And as had been the case then, Katie instinctively knew the best way to help him. She took a seat and put herself in the game.

			

			—

			
			There are forty-five billion cameras in the world. They capture phone selfies and monitor train terminals. They sit overwatch on home doorsteps and warehouse loading ramps. They record heavenly bodies, car dashboards, and gastric tumors. The vast majority of the images captured are never seen by a human eye. Yet virtually all have some manner of digital transmission, meaning that they can, with or without authorization, be viewed by others.

			MAADN scoured an astonishingly large number of images to find one face. Data flooded into its servers, contributions from all the major U.S. intelligence agencies. Traditionally, the NRO’s product came from above, but the agency had recently broadened its product catalog beyond satellites. One of the most promising new concepts was tailored ground intercepts provided by its Mission Operations Directorate.

			MOD monitored selected ground-based communications—in this case, loosely in accordance with an intelligence-sharing agreement with the Moroccan government. Such agreements were common in the intelligence community, although for the host country it was a double-edged sword. The Moroccans knew U.S. SIGINT was the best in an arcane business, and in what amounted to a high-tech protection racket, it permitted the Americans to trawl its mobile and fiber-optic networks. The payback was that any information suggesting a threat to the government would be shared. For the most part, the Americans complied with the spirit of the agreement. Yet they prioritized what was pertinent to their own objectives. And if any outside party ever complained about the arrangement? Like Claude Rains in Casablanca, the Moroccans could simply claim to be shocked.

			MAADN plowed through the MOD intercepts like a digital locomotive. Mobile phone traffic was vacuumed from targeted areas of the city and filtered for key words and phrases, including many translated into Russian. Open source camera networks were scoured for the face of Gunther Klaus.

			It also looked for Russians, including the recent GRU arrivals for whom high-quality images existed. In addition, MAADN was trained to flag eye and head movement in videos that suggested an individual was performing countersurveillance. Even Russians for whom there were no photos for comparison could be identified by raw racial profiling: Slavic features stood out in Tangier.

			The NSA took a more intrusive path. It activated a dormant Trojan horse malware in three Moroccan telecommunications providers that were not covered by the formal agreement—and very much without the government’s approval.

			Taken together, these approaches allowed the NSA to eavesdrop on calls and messaging, as well as triangulate the location of ninety-six percent of the active phones in a city of over one million people. All results were forwarded to MAADN.

			The information came in a torrent, and the AI behemoth in the warehouse in Loudoun County drank it all in. Massive server grids went to work uncomplainingly, albeit using more electricity than it took to power Toledo.

			The question was never whether MAADN would find Gunther Klaus. The question was how long it would take.
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			DIA Headquarters

			Joint Base Anacostia-Bolling

			Washington, D.C.

			0942 Local Time

			As it turned out, it didn’t take long at all. Eighty-one minutes and twelve seconds, to be exact, from the time that MAADN’s new search was initiated to the moment it got a solid hit.

			An alarm sounded at the main workstation—with a typical programmer’s irreverence, the blare of a submarine dive Klaxon. Craterly was in the hot seat behind it.

			“We’ve got a hit,” he announced. “Facial recognition on Klaus with the highest degree of confidence.”

			Katie and Kyle hurried over, one standing behind each of Craterly’s pudgy shoulders. They all studied a five-second loop of video.

			“That looks a lot like the photo of Klaus you sent me in Bodrum,” Katie said.

			“Oh, that’s him,” Kyle said confidently. “MAADN’s facial recognition is orders of magnitude more accurate than our human eye. But…what the hell?”

			The extended clip of Gunther Klaus was more baffling than the short version that had verified his identity. He was sitting on a donkey, one of four that were being guided by a grizzled old Moroccan. The tiny caravan trundled into view, and then Klaus very deliberately pulled back his hoodie, removed his sunglasses, and looked straight at the camera lens from fifty feet away.

			“Where is this?” Katie asked.

			Working a secondary screen to run geolocation, Craterly said, “He was in front of the American Legation Museum in Tangier. Happened roughly nine hours ago, which would have been early morning there.”

			“The American Legation Museum?” Katie echoed. “What the heck is that?”

			Kyle, clearly having the same question in mind, typed in a query. “Looks like it’s a small museum in the old medina.” He paused to read more, then added, “It’s actually United States territory, given as a gift back in the 1800s.”

			To Katie it made perfect sense. “Sovereign property of the United States government. There’s no more likely place in the city to find security cameras that would be monitored on this side of the pond.”

			“Clever,” Craterly said. “But what good is it for Klaus to just show us his face?”

			Katie studied the video more closely. “What’s that by his leg?”

			The others looked to where she was pointing.

			“Zoom and enhance!” Kyle said excitedly.

			The image was blurry at first, but soon sharpened under enhancement algorithms. A piece of cardboard the size of a standard envelope was backdropped by the ribs of an old mule. On it was a message written in black marker: ALT TODAY COB.

			“ALT?” Katie said aloud. “Like alternate?”

			“Alternate what?” Craterly mused.

			“Wait,” Kyle said. “There was something in the file the CIA sent over.”

			He called up the full report on the agent named Fulcrum. Kyle stepped through records until he found the mission report from the final meeting between Fulcrum and his handler. “Here it is. It says, ‘Fulcrum was given primary and alternate meeting points. Made contact at primary, marked bench in park east of Place de la Ligue Arabe. No surveillance noted…”

			“There was an alternate meeting point,” Katie said. “Does the report say where it was?”

			Kyle, who’d always been able to read at lightning speed, pored over the rest of the file. “Doesn’t say.”

			“His handler would know. We can find out from him.”

			“True.”

			“What about COB?” Craterly inquired.

			Katie said, “All that comes to mind is close of business.”

			“Business hours?” said Kyle. “He’s a money launderer. White-collar crooks don’t keep hours.”

			“Doesn’t he?” Katie countered. “He’s a banker—just one that went to the dark side.”

			“Okay, so when do banks close in Morocco?” Craterly wondered aloud. “Or maybe he’s talking about Switzerland.”

			“Doesn’t matter, banks close at the same time in Tangier and Zurich.” Kyle pointed to the screen—he’d already posed the question and MAADN had delivered a definitive answer. “At four thirty today in Tangier, at whatever backup meeting place he was given by his handler, Klaus is going to show.”

			“Which is less than an hour from now,” Katie said.

			“Shit!” Kyle exclaimed.

			There was no time for debate. No time for more research. Kyle reached for the nearest phone and called Mary Pat Foley.
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			Safe House

			The Medina

			Tangier, Morocco

			1553 Local Time

			“We have thirty-seven minutes, people!” Clark shouted. “We need to be in position before that!”

			All around the room the team was scrambling. Ding and Charlie were bleary-eyed, having been roused from a sound sleep. Boots were laced up and comm gear donned. The mics they were using clipped inside their shirt collars and the earpieces were virtually invisible. Everyone concealed their preferred sidearm beneath loose clothing.

			Soon the team was gathered around their master map on the dining room table—a compilation of surveillance images sent by CC6 that had been spit out by a portable printer and taped together.

			Clark thumped his index finger on ground zero, an expansive public plaza that fronted the city’s main beach. “La Corniche,” he said. “It’s wide open and nearly a mile long. That’s going to make concealment difficult.”

			“Did the message say where exactly?” Ding asked.

			“No,” answered Wu, who’d been interacting directly with ODNI. “Since it was a backup meet, the assumption was a high-threat environment. They wanted big spaces without a specific point. That makes it harder for the other team to surveille without blowing cover.”

			“But equally hard for the blue team to join up and disappear after contact is made.”

			“That’s our battlefield, like it or not,” Clark intervened. “It’s a ten-minute walk from here. We move in our pre-briefed pairs. Charlie, you relocate the van here for extraction. Park and dark.” He pointed to a parking lot near a marina on the west side. Park and dark meant no engine running and all lights off. “Plan B is to rally back here. Bauer, you and Toussaint bracket west, somewhere near the marina with good angles. Hyori and Wu take the east side. Ding and I will flush from the middle.”

			In the matter of pairing the teams, Clark had seen few options. Wu was of Chinese heritage, Hyori South Korean. Diversity could be an asset in many scenarios, but for a walk through the streets of Tangier common sense dictated putting the two Asians together. Charlie, as the intel specialist, would maintain comm with headquarters, who hopefully could provide real-time backing.

			“Everyone stays across the street from the plaza for as long as possible,” Clark went on. “It’s a mix of commercial and residential, so it’ll be busy this time of day. Eyes open for both Klaus and possible Russians.”

			Charlie said, “That might be a tall order. This is a tourist area, and there were probably a good number of Russian civilians around before any of this hit.”

			“True. But given our elevated levels of experience and cunning, I think we can distinguish between GRU thugs and kids who came here to dodge the draft.”

			Sixty seconds later they were out the door. The three teams made a staggered departure, Clark and Chavez bringing up the rear. Charlie got stuck with cleanup duty—with any luck at all, the task force wouldn’t return.

			She collected all their uneaten food and trash, planning to dispose of it in a dumpster at least a block away. She filled one duffel with their slim personal effects. A few clothes and toiletries, the maps, two laptops. The place wasn’t exactly spotless, but the maid who came to clean the rental unit in three days would smile when she walked in.

			Charlie locked the door on her way out, the keys to the Sprinter van in her pocket and her phone buzzing with new messages.

			

			—

			The sea sparkled in the late-day sun, languid and calm. As if the trouble brewing along the shoreline didn’t exist.

			The elements of Task Force 99 reached the waterfront in eight minutes, out of breath and full of vigilance. The three teams spread to their assigned positions.

			John Clark was no longer a military-age male. The brutal truth was that he was the grandfather of a military-age male. But that hadn’t changed his outlook on life. He prided himself on being exceptionally fit, and his commitment to his country never wavered. If there were threads of white in his hair, deep crinkles around his eyes, he made no effort to deny it. In fact, it was quite the opposite. He was happy to put it to good use.

			As he and Ding hit the sidewalk bordering the broad beachfront plaza, Clark stooped slightly and added a hitch to his gait. Infirmity was hard to mask, simulating it far less so. Ding was in a different category, still young enough to be considered a threat; yet he had his own angle to play. His Latino heritage, sourced hundreds of years earlier from hidalgo conquistadors, was directly traceable to Spain. And from where he stood at that moment, Spain was clearly visible across the Strait of Gibraltar. Chavez’s dark features were a solid fit on the streets of Tangier.

			Together, they seemed an unremarkable pair. A retired European strolling with a local. Friends perhaps, or business acquaintances. Anything but a pair of Tier-1 operators, which was what they could become in the span of a heartbeat.

			They moved slowly, both to support their casual guise and to buy time. Until they got eyes on Klaus, they were in no particular hurry. Behind dark sunglasses their eyes swept the streets with radar precision.

			“Two o’clock, thirty yards,” Ding said.

			Clark shifted his gaze and saw a chubby crew-cut man with Slavic features. Next to him was a brunette woman, ten years younger. “I’d say Russian, but it’d be an odd couple for the GRU. I’d put them down as a fugitive expat and his girlfriend-for-hire.”

			“Yeah, I can buy that.”

			The comm net crackled to life. “Three is in place,” Toussaint transmitted.

			“One copies. Two?”

			“Two arriving on station,” Wu responded. “Negative contact with Fulcrum, but we’ve got a bead on two guys straight from a GRU recruiting poster.”

			“One copies. Stay chill and keep an eye out for bailout routes. Zero is headed for the marina, but that might have been a mistake. It’s pretty open in that direction.”

			Wu and Toussaint acknowledged. Zero was a reference to Charlie—a call sign that had drawn no small amount of pre-mission levity.

			From the moment they’d turned onto the boulevard, Clark had been gauging the field of play. It was useful to study surveillance before a mission, but he had never seen a battlespace that didn’t look different when viewed from ground level. The plaza across the street was wide, and beyond that a hundred yards of beach led to the sea. The shoreline was a hard constraint, cutting every option in half: ingress, egress, concealment. The sidewalks and plaza were busier than he’d expected, but the crowds weren’t overwhelming.

			It was 4:17. He saw no sign of Klaus.

			“Zero is on station,” Charlie announced. “I’m in contact with Gamer.”

			Clark acknowledged and canted his gaze west. He easily picked out the Sprinter in the distant parking lot. Gamer was headquarters—Clark didn’t know who’d chosen that call sign, but he suspected they were communicating directly with the crew running the DIA’s newest technological marvel.

			“Is Gamer on our comm?” he asked.

			“Not yet,” Charlie replied. “Working that link.” This had been discussed in the planning brief. Charlie would have a direct line to Gamer via a laptop, but she wasn’t sure she could tie them in on the tactical net.

			Clark decided it was time to close in, and he gave the order. He and Ding crossed the street and began meandering the plaza. They checked benches and walking paths, paying particular attention to singletons—it was conceivable that Klaus could mix into a group or conjure up a walking partner, but given his limited operational experience Clark doubted it.

			“Three o’clock, across the street,” Ding muttered.

			Clark glanced to his right and saw a pair of thugs standing beneath a hotel awning. They might have been waiting for a cab. Except there were three cabs nearby, their bored drivers leaning on fenders.

			“Yep,” Clark agreed. “Those are definites.” He advised the others over the net.

			“Do you think the Russians saw Klaus’s message to us?” Ding asked. “Figured out that this is the meet point?”

			“Doubtful. They’ve got a presence, but the place isn’t crawling with Russians or mercs or whoever we’re up against.”

			“What do you reckon their orders are if they see Klaus? Capture or kill?”

			“A good question. I think we’ll get an answer in the next few minutes.”

			It was 4:28.
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			“Eight,” Katie said.

			“Eight so far,” Kyle corrected.

			They were watching a split-screen display with four separate feeds—according to Kyle, the most relevant cameras from around the boardwalk that MAADN had been able to access. In those disjointed scenes, eight individuals were being tracked as hostiles, each marked with a red diamond symbol. The friendlies were also being tracked, blue circles tagged with the mission call sign of each element. Katy easily recognized John Clark and Ding Chavez in the clearest feed—they were labeled as Blue 1.

			“We need a more complete picture,” Kyle prompted.

			“TIDE?” queried Moose, who was seated at an adjacent workstation.

			“No better time.”

			“TIDE?” Katie queried. “What’s that?”

			“It’s a new program we’ve been developing. Stands for Tactical Information Display Enhanced. We brought in some DEVGRU guys a few months ago to help us with the design. It’s based on the tactical situation displays you find on fighter aircraft. Years ago, tactical aviation hit a point where the amount of information available to pilots began exceeding their ability to comprehend it. It was classic information overload, a fire hose of data that just became noise. There was a critical need to condense everything into a single, easily decipherable presentation—a big picture of the battle space that automatically prioritized what was important.”

			“And TIDE does the same thing on the ground?”

			“That’s the idea. It’s designed for an urban environment, places where you have so many inputs the big picture turns to clutter. Cameras, overhead reconnaissance, mobile phone tracking, hacked feeds from other intel sources. It gets overwhelming fast.”

			The four-field display of raw feeds was shunted to a secondary screen and the main monitor blinked to life with a new presentation. Katie saw a high-res satellite map of La Corniche and the bordering city—roughly one square mile of Tangier in sharp detail. The blue symbols representing Task Force 99 were spread across the waterfront. On the surrounding boulevard and streets eight red diamonds hovered like a noose.

			“That’s a lot of adversaries,” Katie said.

			“Those are only the ones MAADN has positively identified. Chances are, there are more.”

			Katie felt a churn in her gut. Clark and his team were surrounded, yet the best view of their situation was here. She found her eyes glued to the symbol labeled Blue 1. A little over a day ago she had been talking to John Clark at Incirlik. Now here he was, a thousand miles away and back in the hunt. The man did get around. She knew he was a legend in the spec ops community, but watching him work on a live feed, from half a world away, felt surreal.

			Two new red diamonds appeared on the west side—more threats verified by MAADN.

			“New hostiles near the marina,” Kyle announced. “Fifty yards north of the Sprinter.”

			“Is there any way we can send this picture to Clark and his team?”

			“No, the TIDE software is purely experimental. No way to relay the output to the field.”

			“We need to find a way,” Katie said.

			Before Kyle could respond a new symbol appeared. A lone man on the eastern boardwalk was highlighted by a flashing green circle. He was walking quickly, thirty paces behind two of the identified threats on the east side.

			“Is that Fulcrum?” Katie asked.

			Kyle referenced another screen. “It’s only probable right now—that’s why the tag is flashing. Somatic recognition only, no facial capture.”

			“Somatic?” she asked.

			“The way he’s moving—his gait, build, stance. We fed in some old video footage of Klaus from a financial seminar to use for comparison.”

			“You can identify somebody by the way they move?”

			“You’d be surprised at how accurate it is. But the face will confirm it—he’s about to move into the field of view on camera four.”

			The man appeared on the bottom-right screen. The flashing circle went solid.

			“It’s him!” Katie said.

			“Yeah. And he has no idea who the guys in front of him are.”

			“He’s going to walk right past them. We need to reach Clark! He needs to know what’s happening!”

			“Katie, we’re doing our best—”

			“Do better!”

			Kyle glanced at his sister. They’d had a thousand dustups over the years, like any close-in-age siblings. He knew her moods and signals, and the tone she’d just used was a redline. He also knew that she was right.

			Tangier, Morocco

			“One, this is Gamer, do you copy?”

			Clark’s thoughts stumbled for two reasons. First was that a new voice had entered the comm net. Second was that it was a voice he instantly recognized: someone he’d had an extended conversation with very recently.

			“One copies,” Clark responded.

			It struck him that Katie had done exactly as he’d suggested; she’d gone back to D.C., no doubt taking care of JC, and then dove right in with CC6. Clark was impressed, but not really surprised. It was precisely what her father would have done when he was her age. He shunted away a fleeting urge to tell Katie as much. Now wasn’t the time.

			“We have a positive ID on Fulcrum,” she said. “Gray hoodie, khaki pants. Moving fast sixty yards east of Two. He’s about to overtake two confirmed hostiles.”

			Clark scanned the area and easily picked out the man in question. He was a hundred and fifty yards away. Clark couldn’t see Klaus’s face to make a positive ID, but he trusted what Katie was telling him. The two hostiles were obvious. From this distance he couldn’t see their faces, but they were moving with all the arrogance of strip-club bouncers—typical GRU swagger. Both men were surveying the crowd openly, the way a policeman might—five seconds spent on every face. This told Clark they weren’t experienced operators. Five seconds was an eternity. Better to glance, take a snapshot, and decipher the picture later. Success, however, wasn’t always about being a pro—dumb luck had put geometry in their favor.

			He and Ding instinctively picked up their pace. “Two, One. Close in and be ready to intervene. No weapons if you can avoid it.”

			“Two copies,” Wu replied.

			“Gamer has new secondary threats IDed. Standing by to brief.”

			Clark was thankful for Katie’s radio discipline. They needed the frequency clear to deal with the immediate tactical problem. Once that was under control, she could give them a broader picture for egress.

			He saw Wu and Hyori take an angle to intercept Fulcrum. It was a delicate balance. Move too slow and they wouldn’t reach him in time. Move too fast and they would draw attention. There was always a chance the Russians wouldn’t recognize Klaus—he was still wearing the hoodie and sunglasses. But banking on an enemy’s incompetence was a fool’s game.

			The most prominent feature on La Corniche was a series of tall glass monuments spaced along the broad path. Clark zeroed in on the farthest one as Klaus passed behind it. He was walking quickly, oblivious to the fact that he was overtaking a pair of Russians—the two Wu had pegged as being from a recruiting poster.

			Clark said, “Two, can you get there in time?”

			“Going to be tight,” Wu replied.

			Klaus was a few steps behind the poster boys. Then, just as he was about to overtake them, he veered left. He’d decided to go around the opposite side of the glass monument, which resembled a twenty-foot-tall elevator shaft. He would end up right beside the GRU men when they reached the far side.

			At that point the Russians would surely recognize him.

			Clark and Chavez were fifty yards away when they saw Wu and Hyori begin trotting toward the Russians. They had seen the geometry exactly as Clark had and apparently abandoned the idea of blending in. Moments later, they did something Clark hadn’t seen coming. They began talking animatedly and gesticulating toward the water.

			“What the hell are they doing?” Ding said under his breath.

			Clark was about to say he had no idea when Hyori made a move that changed the situation entirely. He reached into his pocket, removed something, and pointed it decisively at the Russians.

			The two GRU goons stopped dead in their tracks.
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			“You take picture, please,” Hyori said in torturously accented English. He was holding out his iPhone to the oncoming Russians, an amiable smile on his face. There was no threat whatsoever in his posture or expression, even as he subtly eye-frisked the men for weapons.

			Wu played along instinctively. He said something in rapid-fire Chinese. Hyori, who didn’t understand a word of Mandarin, spouted off a reply in Korean—as it turned out, a less-than-complimentary comment about the hygiene of the two men before them. Wu, who didn’t speak Korean, had no idea what his partner had said. But the meaningless exchange confirmed one important point—they were on the same extemporaneous page.

			Hopefully it would buy the crucial seconds they needed.

			Wu shot a glance at Klaus. The Swiss was ten steps away, frozen in place behind the big glass sculpture. The commotion had triggered a response. This was the second feature of their ploy. Not only were they distracting the Russians, but they had gotten Klaus’s attention. If he had the slightest trace of tradecraft in his bones, he would realize the two Asian men were friendlies creating a diversion.

			“No, no!” replied the bigger of the two brutes. “Nyet! No pictures.”

			Hyori all but had his camera in the man’s face. The Russian swept out a big hand and pushed it aside. The two smiling Asians looked predictably crestfallen.

			The poster boys were about to move on, with Klaus only steps away to their left, when Hyori did something else that threw everyone off. He pointed his phone at the Russians as if to take their picture.

			In retrospect, Clark would judge it as one of the most instinctively brilliant street moves he’d ever seen. The last thing any Russian field operative would want was to have his picture snapped by a damned tourist.

			The bigger man reached out and seized Hyori’s wrist in an iron grip. Precisely as Hyori knew he would. Having already subtly set his stance low and wide, he moved with lightning speed to put the Russian in an arm bar and force him to his knees. The look of surprise on his face terminated when Hyori’s knee crashed into his skull.

			Wu attacked the second man simultaneously, a vicious kick that collapsed one knee. He then sent his teetering opponent to the ground with a hip throw and followed up with an immobilizing elbow to the temple. Wu quickly searched both men and recovered a holstered weapon from each.

			Clark and Ding arrived on a dead run. The situation hadn’t gone loud yet, but their cover was blown. Passersby all around were gawking and a woman was placing a call—almost certainly to the police.

			Clark focused on Klaus. He approached the Swiss with calm assuredness. Klaus’s Teutonic features were framed clearly in the hoodie—he had removed his sunglasses, as if what he’d just witnessed would make more sense without them.

			“Glad we reached you in time, Mr. Klaus,” said Clark. “You need to come with us right away.”

			Klaus’s expression misted over with indecision.

			There was no time for it. Clark said, “Twenty-four hours from now you will be in one of two places—a safe house in America or a prison in Russia. You have five seconds to make your choice.”

			Clark reckoned his words were immaterial. His American accent, compared to the accents of the men now immobilized on the concrete, would be enough to tip the scale.

			“Let’s go!” Klaus said.

			

			—

			“One, Gamer. You have two hostiles dead ahead. Turn right next street!”

			“One copies,” Clark responded.

			Clark and Ding walked quickly, shielding Klaus between them. Their heads were on swivels, scanning and evaluating every face, watching hands for threatening movements. Wu and Hyori were twenty paces back, a blocking force at the rear. The original egress route had proved a nonstarter; four Russians had converged on the marina, and wanting to keep in cover, Bauer and Toussaint hadn’t engaged. Charlie was on the move in the Sprinter, but bogged down in traffic.

			Katie served as their eye in the sky, and Clark envisioned Kyle interfacing with MAADN to keep the intel coming. Task Force 99 had disappeared into the warren of streets just off the waterfront, but it was only a temporary reprieve. They had Klaus in hand, yet Bauer and Toussaint remained separated, and their transportation was struggling to reach them. Hostiles were converging all around, and there were surely others they’d not yet identified. Clark could only rely on Katie for what was going to be a challenging egress.

			As Clark made the turn, he gave a hold signal to his trailing element.

			Wu and Hyori paused at the intersection.

			Katie picked up right away that they’d gone stationary. “Two, you’ve got threats forty yards south and closing.”

			“Two copies,” Hyori replied.

			The streets here were busy, but Hyori had no trouble discerning two quickly moving shapes on the distant cobbled sidewalk. Wu crossed to the far side of the intersection, and as he moved, Hyori saw the lead hostile press a finger momentarily to his ear. His eyes began searching and his gaze fell squarely on Wu. Both men drew handguns.

			“They’ve got comm,” Hyori announced on the net as he drew his own weapon. Wu accelerated toward the corner of a building, his gun already in hand. Before he could reach it, the lead Russian raised his weapon and opened fire.

			Wu dove behind a parked BMW motorcycle and bullets pinged off its frame. He thanked God for German engineering.

			Hyori emerged from cover and tried to sight on the shooter, but panicked civilians ruled out a shot. The second Russian began firing toward Wu, and Hyori got a clear line of sight. From thirty yards he put two rounds in the man’s head.

			Taking a prone position behind the motorcycle, Wu began returning fire. He got a clean shot, and in a ninety-degree cross fire the second Russian was cut down.

			Both searched for other threats. Seeing none, they pocketed their weapons and ran down the street Clark had taken. Hyori transmitted, “Two has engaged. Two hostiles down, moving to rejoin!”

			“One copies,” Clark replied. He had heard the unsilenced weapons, and the positive report was welcome. “Re-form on us. Three say posit.”

			“Three is roughly five blocks east,” Bauer replied.

			“Zero is breaking out of traffic,” Charlie interjected. “Need a rally point now!”

			“Gamer copies, stand by…”

			A pause on the Tangier end as everyone waited for Katie to make the call.

			As much as Clark liked and respected Jack Ryan’s daughter, he knew she was in a suboptimal position. Urban combat was not her specialty. He hoped that during her time at the Naval Academy she’d done some joint training with the Army along those lines.

			He also hoped she’d paid attention. The tenets of urban combat reflected a unique environment. Paramount was distinguishing enemy combatants from civilians in densely populated areas, a complication that demanded proportional use of force. The abundance of cover and concealment favored defenders over attackers. John Clark didn’t simply know these principles. He had lived by them until they were seared into his marrow.

			But Katie? Could she adapt?

			Clark shot a glance behind him. Wu and Hyori were again in position. He sensed a new mood amid the crowds on the sidewalk. A dangerous mix of caution and curiosity. Everyone had heard the gunshots, which wouldn’t be completely foreign here. A few shopkeepers had retreated into their stores, but others edged outside tentatively to see what the commotion was about. The intersection behind them had gone still and people would begin gathering. Nothing drew a crowd like a crowd. The police had to be getting calls, probably dozens of them, and soon sirens would begin wailing.

			Clark was reasonably sure he had his unit moving in the general direction of Bauer and Toussaint, but the streets were a labyrinth of diagonal alleys and curving boulevards. Once they had a rally point, he would have to stop to reference a map and coordinate on the radio.

			Come on, Katie. Give us a vector!

			The radio remained silent.
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			“Tell him I’ll call him back!” Katie snapped, her eyes locked on the big monitor.

			Moose was holding out a secure handset like it was a holy relic. Kyle had already rejected taking the call.

			“But he knows something is going down in Tangier,” Moose argued.

			“Of course he does. Tell him I’m busy.”

			“It’s the President of the United States!”

			“No, it’s our dad. He would want us to take care of business first.”

			Moose sat statue-like, the phone in his outstretched hand.

			Katie finally tore her attention away from the screen and snatched the handset away. She put it to her ear and said, “I’ll get right back to you!” Without waiting for a response, she dropped the phone back in its cradle.

			Katie took one last look at the monitor, adjusted her headset and mic, and keyed the transmit button.

			The White House

			Seated at the Situation Room conference table, Jack Ryan stared at the phone.

			The call had been put on speaker for the benefit of the others in the room. Most of the National Security Council were present. Everyone was staring at him.

			The President set down the handset without a word, a stunned look on his face.

			“She said she would get right back to us,” Arnie van Damm said. Because somebody had to say something.

			“That girl does have a willful streak,” Ryan responded.

			“Wonder where she got that?” mused Mary Pat.

			On another day, Ryan might have smiled.

			All eyes went back to the monitor. There, with a slight time lag, they saw a mirror image of the map Katie and Kyle were using to guide the fight. The scene was troubling.

			Task Force 99 was surrounded.

			Tangier, Morocco

			The comm net crackled to life. Katie’s voice was sharp and clear. “New rally point, Foxtrot. Area clear of threats now, but One, you’ve got multiple inbounds between you and rally point. Suggest you arc south, next left turn.”

			“One copies,” Clark replied as he and Ding hustled Klaus toward the next corner.

			During their downtime in the safe house, Clark had identified seven alternate points for exfiltration. Foxtrot was Nations Square, roughly a third of a mile west of their position.

			He transmitted orders on the fly. “Three, proceed to Foxtrot and secure the area.”

			“Three copies.”

			“Zero, say ETA.”

			Charlie replied, “I can reach Fox in six mikes.”

			Clark made the turn, but before his group were halfway to the next street Katie came online again.

			“One, I’ve got a new pop-up threat. Three individuals to the left of the next cross street. Suggest you divert.”

			“Divert? Divert where?”

			A pause, then, “Immediately to your left is a grocery store. There’s a service alley in back, so there must be a door.”

			Clark saw the store, veered left, and went inside. Klaus looked frightened, but he was keeping pace and following instructions. The store was small, four aisles of worn tile and peeling paint. Shelves were stocked from floor to ceiling with prepackaged food and bins held produce and spices. The scents of saffron and cinnamon saturated the air. A young woman behind a distant counter tapped distractedly on her phone, oblivious to the five foreigners who’d just entered her store. Clark led the way down a central aisle that put them out of sight of the cashier. Thankfully there were no customers. Halfway to the back he glanced over his shoulder and saw two forms rush past on the street outside. Katie’s instinct had been a good one. They were in the green.

			But for how long?

			Clark easily found a passageway leading to the back. A tattered curtain served as a divider, and he hurried through to find a jumbled storeroom. A worn mop sat in a bucket and boxes of inventory were stacked haphazardly against the walls. As Katie had surmised, there was a door connecting to the back alley. It didn’t appear to be locked—he could actually see a gap of daylight where it was cracked open.

			He was just beginning to feel better about the situation when Katie delivered more bad news.

			“Not working. Threats have merged and are now doubling back. They know you ditched them. Three men heading back up the street and two are turning into the alley. If they can figure out the right store, you’re trapped. I also have a new pair closing in from the north—roughly five minutes out.”

			“We’ve still got good numbers, boss,” said Hyori, reinforcing what Clark was thinking. “We can break out.”

			“Probably. But no telling how many more are inbound. The priority is to get Klaus safe, and for that we need to change the dynamics.”

			“Dynamics?”

			Clark scoped out the room. He saw a handcart and empty crates. Then, near the door, he saw something that spurred an idea: a light green windbreaker.

			He surveyed the team and made the easiest decision he would have that day. “Hyori,” he said, pointing to Klaus, “put on his hoodie. Gunther, switch to that windbreaker by the door.”

			“The two of us going to separate?” Hyori inquired.

			“Divide and conquer.”

			Clark explained his plan to the others. Hyori was roughly Klaus’s height and build, and their khaki pants matched. The Russians had gotten a distant look at Klaus, and they knew how he was dressed. Klaus had no objections. He removed his hoodie and handed it to Hyori, although he retained his cheap sunglasses. Then he shrugged on the windbreaker.

			Clark didn’t like splitting his force, but it was their best chance. Once the enemy got eyes on them again, and they would, the numbers could quickly get out of hand. Getting Fulcrum clear was the priority.

			He said, “Ding, you, Wu, and Klaus hold here. Hyori and I will go out the back and engage. After we get past the first two, we’ll move south and try to draw the attention of whoever else shows up. Once the coast is clear, head north. We’ll rally at Foxtrot.”

			“How long do we wait for you?” Ding asked.

			“I’ll let you know over the net.”

			“And if we lose comms?”

			“Then don’t wait, go straight to the airfield and launch. Hyori and I can catch up later.”

			Clark read in Ding’s expression that he didn’t like this part of the plan. But he didn’t argue.

			“Gamer,” Clark said over the net, “what’s the status in the alley?”

			“Unknown,” Katie replied. “Two hostiles went into the alley, but we’ve got no feeds there. We also don’t have eyes on the alley’s north entrance.”

			Clark wasn’t surprised. Even the best intel had its limits. “Okay,” he said, “let’s hit it.”

			He eased out the back door, Hyori right behind him. Both had their weapons poised. Hyori stayed particularly low, and Clark knew what he was thinking. By donning the gray hoodie, he was making himself target number one.

			The alley was closer to a junkyard than a delivery route. Crates, trash bins, a wrecked motor scooter. The stench of rotting food was heavy. Clark kept close to the right-hand wall, going for concealment behind a small dumpster. He spotted the two men approaching, guns leveled in front of them. They were checking back doors one by one, and at the moment were three entrances away. Using hand signals, he directed Hyori to take up a supporting position on his left.

			As soon as he was in place, Clark gave another signal and stood.

			Everyone was mortal, but sometimes the difference on the battlefield came down to those who’d accepted that fact and those who hadn’t. John Clark had committed to his fate long ago.

			The man on the right had not. He sensed Clark’s presence and took the time to think. Instead of simply raising his weapon and firing, he glanced at a discarded refrigerator, probably wondering whether it would suffice for cover. Without hesitation, Clark sighted on the man and fired two rounds. His target spun from a hit, but didn’t go down. Staggering against the refrigerator, the man unleashed two wild shots. Clark didn’t miss with his next round, the man’s head jerking back in a hail of red vapor.

			The second man made a similar mistake, lunging toward a parked car. Two rounds from Hyori dropped him before he reached it.

			Clark and Hyori rushed toward them, confirmed both were dead, then continued toward the mouth of the alley. There they paused. Clark heard footsteps shuffling behind them. Ding and the others were exiting the grocery store and moving in the opposite direction.

			“Gamer, this is One. We’re about to exit the alley south. I need a picture.”

			“We’ve got two inbounds one hundred yards to your left, closing. A second group dead ahead, twice that range.”

			Clark looked at Hyori. “We need to give them one look at you. After that, let’s turn right and lead them on a chase. Five minutes in the wrong direction, then we double back toward Foxtrot.”

			“Copy that, boss.”

			They bolted into the street like they were on fire—the best way to draw the attention of the nearest Russians. Clark glanced left and saw them. One was pointing toward them, the other talking—no doubt giving a SITREP on their own comm net.

			Clark and Hyori sprinted up a busy sidewalk, stealth no longer a concern. It forced the Russians to run to keep up. Which, in turn, would make it easier for CC6 to track them. Katie chimed in with threat updates, but soon they hit another blind spot in her coverage. Clark bolted up a curving road, then turned right into a maze of low apartment buildings. Orientation became impossible, the tangle of streets and alleys having been conceived a thousand years ago. After five minutes he saw no sign of the hostiles behind them. He also had no idea where they were. Clark stopped to reference the map on his phone when a barrage of gunfire crackled from the right.

			He threw himself behind a cobblestone wall, stone chips stinging his face. His shoulder smacked the ground, and when he looked back, he saw Hyori down. His face was masked in blood and he was struggling to move. Clark popped up from behind the wall and spotted a single gunman. He engaged, firing three rounds that dropped the man. He then saw a second man who had backed against a wall to swap out a magazine. Clark fired twice as he was racking a round into the chamber, both hitting center of mass. The man crumpled to the ground. Clark saw no other clear threats, but couldn’t be sure. He dropped back in cover, performed his own mag change, and crawled toward Hyori.

			“What have we got, Lee?”

			Hyori was trying to gather himself. His face was a crimson mess.

			“I took a couple of hits.”

			Hyori was wearing light body armor. Clark pulled the hoodie away and saw two shredded holes in the fabric of his shirt and plate carrier. One hit was high, and shrapnel of some kind—either from the round or the vest—had ricocheted into his cheek and temple.

			“Doesn’t look like there was penetration.”

			Hyori wiped blood from his eyes. Head wounds were notoriously bloody.

			Clark gingerly removed the hoodie, which no longer served a purpose, and used it to wipe away blood. “Two gashes, but neither looks deep. A couple of new scars to add to your operator mystique.”

			Hyori forced a grin. “You come through okay?”

			“Had no choice. I’m too old to die young.”

			“Hope I can say that one day.”

			“You good to go?” Clark asked.

			“Let’s find out.”

			Clark cleared the area around them. He saw no new threats. A few civilians who’d been wandering the lane had disappeared. He helped Hyori to his feet as the wail of sirens began rising in the distance.

			“Time to get outta here.” He pulled his phone from his hip pocket and saw the screen shattered. “Shit!”

			Hyori looked down at his vest and saw the remains of his own phone in a pocket in his plate carrier. It had taken a direct hit, and was probably the source of the shrapnel that had flown into his face. “What are the chances?” he said rhetorically. “Not only kills our comm, but also our nav.”

			“We’ll figure it out. I remember where Nations Square is…I just need to figure out where we are.”

			“Big to small,” Hyori said.

			This was a cardinal rule of tactical navigation. To establish a present position, find a prominent reference point for orientation, and fine-tune from there.

			Clark spotted the minaret of a mosque—as he recalled from his site study, the Syrian Mosque. They moved fast until the mosque was in front of them.

			“Nations Square is north of here,” Clark said.

			“Okay, but which way is north?”

			Clark smiled. “The compass is right on front of us. All mosques are oriented to face Mecca. In Tangier, that means they face nearly due east.”

			Hyori nodded, the gyro in his head having caged upright. They set out walking at a steady pace.

			Eyes scanning.

			Weapons concealed, but ready.
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			The Kremlin

			Moscow, Russia

			2213 Local Time

			Vasin stood at something near attention. As a career GRU officer, he had undergone rudimentary military training on his initial induction into the service. But that had been decades ago when he’d been young, fit, and marginally principled. Rooted in place now before the president’s desk, he resembled an old tree after a storm. His base was uneven, his limbs crooked, and his comb-over had gone askew in the parking lot. The only thing more or less in regulation was his absolute stillness. And that had nothing to do with military composure.

			“How could you let him get away!” Yermilov shouted. He threw aside the message Vasin had placed on his desk. It fluttered to the floor.

			“My people did their best,” Vasin insisted. “Klaus had help—men who were highly skilled.”

			“And now I have an international incident to deal with!”

			“My men were caught by surprise, and they paid a serious price. Four are dead—two of mine and two of Malenkov’s. Two others are in the hospital, one in critical condition with a brain bleed.”

			“A shame,” Yermilov said.

			Vasin silently questioned Yermilov’s meaning. Was he regretting that the two men had been injured? Or that they’d had the temerity to survive?

			“I assume we are talking about the Americans?” the president said.

			“We have no direct evidence…but I can’t imagine otherwise.”

			“What are you doing to track them down?”

			Vasin tried to find the right words. “We began a search after the final engagement, but it was difficult. The police and military were at every corner. Our efforts turned to containment. One team went to the airport and discovered that a private jet had recently departed. Our research suggests it was a CIA aircraft.”

			Veins bulged at the president’s temples. He said venomously, “So not only did you fail to find Klaus, but you let the Americans spirit him away.”

			Vasin said nothing.

			“Get out of my sight!”

			The head of Russian military intelligence spun and disappeared through the door.

			Alone in his office, Yermilov’s mind succumbed to a swirl of conflicting thoughts. He half turned his chair to face the side wall. On the credenza beside his desk was a secure phone system. So far it had been silent…President Jack Ryan had not reached out.

			Not yet.

			Yermilov had been expecting a call from the American President for days, but now he was glad for the delay. Losing Klaus to the Americans was disastrous, and it changed how he would handle Ryan.

			It would be a risk-laden phone call.

			But that, in truth, was the least of his worries. A phone call he could control. What worried him more was now entirely outside his grasp.

			The White House

			“They’re airborne and they have Klaus,” Ryan announced, hanging up a handset after a secure call with the commander of Task Force 99. The Gulfstream wasn’t wired for videoconferencing, so the SITREP from Clark had come by way of an encrypted voice connection. The President himself had taken it.

			“They should reach Sigonella in a few hours.”

			A palpable sigh of relief swept across the Situation Room.

			The operation in Tangier had been on a knife’s edge for hours. As promised, Katie had called back with an update. She gave an account, as best she could, of the rolling engagements that were taking place across the city. She explained that Task Force 99 had made it back to the Gulfstream with the exception of Clark and Hyori, who’d inexplicably not shown. Even more ominously, they had gone off comms.

			Ding had assumed command in Clark’s absence, and in direct violation of the orders he’d been given, he decided to wait for them to show up. That was when things had truly gotten dicey.

			Foggy Bottom received a call from a highly agitated Moroccan foreign minister. He accused Clark’s team, who’d been allowed into the country as a diplomatic courtesy, of engaging in a running gunfight in the heart of the old medina. SecState Adler, ever the diplomat, said he would investigate the allegations thoroughly, and also planted a seed of conspiracy for the Moroccans to chase down: he said that if violence had broken out, the instigators were almost certainly a small army of Russian GRU agents who had flooded into Tangier in the last twenty-four hours. He suggested that a quick check of Moroccan immigration records would prove the point. Adler never let on that, thanks to MAADN, he himself had those government records on a computer monitor in front of him.

			As the diplomatic wrangling had played out, a Moroccan police contingent was rushed to the airport and used their cars to block the doors of the hangar. Inside, the CIA Gulfstream was poised for departure. Captain Hooper had told Chavez that if the blockade was removed, he could have the jet rolling in less than two minutes. He even claimed, possibly in jest, that he could take off on a taxiway if necessary. He said the tower controllers would be less than thrilled with such a maneuver, but there was little they could do to stop it. Once airborne, a turn north would put them in Spanish airspace in less than five minutes. Ding had put that plan in his operational back pocket. He was determined to not leave without Clark and Hyori.

			The impasse continued for nearly two hours. As the NSC watched and waited, President Ryan reflected that the standoff wasn’t without benefits. The Moroccan police were, however inadvertently, keeping the jet secure from an emboldened GRU. It also bought time to find out what had happened to Clark and Hyori.

			That mystery was solved when a taxi screeched to a stop outside the perimeter fence. The two poured out of the back seat and reached the aircraft through a side hangar entrance. Clark explained that they’d both lost comm, and that he’d elected to keep the GRU hurtling around the city to facilitate the jet’s escape. He wasn’t happy that Chavez had stalled their departure, but that fence, everyone knew, would quickly be mended.

			Clark then contacted the White House, reporting that Task Force 99 was reunited and ready to move. To Ryan, it was classic John Clark: four kills, one recovered asset, zero apologies. At the end of the call, he issued nothing short of a demand to the commander in chief: “I need to get my team out of here now, sir!”

			The President knew the rest was up to him. He had initiated a direct call to the king of Morocco. The exchange was tense to begin, the monarch having been briefed on the situation, but Ryan laid on the charm—a skill he had not always possessed, but one he’d been trying to improve in this age of transactional global politics.

			The king was eventually swayed—owed a favor by the leader of the free world—and the Gulfstream was released. It took off on the active runway, Hooper seeming almost disappointed to not have gotten a shot at his taxiway trick. That had been half an hour ago, and with the aircraft cruising safely in international airspace, Clark had initiated the call to the President.

			“Did everyone make it out okay?” Mary Pat asked with a commander’s unease. Task Force 99 was her responsibility.

			“One minor injury,” Ryan said. “The others are safe, including Fulcrum.”

			“We need to interview him as soon as they arrive at Sig,” said SecDef Burgess.

			“I don’t think we can wait that long. Klaus claims to have some time-critical intel. Clark is going to debrief him on the flight and call us back when he’s got the story.”

			The members of the NSC nodded in assent. Then everyone got back to work. They cranked up phones and laptops to coordinate with their respective agencies.

			Jack Ryan took a more thoughtful tack. He looked to his left and regarded the secure phone at the nearby comm station. A call to the Russian president seemed imminent. And something told him Nikita Yermilov would be expecting it.
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			The Maghreb

			Al-Jaghbub Airfield

			2140 Local Time

			The casks flown in from Siberia, which had hours ago been lined up in neat formation in the hangar, were now strewn on the far side like so many spent beer cans. It was an inglorious end, given that what they’d held had been manufactured with the aim of saving lives.

			Cesium chloride was one of many products of the Mayak Production Association. Situated on the heel of the Ural Mountains, the Mayak site is among the largest nuclear facilities in the Russian Federation. In addition to producing power, the complex has extensive facilities dedicated to the reprocessing of nuclear waste. It also separates radionuclides, rare earths, and noble metals for medical and industrial use.

			Cesium 137 was a case in point. A by-product of the fission of uranium 235, the radioactive isotope has long been used as source material for radiation therapies. Specifically, it was once widely employed in blood irradiation machines, a vital tool for preventing complications during transfusions. For years Mayak was the world’s sole producer of cesium chloride, a derivative compound of the isotope. In the form of a salt, it was similar in appearance and texture to talcum powder.

			It was this feature of radioactive cesium chloride that led to its disuse. Salts, by nature, are highly soluble, and handling one that is also a high beta and gamma emitter is a recipe for contamination. Medical facilities around the world shifted to less-risky alternatives, and as they did, the owners of Mayak lost a profitable sideline. Yet as was often the case in Russia—a vestige of its communist era state-run economic model—the loss of a market did not correspond to an end of production. The cesium chloride kept coming. As containers of highly radioactive material, little more than waste, backed up behind its fences, the administrators of Mayak began looking for an alternate storage site.

			Which was how, years later, one hundred and six oxidized and leaking barrels of highly radioactive cesium chloride had ended up behind a chain link fence in Siberia. Andrei Malenkov had seen the potential of that cache. He’d spent months repositioning it for his own designs. Finally, tonight, everything was in place. Poised to take flight from a forgotten desert airfield.

			

			—

			Qasim stood absolutely motionless, as if his slight frame was cast in stone. He was sweating profusely in the protective suit, and the nylon head straps of his breathing apparatus were drenched. The sun outside had set hours ago, but the hangar doors were shut and all the fans had been turned off—it was a basic precaution of working with radionuclides that air circulation be kept to a minimum. His lead-lined vest and gloves seemed to grow heavier by the minute. He had done his best to stay hydrated, but four hours into the process he’d probably lost at least three kilos. The work required the patience of a Talmudic scholar.

			Still, Qasim never flinched. Vengeance was a powerful motivator.

			The holding tank in the last drone was nearing the fill level—a simple fishing float rose to the top, the red-and-white bobber dancing merrily in a clear tube. The gauge was an elementary creation and had worked admirably. He thought it a fitting metaphor for the entire undertaking: cutting-edge physics applied with exquisite simplicity.

			Qasim switched off the pump and the motor went quiet. He used a pair of tongs to remove the transfer tube and let it fall to the floor. He checked the mixing tank and saw only two percent of the slurry remaining. He had planned well—he’d been shooting for less than five percent.

			Qasim had been treading fine lines throughout the process. He needed to get the viscosity right, dispersing the source material throughout the liquid without clogging the feed system. Once the mix was finalized—the source material becoming cesium hydroxide after being mixed with water—he hoped to fill the holding tank on every drone and leave a minimum of mixture remaining, optimizing the potential for contamination of the target area.

			Using a long pole—a tree trimmer he’d modified for the task—Qasim placed the cap on the drone’s feed tank. It proved to be the most difficult of the ten, but soon he locked the cap in place. He next shut off the agitators in the mixing tank. With those motors stilled, the hangar fell into an eerie silence.

			Qasim drew in a deep breath, then looked over his shoulder. He was still alone. There had been a few observers at the outset, Malenkov among them. Then the inevitable spillage had begun—a feed tube had fallen to the floor as he moved it toward the second drone. A liter or two of the solution had slopped onto the concrete. Qasim fully expected such incidents, especially at the beginning. Soon after that, he’d been alone.

			The incident didn’t worry him. Those who understood radiation respected it. The rest lived in fear. Which, of course, was the essence of their entire plan. The radioactive residue he would disperse on their target, spread over roughly eight square miles, would not be extreme. But it would be enough to deny access as panic took hold. And by conservative calculations, it would take at least seven years to decontaminate. A greatly expanded Three Mile Island.

			He walked across the hangar to the utility door, his polyethylene booties squishing across the floor. His suit was multilayered, a full body coverall that protected against micron-sized particles. He stopped at the door, removed the hood and respirator, and dropped them to the floor. Getting out of the suit was a multistep process that he would undertake outside.

			Qasim reached for the door handle, but then paused. He took a last look at the scene, and his mind drifted to the history of this place. The Moors had come to the Maghreb with their double-edged swords, the Nazis with their Panzers. It struck him that the ambitions of men never changed; the centuries simply gave new means of lethality for advancing them.

			Ten ungainly drones sat still under the bright fluorescent lights. They were fully prepped for launch. Fuel, navigation updates, and now one thousand liters of payload. A squadron of bombers waiting for launch. Qasim’s work was done, and with three hours to spare.

			Somehow, however, the sense of satisfaction he had expected—no, he thought, the sense of sweet revenge—was lacking. He never doubted the pain his work would inflict on the Egyptians. People would die, and, economically, it would push the nation into the sea. Still, he felt only emptiness, as if the last months had never happened. Or perhaps the last years.

			Qasim turned away and pushed through the door. He was immediately struck by the sweet scent of rain on the desert breeze.
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			Flight Level 390

			80 Nautical Miles South of Ibiza, Spain

			2152 Local Time

			The air over the southern Mediterranean was smooth. Through the oval portside windows lights from the island of Ibiza flickered in the distance. The clubs there would be building to their crescendo, the nightly carnal spectacle catering to Europe’s privileged and carefree.

			The atmosphere in the Gulfstream’s cabin was a stark contrast.

			Clark took a seat opposite Klaus and handed him a cup of coffee.

			The banker accepted it gratefully. He held the Styrofoam cup with both hands and took a tentative sip. He looked spent, shell-shocked. It was a look that Clark, having spent his life in the domains of armed conflict, knew all too well. According to Ding, Klaus had been a model of cooperation throughout the egress. During the standoff in the hangar, however, his agitation had ratcheted up. He insisted he had time-sensitive information, yet every time he began his story a new crisis had intervened. The police had surrounded the hangar, then they’d been caught up in diplomatic maneuvering. After getting airborne, a call from the President of the United States had gotten in the way. Now, finally, he had Clark’s full attention.

			Klaus took a second sip. His hands stopped trembling.

			The rest of the team was splayed out in the aft cabin, the usual wind-down after an intense operation. Ding had cleaned and dressed Hyori’s facial wounds, which appeared to be superficial. Food and rest were the new priority.

			“Okay,” Clark said. “Let’s talk.”

			Klaus nodded.

			“You said you’ve got something important for us.”

			“Yes, I do. Although it is only…I think there is a legal word…circumstantial.” Klaus’s English was excellent—like most residents of Europe’s Alpine region, he spoke several languages.

			“You mean you don’t have direct proof?” Clark queried.

			“I should explain. I am a money manager, but not in the traditional sense. I—”

			“Gunther,” Clark said, cutting him off. “I know what you do. And I know you’ve promised to give us proof of illicit financial dealings by high-profile Russians. We’ll get to all that. I need to know if there is an imminent threat to Western interests. That’s what you implied earlier.”

			A rapid-fire nod. “In recent months I have been working for a man named Andrei Malenkov.”

			“The former head of SSD.”

			“Correct. He has gone private and set up an operation in eastern Libya.”

			“An operation? What kind of operation?”

			“I can’t say exactly. A few months ago, I arranged for a large sum of cash to be delivered to Malenkov. He used it to lease an airfield in a remote region of the Maghreb. It is outside a village called Al-Jaghbub.”

			Clark had never heard of the place, but that wasn’t surprising. There were hundreds of such hamlets across northern Africa. “Was this an active airfield?”

			“No, it had been abandoned years ago, after the fall of Gaddhafi. Once this lease was secured, more funding followed. Malenkov purchased heavy equipment—a bulldozer, a sweeper, a number of smaller vehicles. In essence, what one would need to clear a runway and set up air operations. He then contracted a number of flights from a cargo company called TransAvia, and more equipment arrived—things like tools, air handlers, and welding gear. There is one large hangar on the airfield and everything went inside.”

			“Any idea what he intended to do in this hangar?”

			“That soon became obvious. He purchased ten Shahed-151 drones from Iran. According to the purchase agreement, they were models designed for agricultural use.”

			“Like spraying crops?”

			“Correct.”

			“What about personnel?”

			“I established a payroll account. Malenkov hired roughly three dozen men. I can tell you most had backgrounds in security. I recognized some of the names—they were mercenaries he had used before. There were also a handful of technicians.”

			Klaus now had Clark’s full attention. “What kind of technicians?”

			“I don’t know…at least, I have no direct knowledge. But I found myself wondering the same thing, and I began to make associations. Among the deliveries by TransAvia was a consignment of lead brick.”

			“Lead brick?”

			“Twelve tons of it. There was also an unusual holding tank from the same supplier—a manufacturer of equipment for handling nuclear material.”

			Clark was beginning to understand Klaus’s sense of urgency. If what he was saying was true, a terror attack of unimaginable scale could be brewing. Remote location, secretive financing, equipment for handling radiological agents. And most damning of all—a man behind it with an extensive history of sowing chaos.

			“What was the name of this manufacturer?” Clark asked. He wanted details to pass on to the DNI.

			Klaus provided it. Clark asked more questions and scribbled notes on a pad.

			Klaus became agitated. “You can’t waste time with research. You have to stop Malenkov by striking this airfield immediately.”

			Clark’s pen went still. “Like an air strike?”

			The Swiss nodded adamantly.

			“What exactly do you think we’d be stopping?”

			“I don’t know…you are more of an expert in these things than I am. But there are two things that suggest an attack is imminent. First is that the final TransAvia flight was contracted for this morning.”

			“Any idea what it was carrying?”

			“No. But I can tell you there haven’t been any other shipments for over a week. All the material and equipment I arranged funding for have been delivered. The flight set for today, however, was unique. It was the first to be booked, and there are no others scheduled.”

			“Which implies that whatever is being planned, it’s going to happen soon.”

			Klaus looked theatrically at his watch. “I would say in the next few hours.”

			Clark’s craggy features turned skeptical. In a measured voice, he asked, “And what leads you to this conclusion?”

			“In addition to arranging Malenkov’s operational financing, I also handled his personal investments. He recently gave me access to some sizable new accounts. I don’t know where the money came from, but the numbers are significant—more than three billion dollars. He instructed me to bet all of it on one highly specialized strategy, and to do it in a way that kept his ownership veiled. It was a challenge given the size of the investment, but I carried out his wishes. He now controls extremely speculative option contracts for a particular commodity.”

			“What commodity are we talking about?”

			“Crude oil. In essence, he is placing a massive bet that the price of oil will skyrocket before the contracts expire.”

			“I almost hate to ask, but when is that?”

			“Close of business tomorrow. These contracts were executed in various financial markets around the world—it was a method to try to keep them off the radar of regulators. It’s important to note that market reactions to unforeseen events are not instantaneous. Trends take time to develop. But the endgame, to me, seems clear. Andrei Malenkov can become an exceptionally wealthy man…but only if his scheme takes place early tomorrow morning.”
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			Situation Room

			The White House

			Washington, D.C.

			1606 Local Time

			Clark conveyed Klaus’s information to the White House. They, in turn, forwarded the pertinent details to the DoD, CIA, and Cyber Cell 6. Problems were immediately apparent.

			“We can’t get live coverage of this site anytime soon,” Mary Pat said, reading a message from the NRO. “They’re going over archived footage and everything Klaus is telling us about this airfield at Al-Jaghbub checks out. There have been major improvements in recent months, and it appears to be operational. We have two captures of a transport on the ground, presumably one of these TransAvia flights.”

			“That’s all good and fine,” said the SecDef. “But we have no way of knowing exactly what was delivered to that hangar.”

			“And more importantly,” Mary Pat added, “what’s being done inside right now.”

			Ryan said, “We have to assume Klaus is right. Malenkov, or whoever’s behind this, is going to launch a strike before daybreak.”

			Admiral Kent said, “These drones, as Klaus described them, are designed for spraying. We can’t completely discount a biological attack. That said, given the delivery of hardware for handling nuclear material—it seems almost certain we’re looking at a radiological attack.”

			“With the aim of driving up the price of crude oil,” seconded Mary Pat.

			“Area denial?” Ryan conjectured.

			Heads around the room nodded.

			The concept of drones delivering autonomous attacks was nothing new, a point driven home with an exclamation point when Ukraine had used swarms of them launched from trucks to decimate Russia’s strategic bomber fleet. Ryan had personally ordered a review of potential vulnerabilities to such a strike—the kind of predictive threat analysis referred to in the intel community as a “left of bang” assessment. Large-scale radiological attacks had made that list, but they’d filtered to the bottom, the logistics of such an attack seeming too complex to coordinate. Now it was happening, and the repercussions could be immense. Dispersing a radioactive isotope from the air could render a targeted area untouchable for years, even decades.

			“Oil fields?” Arnie van Damm speculated.

			“That’s the simple answer,” Burgess replied. “The Middle East would have a vast number of potential targets.”

			“It can’t be just oil fields,” Ryan argued. “Ten drones can’t cover a huge area and shutting down a few square miles of oil wells wouldn’t precipitate a crisis.” He studied the map, and added, “Let’s focus on these drones. How far can they go? If we draw a max-range circle around this airfield the target might become obvious.”

			“On it,” said Kent.

			A map of the region was displayed on the central monitor. As Ryan studied it, he wondered aloud. “How did we miss this?”

			The SecDef, who was clearly having the same misgivings, said, “The war in Libya has gone cold. It’s a part of the world we haven’t been watching closely. NRO confirmed that we won’t have any scheduled satellite coverage until tomorrow morning. The nearest available Predator would take six hours to get on station.”

			“Too long,” Ryan said.

			“I agree,” seconded Mary Pat.

			The President looked directly at the SecDef. “Find out what Navy assets we have in the area.”

			“Will do.”

			After a lengthy silence, Mary Pat said, “What about Clark?”

			Ryan looked at her questioningly. “Clark?”

			“He’s already flying, maybe a couple of hours away. He knows the situation better than anyone.”

			“What are you suggesting? That we have his Gulfstream do an overflight…like reconnaissance?”

			“That’s one option,” Mary Pat replied. “But our target is an airfield.”

			“You’re saying we send him there to intervene?” Burgess inquired. “Klaus told us there are dozens of mercs working security at this compound. He’d be flying into a hornet’s nest. Maybe a radioactive one at that.”

			“I’m saying he’s our nearest asset. At the very least, he should go have a look. Clark can evaluate the situation from the air. Maybe we’ll come up with a better option in the meantime, but right now Task Force 99 is our quickest way to get eyes on target. If they overfly this airfield, it could also send a message. It would put Malenkov on notice that his operation has been compromised.”

			Van Damm added, “If it delayed the launch of these drones even an hour or two, that would buy us time to come up with better options.”

			Ryan weighed the idea. “Okay, it’s worth a shot. I’m not sure what the endgame is, but we need to leverage every available asset.” He addressed Mary Pat. “Get in touch with Clark. Assuming their jet has enough gas to do it, have them fly toward this airfield. We’ll get back to them later with specifics.”

			She reached for a phone.

			SecDef Burgess ended his call with the Pentagon. “We have one carrier strike group in the Med,” he announced. “The Ford is west of Sardinia, roughly nine hundred miles from this airfield.”

			“Is that too far to launch a strike?” van Damm asked.

			“No, it could be done with external fuel tanks. But to get jets configured, launched, and then fly that distance—we’re talking at least three hours. Four or five is more realistic. I’m not sure if we have that much time.”

			“What about Tomahawks?” Kent asked. “Wouldn’t they be quicker?”

			“Hang on!” Ryan intervened. “Do we really want to hit this airfield? If there is radiological material on-site, a strike with air-to-ground munitions, even small smart bombs, could release a radioactive cloud. Double that for a cruise missile strike. There’s a village nearby that’s got to be full of civilians.” No one countered the President’s logic as he cuffed a hand to his chin. “All right, the choices we’re coming up with all have drawbacks. But sometimes there’s no easy solution. Let’s instruct Ford to prep a strike package for launch. Load up and stand by. And have her make best speed toward the area while we decide how to tackle this.”

			“Yes, sir,” the SecDef replied.

			Admiral Kent ended his call. “I’ve got that range circle for a Shahed-151 drone. This assumes a one-way flight with a partial fuel load to account for a big payload.” He typed on a keyboard and a green circle was scribed on the map, centered around Al-Jaghbub Airfield. It touched Tripoli to the west, Greece to the north, and the Sinai to the east.

			“Not a lot of oil fields in that ring,” Kent said. “Libya has recovered some production since the civil war quieted, but in the greater market it’s only a minor player. Egypt pumps even less. And in either case, it doesn’t matter what these ten drones are carrying—they couldn’t shut down a large enough area to make a dent.”

			“It’s not an oil field,” Mary Pat said.

			“No, it’s not,” Ryan agreed, seeing it at the same time. “The target is a choke point.”

			He stood abruptly and tapped a finger on the waterway that formed the western edge of the Sinai Peninsula.

			“The Suez Canal,” said van Damm.

			“Last estimate I saw,” said Mary Pat, “roughly ten percent of seaborne oil and LNG pass through the canal. Most of it goes to Europe. A sudden, long-term shutdown? It’d be the market equivalent of throwing a flare into a fireworks factory. You’d only have to contaminate a few square miles—and it molds perfectly with Malenkov’s investment scheme.”

			It was a rare event that the National Security Council, in the heat of a Situation Room crisis, reached complete accord. This was such an occasion, with one exception. The holdout was Jack Ryan.

			He said, “I agree to a point. The canal has got to be the target.”

			“But…” Mary Pat prompted.

			The President’s head canted, as if searching for a different perspective. “Cui bono?” he asked. It was a Latin term that often arose in criminal prosecutions. Who benefits?

			As was usually the case, Mary Pat’s thoughts aligned most quickly. “Malenkov is a given…but there has to be more. Nobody undertakes an attack of this magnitude to fuel an investment scheme.”

			“At some level,” Ryan said, “this has got to be state sponsored. And the prime suspect is obvious.”

			“Russia’s economy is hanging by a thread and sagging oil prices have been killing them. Shutting down the canal, possibly for a decade or more—it would be a trillion-dollar flip on revenue. Europe could be forced to turn back to Russia for crude oil and natural gas. And with Arctic routes becoming more accessible, Russia’s influence on shipping would skyrocket. There’s no way this wouldn’t help them.”

			“Maybe the Russians duped us,” said Adler. “Maybe Malenkov is still heading SSD.”

			Ryan said, “Or maybe he’s running a new division we don’t even know about. One that pushes instability to the next level.”

			“All of what we’re suggesting is possible,” said Mary Pat. “But it’s also highly speculative. If this is some new GRU subsidiary that’s literally going nuclear, there’s no way we can prove it in the next hour. The important thing is to stop this attack.”

			“Maybe we can do both,” the President said. He lasered in on Burgess. “I’d like to know if the Russians have any navy ships in this area.”

			The question stilled the room.

			“The eastern Med?” Burgess asked. “Why would that matter?”

			“Humor me.”
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			Flight Level 410

			10 Nautical Miles South of Valletta, Malta

			2336 Local Time

			“And what exactly are we supposed to do when we get there?” Ding asked.

			“That remains to be seen,” Clark replied.

			The cabin of a Gulfstream business jet was a small space for a meeting. To Clark it felt even smaller after he’d explained the situation to his team. He’d incorporated everything Klaus had told him, as well as the murky plan from the White House for them to proceed to the airfield outside Al-Jaghbub.

			“For now, let’s call it a flyby,” he said. “Our initial instructions are to get a look at this place. There are NVGs up on the flight deck and the darkness should provide cover. There’s a good chance something lethal is brewing in this hangar. The good news is, we’re talking about a bare-bones outfit in the middle of nowhere. Worst case, these people are trying to put together a radiological attack, but there won’t be radar coverage or air defenses.”

			“Forgive me for being a doubter,” Charlie injected, “but I find myself wondering if we’ll get tasked for more than a look-see.”

			“That thought crossed my mind as well,” Clark confessed. “And if it happens, we are a fighting unit. We’ve got one hour to prepare.”

			“If we’re talking about armed intervention,” Hyori said, “preparing might be difficult.”

			Clark had already hit the same roadblock, and he could think of no way around it. “Yeah, I know. The bulk of our weapons are in the cargo bay.”

			“Which can’t be accessed in flight on this aircraft,” Ding expanded.

			Hyori’s gaze fell on Klaus, who was seated in back. “How many mercs did you say Malenkov hired?”

			“I cannot say precisely because some of those he engaged were technicians. I would estimate two dozen, perhaps a bit more.”

			“That’s a pretty big number, and we’ll be at a firepower disadvantage until we can access the cargo hold.”

			Clark felt a need to put his stamp on the conversation. “Look, there are a lot of variables. It’s conceivable we’ll be engaging a larger force, and these mercs may have considerable experience. It’s also possible we’ll fly over this airfield and that’ll be the end of it. We’ve got roughly an hour to plan for the hard end of the spectrum. If tactical intervention becomes necessary, I want your ideas on how to pursue it.”

			Sesniak came out of the cockpit and stopped next to Clark. He leaned down and spoke in a hushed voice, then returned to the flight deck.

			Clark relayed the message. “The crew just got a weather update. According to satellite radar, there are storms building south of this airfield. The system is moving north, and they’re not sure if we can get there before the conditions deteriorate.”

			A predictable bit of banter ensued about weather gods and raincoats. The light mood, however, quickly turned solemn. Clark’s message had been heard. The members of his team began mentally preparing, each in his or her own way.

			Clark turned and went to the cockpit. He dropped down on the tiny observer’s seat behind the pilots.

			“How serious is this weather?” he asked.

			“Could be an impact,” Hooper said. “It’s the end of haboob season, but I’ve been seeing these bands on the charts in recent weeks. Once they get rolling, they move pretty fast.”

			“It should start showing up on our weather radar in another hundred miles or so,” Sesniak added.

			“We’ve actually got a bigger worry,” Hooper added. “Right now, we have enough fuel to reach Al-Jaghbub and still make it to Sigonella. But if we descend to low altitude to get a look at this place…that increases the burn, and our reserves go out the window. If I’d known this little detour was coming, we could have taken on more gas in Tangier.”

			Clark kept his thoughts on the mission. “The only way we can get a good look, weather permitting, is to drop low. Are there any other options?”

			“We could stop somewhere after we leave Al-Jaghbub, a quick gas-and-go. Tobruk or possibly Cairo. Tobruk, in particular, might require some diplomatic assistance, but we’ve got plenty of clout back in D.C.”

			“That we do. Thanks for the update.”

			Clark headed back to the cabin. He was glad they were riding with an agency aircrew. These pilots were mission-oriented, willing to make changes and find solutions. The contingency of making an unscheduled fuel stop sounded like a reasonable bailout plan.

			He only hoped it was as easy as they made it sound.

			Central Mediterranean

			Two hundred miles behind the Gulfstream carrying Task Force 99, and seven miles below, the USS Gerald R. Ford battered ahead through rising seas. She was surrounded by her strike group: six other ships, including a guided-missile cruiser and two destroyers. Ford’s nuclear propulsion system was pushing hard as she made best speed on a southeasterly course.

			She was carrying out her new orders to the letter.

			Commanding officer Captain Rick Hodges stood on the starboard catwalk of the bridge. A strong wind lashed the island, most of which was generated by the Ford’s twenty-four-knot headway. He scanned the horizon with his sharp aviator’s eyes, ignoring the binoculars in his hand. Hodges had assumed command of the Ford only two months earlier, but he already felt in sync with his ship and crew. It was no small feat, managing one of the largest and most potent warships on earth. Yet for all the advanced electronics around him, all the sensors and data, he had always been most comfortable meeting the sea in its essence. The coast of Tunisia twinkled on the starboard beam, a jewellike string of lights on the horizon. To port, the island of Sicily lay unseen in the distance.

			And ahead?

			That was the great unknown.

			“Captain, got a minute?”

			Hodges looked up and saw the CAG, Captain Martin Vasquez. Vasquez was in charge of Carrier Air Wing 8, nine squadrons of attack and support aircraft.

			“What’s up, CAG?”

			“Just an update. We should have everything ready to launch by the top of the hour.”

			“Good…I guess. No telling if this is going to be a go.”

			“There was mention of Air Force tanker support, but it sounded a little aspirational. I’m having two Hornets loaded with full bags and a buddy store in case we have to manage the refueling ourselves.”

			“Sounds like a good precaution. If we do launch, it’s going to be a hike to get there.”

			They looked down to the deck, where four F/A-18 Hornets were being readied for launch. Each had been uploaded with eight GBU-38s—five-hundred-pound JDAM precision bombs.

			“All that to blow up one hangar?”

			“Yeah, seems like overkill, huh? But we haven’t got the final green light yet. I sense the brass are holding something back about this airfield.”

			“I agree,” said Hodges. “The whole thing feels strange to me. The first message implied possibly obliterating this hangar. Then the follow-up suggested we might be needed for close air support in the area.”

			“Good news is, there’s no mention of air defenses. The Libyans wouldn’t bother with SAMs that deep in the sandbox. That said, whatever is going on at this airfield, it’s got Sixth Fleet command tied up in knots.”

			“Who’s on the roster?” the skipper asked, looking down at the jets.

			“Lava’s gonna lead it. Id, Spanx, Gooch.”

			Lava was Commander Dale “Lava” Harrison. A former Top Gun instructor, he was the executive officer of Strike Fighter Squadron 31, the Tomcatters. On his wing would be Lieutenant Mike “Id” Ayotte, Lieutenant Commander Tom “Spanx” Hahn, and Lieutenant James “Gooch” Whittemore.

			“That’ll work.”

			“The way this thing popped up, and as sketchy as it sounds…I wanted my best on the job.”

			Hodges nodded thoughtfully, then slapped the CAG on his shoulder. “Buy you a coffee?”

			“I think you better. Sounds like it might be a long night.”
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			“Yermilov has agreed to a call,” Mary Pat said. “Connection in five minutes.”

			“Five minutes,” Ryan commented. “Quicker than I expected.”

			He exchanged a knowing look with his DNI.

			Diplomacy always had its nuances. When dealing with Russia, in Ryan’s considerable experience, it was something near an art form. He and the NSC had spent the best part of an hour getting their intelligence ducks in a row, and after some debate, Ryan had decided the best course of action was a one-on-one call with the Russian president.

			It would be a cagey interaction, as they always were, but he wanted to get a sense for two things. Was the Russian Federation behind this plot? And whether or not that was the case, would Yermilov be willing to help end it?

			Minutes earlier, the White House communications staff had made a request for immediate contact through formal channels. The quick response from Yermilov was the first signal to be parsed. It was the middle of the night in Moscow. Had they awakened Yermilov from a sound sleep? Would he be surprised, even concerned, about an urgent call from his American counterpart at such an hour? Or had Yermilov already been awake, perhaps following the events in North Africa? Maybe he was expecting a call.

			Malenkov’s role in the pending radiological disaster was backed by rock-solid evidence. Yet it seemed highly unlikely that this plot was a mere grab for self-enrichment on the oil markets. Cui bono? No nation on earth had more to gain from a closure of the Suez than the Russian Federation. It was Ryan’s job in the coming minutes to tease whatever truths he could out of the Russian president. Or barring that, see through the lies.

			Admiral Kent said, “You had asked about the nearest Russian naval asset, Mr. President. The Admiral Makarov is the closest ship, a frigate from the Black Sea Fleet. She’s rounding Crete on her way to the Bosporus.”

			“What would be her surface-to-air capability?”

			“Are you asking whether the Makarov could engage these drones if they got airborne?”

			“In theory.”

			“She’d have a standard load of twenty-four SA-N-7s, but those only have a range of thirty to forty nautical miles. The corridor between Al-Jaghbub Airfield and the Suez…that’s at least two hundred miles away from where the Makarov is steaming at the moment. No way she could intervene.”

			“Actually, that’s useful,” the President said. “The Makarov might be too far away, but that’s not the point. It’s a conceivable response.”

			Mary Pat said, “You’re more interested in Yermilov’s reaction to the idea.”

			“That I am.”

			“Sixty seconds to going live,” said the Air Force lieutenant colonel coordinating the comms.

			Ryan shifted to the “hot seat” on the far end of the room. An impressive executive chair was backed by an American flag on a staff, yet the background was otherwise neutral. Only the President would be in view to Yermilov, but the entire Situation Room would hear their conversation. And there’s another point of attack, Ryan thought. Determining if there’s anyone else in the room with the Russian president.

			This was gamesmanship at its highest level. And as Ryan had learned years ago, Nikita Yermilov was a tournament-level player.

			The main screen blinked to life and the president of the Russian Federation appeared. He looked back at Ryan with a sharp gaze from behind a hardwood desk. It wasn’t his office in the Kremlin, but Yermilov, too, was backed by a flag. The usual stagecraft. Ryan saw no signs of a five-o’clock shadow or rumpled hair, and the Russian didn’t appear to have dressed hastily. And just like that, the first point was established. This wasn’t a man who’d been rousted out of bed in the small hours of the morning.

			Ryan said, “My apologies if I woke you, Mr. President, but a matter has arisen that carries serious implications for the security of both our countries.”

			“I was sleeping, yes. But I know you would not call without good reason. What matter do you speak of?” Yermilov’s English was decent if a bit halting. CIA interpreters would later analyze every word microscopically, hunting for possible missed usages or tells.

			“We have reason to believe that an attack is imminent on the Suez Canal.”

			“The Suez? How can a canal be attacked?”

			“We believe drones may be sent to disperse a radiological agent that could contaminate some part of it. This has the potential to shut down the canal for many years.”

			“Who would do such a thing?” Yermilov responded. “Your Israeli friends again? I hear they have had their eye on digging a canal of their own as an alternate route between the seas.”

			Ryan sensed no wavering, yet something in that response seemed less than spontaneous. He pressed ahead. “The man running this operation is Andrei Malenkov.”

			“Malenkov? How do you know this?”

			Ryan let those words hang in the air for a long moment. “We were given proof of his involvement by Gunther Klaus, who has for years been running the foreign finances of your GRU. And as I suspect you know, Klaus was also the subject of a recent GRU manhunt in Tangier.”

			Yermilov’s expression turned severe. Yet he made his first error. Ryan saw his eyes flick past the camera and focus on something beyond. Probably a note from an adviser.

			“I know nothing about plots with drones, but I can tell you that Klaus is a thief. The fact that he wears an expensive suit and does his stealing on the exchanges doesn’t put him above the law. Klaus has committed financial crimes, and he will answer for them.”

			“And Malenkov?” Ryan pressed.

			“Malenkov no longer has any association with the Russian Federation. He left the service over a year ago. Whatever he might have gotten into as a private citizen is no concern of mine.”

			“Private citizen,” Ryan repeated. “It occurs to me that this attack, should it succeed, would create a windfall to your nation in the oil and gas markets. Closure of the Suez would also amplify the importance of Arctic trade routes, which you have great control over.”

			“What are you suggesting?” Yermilov said acidly.

			“I am telling you that if this attack takes place, we will determine who is responsible. I also believe it is linked to the downing of our diplomatic aircraft in Turkey. When the guilty parties are identified, the United States shall give no quarter, bringing the full weight of our armed forces to bear if necessary.”

			“These accusations are groundless! Russia has stood against such threats before!”

			“And I will stand against state-sponsored terrorism!”

			“You speak of terrorism? What of the freighter that was sunk in Tartus only days ago?”

			“There are nine hundred more like it and all are vulnerable. Without them your economy would fail. The world is an increasingly dangerous place. It is in your power to make it safe. To end the escalation.” Ryan paused a beat, then downshifted to a less accusatory tone. “Nikita, earlier this year you and I dealt with another crisis. In the course of it, I gave you advance warning of an attempt to replace you as the leader of Russia.”

			Yermilov’s face went to stone. “I remember very well. But if you are trying to claim an owed favor…I should tell you that the chance of my being overthrown that day was not as great as you imagine.”

			The two presidents locked eyes, neither yielding.

			“Tell me what it is that you want,” Yermilov finally said.

			“I want your help in stopping this madness.”

			“What could I possibly do?”

			“Perhaps you could find a way to get in touch with Malenkov. Order him to call off the strike.”

			“I have no way to reach him—we haven’t spoken in a year. Surely America’s military can—”

			“What about the Admiral Makarov?” Ryan said abruptly. “You could order her to intervene.” He watched Yermilov closely, but saw no reaction. The speed of his response, however, spoke volumes.

			“There are no Russian navy ships anywhere near the Suez.”

			“Funny you should know that.”

			Yermilov brushed away the slight. “I am not convinced this scheme even exists, but as a display of goodwill, I will have the minister of defense look into it.”

			“You’d better make it quick, Nikita. Because you are running out of time.”

			Ryan gave a prearranged signal, tapping his index finger once on the table. The Air Force lieutenant colonel immediately cut the connection. The President looked expectantly down the conference table at the collective NSC.

			“Well,” Mary Pat said, “that went badly.”

			Van Damm added, “He knows more than he’s letting on. That bit about the Israeli canal—it’s true, of course, but it was a preplanned response to shift the blame.”

			“I concur, Yermilov’s behind this,” said Admiral Kent. “It’s one thing to shoot yourself in the foot, but he’s using a damned elephant gun.”

			“Maybe,” Ryan allowed. “At the very least, the man is on notice. When I said the guilty parties would be held accountable…I damn well meant it.”
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			“The storm front is twenty miles away and moving fast,” Hooper said. “We’ll get a good look at the airfield, but sometime in the next hour this weather is going to hit.”

			From the observer’s seat, Clark saw a wall of red on the radar display. He looked out the side window and said, “I don’t see any lightning.”

			“Not that kind of storm, but trust me, we don’t want to get caught in it.”

			Clark didn’t argue.

			“There,” Hooper said, pointing in front.

			Clark leaned forward and saw it dead ahead—against the black void of the desert, a scattered arrangement of a dozen big floodlights. There was little else, no runway lights or rotating beacon as would be found on most airfields.

			“You guys switch out,” said Hooper.

			Minutes earlier, Clark had made a request and Hooper acquiesced. Sesniak climbed out of the copilot’s seat, and Clark took his place and donned a set of night vision goggles. Hooper would do the flying using his own NVGs while Clark, who had the best tactical eye on board, would concentrate on reconnaissance.

			“I’ll take her down to a thousand feet,” Hooper announced. They were nearly there already, having performed a fuel-efficient idle descent to arrive at this point.

			“Ten miles to go,” Hooper said. “Where exactly do you want me to fly?”

			“Left of the runway. I need to get a good look at that hangar.”

			Hooper banked the jet accordingly.

			Clark saw the runway easily using the optics, and the hangar gained clarity. The NVGs were good, and from a mile away he could tell the hangar’s twin doors were closed. He saw one aircraft parked next to it—the unmistakable silhouette of an Il-76 transport. The perimeter fence was also clear, and Clark saw a half dozen vehicles parked haphazardly around the hangar. As they reached the approach end of the runway, he began to discern people—at least a dozen on the perimeter and a few milling around the hangar.

			“How does the runway look?” Clark asked.

			“Clear as far as I can tell,” Hooper replied.

			“Usable?”

			A pause. “Unfortunately, yes. But like I said, this storm is about to hit. If we land, we might not be able to take off for hours.”

			“What about a Shahed drone? Could one of those take off in a storm like this?”

			“Not a chance. It’d be tossed into the dirt like a kite by the kind of winds that are coming.”

			“You thinking what I’m thinking, boss?” Ding’s voice from behind.

			Clark turned and saw him standing in the doorway behind the observer’s seat.

			“This was one of the contingencies we discussed,” Clark said. “With the drones trapped in the hangar, we can stop this attack dead in its tracks by securing the airfield.”

			Hooper said, “Mr. Clark—”

			“My decision is made, captain. Turn her around and land, the quicker the better. Ding, give a three-minute warning—everything as briefed for an immediate assault on the hangar.”

			“Will do.”

			As Ding turned to address the team, a loud crack on the starboard side got everyone’s attention. Clark looked to his right and saw a small hole in the aft side window, a spiderweb crack around it. A bullet hole. Since they were low, there was no issue with pressurization. But the greater problem was obvious.

			Ding said, “I think we just lost the element of surprise.”

			“Honestly,” Clark said, “I never figured we were going to have it.”

			Hooper lined the Gulfstream up with the runway after a tight reversing turn. Sesniak returned to the right seat, but Clark retained his NVGs.

			He didn’t like what he saw in the low-light panorama. Flickers of semiautomatic fire were coming from both sides of the runway. They would have to stop quickly to access the exterior cargo door, which was aft and on the port side, and retrieve their heavier weapons. Stopping on the runway, however, would expose them to a fierce cross fire.

			The jet touched down firmly and Hooper stood on the brakes.

			As they slowed, Clark heard the muted pings of bullets striking the fuselage. The more they slowed, the easier a target they became. The wide-open runway seemed like a death trap.

			Passing through one hundred knots, Clark shouted, “There! That berm, steer toward it!”

			On the right side of the runway was a pile of sand the length of a semitruck and half as high. It had probably been created when they’d swept the runway clear.

			“There’s no taxiway!” Hooper argued. “That puts us in the dirt.”

			“It’s that or we end up dead! Do it!”

			The nose of the jet slewed right.

			“Eighty knots,” Sesniak called out.

			The hill of sand loomed large—it was even bigger than Clark had first estimated, and for a moment he thought they would crash into it catastrophically.

			The Gulfstream departed the runway and its nosewheel collapsed. There was a great jolt and Clark’s head hit the ceiling. Everything outside disappeared as the windscreen was inundated with flying clots of dirt.

			Finally, the whole world spun to a stop and the jet fell eerily still. The deluge of dirt was replaced by swirls of smoke and dust.

			“Hit it!” Clark shouted. “Everybody out!”

			The pilots’ hands began flying, throwing switches to ensure the engines were shut down. Bullets clattered into the fuselage. Clark tried to orient himself on where they’d come to rest, but visibility through the front windscreen was nonexistent.

			He ripped off the NVGs—the tactical optics in the cargo hold would be far superior for a gunfight. “You guys been to the firing range lately?” he asked the pilots.

			“Both did our requals last month,” Sesniak replied.

			“Let’s see how good your instructors were. Watch us—do as we do. And keep your heads down!”

			Clark turned and found the side entry door open and the cabin empty. His team was already outside. He flew through the door and landed on what felt like a beach. He ran around the wing to reach the cargo hold, sand flying. His eyes took in everything. They were taking heavy fire from the right, the area around the hangar. The V-shaped berm was on the opposite side of the jet. If they could unload their gear and get to the far side, they’d have reasonable cover from most angles.

			The Gulfstream was a wreck. Not only had the nose gear collapsed, but the right wing was in the dirt. The engines were smoking and the acrid scent of jet fuel was strong.

			“Here you go,” Ding shouted over the din. He handed Clark an assault rifle and plate carrier.

			“Rally on the starboard side!” Clark shouted as he shrugged on his plate carrier.

			“Copy that.”

			Most of the team had already moved to the far side of the fuselage. Clark was reaching into the cargo bay for a set of optics when he heard a grunt behind him.

			He looked back and saw Hooper crash to the ground. He rushed to his side. Hooper’s eyes were open wide and there was a wound beneath his right clavicle.

			Clark handed his weapon to Sesniak, hauled the captain up in a fireman’s carry, and shouted, “Follow me!”

			Bullets pinged in from behind, snapping into the jet’s tail and wing. They reached the far side, and Clark set Hooper down behind the starboard engine—the densest cover available. He spotted a pile of gear on the ground nearby. Clark rummaged through and found what he needed—a combat medic kit. He crawled back to Hooper.

			Sesniak was kneeling by his skipper.

			“You have any training in combat medicine?” Clark asked.

			“I know the basics,” the copilot said.

			“High chest wound. You’ve got gauze and clotting agent. Do what you can to stop the bleeding.”

			“Will do.”

			While Sesniak went to work, Clark surveyed the tactical situation.

			His team was in the fight. They’d taken up shooting positions behind solid cover, from a variety of angles, and were now giving as good as they were getting. Clark moved to various positions to get a feel for the situation. It wasn’t good. They were pinned down in the middle of the airfield. There were no buildings, no vehicles, no tree lines closer than a quarter of a mile in any direction. Fire and maneuver against a larger force was wholly impractical.

			The good news was that the enemy had the same problem: too much open ground to permit an assault. For the near term, it was a stalemate. The long term was more ominous, and he now had one critically injured man. Clark decided to fall back on his biggest advantage. He pulled out his encrypted phone and tapped out a message to Mary Pat Foley.
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			Mary Pat read the message aloud. “ ‘Landed Al-Jaghbub. Taking heavy fire from larger force. Holding position, but unable to move. One man down, critical. Any help appreciated. Advise.’ ”

			“Shit!” SecDef Burgess blurted.

			Ryan had the same sentiment. What he said was “John Clark does not ask for help lightly.”

			“How far out is the Ford?” Mary Pat asked.

			Admiral Kent referenced a laptop. “She’s south of Malta, four Hornets ready on deck. If they launch now, it will take roughly an hour for them to reach the airfield.”

			Ryan smacked an open palm on the conference table. “Too long! I should have put the Hornets on airborne alert.”

			“Do you want them to launch?” Kent asked.

			“Yes, put them in the air.” As Kent typed out the order to Sixth Fleet headquarters, the President said, “I need better options. What about Cyber Cell 6?”

			Mary Pat replied, “They can’t do much without data. This airfield is a digital wilderness.”

			“There is one other possibility,” the SecDef said. “Although, it is a silver bullet.”

			“A what?” van Damm asked.

			“A one of a kind weapon.” Burgess addressed Kent once he was finished issuing the order to the Ford. “You and I talked earlier about the Zumwalt. Where is she?”

			“Central Red Sea.”

			“How far is that from our target area?”

			Kent studied a map. “Looks like about…seven hundred miles to Al-Jaghbub.”

			“What exactly are we talking about?” Ryan asked.

			The two defense experts exchanged a glance. Burgess took the reins.

			“The destroyer Zumwalt is carrying a system called Hyperion.”

			“Hyperion?” Ryan remarked. “I thought that was still in development.”

			“It is. Three prototypes were built and two have been tested. The results were remarkably positive, and it was decided to install the final test vehicle on the Zumwalt. It’s the only ship with compatible launch tubes.”

			“What exactly can Hyperion do?” Mary Pat asked.

			“It would take a long time to cover everything, but right now we’ve got people in the middle of a raging firefight.” Burgess gave a fifteen-second overview. Some in the room were awed, others skeptical. Ryan, who had gotten an early briefing on the program, nodded knowingly as details came back.

			Burgess ended with “It’s a silver bullet because we’ve got only one missile—essentially, one shot. But it could be a difference maker for Task Force 99.”

			“Could Hyperion reach the airfield faster than the Hornets?” van Damm asked.

			“The baseline delivery system, Conventional Prompt Strike, is a hypersonic boost-glide missile. It flies at Mach 5–plus. Given where Zumwalt is at the moment, from the time we launch…the payload will be on target in less than fifteen minutes.”

			Jaws around the room dropped. War at hypersonic speed was an adjustment for everyone.

			“Launch it,” said the President without hesitation.

			“Yes, sir. It’ll take a few minutes to program the mission. And I will have to upload one dataset from your section, Mary Pat.”

			“What do you need?”

			“Full facial profiles for every one of our people on the ground.”

			It was an unusual, even unnerving request to prepare a weapon for launch.

			She said, “I’ll have that for you in two minutes.”

			Central Mediterranean

			While most Americans were sitting down to dinner, four U.S. Navy pilots guided their F/A-18 Hornets across the deck of the USS Gerald R. Ford in the dead of a Mediterranean night. With the ship turned into the wind, they taxied toward the catapults. The deck crew checked each jet one final time as the battle group around them maneuvered with symphony-like precision.

			One by one, the Hornets shot into the night sky like they’d been fired from a gun. Which, in effect, they had been. The Ford’s advanced EMALS catapult didn’t operate using steam but rather electromagnetic force—an aviator’s rail gun.

			The jets were loaded for bear, each carrying two tons of guided munitions and a full load of four hundred and twelve rounds in their internal gun. They joined up quickly in loose tactical formation and took up a southeasterly course.

			With the rush of launch behind them, Commander Dale “Lava” Harrison pushed the throttles to the first detent and then squeaked them back a fraction. Maximum thrust without afterburner, but with a small margin for his wingmen to hold formation.

			Harrison had earned his call sign early on in his career when he’d landed a Hornet at Navy North Island, in San Diego, with a serious flap problem. The high-speed stop after landing had ended with hot brakes and a wheel fire. The fire department handled it like the professionals they were, but for Harrison a new call sign was born: Lava Man.

			“Check silent,” Lava said.

			The other three jets acknowledged.

			Once clear of the Ford, electronic emissions would be kept to a minimum. All transponders were turned off and radars went to standby. Only essential radio calls would be made until reaching the target area.

			The pilots knew little about the mission ahead of them. They hadn’t been told the exact nature of their target, nor what threats could be expected. Time was critical, and more details would be forwarded en route. None of the four pilots had ever operated under such orders.

			As they would soon find out, however, tonight would be a night of many firsts.
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			“How is he?” Clark called out, taking his eye away from his scope momentarily.

			Sesniak remained hunkered down next to his captain. “Not good. BP is dropping, pulse irregular.”

			The copilot had done his best to treat Hooper, placing combat gauze and a pressure dressing on the wound, but he was still bleeding badly. Clark knew there was little more they could do under the present circumstances. The inbound fire remained steady and dealing with that was paramount.

			He went back to his glass and scanned the buildings near the hangar. His reticle settled on the thermal image of a vehicle. It was a small pickup truck, probably a Toyota. Clark had seen a muzzle flash earlier from the area, but at that moment he saw no shooters. Beneath the truck’s high-slung chassis, however, he saw a slight movement. If he wasn’t mistaken, one knee and a boot.

			As soon as the blob went still, Clark sighted and fired. He scored a hit, and a body flopped to the tarmac, writhing like a boated fish. Clark’s center-of-mass follow-up, also delivered beneath the truck’s frame, finished the job.

			Ding scrambled next to him and dropped to the dirt.

			“I used my best optic to scope the hangar,” he said. “I was hoping to get a look inside, but the doors are buttoned up tight.”

			“I’m okay with them being shut. Time is on our side. If we can keep those drones bottled up inside, they aren’t a threat. And in roughly half an hour, that storm is going to hit. No way they can launch at that point.”

			“That’s all good and fine, boss. But I gotta say, it’d be nice to have a little backup. Any word?”

			Clark checked his handset for messages—in such a remote area, they had no voice comm, only burst messaging via satellite. He saw one new line.

			“Looks like they’ve launched some Hornets for close air support, but their ETA isn’t for almost an hour.”

			“An hour? That’s a fail! And if this storm hits, they won’t be much help anyway.”

			A stray round pinged off a nearby rock. Both men instinctively sank lower.

			“I was thinking the same thing. By now, these guys must know they’ve got us outnumbered. If the visibility goes to shit, that’d be their chance to make a move.”

			“That’s what I’d do,” Ding agreed.

			“We’ve got one man down. How much damage you think we’ve done in return?”

			“I’ve got three kills,” Ding said with a sniper’s confidence. “Their cover isn’t much better than ours. I’d guess the others have taken out at least half a dozen.”

			“Two probables for me,” Clark said. “Good news is, it’s a level gunfight. If these bastards had heavier guns or RPGs, they would have used them by now.”

			“Still leaves us outmanned.”

			“Maybe we can—”

			Clark’s phone vibrated with a new message. He read it through once. Then he read it again. “What the hell?”

			“What’s up?” Ding asked.

			“Ever hear of something called Hyperion?”

			“Nope. What is it?”

			“I have no idea…but we’re about to find out.”

			Clark looked at Ding and focused on the camo ball cap he was wearing—snipers had their quirks, and this was a new one of Ding’s. There was also a bandana around his throat, no doubt a precaution for the impending storm—the swirling dust from a haboob could be debilitating.

			“Take that ball cap off,” Clark said. “And pass the word, no bandanas and NODs stay high.”

			“What? Why?”

			Clark gave him a hard How the hell should I know stare. He then shielded the screen of his phone and turned it so Ding could read the message.

			“Remove all face coverings? That’s kinda spooky, boss.”

			“Yeah, it is. Which means we should probably comply.”

			Ding flipped up his NODs, then removed his ball cap and bandana. He scurried back to his shooting position as gunfire clattered through the night.

			Red Sea

			Slicing sharply through moonlit waters of the western Red Sea, the USS Zumwalt looked very much like the killer she was. Her bow was knife-edged, her stealthy hull sleek and angular. There were none of the usual appendages found on most warships, no obvious blisters or antenna sprouting from her superstructure, and her lethal armament was concealed below deck. Her overall profile was more reflective of a surfaced submarine than a classic destroyer.

			Unlike the Ford, which was perpetually surrounded by a supporting cast, the Zumwalt operated as a lone wolf. This was a product of her uneven history. She was the first of a projected new class of destroyers, yet the program stalled when development of the primary gun system hit technical roadblocks. Congress canceled further buys in the class; however it was decided that the three completed ships could be reconfigured with a new suite of weaponry—weapons that reflected the cutting edge of naval warfare.

			The Zumwalt had returned to dry-dock at the Huntington Ingalls Pascagoula shipyard, and there underwent a major retrofit. One of her Advanced Gun Systems was removed, and in its place four large missile tubes were installed. Each tube was capable of launching three of the Navy’s newest and most fearsome missiles: Conventional Prompt Strike.

			The design objective of CPS was revolutionary: to provide a conventional strike capability anywhere in the world within one hour. The delivery vehicle was an intermediate-range hypersonic missile that could be launched from either a surface ship or a submarine. The Zumwalt was the operational test bed.

			Technology, however, never stands still. Following the initial deployment of CPS on the Zumwalt—missiles with conventional high-explosive warheads—a new variant was conceptualized. The payload was developed in utmost secrecy by none other than DARPA, the DoD’s miracle workers when it came to pushing the bounds of weaponry. It tackled a requirement that had gone lacking for decades: a fast-reaction, high-speed suite of sensors that could provide both critical intelligence and precision strike on high-value targets.

			And thus, Hyperion was born.

			It all happened in a flash. A torrent of fire erupted from one of the recently installed eighty-seven-inch missile tubes on the Zumwalt’s foredeck. Night turned to day as a massive rocket motor propelled Hyperion skyward, the Zumwalt highlighted in its flickering wake.

			The missile accelerated in a near-vertical climb, its smoke trail highlighted by a waning half-moon. It shot through ten thousand feet in mere seconds, at which point its trajectory began to flatten. Still accelerating, Hyperion passed Mach 2, then Mach 3. Nearing sixty thousand feet, far above all air traffic, Hyperion reached the apex of its profile and continued to build speed, eventually eclipsing Mach 5.

			The onboard navigation remained tight as it zeroed in on a tiny airfield in eastern Libya. Soaring over Egypt like a scalded Isis, the missile body endured a temperature of over two thousand degrees Fahrenheit. With two hundred miles to go, and running low on fuel, the motor began its shutdown sequence. Ever so slowly, the nose began to lower. Traveling downhill at five times the speed of sound, even unpowered, Hyperion screamed earthward with all the kinetic energy of a freight train. This was the exponential kill mechanism of most hypersonic weapons—the destructive force of their conventional warheads were amplified by extreme velocity.

			Hyperion, however, was different.

			Whereas the baseline CPS system delivered a high-explosive package, Hyperion was fitted with a very different payload. Nine miles from the assigned target area, drag fins deployed on the aft missile body, not unlike those on Mk 82 Snakeye bombs. This slowed the missile rapidly and gave stabilization. Once subsonic speeds were achieved, the reconnaissance/strike package deployed.

			Here DARPA’s genius shone. Five hundred feet above Al-Jaghbub Airfield, Hyperion’s clamshell nose cone separated, and eighteen drones went flying into the night.

			That was when the real party began.
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			The Maghreb

			Al-Jaghbub Airfield

			0136 Local Time

			For six and a half seconds the drones tumbled through the sky like darts tossed into the air. Their flight-control software and propellers remained inactive. The delay in power-up was intentional, allowing for natural aerodynamic stabilization. Once slowed, and more or less righted, their quad-engine propulsion systems unfurled and kicked to life. Propellers spun and AI software took command.

			Immediately the swarm began coordinating.

			There were eighteen drones in two variants. The larger, six in all, were the “lookers” of the package. With high-resolution cameras and advanced processors, they served as coordinators of the strike—in essence, commanders of a tiny digital platoon.

			The lookers oriented themselves over the target area, photos of which had been hastily uploaded into their onboard databases before launch, and then dispersed over the airfield. Coordinating on a frequency-hopping data link, they arranged themselves in a hexagon formation. This allowed the swarm to evaluate all potential targets from multiple angles. If any of the six drones were shot down or suffered a malfunction, the survivors would reposition to compensate.

			Feeds from six low-light cameras were automatically relayed via satellite to a command bunker at Sixth Fleet headquarters in Italy. Operators there could intervene to make adjustments, but tonight none did so. At least, not yet.

			The swarm was perfectly capable of making its own decisions.

			A flood of imagery processing began. The lookers easily distinguished dozens of human forms across the airfield. Some lay motionless, implying they were out of the fight, although the algorithms kept an eye on them—soldiers playing dead was as old as warfare itself. Once all potential targets had been logged and prioritized, the assassins were dispatched.

			The remaining twelve drones had hovered above the fray. These were the hunter-killers, the miniature kamikazes. They were roughly the size of a man’s hand, and a much simpler design than their brethren performing overwatch. Flight body, camera, processor, one projectile. Every component was an off-the-shelf acquisition—albeit a shelf in DARPA’s lethal black closet.

			The twelve drones coordinated, dispersed, and descended, each beelining toward a different potential target. They approached to within three meters of the human forms, then transitioned to a hover at eye level and attempted to make an identification. Their rules of engagement were programmable, and tonight had been set, again prior to launch, to the least restrictive criteria. Any human within the eight-square-mile footprint of Al-Jaghbub Airfield whose facial profile was not confirmed as being one of ten friendlies—Task Force 99, two pilots, and Gunther Klaus—would be immediately engaged.

			As the hunter-killers went about their deadly business, the operator in Naples made his first adjustment. He commanded two of the lookers to fly to the hangar and try to find a way inside. Penetrating buildings to conduct room-to-room surveillance was well within Hyperion’s skill set. The pair flew to the corrugated building and began circling its exterior like hunting dogs in search of a scent.

			So far, Hyperion was working precisely as DARPA’s designers had envisioned: a technical marvel with lethal efficiency. A weapon as dispassionate as it was relentless.

			To those on the ground, it was something else entirely.

			

			—

			For reasons he had never understood, and in spite of a lifetime of exposure to the extreme decibel levels of combat—gunfire, explosions, jet engines—Ding Chavez still had remarkably acute hearing. More than once it had saved his life. Which was why, as he lay on the warm dirt searching, sighting, and firing, he suddenly froze.

			In modern warfare, there was no sound a soldier wanted to hear less than the one that caused Ding to go motionless. Stock-still behind his glass, he tuned out the crescendo around him and focused on one narrow frequency band. He heard no change in pitch to suggest acceleration. No Doppler shift to indicate relative motion. Only the high-pitched buzz of a drone hovering behind him.

			Not good.

			Ever so slowly, he turned and saw the source. Directly in front of him was a drone the size of a softball. Its whirring propellers seemed unusually quiet—engineers, he knew, were getting better at reducing acoustic signatures. Poised like a flying omen, one red LED light blinked near its cyclops camera lens. Beneath the lens was an even more terrible sight. A steel cylinder the size of a lipstick tube.

			A projectile barrel.

			It wasn’t lost on Ding that the drone had paused the perfect distance away. Far enough that he couldn’t club it with his rifle. Close enough that the operator couldn’t miss if he chose to take the shot.

			If there even is an operator…

			It took every bit of resolve, all the steel he had in him, to remain motionless. He recalled what Clark had said minutes earlier. No face coverings of any kind.

			Was this why? Would the drone identify him as a friendly?

			Is it even one of ours?

			Ding held still. It was trust at its most visceral level.

			The tiny aircraft hovered for a solid ten seconds, it’s red light blinking like a heartbeat. Then in a flash, it pivoted, the engines revved, and it disappeared into the ebony sky.

			Ding exhaled.

			He hadn’t even realized he’d stopped breathing.

			

			—

			Clark had watched it all play out.

			He low-crawled over to Ding, and said, “One came and looked at me as well.”

			Both men ventured a cautious look over the crest of the berm. They saw a swarm of the tiny assassins swooping earthward.

			“I wonder how many there are?” Ding asked.

			“Hopefully enough.”

			The incoming fire began to ebb. A man screamed in the distance, then was suddenly silenced.

			“Are you seeing this?” Hyori called out from his perch behind the Gulfstream.

			Everyone was. From their cover positions, fingers went motionless on triggers. A man in the distance start running, only to be cut down.

			Ding said with surreal detachment, “This is some scary Terminator-level shit.”

			Clark sometimes recoiled at Ding’s crude analyses—but in this case, he couldn’t have put it better. “Yeah…it really is. I’m just glad these bots are on our side.”

			It was over in less than a minute. All incoming fire stopped.

			Still, Clark wasn’t completely convinced. “Eyes sharp,” he called out. “We need to check out that hangar, but there could still be threats.”

			After five minutes of silence and watchfulness, he decided it was time to move. He instructed Sesniak to stay behind with Hooper, whose condition hadn’t improved. He also noticed that Charlie had taken a hit just above her right elbow. She’d rolled up the sleeve of her shirt and packed in gauze beneath it as a makeshift bandage.

			“You okay?” Clark asked.

			“Happy as Christmas, boss. A fragment of some kind, but the bleeding’s stopped. I can move and shoot.”

			Clark took her at her word. The team emerged from behind the berm in spread formation, ready and alert. Klaus joined them, staying at the rear.

			They encountered the first bodies near the hangar. Some the team had taken out themselves, but the drone’s victims were easily distinguishable: one clean round to the head delivered with machinelike precision. The fifth lifeless body they came across was splayed on the tarmac behind a utility wall, a neat hole in the forehead. Clark recognized the face from their briefing package.

			He motioned Klaus over. “Is this Andrei Malenkov?”

			Klaus, who had clearly never been on a battlefield, recoiled at the terrible sight. He confirmed it was Malenkov.

			“I wish we could have talked to him,” Ding commented.

			Clark bent down and regarded Malenkov more closely. He went through his pockets and came up with a phone. He tapped the screen, and when it popped to life Clark held it in front of Malenkov’s mostly undamaged face. It unlocked, and he went to the call log and studied it.

			“Anything worthwhile?” Ding asked.

			“I don’t know.” He pulled out his own phone, took a picture of the screen, then pocketed both handsets.

			Clark stood and they moved to the next body a few steps away. The man was small and thin, Middle Eastern features. “This guy familiar?” he asked Klaus.

			The banker shook his head. “I have never seen him before.”

			“Doesn’t look like an operator,” said Ding.

			“Because he’s small and skinny like you?” Wu quipped.

			“No, because he doesn’t have callouses, scars, and a nose that’s been broken five times like you.”

			Wu pointed out a small wafer clipped to his shirt pocket. “That’s a film badge dosimeter. I’ll bet he was brought in to handle the material.”

			Klaus said, “I remember now…Malenkov mentioned that one of his technicians was a physicist. I think his name was Qasim, a Druze.”

			Before Clark could respond, Hyori, who was standing watch, announced, “Squirters!”

			Clark half turned, his weapon up and boresighted to his gaze. He saw two men running toward the distant fence line like scorched rabbits. They were more panicked than any kind of threat and neither was carrying a weapon. In a perfect world, Clark would have sent someone to chase them down for questioning. In this world he had other priorities.

			“Let ’em go. It’s the last of the hired help making a run for town.”

			The team pressed forward and stopped in front of the massive hangar doors. The doors were closed, and a sudden gust of wind caused them to shiver. Overhead, two drones, larger than the ones that had been decimating the enemy force, hovered patiently. If Clark wasn’t mistaken, they were waiting for the doors to be opened. How freakin’ weird is that? he thought. He ignored a mischievous urge to wave to the cameras.

			“Think the doors might be booby-trapped?” Ding asked.

			Clark looked at them cautiously. “Doubtful. If there’s actually radioactive material inside…it wouldn’t need that kind of protection.”

			Ding frowned at Clark’s logic.

			“What we could really use is a Geiger counter,” said Hyori.

			Clark made a flicking motion at the doors with his fingers. Two team members shouldered up to each one, took a solid grip, and began pushing them apart. They gave way slowly, the metal wheels beneath each door squeaking in protest. Everyone’s attention was rapt, as if they were opening Aladdin’s cave.

			What they saw inside was a bitter disappointment. There was an aircraft tug, workbenches, industrial hardware. Crates, gas cans, and fans. But not a Shahed drone in sight.

			“Dammit!” Ding said. “We’re too late!”

			A tirade of muttered invectives was interrupted when Hyori said, “Boss, possible threat!”

			Weapon barrels rose and fingers came off trigger guards. Based on where Hyori was looking, everyone made themselves small. Some went low; others moved behind the hangar doors.

			“Posit?” Clark queried, having taken a knee.

			“The Ilyushin. I saw a strobe from the cockpit…like a flashlight beam sweeping.”

			Ding trained his scope on the aircraft, which was roughly a hundred yards away. Unlike the bullet-pocked, and very un-airworthy Gulfstream, the Ilyushin seemed to have survived the battle unscathed.

			“I’ve got movement inside,” Ding said, referencing his optic. “Doesn’t look like a threat. Probably the crew trying to stay out of the fray.”

			A larger gust of wind snapped at everyone’s clothing. The hangar was enveloped in a cloud of brown dust.

			“Yeah, chances are they’re just hiding,” said Clark. “Or…”

			He began issuing orders. While the team dispersed, Clark looked high in the hangar bay. In the cavernous upper reaches the two large drones were flying around at a leisurely pace, their cameras rotating on gimbals to uplink the scene.

			He had a pretty good idea who was on the other end of that feed. A room full of people in the White House basement. People who were probably wondering the same thing he was.

			Where are those drones now?

		

	
		
			64

			Situation Room

			The White House

			Washington, D.C.

			1955 Local Time

			“Now what?” Secretary of Defense Burgess asked, framing the words that were in everyone’s head.

			Footage from the Hyperion drones had been streaming into the Situation Room. The camera had settled on the most disconcerting sight in the hangar: a large concrete pad where the Shahed-151s had presumably been parked. It was now empty save for a few oil stains.

			Mary Pat tried to fit the puzzle pieces together. “Klaus told us the launch had to be soon, and it makes sense that it would be at night. But I got the impression we still had a few hours.”

			Ryan said. “Maybe the schedule was moved up for this oncoming storm.”

			“Or maybe they learned that we got Klaus out of Tangier,” van Damm speculated.

			“Either way,” said Mary Pat, “we’re too late. The drones have launched.”

			“Is there any way we can stop them?” asked van Damm.

			“That depends on how big their head start is.”

			“Bring up the big map,” said the President, the urgency in his tone lost on no one. “I want possible routes to the Suez Canal from Al-Jaghbub. Also, let’s figure out how long it would take these drones to fly that far.”

			Admiral Kent went to work.

			A line soon appeared on the map joining Al-Jaghbub to Port Said, the western entrance of the canal.

			Kent said, “Straight line distance is roughly four hundred and fifty nautical miles. But that would put this package over Egyptian territory the entire time. There would be far less chance of detection if they flew north first and headed out over the Med, then turned right. That would keep them in international airspace until the endgame.”

			“But it would also add distance,” Ryan said.

			“As to the time factor…” Kent referenced his laptop, “looks like the top cruise speed of a Shahed-151 is around one hundred and sixty knots.”

			Ryan did the math. “That gives us between three and four hours from the time they launched…whenever that was.”

			“What about the Egyptians?” said van Damm. “They have F-16s. They might see these drones coming with air defense radar and launch interceptors.”

			“I wouldn’t count on that,” Burgess argued. “The Egyptian leadership lives in Cairo. That’s where the majority of their air defenses are concentrated, and they’re oriented to look in the other direction, toward Israel. There’s a good chance they won’t see these drones coming…not unless we bring it to their attention. It’s also the middle of the night there, and last I heard, the Egyptians don’t keep fighters on continuous alert.”

			Ryan said, “We have to keep in mind what these drones are carrying. Shooting them down with air-to-air missiles means explosions that would unleash clouds of radioactive vapor. If these drones are cruising anywhere near the coastline, that could be disastrous—it’s solid with towns and villages.”

			Burgess added, “And if we explain to the Egyptians what’s going on, there’s a chance they’ll nix the idea of anyone shooting them down, including us.”

			“Even at the cost of shutting down the canal they control and greatly profit from?” Mary Pat argued.

			The President interjected, “Look, these are all good thoughts, but we can’t know how the Egyptians would react and there’s no time for diplomacy. We have to control what we can, which means stopping this strike and asking for forgiveness later. That said, we have to do everything in our power to avoid shooting these things down over populated areas. The least risk is to put them down over open water.” Ryan lasered in on Kent. “Where exactly are our F-18s?”

			Kent gestured to the lieutenant colonel working comms. A new symbol was added to the map. The Hornets were north of Benghazi, almost in Libyan airspace.

			Kent said, “The Hornets can pick up a tail chase, but we don’t know exactly where these drones are. Thankfully, the F-18s are a hell of a lot faster. If they haul ass, they should be able to pick up this strike package using their onboard radar.”

			“Let’s do it,” Ryan said, convinced it was the best near-term option. “Order the Hornets to abort their close air support tasking. I want them to chase down these drones, max speed.”

			The message was sent.

			Kent said, “I do see one hitch in this plan.”

			Ryan looked at the JCS chairman with something near exasperation.

			“Those jets are loaded for an air-to-ground mission—no AMRAAMs or Sidewinders. Their only air-to-air weapon would be their internal guns.”

			“But that would work, right?” Ryan asked.

			“Yes, they’ve all got a full load of twenty millimeter. But they’d have to get close, and that will take more time.”

			Burgess said, “There are four more Hornets standing by on the Ford as a contingency. They’re configured the same way, but we could unload the bombs and upload a full rack of AMRAAMs and Sidewinders.”

			The President closed his eyes and pinched the bridge of his nose. “Midway,” he said.

			Admiral Kent nodding knowingly. “World War Two, Battle of Midway. The admirals on the Japanese carriers waffled on how to load their aircraft for the second wave of strikes. In the end, their indecision wasted time and made them vulnerable. It was the turning point in the Pacific.”

			“We focus on our best shot,” Ryan said. “If those drones don’t have too big a head start, the airborne Hornets are our best chance of stopping them.”

			“I agree,” Kent said. “But there is one other aircraft on the Ford we should launch.” He gave his reasoning and Ryan concurred.

			All eyes settled on the big map, attention narrowing to the symbols representing the four Hornets and the Suez Canal. The gap between them looked massive, hundreds of miles of coastline and open water. And somewhere in that darkened void: ten unpiloted aircraft hauling a deadly radioactive cargo.
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			Al-Jaghbub Airfield

			Task Force 99 boarded the Ilyushin with tactical precision. Like all spec ops units, its members were well-versed on the nuances of breaching a civilian airliner. They rushed through the entry door in a tactical sweep, then cleared the cavernous cargo bay. They found no one.

			That left only the cockpit.

			Ding and Hyori led the way, shouldering up to the narrow passageway that connected to the flight deck with rifles poised. Unlike a passenger jet, there was no bulletproof door.

			With Ding right behind him, Hyori burst through, his barrel sweeping the compact space. Clark heard Hyori shout in English, “Hands! Show me hands!” He then said it in Russian. Thirty seconds and three sets of flex cuffs later, three men were frog marched into the cargo bay.

			The first two conformed perfectly to the situation: they wore pilot uniforms, one having four stripes on his epaulets, the other three. Their eyes flicked between the team members like rabbits surrounded by a pack of wolves.

			The third man was different.

			He showed neither the sureness of a pilot or the dead-eye stare of a mercenary. He was older, more weathered, with streaks of gray in his matted hair.

			All three men were forced to sit on the steel floor, an essential display of dominance. Clark went to the mystery man and took a knee.

			He said in Russian, “Who are you?”

			“Gamling,” the man replied almost flippantly.

			Clark nodded, taking this for a nom de guerre. Which was a clue in itself.

			“And who are you?” Gamling asked in return.

			“You can call me John.”

			“John from America.”

			Clark didn’t deny it.

			In truth, he was pleased. He had done a lot of interrogations in his day. Physical and psychological torture were not methods he enjoyed, but when it came to saving lives, he had no aversion to their use. He was also familiar with the usual reactions of detainees when faced with such prospects. Silence, insolence, fear-based capitulation. Gamling was exhibiting an unusual fourth path. Casual conversation. This, in Clark’s experience, usually implied a transactional mindset. Clark also had a good radar for lies, and right now it wasn’t pinging. Gamling’s next words, however, explained his composure.

			“Well, John from America, you are too late.”

			“Because your drones have already launched?”

			“I saw your disappointment when you opened the hangar doors.”

			Clark tipped his head to one side. “The Suez Canal is a long way from here. And the Shahed-151 isn’t exactly a speedy airframe.”

			For the first time Gamling hesitated.

			Clark pressed ahead, not wanting to lose his advantage. “What was your part in this operation?”

			No reply.

			“I’m trying to place your accent,” Clark said. “From the south, I’d say. Voronezh? Volgograd?”

			“You know my country.”

			“A bit. But we can talk about that later. I have to ask again, what was your part in this scheme?”

			“I am the postman.”

			Clark weighed this. “Responsible for delivery?”

			The Russian grinned wearily. “Bravo, John.”

			“A drone specialist.”

			“I suspect your people have heard of me…Gamling. I had a bit of a reputation in the special military operation.”

			“You’re an operator?”

			“Operator, engineer, mechanic…one has to wear many hats in war.”

			“Is that what this is? War?”

			Gamling’s jaw tightened as if his thoughts were in a bad paper jam. Clark knew why. Mercenaries often focused absolutely on money and mission, meaning they didn’t weigh the ramifications of their actions.

			The Russian finally said, “I am a technician, not a strategist.”

			“You are a pivotal figure in a terrorist attack. In the next two minutes, you can give me any and all information that might mitigate the death and destruction now flying toward Egypt…or you can remain silent and be held fully accountable.”

			If Gamling wanted to make a deal, this was his opening.

			Clark prompted, “Time is critical. You should understand that your employer, Andrei Malenkov, and pretty much all the others, are no longer of this earth. They can’t give me answers. That leaves you as the last man standing—the one who will face the repercussions.” He let that sink in for a beat, then asked, “Is there any way to recall these drones? To divert them?”

			Clark could almost see the tension building inside the Russian. Old thoughts—the technical challenge, the spectacular payday—collided with the reality of spending the rest of his life in prison. He quickly folded. “No one can stop them. There is no connectivity for control.”

			“Would jamming work?”

			Gamling shook his head. “The drones can navigate independently of any satellite or ground-based signals. There is a terrain database that references a simple radar system—my own design.”

			“Are the drones rigged with defensive measures?”

			“Nothing active. But passively…they will be widely dispersed, all ten on different arrival tracks. Some will come from the coastline near Egypt, others from the sea.”

			Clark was convinced Gamling wasn’t lying—it all made too much sense. He was equally sure that the leadership in D.C. would be putting together a response after learning the drones were en route. What that response would be, Clark had no idea, but this information might be critical.

			“What kind of radioactive material are they carrying?”

			“Cesium 137, a significant cache. Liquid now but aerosolized on delivery. Given the half-life, it will shut the canal down for decades.”

			“I need the exact target and time of arrival.”

			Gamling didn’t answer immediately. He was probably wondering if this was the time to ask for something in return. John Clark’s laser glare told him it wasn’t.

			“The Suez has two access channels on the north side. The strike will occur where they merge, near the Third July Tunnel. It is one of the narrowest points, and the central island will make cleanup all but impossible. As to when…al-fajr.”

			Clark was familiar with the Arabic term. True dawn.

			He stood and pulled out his phone.

		

	
		
			65

			Sparky 41
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			The E2-D Hawkeye, call sign Sparky 41, shot from the Ford’s deck toward a high half-moon. It clawed to altitude quickly and her pilots kept the power up; speed was not an attribute of the straight-wing, twin-turboprop design, and the looming fight was far in front of them. What the Hawkeye lacked in Mach, however, it more than made up for with connectivity—sensor, voice, and data-link signals traveled at the speed of light.

			There had been no time for a mission briefing; the crew—two pilots and three mission system operators—had received orders to launch and establish immediate contact with the four-ship of Hornets already airborne, call sign Glock 21. Further instructions would follow.

			The Hawkeye’s usual mission was to support strike packages by scanning the sky and ground with its powerful APY-9 radar, and to provide early warning for fleet defense. Thirty miles into the flight, however, Sparky 41 received tasking unlike anything the crew had ever seen. For their part, the risks would be minimal. The same couldn’t be said for others.

			The comm officer pushed to the tactical frequency, raised Glock 21, and prepared to forward the bad news.

			

			—

			“Glock two-one, Sparky. We have a mission amendment.”

			Lava, flying the lead Hornet, didn’t like the sound of it. The tone of the systems operator was a message in itself, but the last two words were the clincher. Mission amendment. He poised a pencil over his kneeboard.

			“Go ahead, Sparky.”

			The mission operator spoke plainly, relying on the frequency-hopping radio for COMSEC. There were few details, but the most unusual suggested that the drones they were being sent to hunt down were carrying some manner of radiological agent. Their objective was given in only the broadest of brushstrokes. Put an end to a terrorist attack. The details would be left to them. This wasn’t the vague close air support mission they’d been told to expect, but rather air interdiction. And that was a major problem. They would be chasing down new targets with the wrong munitions—they’d been loaded with bombs, not missiles. Worse yet, depending on where these targets were, the Hornets might not have enough gas to return to the Ford.

			“Two-one, two-three,” inquired Spanx after they’d had a moment to process the new orders.

			“Go, two-three.”

			“Shoot down ten drones? How the hell is that gonna happen? We’re loaded for air-to-ground.”

			“Missions change. All four of us have a full load in the gun.”

			“Sure, but that means getting close. If these targets are hauling some kind radiological liquid it could get really messy.”

			“We’ll figure it out.” Lava then said, “Break, Sparky, Glock two-one.”

			“Go ahead for Sparky, two-one.”

			“Any idea how far ahead these Shaheds are?”

			“That’s a negative, two-one. Message says proceed at best speed to locate. Looks like it’s on you to find them.”

			Lava tried to think of a smart-ass reply, but nothing came to mind. Anyway, the mission operator was only the messenger.

			“Two-one copies. Can you give me coordinates for…I guess the canal entrance?”

			After a short delay, the mission operator provided a lat/long pairing. Lava typed it into his nav computer and moved the waypoint to the top line.

			“Okay, Glock flight. Zero-eight-six degrees, three hundred ninety miles.” Lava looked down and saw nothing but sea. “We’re over the deep blue and these bombs are only going to slow us down. Let’s jettison all JDAMs. And as soon as the bags are dry, we’ll drop those, too.”

			“Two-three concurs. Speed is life.”

			Lava tipped up a wing for a better look at what was beneath them. He saw a cluster of glowing yellow lights far to his left and the distant coastline of Libya on the right. Otherwise, the sea was black. It wasn’t a perfect survey, but he was at least convinced there weren’t any cruise ships beneath them.

			Everyone configured their switches and initiated the jettison. From six miles up, thirty-two five-hundred-pound smart bombs dropped off their pylons like aerodynamic rocks into the night. There was no steering or guidance, and when they struck the sea over a minute later, it was all splash and no boom. Jettisoned bombs weren’t armed, so the fuses never activated. All sank harmlessly in miles of briny water.

			Next came the external fuel tanks. Each aircraft carried two, and soon they were empty—external fuel was always burned before internal. While the four-hundred-eighty-gallon tanks were often referred to as “drop tanks,” they were rarely jettisoned, and only for one of two good reasons: to safely get back aboard the boat, or out of necessity in combat.

			Tonight, the latter applied. It wouldn’t be air-to-air combat in the traditional sense, but shooting down drones had become a common tasking in recent years, particularly on Med cruises. As hostile aircraft went, drones were easy prey. They were stupid targets that generally didn’t maneuver. Best of all, they didn’t shoot back. Such engagements weren’t as swashbuckling as dogfights with enemy fighters, but they kept noncombatants on the ground safe. On this night, apparently, more than ever.

			The four pilots punched off their externals within seconds of one other. Eight giant tapered tanks, each the length of a small sedan, wobbled and disappeared into the darkness.

			That done, the Hornets were as clean as they could be. The only remaining weapon on each jet: the internal twenty-millimeter Vulcan gatling gun with four hundred and twelve rounds. Tonight would be back to basics. No long-range radar or heat-seeking missiles. Just four gunslingers headed to a shootout at a radioactive corral.

			“Glock two-one’s pushing it up!” Lava said. He jammed the throttles to the first stop, then engaged the afterburners. His wingmen did the same. Eight GE F414 engines spewed forty-foot cones of fire, and in a tiny segment of sky south of Crete night went to day.

			Glock 21 flight blew through Mach 1 and continued to accelerate. Radars sweeping, eyes sharp, they began searching for their targets.
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			Situation Room

			The White House

			Washington, D.C.

			2049 Local Time

			Clark’s report arrived in the form of a burst message. Task Force 99 had captured one of Malenkov’s technicians, and Clark had extracted useful information from him. No one asked by what methods.

			“This is gold,” Burgess said. “Now we know the point on the canal being targeted and the time of the strike.”

			“I’m not sure about the time,” Ryan said. “Correct me if I’m wrong, but ‘true dawn’ doesn’t equate to sunrise.”

			“Correct,” Kent seconded. “I’ve spent a fair amount of time in that part of the world. Al-farj refers to first light, not necessarily sunrise. It’s the period for the morning call to prayer in Islam. I’d say this strike could happen anywhere in a forty-minute window.”

			The President checked the clock and corrected for time zones. “It’s going to be close.”

			“That it will. And the fact that these drones will approach from ten different routes is going to spread our Hornets thin.”

			Try as he might, the President could think of nothing more to do. They simply had to hope the Hornets could intercept the drones in time. Ryan then reread the burst message from Al-Jaghbub. He addressed Mary Pat. “Clark mentioned that he recovered Malenkov’s phone.”

			“Correct,” she said.

			“How quickly could we exploit that?”

			Mary Pat considered it. “CIA could probably do it remotely, but right now we don’t have the right signal with Clark’s device—only burst messaging.”

			“I may be able to help with that,” said Admiral Kent. “Our Hawkeye is pretty close to Libya. They might be able to set up a data link.”

			“Let’s try,” Ryan said. “And make it quick.”

			Al-Jaghbub Airfield

			Clark was on the ramp outside the IL-76 pulling the chocks clear of the main wheels. He had performed a lot of duties in his day, but this was his first time he’d served as a crew chief to launch a heavy jet. He dragged the massive rubber chocks clear and left them on the tarmac.

			The jet was ready to roll.

			The wind whipped fiercely as he trotted toward the boarding stairs. He could see the storm coming in the wash of the perimeter floodlights, a churning wall of brown. They were trying to get airborne before it swept over the airfield.

			He’d just reached the stairs when his phone rang. Surprised, he pulled the handset from his pocket and saw a solid signal. Last he’d checked there had been only satellite comm for burst messaging. There was no caller ID—the CIA being its usual surreptitious self—but he suspected he knew who it was.

			He tapped to pick up the call. “Task Force 99, we aim to please.”

			A brief pause, then Mary Pat’s voice came over the line three-by-three—not loud or clear, but a usable connection. “Hello, John,” she said.

			“How did I suddenly get a signal?”

			“We worked some magic through an E-2D Hawkeye—it’s about a hundred miles north of your position. What’s your status?”

			“We’re loaded up and about to take off in the Ilyushin transport. We’re trying to beat the storm out.”

			“Why not the Gulfstream?”

			“Ah…unfortunately for the taxpayers, I’m going to have to expense that one. The Ilyushin crew survived that drone swarm you sent in—very impressive, by the way. The Gulfstream’s copilot, Sesniak, is going to double-check the crew’s navigation to make sure we don’t end up in Minsk.”

			“Where are you actually going?”

			“I figured Sigonella is pretty close. Can you let them know we’re on the way?”

			“Will do. What’s the latest on injuries?”

			In his earlier message, Clark had explained they had one man in critical condition. He imparted the bad news, which he himself had only gotten ten minutes ago. “We lost a man—Hooper, the Gulfstream’s skipper. He took a round to the chest, and we couldn’t save him.”

			“Damn, I’m sorry.”

			“We’ll bring him home. There are a couple of other injuries, but nothing serious.”

			“We received the information you sent. It looks good and we’ve got a four-ship of fighters trying to intervene.”

			“They’d better hurry. It’s getting close to dawn in the target area.”

			“We’re aware of that. I do have one additional request.”

			“A question for Gamling?”

			“No, there’s no time and you’ve already given us the most important information. Of course, we will interview him properly when the time comes. I’m calling about something else you sent…the picture of Malenkov’s phone log.”

			“One of the numbers get a hit?”

			“We haven’t been able to run them. I was actually thinking about the phone itself. Now that we have a data connection, it might present a more…comprehensive opportunity. Do you still have the handset?”

			“Sure, I’ve got it in my vest.”

			“Turn it on, then set it down next to your agency phone.”

			He tore open a Velcroed pocket and removed the handset. “Okay, both are on, and they’re side by side. Anything else?”

			“Give us a minute.”

			He heard Mary Pat give instructions to a technician.

			Soon both phones displayed a spinning data wheel. Clark said, “I see activity on both phones. Are you doing what I think you’re doing?”

			“It’s a new application built into our higher-end devices.”

			“Remind me to not leave it next to my own phone.”

			He heard one of the Ilyushin’s engines spinning up.

			After roughly a minute, Mary Pat said, “All right, I think we have what we need. Unless something critical comes up, we’ll talk again when you get to Sig.”

			“Copy that.”

			Clark ended the call.

			He looked up and saw Ding at the top of the stairs. “We need to roll, boss!” he said, pointing to the south. The perimeter fence in that direction was no longer visible, having been swallowed by a massive wall of dust.

			Clark hurried up the stairs, and as soon as he was inside, Ding retracted them and shut the entry door. The jet began taxiing. He could feel the airframe being buffeted by gusts and heard the low-frequency hum of the last engine cranking to life. He belted into a webbed seat just as the familiar acceleration began.

			Soon they were in the air, the big jet jolting and rocking like a carnival ride.

			Ding, sitting next to him, looked back into the wide cargo bay. “Ever been in one of these?” he asked.

			“An Il-76? Yeah, a long time ago. I remember we about froze when we got to altitude—heaters don’t work for crap.”

			“Cold never really bothered me.”

			“Never used to bother me either,” said Clark. “But lately I’ve been feeling it more.”

			“Guess you’re just getting—”

			“Don’t say it!”

			Ding grinned, leaned back, and closed his eyes.
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			Glock 21

			65 Nautical Miles Northwest of Port Said, Egypt

			0536 Local Time

			Under any other circumstances, it would have been a beautiful night. A high half-moon hovered silver and bright, and a pale dawn glow had begun painting the eastern horizon. Unlike the tempest that had descended on Al-Jaghbub, the air here was smooth, the visibility unlimited.

			There was no time to appreciate any of it.

			“Two-one, two-three has a contact at twelve-thirty low, forty-five miles. Angels five, heading east.”

			“Two-one copies, I’m picking up two bogeys now, five miles apart. Both ten o’clock, same heading and altitude.”

			The Hornet’s Multifunctional Information Distribution System, or MIDS, exchanged radar information among the four aircraft. Within a minute, eight of the ten targets appeared on Lava’s display. What he saw was a tactical geometry from hell.

			“Okay, Glock flight,” he said, “these targets are widely spaced. I show sixty miles from the northern bogey to the southern. We were told to expect ten, so the last two are probably even farther out.”

			“Two-one, two-three. I suggest we split into singletons.”

			The same idea had been brewing in Lava’s head during their scalding eastward run. The tactical model of entering combat with a wingman at your side, of having mutual support, was sacrosanct in the fighter world. But right now, with no long-range missiles loaded, splitting up was their only chance to handle so many widely dispersed targets before they reached the canal entrance.

			“Two-one copies. No other way, divide and conquer.”

			The Hawkeye had fallen farther back, but its crew was still able to monitor the frequency. “Glock two-one, Sparky. You are cleared in hot. CAG reiterates targets must be engaged feet wet.”

			“Two-one copies—drop ’em in the drink only.”

			With one look at his map, Lava realized that was going to be a challenge. “Two-one shows the most advanced drone twenty miles from the coastline. Check master arm on. Standard sort, everybody takes two. Engage the target closest to shore first.”

			The others acknowledged.

			Lava looked over his shoulder and saw Spanx and Gooch break away south. Each jet would target a pair of drones. The procedure for sorting targets was second nature. Be it radar or visual engagements, right and left, and high and low, were used as discriminators. This was done to avoid two jets targeting the same hostile in the heat of combat. Gooch, on the right side of the formation, would intercept the rightmost two drones. Spanx, second on the right, would take the next two inboard. The same division applied on the left side. Altogether, it would account for eight of the ten targets, assuming they could reach them in time. Then they would have to hunt down the last two Shaheds.

			The battle, quite literally, was moving at the speed of sound. Lava turned north to engage his designated hostiles. As he did, his radar lost its lock on the southern package. MIDS would fill the void, populating his tactical display with a god’s-eye view. Still, it was awkward managing a battle when half the fight was behind you. He also wanted to keep an eye on Gooch—he was a good stick, but also a nugget on his first cruise.

			As Lava nosed over and built speed downhill, he was struck by a new and unpleasant thought. He decided it was worth a radio call. “Two-one flight, all we have is guns, which means close quarters. Remember, these hostiles are loaded with some kind of radiological agent. Strongly suggest a high angle pass to not get fragged by the glowing vapor.”

			“Two-three copies,” Spanx replied. “Also suggest a close watch on the round counter. These targets are low, slow, and small. Might take a few passes to get good hits. If we go Winchester, we fail.”

			Winchester referred to running out of ordnance. Four hundred and twelve rounds sounded like a lot, but the Vulcan’s high rate of fire—six thousand rounds per minute—allowed only so many squeezes on the trigger.

			Lava noticed that his target was descending. As it passed through two thousand feet, he wondered how low it would go to deliver its payload. Aerial gunnery was always challenging but doing it at extreme low altitude only added to a dizzying array of complications.

			At a range of three miles, he switched to Gun Acquisition Mode. A target designator box appeared in his heads-up display. Thankfully, the dawn light was strengthening, and he saw the drone squarely in the middle. As always, one visual was worth a thousand sweeps of the radar. The drone was getting bigger quickly, and a glance at his displays told Lava he had five hundred knots of overtake. Having flown the speed of heat to reach this point, he slammed the throttles to idle, picked up the nose, and broke into a hard S-turn. Seven Gs left, seven Gs right. His body compressed into the seat and his G suit inflated to keep blood in his brain.

			The maneuver bled his airspeed to a manageable rate of closure.

			The mismatched airspeeds were going to present a problem. The Shahed was flying at one hundred and sixty knots—a speed at which a Hornet would practically fall out of the sky. Five hundred feet above the drone, Lava rolled inverted for a better look at his target. The Shahed looked small, and he decided it was a variant he hadn’t seen before. Straight wing, V-tail, single pusher prop.

			No time to waste.

			He rolled into a twenty-degree dive and pointed directly at the drone. His radar computed a lead solution for gunning the slow-moving aircraft. Lava closed in tight and fired. The Vulcan gatling gun rattled the Hornet from nose to tail, and the moment his finger came off the trigger he pulled away hard. He had no desire to get fragged by nuclear vapor.

			He rolled right, searched the sky, and to his disappointment saw the drone still flying. “Shit!” he muttered to himself. On second glance, he realized he’d done some damage. The tip of the right wing was broken, and liquid of some kind was streaming from the fuselage. But it was still flying. Still bearing down on its target.

			He stomped the rudder pedals, pissed at himself for not making good on the first pass. He went through the whole drill again, staying on the trigger a little longer the second time. The Shahed exploded in a hail of debris.

			The radios came alive as he pulled clear.

			“Two-two, splash the northernmost bandit. Moving to second target.”

			“Two-one, splash-one.”

			And so it went. All four Hornets got their first kill and moved on to the second. Then an even better development.

			“Two-one, two-two. I’m picking up two more targets northeast. From my position, bearing zero-four-zero, twenty miles.”

			Lava checked his tactical display and saw the new targets. They were low and slow, just like the others.

			“Nicely done, Id. Glock flight, let’s finish this.”

			Lava stroked his burners again to accelerate. His second target was sixteen miles ahead. Just when he was feeling good about the whole scenario, he saw a profoundly disconcerting sight. The coastline was clearly visible ahead.

			His jet gave an automated warning for a low fuel state.

			“Yeah, tell me something I don’t know,” he replied to the computer-generated voice.

			Lava intercepted his second Shahed and took it out easily, refining what he’d learned from his first splash. The others did the same.

			With one exception.

			Gooch engaged the southernmost Shahed too aggressively. His fangs were out after downing the first drone, and he scored no apparent hits on his initial slashing attack. On the second run his rounds counter showed ninety-eight bullets remaining. Enough for one last shot.

			But the coastline was coming on fast, and he rushed. His geometry was poor, the dive angle not steep enough, and he pressed minimum range. He hit the drone squarely, but as it exploded in a cloud of mist, he flew straight through the debris field. He heard fragments strike his jet, and worse yet, saw his windscreen get covered by viscous liquid.

			“Two-one, two-four. I splashed the southern target but got fragged. My jet took some damage, and it’s covered in some kind of fluid.”

			Lava said, “Check engines and hydraulics.”

			Gooch looked over his instruments and saw no anomalies. Engines were solid, hydraulic pressure good. Then he looked out at his wings and saw damage to the leading edges on both sides. “Instruments are normal, but I see damage to both wings. Jet seems to be flying fine.”

			Having downed his second Shahed, Spanky rejoined on Gooch. He performed a battle damage check, flying tight beneath his wingman’s jet to get a better look.

			“Two-four, two-three. I see some minor damage, and you’ve got fuel streaming from your belly. We need to get you on the ground now.”

			“Two-four copies.”

			A return to the Ford was completely off the table. Lava had already determined that the closest usable airfield was Port Said, slightly west of the canal entrance. The unannounced arrival of four U.S. Navy fighter jets might wake up some sleepy Egyptians, but the DoD could sort out the repercussions.

			“Two-three, two-one. Make for Port Said. Id and I will hunt down the last two.”

			Everyone acknowledged the plan.

			Lava set out with Id on his wing, the last two drones ahead. They were low on fuel and ammo, but if they played everything perfectly there was enough to finish the job. At a range of five miles, Lava got a visual on their targets.

			And that was when the plan went to shit.

			“Two-one, two-two,” Id said from the right. “You seeing what I’m seeing?”

			“Two-one, yeah. They’ve gone feet dry.”

			Both the Shaheds were skimming over light brown desert, the converging entrances of the canal on either side.

			“We’re too late unless somebody can find a way to turn them back out to sea.”

			Lava slammed a gloved fist on his canopy. They were so damned close!

			His eyes scanned farther ahead. Sparky had forwarded the expected target, a confluence of the two northern entrance canals ten miles inland. Lava could see it dead ahead. In a minute, maybe two, the drones would begin dispersing their radiological hell.

			Then Id’s last words played back in his head.

			…unless somebody can find a way to turn them back out to sea.

			Lava closed in on the nearest drone, which was less than a hundred yards off his nose, and an idea percolated into his head. It probably wasn’t even possible. It was certifiably insane. The potential outcomes? Anywhere from a smashing success to Chernobyl.

			But it was the only damned escape hatch he could think of.

			“Two-two, two-one. Here’s what we’re gonna do…”
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			Glock 21

			Suez Canal, Egypt

			0559 Local Time

			Lava’s focus was absolute. His hands gripped the Hornet’s controls lightly, mere fingertip pressure. The Shahed looked far larger from his new perspective: it was less than ten feet from his wingtip.

			He saw the pusher propeller churning, the ailerons on the drone’s wing adjusting deftly to maintain course. It had descended to an even lower altitude; they were skimming along in formation a mere four hundred feet above the ground. The good news was that the drone had leveled off. The bad news: this was likely the altitude from which it would disperse its payload.

			The Shahed was on its final attack run.

			Being so low, even at a mere one hundred and sixty knots, the ground swept past in a rush. The Hornet felt mushy in Lava’s hands, the flight controls less responsive at the low speed. He eased closer, approaching from slightly below, until his jet’s left wingtip underlapped the Shahad’s right. From that vantage point, he saw an ominous new sight. A spray bar ran the length of the wing. Any moment now, radioactive liquid would begin spewing into the air not far from his canopy.

			Lava couldn’t venture a look back, but he knew that Id was joining up with the last remaining Shahed. They were roughly two miles behind him. The whole dubious plan was Lava’s idea, so he would be the guinea pig.

			He was thankful that he wasn’t carrying AIM-9 Sidewinders. The FA-18 had a wingtip weapon station, a six-foot steel rail that was integral to the wing structure. The rail was sturdy, designed to support hundreds of pounds of munitions during high-G maneuvering. Right now, however, it was conveniently empty.

			The Shahed’s wingtip was very different. It looked thin and was no more than two feet from front to back, perhaps four inches thick. Its metal skin would be thin to save weight. Altogether, a dollar-store toy compared to his eighty-million-dollar military-grade machine.

			“As they say, when push comes to shove…” he whispered, not bothering to key his mic.

			He raised his left wing ever so deftly, and for the first time the two aircraft made contact. He half expected the Shahed’s wing to fail immediately, to break off and send the drone crashing to the earth. It held.

			For now.

			Lava increased the pressure and, ever so gently, lifted the Shahed’s right wing with his left wingtip rail. A foot at first. Then two. Aerodynamics took hold, and the drone reacted as any aircraft would. It began a gentle turn to the left. He could see the drone’s flight controls fighting the maneuver, the trailing edge of the right aileron canting upward. Its flight computer was correcting, trying to reacquire the programmed course to its target. Lava wouldn’t let that happen.

			“Two-one, two-two. Is it working?”

			“So far,” Lava replied. So intense was his concentration, so delicate the maneuver, he didn’t want to key the mic any longer than necessary.

			“Okay, two-two is in.”

			Lava imagined the same scenario playing out behind him.

			He tried to keep the two wings in constant contact, figuring that was the best way to avoid structural failure. He wasn’t particularly worried about the Hornet—it had to weigh ten times what the Shahed did and was stressed for air combat. It was like steering a dingy with a battleship.

			But it was working.

			After ninety degrees of turn, Lava saw water on the periphery to his left. If he could roll out headed back toward the sea, keep the drone on that path, they would reach open water within minutes.

			A burble of rough air caused the Hornet’s left wing to drop. Lava couldn’t correct fast enough, and the two wingtips parted and then slammed together. He held his breath, steadied his hands, waiting for the Shahed to careen out of control. It didn’t happen. The underside of its wing was dented and the aileron looked damage. But it was still flying.

			He reestablished contact between the wingtips and forced the drone back into a turn. Lava could feel sweat dripping down his spine. His neck began to cramp from twisting to the left. Approaching one hundred and eighty degrees of turn from the original course, he flicked his eyes forward and saw nothing but sea ahead. He was about to level out when the drone suddenly began turning in the opposite direction.

			“Dammit!”

			He knew instinctively what had happened. He’d gone beyond one hundred and eighty degrees, and now the Shahed’s shortest turn to its target was a left-hand turn, away from him.

			Lava cursed again and pushed over, negative Gs raising him into his shoulder straps. He crossed under to the opposite side, and in the transition fired off a quick radio call. “Id, don’t go beyond a one-hundred-and-eighty-degree turn. This thing just did a reversal on me.”

			“Two-two copies. You’re losing a dogfight with a drone.”

			Lava actually smiled.

			He climbed carefully to the Shahed’s left side and performed the same maneuver from the opposite wing. This time he stopped the turn at one hundred and sixty degrees off the original course. He held that for another three minutes, locked in an aerial stalemate—the drone trying to turn into him, the Hornet blocking the way.

			Lava looked back over his shoulder. He estimated the beach to be six miles behind. That should do it.

			His gun was already armed. He pushed over and maneuvered with aggressive S-turns to get high and behind the Shahed. The drone began a gentle turn back toward shore. Lava didn’t allow it. He rolled in, sighted carefully, and emptied his last rounds on the light-skinned target. The Shahed disintegrated before his eyes, and he pulled clear.

			“Two-one, splash number nine.”

			He craned his neck to search for Id, spotted him a mile west maneuvering for his own shot. He watched the last Shahed disintegrate, its remains falling toward the sea in a cloud of vapor.

			“Two-two, splash number ten. And I am beyond bingo fuel.”

			“Two-one copies bingo.”

			They joined up and Lava immediately set a course for Port Said Airport. It was twenty-six miles away. Both jets were running on fumes.

			“Sparky, Glock two-one,” said Lava.

			“Go ahead, two-one.”

			“We’ve splashed all ten, no other bogeys on radar. We are diverting to Port Said and would appreciate it if you’d advise the local authorities. ETA six minutes…if we don’t run out of gas.”

			Sparky acknowledged and promised to forward the message.

			Lava flew a max range profile. The two jets climbed slightly and then entered an idle descent to the runway. The weather was clear and a million—no clouds, unlimited visibility. Poor conditions would probably have meant an ejection over water.

			They never contacted Egyptian air traffic control. They couldn’t even if they’d wanted to since they didn’t know the appropriate frequencies. Port Said had not been in their plans when they’d taken off hours earlier.

			The sun was breaking the horizon as they lined up with the runway. Lava visually cleared its entire length for traffic. Id landed first and made a midfield turnoff. Lava was right behind him and made the same left turn. Just ahead, he saw Glock 23 and 24 parked on a remote concrete pad. Id taxied clear and shut down next to the number three jet.

			Lava didn’t make it that far. He’d no sooner cleared the runway than his engines began winding down. He knew why: fuel starvation. His gauges were on dead zero. He’d been seconds away from ejecting.

			He secured his jet on the taxiway, climbed down the boarding ladder, and walked over to join Spanx and Id. Two Egyptian kids were gawking from outside the perimeter fence. He guessed there would be a lot more onlookers soon. Lava was suddenly overcome by exhaustion. He had been up all night, running on adrenaline. Finally, he’d reached the downside. His wingmen would be feeling it as well.

			“I guess we cut it a little tight on the gas,” said Spanx as he approached, gesturing to Lava’s disabled jet.

			“Tell me about it. But you know what…we got it done, brother.”

			“That we did,” Id seconded.

			“Where’s Gooch?” Lava asked.

			His number three pointed to the jet that was isolated on the far side of the ramp. Lava saw Gooch fumbling under a closed canopy.

			“What the hell is he doing?”

			Spanx said, “He suspects his jet is contaminated. Says he flew right through a cloud of that radioactive shit.”

			“Well…okay.”

			“I told him to go one hundred percent oxygen when we were airborne. Figured that would keep him from breathing any nasty vapors.”

			“That makes sense.”

			“Once we got on the ground, I gave him a little more advice.”

			Before Spanx could explain, the canopy of Gooch’s jet motored open. As he began climbing down the boarding ladder, Lava did a double take. Gooch had removed every bit of flight gear. G-suit, helmet, harness. Even his flight suit, gloves, and boots. He hit the ramp wearing nothing but boxers, athletic socks, and sunglasses. Lava saw Id’s lips quiver ever so slightly. And then it happened. The stress of the last hours cracked like a failed dam.

			All three pilots broke out laughing hysterically.

			And with that, a new call sign was born. “Gooch” went to the dust bin. For the rest of his career, or at least until he did something more embarrassing, James Whittemore would be known in the squadron as Glow.

		

	
		
			69

			The Kremlin

			Moscow, Russia

			0722 Local Time

			Yermilov couldn’t sit still. He had been on edge for hours—ever since his rancorous call with President Ryan. For a time, the American President’s words had worried him. Now it was the silence that had him on edge.

			He checked the clock on the wall, an extravagant Swiss item with gold inlays and twelve diamonds. A gift from the president of Angola to reflect the warm relations between the two nations. It was 7:22.

			It should have happened an hour ago!

			On the center of Yermilov’s hardwood desk was a mobile phone. The special device was designed to connect with only one other phone on earth. For days it had been quiet, but this morning he was expecting a call. Good news or bad, he should have heard something.

			The television on the far side of his office was tuned to a Western news channel. The sound was muted, but the crawl at the bottom of the screen was all Yermilov needed. There was no breaking news banner, no notice of an impending special report.

			He paced behind his desk and considered who he might turn to for answers. The GRU? The SVR? The Defense Ministry? The answer, of course, was none of the above. This was an annoying constraint of “off the books” operations—you couldn’t use any of the traditional levers of government to determine what was happening in the world. Not without risking leaks.

			Yermilov was alone in his office, which had become a trend in recent weeks. Was he becoming too isolated? Had he lost a feel for what was happening in the halls around him? All autocrats suffered such thoughts, and a good crisis only magnified them. This morning’s situation certainly qualified.

			The Suez.

			Had Malenkov succeeded in shutting it down?

			It had been Malenkov’s idea from the outset. Over a year ago, during a rare meeting with his then-head of the SSD, Yermilov had confessed that Russia’s economy was approaching collapse. It was no more of a surprise to Malenkov than it was to any Russian, yet to hear it in such stark terms, from no less than the president himself, had spurred him to consider solutions. Yermilov implored him to think big. As the two-man meeting progressed, and no small amount of vodka flowed, Malenkov did precisely that. What could be bigger and bolder, he contended, more of a game changer for Russia, than to shut down the Suez Canal?

			Yermilov had been intrigued by the idea. The Suez was the most vital supply route for carbon-based fuels flowing from the Middle East to Europe. A long-term closure would send energy prices through the roof. Markets tended to adjust, and there were alternate routes, but he couldn’t imagine a scenario that didn’t put hundreds of billions of dollars in Russia’s nearly empty coffers. Likely far more.

			The next morning, with a clearer but aching head, Yermilov had given Malenkov approval to pursue the idea. Yet the plot was so daring, so risk-laden, the two men agreed that Malenkov would have to completely sever his ties to the Russian government. He was fired from the SSD. The next week he moved to Portugal. Breadcrumbs were left for the American intelligence agencies to establish both these facts.

			The two men had met twice in the intervening year, on both occasions at the palace in Sochi. Secrecy was always easier outside Moscow, and the one absolute for Yermilov was to never be seen with Malenkov. If he could keep that divide, that “plausible deniability” as the Americans were so fond of terming it, Russia would be in the clear. He would be in the clear. Details fell into place. Logistics were arranged. When Malenkov floated the idea of making investments in the oil markets to capitalize on the strike, Yermilov saw only positives. Regardless of the outcome, it would demonstrate a motive for the attack that was purely personal for Malenkov. Better to deflect the blame. And if the man made money in the course of it? Then Yermilov wouldn’t have to pay him.

			Now, finally, the day of reckoning had arrived, Russia’s economic future in the balance. Yet the outcome remained unclear. An operation that had been going smoothly for months could tip either way. As it turned out, they had made one critical mistake. They had let Gunther Klaus slip through their fingers.

			The Americans had him now. Because of it, they had learned the specifics of the attack at the last minute. But had they been able to stop it?

			The phone on the desk rang, startling Yermilov.

			It could only be Malenkov with the results of the strike.

			Yermilov was reaching for the phone, nearly touching it, when a flashing image from the television snagged his gaze. His hand hovered over the handset as a poor quality video ran on the screen: in dim light, a fighter jet at low altitude was shooting down a straight-wing drone. The drone exploded in a blizzard of debris. Then a headline appeared at the bottom of the screen: U.S. Fighters Down Drones over Eastern Mediterranean. The footage had been captured, according to a secondary caption, by an Egyptian fisherman.

			A dozen thoughts clashed in Yermilov’s head, but one rose to the forefront: If the Americans stopped these drones…might they also have visited Al-Jaghbub?

			His face went ashen. His hand recoiled from the phone like a snake charmer who’d hit the wrong note.

			The phone kept ringing.

			Anger welled in Yermilov’s gut. He reached out, seized the device, and slammed it onto the hardwood desk. It shattered violently, shards of glass and plastic flying in every direction.

			The ringing stopped.

			The White House

			“What just happened?” Jack Ryan asked.

			He was seated at the far end of the Situation Room conference table. The monitor used in his call with Yermilov last night had been removed, and in its place was a simple speaker and microphone—an audio feed prepped for the call that had just failed.

			A CIA technician was sitting next to Director Ben Stephens. The young woman, who had her fingers on a keypad and a phone shouldered to her ear, said, “I’m not sure, Mr. President. Stand by.”

			Glances were exchanged throughout the Situation Room. They had known for nearly an hour that the Hornets had gotten the job done: the drone attack had been stopped in its tracks, the entire swarm shot down over the sea. Despite the late hour, however, no one in the whizzer had gone home.

			The fallout—in every sense, including the nuclear variety—still had to be dealt with. The first order of business was to play the card John Clark had given them. The CIA’s DS&T crew had worked their magic, cloning Malenkov’s phone. One particular contact in its logs was identified as being a probable connection to none other than President Nikita Yermilov. If they acted quickly, hijacking the number and initiating a call before Malenkov’s fate became known, an advantage could be gained.

			As the phone had begun ringing, the tension in the whizzer was palpable. If Yermilov picked up, he would do so expecting Andrei Malenkov to be on the other end. Instead, he would hear the voice of the American President. If they could engineer that simple mistake, Ryan would have his proof. It was nothing that would hold up in a court of law, but that was never where this situation was headed. Ryan simply wanted one hard link tying Yermilov to the attack on the Suez.

			But the president of Russia had never answered. Instead, the call ended abruptly.

			The CIA tech put her own phone down. The look on her face told the story, but she gave the details all the same. “We were able to triangulate the call from four different towers in Moscow. The receiving phone was definitely located in the Kremlin, very likely in the president’s wing. The call was never answered, and after twenty-three seconds its signal disappeared.”

			“You mean someone declined the call?” Mary Pat asked.

			“No,” said the tech. “The phone didn’t shut down normally, nor was the battery removed. There are certain electronic handshakes and background pings that would have indicated either event. I’d say there’s a good chance the handset was…destroyed very suddenly.”

			Ryan rubbed both his hands over his face, a reflection of the weariness all around the room. “Well, it was worth a try,” he said.

			“What now?” Arnie van Damm asked.

			“The immediate crisis is over,” said Mary Pat. “But there’s going to be some serious cleanup required. Tomorrow will be a long day, and I’d suggest we all get some rest.”

			“I agree,” Ryan said. “Barring any unexpected developments, we’ll reconvene at oh-nine-hundred.”

			Everyone filed out of the room, a few exchanging shoulder pats and best wishes.

			Ryan didn’t rise from his chair. Mary Pat took that as her cue to stay. When it was just the two of them, he said, “I feel like a coach whose team just played the game of their lives but ended up in a tie.”

			“I think we won. The question is, what’s tomorrow’s game plan?”

			Ryan shook his head. “I don’t know. I feel like we need to respond militarily. But I can’t figure a way to justify it, and I don’t want to start World War Three.”

			“I think it’s Yermilov’s move. Let’s see how he handles his damage control.”

			Ryan heaved a sigh and stood. “Okay. But if he doesn’t do something by midday tomorrow…then it’s my move.”
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			Marine One

			South Lawn

			The White House

			1027 Local Time

			Marine One lifted off gracefully and arced out over the Potomac, leaving the White House and National Mall behind. The morning was clear and cool.

			Jack Ryan looked down at the river from his forward-facing executive chair. Mary Pat was across from him in an aft-facing seat, her phone pressed to her ear. As had been the case all morning, she was tallying up the aftermath of yesterday’s “Attack on the Suez.” That had become the media’s tagline.

			Ryan had just adjourned the morning NSC meeting. The council had met for an hour to discuss various responses to the attack. Diplomatic, military, the intelligence agencies—everything was on the table. There was not yet a consensus on how to proceed.

			The story had been a moving target since early yesterday. There was no denying what had happened off the coast of Egypt. Footage of one Navy pilot’s aerobatics had gone viral overnight. A farmworker had uploaded the video: taken in the barest of dawn light, the silhouette of a Hornet could be seen flying at extremely low altitude with its wingtip nudging a drone back out to sea. Ryan was no aviation expert, but the talking heads on television were playing it up as one of the greatest feats of airmanship they’d ever witnessed.

			The DoD had no choice but to issue a communique, and a statement was released lauding the pilots for stopping an attack on the Suez Canal. The State Department followed up, verifying that the drones had been launched from a small airfield in the Maghreb, now under lockdown by various authorities. State also confirmed that a radiological agent had been involved, and while measurements were ongoing, it was believed that all hazardous radiation had fallen into the sea where it would eventually dissipate.

			President Jack Ryan would provide further details this evening: he was set to speak to the nation, a prime-time address covering the attempted attack on the Suez and America’s ongoing response. The one great unknown—the question of who was responsible for the chaos—had not yet been addressed.

			The NSC had touched on a host of other issues at this morning’s meeting, including the loss of Captain Hooper, and how best to recover the remains of a CIA Gulfstream jet and the drones inserted by Hyperion. When the meeting ended, Ryan exited to the South Lawn.

			He had decided to spend part of his day at home. Cathy had called early this morning, their ritual daily conversation, and she suggested that he return to the house to decompress for part of the day. It sounded wonderful. Ryan had been “presidenting” at the White House for nearly a week, and his stress level was off the charts. He’d promised Cathy he would make it happen, with the caveat that he would have to spend time working on his address to the nation.

			“This cesium is apparently unique,” said Mary Pat, interrupting Ryan’s cluttered thoughts.

			“Ah…unique in what way?” he asked.

			“Only one manufacturer on earth makes this isotope in the volume used in the strike.”

			“Let me guess…a Russian company?”

			“The Mayak Production Association. It’s Russia’s main industrial facility for the production of radionuclides, which have legitimate uses in medicine and industry.”

			“And now, apparently, shutting down canals.”

			“CIA uncovered something interesting. About two months ago, Mayak filed a report with the IAEA claiming they’d lost track of thirty barrels of radioactive cesium chloride.” The International Atomic Energy Agency was the world’s nuclear policeman. “Mayak implied it was likely no more than a clerical error, and the agency has been waiting for the results of a promised audit. Given what IAEA has on its plate, dealing with the likes of Iran and North Korea, I’m not surprised they put it on a back burner.”

			“Sounds like a perfect bit of stagecraft to me,” Ryan mused. “Russia can claim the material was stolen, and also say they reported it like a responsible nation.”

			“That would be my take. We’re going to watch for anything else that fits this profile. We have a report of a Panamax vessel taking on a cargo containing medical isotopes in the port of Vostochnyy. So far there’s nothing linking it to Mayak.”

			“You’ll keep an eye on it?”

			“Of course.”

			“What else?”

			“Yermilov is putting on a show of helping the ongoing cleanup efforts. A radiological decontamination unit is being flown into Al-Jaghbub.”

			“I’ll bet there are a couple of GRU officers embedded to help with any other cleanup—like maybe repatriating a few bodies.”

			“No doubt. He’s also dispatched two Russian Navy frigates to the eastern Med. They intend to test for radiation to identify hot areas.”

			“How conscientious of the president,” Ryan said sarcastically.

			Mary Pat frowned.

			“Sorry,” he said.

			“I feel your pain, Jack. For what it’s worth, our own experts say the sea currents off the coast of Egypt should help disperse the radiation naturally. The coastline will be monitored closely for a few months, and we expect a temporary fishing ban. Otherwise, it looks like the contamination is minimal.”

			“Credit that to those four pilots. Some decorations are in order. What about the jets?”

			“The Hornets are still in Port Said. One did show moderate contamination, but the Navy is taking care of it. We’ll have them back on the Ford in a couple of days.”

			Ryan’s thoughts reverted to the ones that had kept him awake last night. “I’m sure Yermilov has learned by now that Malenkov is dead.”

			“I can’t imagine otherwise.”

			“So that’s it. He has his scapegoat.”

			Mary Pat had no reply.

			Ryan turned toward the window. He saw Andrews Air Force Base sliding past in the distance. He said distractedly, “Sometimes I feel like I’m trying to hold together a world that’s blowing apart.”

			“I know what you mean.”

			“I never thought I’d say it, but I miss the Cold War. When I started out as an analyst, the lines were clear. The Soviets had their satellite states in Eastern Europe, and we had Western Europe on our side. Between them were the battlefields where everyone expected the next war to play out: the Fulda Gap, the Baltic Sea, Berlin, the Balkans. Those boundaries stood for decades. But when the Iron Curtain fell, those lines disappeared. Now we have asymmetrical warfare, terrorism, cyberattacks. The threats are everywhere and nowhere…and all at once.”

			“It’s true. We’re boxing in a world of shadows these days. The world is increasingly falling under the rule of autocrats. They team up against us, but there’s never any formal alliance. Everything is in-the-moment, situational. Their only objectives are self-preservation and to stuff their own pockets.”

			“And I’m on the other end of the spectrum,” Ryan said. “I’ve got a Constitution, a prickly Congress, and on the best of days the support of the American people.”

			“Well,” she said thoughtfully, “so far that’s been enough.”

			He looked down and said to his empty coffee cup, “Hope I’m not being too gloomy—it’s just frustrating.”

			“No, I think you raise good points. You should include them in your speech tonight.”

			“Maybe I will.”

			Mary Pat took another call, and for the next twenty minutes Ryan began outlining his address to America. When he finally looked out the window again, he saw a familiar stretch of shoreline. Soon his home came into view, stately and proud against a backdrop of tawny autumn color.

			Marine One touched down and he descended the stairs to the lawn. For the first time since leaving this place days ago, his face creased into an easy smile. Cathy was waiting along the porch rail. On either side of her were Katie and Kyle.

			Jack Ryan broke into a jog and rushed up the steps. He embraced his family like he would never let them go.

		

	
		
			Appendix: Image Descriptions

			Several images in this ebook illustrate complex ideas or contain passages of text. In this section those images have been reproduced as thumbnails accompanied by extended descriptions of their contents.
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				CRASH SITE

				This is a simple, stylized map showing part of southwestern Turkey and the adjacent Aegean Sea, with the location of an airport and an aircraft crash site marked in relation to the coastline and the city of Bodrum. The land is filled with a light, textured pattern, and the sea is shown as a smooth shaded area. There are no roads, borders, or elevation lines; the focus is on relative positions of the labeled locations.

				At the top center, in a wide horizontal band, the map title reads: “CRASH SITE.”

				Map Elements and Geography

				
						
						The map covers a roughly rectangular area. On the left side is the irregular coastline of southwestern Turkey along the Aegean Sea. The sea occupies the entire left margin of the map, with several bays and peninsulas cutting into and out of the land. The label “Aegean Sea” appears over the water, written in two lines, with “Aegean” above “Sea.”

						

						
						The landmass to the right of the Aegean Sea is labeled “TURKEY” in large, widely spaced capital letters placed across the central portion of the map. The interior of the land is otherwise mostly blank except for the airport and crash site markings and the city of Bodrum.

						

						
						Near the lower left portion of the land, close to the coastline and just to the right of the Aegean Sea, a solid circular dot marks a city. Next to the dot is the label “Bodrum.” This dot is the only city symbol on the map.

						

						
						Farther inland and somewhat above the center of the map, an airport is indicated. The label “Airport” appears next to a small silhouette of a jet aircraft, angled as if flying northeast. The airport symbol is placed between the coastline and the crash site, roughly midway between the Aegean Sea and the right edge of the map.

						

				

				Crash Site

				
						
						To the right of the airport, farther inland and closer to the right edge of the map, the crash location is marked. The words “Crash Site” appear, followed immediately by a bold “X” symbol. This “Crash Site X” is the only “X” on the map and is positioned well away from the coast, in the interior of Turkey.

						

				

				Additional Details

				
						
						In the upper right corner of the map is a decorative compass rose. It is circular with radiating triangular points and is labeled with a single letter “N” above it, indicating north. North is oriented toward the top of the map.

						

						
						The map has a thin rectangular border around all edges, and in the lower right corner, outside the main geographic content but inside the border, there is a small copyright notice: “© 2026 Jeffrey L. Ward.”

						

				

				Back to image in Chapter 1.
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				ESCAPE FROM TARTUS

				This is a simple, stylized map showing part of the eastern Mediterranean region and a dotted route across the sea from the Syrian coast to southwestern Turkey. Land areas are shown in a light texture, the sea in a smooth gray tone, with country names in large capital letters.

				At the top center, in a wide horizontal band, the map title reads: “ESCAPE FROM TARTUS.”

				Map Elements and Geography

				
						
						The map covers the southeastern coast of Turkey at the top, the island of Cyprus toward the lower left, and the coasts of Syria and Lebanon on the right. The Mediterranean Sea fills the central and lower portions of the map.

						

						
						At the top center, the country name “TURKEY” is printed across the landmass. Along this Turkish coastline, slightly left of center, a small indentation is labeled “Kelinder Bay.” This bay is on the northern shore of the Mediterranean, roughly opposite the northeastern tip of Cyprus.

						

						
						On the right side of the map, the vertical coastline is labeled “SYRIA” in large letters placed over the sea just offshore. Near the middle of this Syrian coast, a small solid dot marks a coastal city labeled “Tartus.” Farther down the same coastline, near the bottom right corner, the country name “LEBANON” is printed along the shore.

						

						
						In the lower left quadrant, the island of Cyprus is drawn as a long, irregular shape extending roughly east–west. The name “CYPRUS” appears in large capital letters centered on the island.

						

						
						
							The open water between these landmasses is labeled Mediterranean Sea in italic script, placed in the lower center of the map.

							

				

				Escape Route

				
						
						A dotted line indicates a route across the Mediterranean. It begins at the dot labeled “Tartus” on the Syrian coast, then runs diagonally up and left across the sea. The line ends at the Turkish coast at Kelinder Bay, just above the label “Kelinder Bay.” This dotted line is the only route shown.

						

				

				Additional Details

				
						
						In the upper left corner of the map, over the Turkish land area, there is a decorative compass symbol. It is circular with radiating points and has the letter “N” above it, indicating north. North is oriented toward the top of the map.

						

						
						The map has a thin rectangular border around all edges, and in the lower left corner, outside the main geographic content but inside the border, there is a small copyright notice: “© 2026 Jeffrey L. Ward.”

						

				

				Back to image in Chapter 9.
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				CONZA’S RESCUE

				The image is a black-and-white, stylized map showing a rescue route across northeastern Turkey, with surrounding countries and the Black Sea for geographic context. A dotted line traces the movement from a helicopter crash site near a town to a city, then northward toward the border with Georgia, ending at a labeled rescue attempt point. The terrain is indicated with a textured pattern suggesting mountains or rough ground.

				At the top center, in a wide horizontal band, the map title reads: “CONZA’S RESCUE.”

				Map Elements and Geography

				
						
						In the upper left corner of the map, a shaded triangular area represents part of the “Black Sea,” labeled with those words. Within this shaded corner is a decorative compass symbol: a circular compass rose with multiple pointed spokes and the letter “N” above it, indicating north.

						

						
						The main body of the map is dominated by the country label “TURKEY,” written in large spaced letters across the central area. The land surface is filled with a repeated, irregular pattern of short strokes, indicating rugged or mountainous terrain.

						

						
						To the north, near the top edge of the map, the neighboring country “GEORGIA” is labeled in capital letters. To the east, along the right edge, “ARMENIA” is labeled in capital letters. The borders between Turkey and these neighboring countries are drawn as thin, irregular lines.

						

				

				Rescue Route

				A dotted route line runs diagonally across the map, representing the path of the rescue. It begins in the southwest portion of the map and ends in the northeast:

				
						
						In the lower left quadrant, near the interior of Turkey, a small town is labeled “Yaylacik.” Just to the left of this town name, an “X” marks the “Helicopter Crash Site,” with that phrase written beside the X. The dotted route originates at this crash site.

						

						
						From the crash site, the dotted line travels generally eastward, then curves slightly, passing through a labeled city: “Erzurum.” Erzurum is marked with a solid dot, with its name printed beside it.

						

						
						After Erzurum, the dotted route continues northeast across the interior of Turkey. The line bends and angles several times, indicating a somewhat indirect path through the mountainous region.

						

						
						Near the top right portion of the map, close to the border with Georgia, the dotted line reaches a point labeled “First Rescue Attempt.” This endpoint is marked with a small solid dot. The label “First Rescue Attempt” is written just to the right of this dot.

						

						
						The dot for the first rescue attempt lies just inside the area labeled “GEORGIA,” indicating that the route crosses from Turkey into Georgia at the northern end.

						

				

				Additional Details

				
						
						The map has a thin rectangular border around all edges, and in the lower right corner, outside the main geographic content but inside the border, there is a small copyright notice: “© 2026 Jeffrey L. Ward.”

						

				

				Back to image in Chapter 30.
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				ATTACK ON SUEZ

				This is a shaded, black-and-white regional map showing the eastern Mediterranean and northeastern Africa, focusing on the relationship between the USS Ford carrier group, Al-Jaghbub Airfield in Libya, and the Suez Canal in Egypt. It highlights key countries, islands, and cities relevant to a military operation, with a simple, clean design and minimal topographic detail.

				The map covers, from left to right, the central Mediterranean to the eastern Mediterranean, and from north to south, southern Europe down to northern Africa and the Nile Delta.

				Across the top border, centered, is the title in large capital letters: “ATTACK ON SUEZ.”

				In the upper right corner, inside the map area, is a decorative compass symbol. It is a circular compass rose with radiating points and a central dot, with the letter “N” above it indicating north. North is oriented toward the top of the map.

				Major landmasses and countries

				Major landmasses and countries are labeled in large capital letters:

				
						
						At the upper left edge, the lower portion of “ITALY” is visible, with only the southern tip of the Italian peninsula shown.

						

						
						To the right of Italy, occupying the central upper portion of the map, is “GREECE,” with its mainland and many small islands scattered in the Aegean Sea.

						

						
						To the right of Greece, along the upper right edge, is “TURKEY,” with its western coastline facing the Aegean and Mediterranean Seas.

						

						
						In the lower left quadrant, the northern coastline of Africa is shown. The western portion is labeled “LIBYA.”

						

						
						To the right of Libya, along the lower right quadrant, is “EGYPT,” with its northern coastline and the Nile Delta area visible.

						

				

				Coastlines and terrain

				
						
						The coastlines of Italy, Greece, Turkey, Libya, and Egypt are drawn with clear, solid outlines.

						

						
						The interior of the land areas is lightly textured with subtle shading and stippling, but there are no contour lines or detailed elevation markings.

						

						
						The Nile Delta is indicated by branching river-like shapes at the northeastern corner of Egypt, near Cairo and the Suez Canal.

						

						
						The Mediterranean Sea is shaded more darkly than the land, with a smooth gradient that becomes lighter toward the coasts.

						

				

				Islands and smaller regions

				Several islands and smaller regions are labeled:

				
						
						Near the left-center edge of the map, south of Italy, is the small island labeled “MALTA.”

						

						
						In the central part of the map, south of Greece, is the larger island labeled “Crete.”

						

						
						To the right of Crete, near the right-center edge of the map, is the island labeled “CYPRUS.”

						

				

				The body of water occupying most of the central area is labeled in italicized letters: Mediterranean Sea. The label stretches horizontally across the middle of the map.

				Key operational locations and symbols

				
						
						Near Malta, slightly to its southeast in the open sea, is a small cluster of three narrow, leaf-shaped icons. Next to these icons is the label “USS Ford Carrier Group.” The icons represent the approximate position of the carrier group in the central Mediterranean, west of Crete and northwest of Libya.

						

						
						In Libya, toward the lower center of the map, inland from the coast, is the label “Al-Jaghbub Airfield.” Just below and slightly to the right of this label is a silhouette of a modern jet aircraft, angled as if flying northwest.

						

						
						In Egypt, toward the lower right portion of the map, is the label “Cairo,” placed near the Nile Delta region.

						

						
						To the right of Cairo, near the far right edge of the map, is the label “SUEZ CANAL.” A short vertical line marks the canal’s approximate location on the coast. From that point, a dashed line extends inland and slightly southwest toward the general area of Cairo, suggesting a route or connection between Cairo and the Suez Canal.

						

				

				Additional Details

				
						
						The map has a thin rectangular border around all edges, and in the lower left corner, outside the main geographic content but inside the border, there is a small copyright notice: “© 2026 Jeffrey L. Ward.”

						

				

				Back to image in Chapter 64.
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